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ABSTRACT 

After twenty-five years of contested change following the collapse of the 

mercantile-industrial food regime, a corporate-environmental food regime appears to be 

consolidating. The new food regime consists of two distinct yet complimentary 

paradigms: the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, and the Life Sciences Integrated 

paradigm. Through the use of in-depth interviews with organic and conventional farmers 

living in southern Saskatchewan, this thesis examines how the management strategies 

utilized by Saskatchewan farmers fit within the larger world food regime in relation to 

farmers’ self-described identities. This study also explores the heterogeneity of 

management strategies, and the consistency of these strategies with the ideologies held by 

the farmers. Giddens’ theory of structuration, Gramci’s theory of hegemonic discourse, 

and the idea of the reflexive producer are used to explain how farmers make decisions 

concerning agricultural strategies and how these decisions impact the larger social 

structure.  

An analysis of the interviews suggests that producers exist within the emerging 

food regime on a continuum between the Ecologically Integrated paradigm (alternative 

producers) and the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm (conventional producers). Most 

producers frequently utilize production strategies based on their access to markets and 

specific groups of consumers, and on their personal eco-strategies. These farmers often 

identify as “conventional” or “alternative” producers, while having beliefs or using 

agricultural methods that are associated with the opposing paradigm. The results of this 

study demonstrate the importance of community in the transfer of local knowledge, 

including potential alternative farming methods. This study also illustrates that 



ii 
 

Saskatchewan farmers face additional barriers in the potential for resistance against 

conventional agriculture due to the history of agriculture in western Canada, the lack of 

local processors, and the corporatization of land ownership.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction and research questions 

This thesis examines the heterogeneity of management strategies in relation to 

farmers’ self-described identities, following a 25-year period of contested change in the 

structural conditions and the relations of power and property in agricultural. Agriculture 

in Saskatchewan has been experiencing changes since the beginning of European 

settlement during the late 1800s. However, since the mid-1970s, the constellations of 

interests and relationships that shaped the previous food regime have been unfolding and 

undergoing contestation, and now a new world food regime appears to be consolidating. 

Broadly, the purpose of this study is to examine what agricultural strategies 

Saskatchewan farmers are utilizing, and how these management strategies fit within the 

larger world food regime in relation to self-described farmer identities. Even though the 

number of farms in Canada has been decreasing since the end of World War II, 

agriculture is still a major industry with $51 billion in total gross farm receipts in 2010 

(Statistics Canada, 2012). In Saskatchewan in 2010, there were 38,370 farms, which 

comprise 22% of the total number of farms in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2012). 

Saskatchewan farmers have maintained their importance in Canada’s agricultural sector. 

The study reported on in this thesis is based on sixteen in-depth interviews conducted in 

2009 with famers living in southern Saskatchewan. Of the sixteen farmers interviewed, 

eight identified as organic producers and eight identified as conventional producers. 

These interviews focus on the farmers’ decision-making and management strategies, on 

farm characteristics, and on their opinions concerning the environment, government 

policies, and agricultural corporations.  
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The case-study region for this project was the Agricultural Region 3AN (Figure 

1.1), which is an area that encompasses 9,330 km2 located in south-central Saskatchewan. 

Of the 1,086 farms located in the region in 2006, 337 were cattle ranching and 644 were 

oilseed and grain farming (Statistics Canada, 2008a). With no urban areas in the region, 

the 5,240 people living in Agricultural Region 3AN can be considered rural inhabitants. 
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Figure 1.1:     Map of the Census of Agriculture Regions of Southern Saskatchewan  
                              Showing Case Study Area (Agricultural Region 3AN) 
 

 
Source: Census of Agriculture, Agriculture Division, Statistics Canada (2003) 
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Agricultural production in Saskatchewan is often portrayed as either homogenous, 

with a limited number of strategies employed by producers, or part of a binary, with the 

dominant conventional strategies on one side and the less-frequently used alternative 

strategies on the other. The dominant agricultural framework, known as “conventional 

agriculture,” is understood as large-scale, capital-intensive, dependent on the newest 

agricultural science and technologies, and focused on short-term economic benefits. The 

opposing framework, known as “alternative agriculture,” is characterized as low-input, 

diverse, with geographically specific agricultural methods, and a concern for long-term 

sustainability (Beckie, 2000; Bignal and McCracken, 1996; Burton and Wilson, 2006; 

Cushon, 2003; Gorman et al., 2001; Hall and Mogyorody, 2007; Henderson, 2000; 

IAASTD, 2008; Shiva, 1993; Stock, 2002; Vandermeer, 1995; Ploeg, 1985; Ploeg et al., 

2000; Ploeg and Renting, 2004). Furthermore, it is also important to consider the impact 

of larger social structures that drive, limit, condition and shape the farming strategies that 

producers utilize.   

My interest in the management strategies being utilized by farmers was developed 

when I noticed that farmers in Saskatchewan, both conventional and organic, were 

making use of a multiplicity of agricultural strategies that were both diverse and 

heterogeneous. This heterogeneity “reflects differential resource endowments, the 

financial and family situations of operators, and personal philosophies with respect to 

‘farming styles’” (Gertler et al., 2002: 6). An analysis of the interviews demonstrates that 

alternative farming methods are developed and employed by both organic and 

conventional farmers. This brings attention to the fact that there are contradictions 

between the dominant discourse of industrial agriculture and the actual methods used by 
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farmers. Even when farmers identify as conventional producers and engage in the 

hegemonic discourse, they may use counter-hegemonic agricultural practices. However, 

the reverse is also true. Farmers who employ alternative farming methods may have what 

could be considered conventional ideologies. Their primary focus is on economic 

sustainability rather than on the social and environmental sustainability of agriculture. 

Framing the debate between alternative and conventional agriculture as simple 

dichotomies is insufficient to understand the complexities of farm management strategies 

(Fairweather et al., 2009; Rosin and Cambell, 2009). Therefore, because Saskatchewan 

farmers are using a multiplicity of agricultural strategies within the new world food 

regime, the research questions that guide this study are as follows:  

1) What agricultural strategies are farmers in southern Saskatchewan utilizing? 

2) Are the ideologies of farmers (concerning the environment, government policies, 

agricultural corporations, etc.) consistent with the agricultural strategies they employ?  

3) How do the management strategies utilized by Saskatchewan farmers fit within the 

larger world food regime in relation to self-described farmer identities? Harriet 

Friedmann (2005) has outlined many of the dynamics concerning the newly 

consolidated food regime; however, the location of producers within the regime has 

yet to be examined.   

1.2 Context of the study: the world food regime perspective 

Since the late 1800s agriculture in Saskatchewan has been consistently 

undergoing change. Following the Neo-Marxist “regulation approach” that argued that 

relative stability in capitalist society is produced through regimes of accumulation, or 

modes of production and distribution, and modes of regulation, or written and unwritten 
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rules, the food-regime perspective is used to understand the changing dynamics of 

agriculture. The food-regime perspective has been articulated by Harriet Friedmann and 

Philip McMichael, and expanded on by several others (Friedmann, 1989; 1993; 2005; 

Friedmann and McMichael, 1989; McMichael, 1992; Campbell, 2009; Pechlaner and 

Otero, 2010). International food regimes are constellations of relatively stable yet 

temporary interests and relationships that fall into distinct periods, with unstable periods 

in between which are shaped by political contests. While food regimes are part of larger 

periods of stability in relations of power and property, even when at their most stable they 

unfold through internal tensions that eventually lead to crisis and the inability of key 

relationships and practices to continue to function as before (Friedmann, 2005). The 

world-system logic of this perspective offers a view of the food regime as not merely an 

economic phenomenon, but also a political one: “it reflects periodic shifts in hegemonic 

regimes which are anchored in the politics of how commodity chains and production 

systems come to be constructed and coordinated over borders and boundaries” (Buttel, 

2001: 173).  

The previous two world food regimes included the colonial-diasporic food regime 

of 1870-1914, and the mercantile-industrial food regime of 1947-1973. Both of these 

food regimes unfolded for approximately 20 to 30 years, as did the unrest and 

contestation that followed each regime. Friedmann (2005) argues that, “each of the past 

two food regimes was the combined outcome of social movements intersecting with state 

strategies and strategies of profit seeking corporations” (234). Social movements play a 

key role both in the emerging relations of the food regime, and in the unfolding crisis 

following the end of the regime. Social groups—workers in the first regime and farmers 
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in the second—organized to defend their interests. To reach solutions these groups often 

had to make compromises with powerful economic and political actors, and this helped 

shape the following regime. 

1.2.1 The colonial-diasporic food regime of 1870-1914 

This regime “emerged from a convergence of state policies in Europe and the 

European diaspora” (Friedmann, 2005: 234). Due to civil unrest by labour and socialist 

movements, dominant groups in Europe was interested in promoting emigration while 

importing cheap foods to pacify hungry citizens. In Canada, the United States, Australia 

and New Zealand, European powers sought to conquer territories inhabited by indigenous 

people, and reorganize the landscapes by imposing grids of homesteads. The farmers who 

emigrated from Europe were different from colonial elites in colonies such as India. The 

settlers were often fleeing economic deprivation, and their goal was to establish 

themselves as farmers and to remain in the country. The farmers were vulnerable to 

powerful interests, particularly the railways to which they initially had to pay fares for 

their own transport, and then freight charges for the commodities they produced. The 

settlers were often unfamiliar with farming and produced what the railways and 

merchants requested, which included wheat and livestock products for export to Europe. 

Thus this food regime arose in the form of a world wheat market, and was based on 

family farms producing cash crops for export (Friedmann, 1982; 2005). This system also 

created a class of family farmers, who suffered significantly from the collapse of the 

regime, due to world depression and ecological devastation. Many farmers had to leave 

the land; however, the remaining farmers formed “political movements that became 

significant in settler countries and in Europe” (Friedmann, 2005: 237). 
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During the colonial-diasporic food regime, the focus of the Canadian government 

remained on what Vernon Fowke (1952) refers to as the “National Policy.” It consisted of 

three components: a tariff policy designed to foster industrial growth in Central Canada; a 

railway policy designed to integrate the Atlantic with the Pacific and provide for the 

transportation of goods and services across Canada; and an immigration policy, 

beginning with the Dominion Lands Act in 1870, designed to create new markets for 

Canadian industrial products in the West and to provide a new investment frontier for 

Central Canada (Jaffe, 2003b). The success of the National Policy in terms of the 

settlement of the West can best be illustrated by an examination of Saskatchewan 

population figures. In 1901, four years before the province of Saskatchewan was created, 

the estimated population of the area was just over 91,000, representing just over 1.5 per 

cent of the total Canadian population. By 1931, the population of Saskatchewan reached 

921,785 or 8.9 per cent of all Canadians. The majority of these new arrivals were 

involved in farming. Between 1901 and 1931 the number of farms jumped from about 

13,500 to 136,471. The total acreage under cultivation rose from about 3.8 million acres 

to nearly 56 million (Statistics Canada, 2008a; Statistics Canada, 2008b). 

1.2.2 The mercantile-industrial food regime of 1947-1973 

During the Great Depression and World War II both the United States and Canada 

transitioned to Keynesian state/corporate capitalism (Knuttila, 2003). Under this 

framework, and in response to the political movements led by farmers, the United States 

introduced mercantile agricultural policies, including subsidizing both production and 

agricultural exports. This was done through “an elaborate system of government 

purchases [which] removed enough wheat or other specified commodities from the 
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market to achieve target prices set by Congress” (Friedmann, 2005: 139). This led to an 

overaccumulation of grain by the U.S. government. With the passage of PL 480 in 1954, 

“food aid” (sometimes referred to as “dumping”) became the solution to the grain 

surpluses, allowing for a much larger quantity to be exported. These mercantile policies 

played a major role in the transformation of Japan and the global south from self-

sufficient to importing countries, while the United States, Europe, and other countries 

such as Canada became major export regions (Friedmann, 2005). Unable to compete with 

the cheap imported food, peasant farmers in the global south were forced out of the 

countryside and into urban areas, contributing to chronic food import dependence.  

 Along with the mercantile policies, the industrialization of agriculture was also 

promoted during the post war period. Farmers were encouraged to expand and intensify 

production through the use of agricultural technology. Farmers became dependent on the 

use of machinery, agro-chemicals, livestock feed and other industrial agricultural inputs. 

The focus on exports, along with intensification, framed the emergence of a number of 

giant agrofood corporations with interests that diverged from farmers and national 

agencies. Through vertical and horizontal integration, these corporations eventually 

became powerful actors in the agrofood production chain. Farmers are now dominated by 

agrofood corporations who both supply inputs and purchase agricultural commodities 

(Heffernan, 2000). 

The political and economic importance of farmers in Saskatchewan and the rural 

west declined during the mercantile-industrial food regime (Knuttila, 2003). Due to the 

use of large farm machinery and agro-chemicals, fewer producers were necessary to farm 

the same amount of land and maintain levels of commodity production required for 
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export. For example, the number of farms decreased from 138,713 in 1941, to 76,970 in 

1971, even though the population of Saskatchewan remained approximately the same 

(Statistics Canada, 2008a).  

The interests and relationships defining the mercantile-industrial food regime 

began to disintegrate in the 1970s during a wider crisis of capital accumulation that 

“affected everyone through the combination of rising unemployment and accelerating 

inflation” (Harvey, 2005: 14). When growth collapsed and real interest rates went 

negative, upper classes everywhere felt threatened and the need to protect themselves. 

Shifting from Keynesian state/corporate capitalism to neoliberal corporate capitalism 

became a political project to re-establish the conditions for capital accumulation and to 

restore the power of the economic elites (Harvey, 2005). 

As part of the wider crisis of over-accumulation, the success of the mercantile-

industrial food regime in creating export regions resulted in an over-accumulation of 

agricultural commodities. This led to problems and tensions in international markets as 

Western European and Japanese corporations started to challenge American-based 

multinationals (Knuttila, 2003). Export subsidies were no longer disguised, and 

competitive export subsidies “led to a near trade war between Europe and the U.S.” 

(Friedman, 2005: 246). In addition, in 1972 and 1973 the United States sold its grain 

surpluses to the Soviet Union, which led to surplus stocks being cleared for the first time 

since Word War II. This caused the price of wheat and other grains to more than triple. 

Suddenly billions of people were defined as “food insecure” (Friedman, 2005: 245). 

“Food aid” came to be understood as “humanitarian.” World debt began to rise as food 

import-dependent countries began borrowing from private financial institutions recycling 
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surplus funds from the OPEC oil embargo of 1973 (Harvey, 2005). Increased 

international competition, which accompanied the fiscal crisis many western nations 

faced, led to a critique of Keynesian economics (Knuttila, 2003). Governments began 

embracing the ideology of neoliberalism, with the rhetoric of deregulation, fiscal 

responsibility, and freeing the market from government intervention dominating policy 

decisions. The end of the mercantile-industrial food regime was followed by a 25-year 

period of contested change. This period, which includes the restructuring of Canadian 

agriculture, the consolidation of commodity supply chains, and the increased volatility of 

the commodity price cycle, is discussed in Chapter 2. 

1.3 The food paradigm framework 

During each world food regime there are sets of assumptions, or paradigms, 

which shape the way that we think about food and understand the world (Lang and 

Heasman, 2004). It is from these paradigms that new knowledge is created. As a result 

science is understood as a process, rather than neutral fact-finding. Lang and Heasman 

(2004) use the term “food paradigm” to indicate “a set of shared understandings, common 

rules and ways of conceiving problems and solutions about food” (17).  

1.3.1 The Productionist food paradigm 

The mercantile-industrial food regime exemplified a way of thinking known as 

the Productionist paradigm (Lang and Heasman, 2004). During this paradigm agrofood 

chains became production-led in order to increase the quantity of food in preference over 

other priorities such as quality. It was also assumed that the food produced and processed 

was safe, and that health gains followed from sufficiency of supply (Lang and Heasman, 

2004). Through the use of agricultural technology, and with the support of government 
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policy (support which is now declining), the focus of this paradigm remained on 

increasing output and immediate gains through intensification of production and labour 

efficiency. This resulted in a period of rapid mechanization, scale-enlargement and 

intensification in Canadian agriculture (Gorman et al., 2001; Knuttila, 2003; Ploeg et al., 

2000). Through advances in agricultural knowledge, science, and technology, there was a 

substantial increase in the level of crop and livestock production throughout the world. 

Because industrial agriculture is more capital intensive and land extensive than the 

agricultural methods used during the colonial-diasporic food regime, producers within 

this paradigm rely on high yielding varieties of seed used in conjunction with chemical 

herbicides, pesticides and synthetic fertilizer (Shiva, 1993).  

These agricultural strategies are designed to increase the output of a single 

commodity through specialization and the increased usage of external inputs (Bradshaw, 

2004; Burton and Wilson, 2006). Farmers are encouraged to grow homogenous 

monocultures using hybrid seed developed by agricultural corporations. This high-input 

agriculture produces homogenous products for commodity markets, which are then 

highly processed for mass markets. Because of this, the Productionist paradigm is reliant 

on cheap energy for inputs and transport. While a large amount food production is still 

regionally based, a key feature of the Productionist paradigm is that the food supply in 

many parts of the world moved from local, small-scale production to concentrated 

production and mass distribution. This is one reason why the Productionist paradigm is 

also known as the “globalization” pathway to development (IAASTD, 2008: 147). 

The Productionist paradigm is still a dominant worldview, however, with the fall 

of the previous world food regime, its associated way of thinking and set of assumptions 
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are now being contested. This paradigm is now under pressure and showing major 

limitations. Health threats and environmental problems are threatening its survival: 

“matters such as oil shortages, climate change, labour ‘efficiencies’, water depletion, 

pollution and public concern about animal welfare and the nature of plant and animal 

breeding” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 20). The ownership of the food supply, the control 

over intellectual property and the genetic base of foods are contested, while consumers, 

agribusiness and political movements are questioning how our food is being produced 

(Lang and Heasman, 2004; IAASTD, 2008). Lang and Heasman (2004) argue that two 

opposing paradigms are vying to succeed the Productionist paradigm: the Life Sciences 

Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically Integrated paradigm. Both of these paradigms 

are science-informed, evidence-based visions of the future seeking to replace the 

Productionist paradigm.  

1.3.2 The Life Sciences Integrated paradigm 

The Life Sciences Integrated paradigm heralds the application of new biological 

technologies to the food production chain while building on the structures of the 

Productionist paradigm (Lang and Heasman, 2004). Similar to the Productionist 

paradigm, the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm continues to work within monocultural 

production, with the commercial structure characterized by concentrated large-scale 

production processes and transnational agribusiness corporations. It is an expert-driven, 

top-down approach to the science-led integration of the food supply chain backed by 

trade and finance. This paradigm links genetics, biology, engineering and nutrition by 

controlling the agrofood chain from the laboratory to the field and factory. At its core, 

both human and environmental health are interpreted in a mechanistic and medicalized 
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way. Food is perceived almost like a drug, a solution to diseased conditions. This 

paradigm claims to remedy the limitations of the Productionist paradigm by lessening 

environmental impacts, improving human health from greater food production, and 

creating new food products with enhanced health benefits (Lang and Heasman, 2004).  

 The International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and 

Technology for Development Report (IAASTD, 2008) refers to the model of organizing 

knowledge and diffusion processes in the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm as the 

Transfer of Technology model. In the Transfer of Technology model, science is 

positioned “as a privileged problem-defining and knowledge generating activity carried 

out mainly by universities and research stations whose knowledge, embedded in 

technologies, messages, and practices is transferred by extension agents to farmers” 

(IAASTD, 2008: 63). It assumes a top-down linear flow of technological products and 

information, with the underlying assumption farmers are relatively passive cognitive 

agents whose own knowledge is to be replaced and improved as a result of receiving 

messages communicated by experts (Beckie, 2000). Farmers are required to place faith in 

the scientific method, technology and the empirical method (Carolan, 2006a; 2006b). The 

Transfer of Technology model is based on the positivist understanding of modern science 

as a “neutral, universal, and value-free explanatory system” (IAASTD, 2008: 70). 

Therefore, the central task of agricultural science is to design technical solutions for 

carefully described problems. These solutions are not created based on  geographically 

specific considerations, but rather are developed to be implemented at any location in the 

world. 
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Genetic modification (GM) is understood as the central defining characteristic in 

the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm: “GM seeds and the chemical inputs they require 

are reshaping the biological base of agricultural production at a speed that is 

unprecedented in human food production” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 22). Genetic 

modification involves taking genes from one species and inserting them into another 

unrelated species to forge a new specimen whose creation would not be possible in 

nature. It seeks to improve beneficial traits of crops for human and environmental health. 

Proponents of this paradigm advocate the rapid implementation of technologies such as 

genetic modification “in order to feed the world” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 24). 

Research on nutrigenomics is also being pursued within this paradigm. This research 

seeks to understand how nutrition and dietary intakes interact with genetic pre-potential 

and the structure of genes. For example, nutrigenomics would examine the question of 

why one person can eat a diet high in fat and not get heart disease, when another cannot 

(Lang and Heasman, 2004). However, even though this type of health-related research 

has attracted funding, Lang and Heasman argue that the actualization of any real health 

gains of nutrigenomics is probably some time off. Furthermore, if any health gains are 

realized, they will not benefit global public health, but rather the “‘worried well’ and rich 

consumers” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 24).  

Large corporations dominate this paradigm on a global scale. The new biological 

technologies have provided huge profits to the corporations that sell GM seed. This 

paradigm is also supported by government policy and considerable investment, both 

public and private. For example, in Saskatchewan both the Saskatchewan Party and NDP 

governments (which are generally represented as being right wing and left wing, 
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respectively) have strongly supported the development of a biotechnology industry. In 

partnership with the Government of Saskatchewan, the University of Saskatchewan 

launched an organization named Ag-West Biotech in 1989 (Warnock, 2003). The mission 

of Ag-West Biotech is to help existing companies and attract new ones by aiding in the 

commercialization of new biotechnologies. The organization has had a number of 

‘achievements,’ including the development of herbicide-resistant canola from a public-

private partnership with Bayer Crop Science (Ag-West Bio Inc., 2009; Phillips and 

Dieker, 2001).  

After the end of the mercantile-industrial food regime the environmental strains 

associated with the Productionist paradigm became a public concern. Faced with pressure 

from environmental organizations, the Canadian government made a commitment during 

the 1980s to support sustainable agricultural methods and encourage farmers to adopt 

“best management practices” (Hall, 1998; Traoré et al., 1998). Of the many possible 

agricultural strategies environmentally sustainable production may entail, the government 

chose to mount a campaign against summerfallowing and to promote zero-tillage in 

conjunction with herbicide usage as the primary soil conservation method (Argue et al., 

2003; Cushon, 2003; Hall, 1998). No-till technologies have the potential of increasing 

organic matter in the soil and sequestering carbon, while building and maintaining good 

soil health (Derpsch et al., 2010). According to Hall (1998), “(N)o-till farming basically 

means planting and growing crops in previously untilled soil. Using a special planting 

machine, the farmer plants a crop such as corn, soybean or wheat in soil that has not been 

plowed or tilled prior to planting” (224). Tillage, which is understood in the Life Sciences 

Integrated framework as the primary cause of wind and water erosion, is then eliminated. 
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In contrast, alternative methods used to control wind and water erosion include the use of 

cover crops and trees as shelterbelts. The zero-tillage agricultural strategy fits within the 

Life Sciences Integrated paradigm because of both its reliance on agribusiness 

corporations for machinery and chemical inputs, and the top-down, Transfer of 

Technology approach to knowledge. In Saskatchewan the adoption of zero-till farming is 

widespread; “the use of no-till increased from 10% of the total area prepared for seeding 

in 1991 to 60% in 2006” (EnviroStats, 2008).  

In conjunction with zero-till, the Government of Saskatchewan also promotes  

continuous cropping using a short-term crop rotation cycle. An example of a typical four-

year crop rotation would be a cereal (e.g., wheat, barley), a pulse (e.g., chick peas, 

lentils), a cereal, and then an oilseed (e.g., canola, mustard). The rotation would then 

begin again without letting the land lie in fallow. According to the Ministry of 

Agriculture in Saskatchewan, “(W)hen farmers are making cropping and rotation 

decisions the primary consideration is economics” (Government of Saskatchewan, 2004). 

Fallow should only be incorporated into the crop rotation when the farmer does not have 

the capital to invest in the “proper” level of inputs: “if the cash flow for the purchase of 

crop inputs is limited it may be better to apply the correct input levels to fewer acres of 

crop” (Government of Saskatchewan, 2004). Furthermore, if the land is to be left in 

fallow, the preferred method is chemical fallow (spraying the land with herbicide) rather 

than summerfallow (tilling the land) (Argue et al., 2003).  

 With the support of many agronomists and government officials (Gustman et al., 

2011; Chen et al., 2011; Warnock, 2003), this paradigm is often viewed as the only real 

solution to the current problems plaguing agriculture. Advances in agricultural 
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technology make it possible for fewer producers to farm more acres, while prioritizing 

economies of scale over economies of scope (Ploeg, 2000), resulting in the concentration 

of control over the land and labour processes. In line with the Productionist paradigm, 

farmers who believe in the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm understand the growing 

concentration of power and control as “part of the natural evolution of the industry” 

(Beus and Dunlap, 1990: 600). Farming is no longer viewed as a “way of life, 

 but rather as a business. Therefore, producers who have lost their farms did so because 

they were poor managers who made incorrect business decisions, resulting in their farms 

becoming unviable. In the literature, farmers who follow the logic of this paradigm often 

are referred to as conventional producers.  

1.3.3 The Ecologically Integrated paradigm 

Since the mid-20th century there have been persistent ecological criticisms against 

industrial agriculture and the farming strategies that arose during the Productionst 

paradigm. While ecological thinking on food is not new, it has remained mostly outside 

mainstream policy. According to Lang and Heasman (2004), the Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm is also vying to succeed the Productionist paradigm. Like the Life Sciences 

Integrated paradigm, the Ecologically Integrated paradigm is grounded firmly in biology, 

but it takes a less-engineered approach to nature. Its core assumption “recognizes mutual 

dependencies, symbiotic relationships and more subtle forms of manipulation, and it aims 

to preserve ecological diversity” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 26). The paradigm takes a 

more holistic approach to understanding health and society, rather than a medicalized 

one. The way agriculture is understood within the Ecologically Integrated paradigm 

corresponds closely with the body of thinking known as agroecology, where local skills 
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are paired with modern understandings to meet the challenges of food production. 

Agroecosystems are managed in ways that conserve natural resources, and are culturally 

sensitive, socially just and economically viable. This paradigm is focused on local 

knowledge and skill, while creating improved links between the land and consumption. 

Farmers who follow this paradigm are frequently referred to as “alternative producers.” 

 The Ecologically Integrated framework is a complex paradigm characterized by 

tremendous diversity. It encompasses the three interwoven dimensions of a self-

sufficient, sustainable agriculture: the social, ecological and economic (Beckie, 2000; 

Bradshaw and Smit, 1997; Sattler and Nagel, 2008). Within the Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm, it is understood a universal technological fix for sustainability does not exist. 

Rather there is a wide diversity of viable solutions. According to Beus and Dunlap 

(1990), alternative approaches include “organic agriculture, sustainable agriculture, 

regenerative agriculture, ecoagriculture, permaculture, bio-dynamics, agroecology, 

natural farming, low-input agriculture, and others” (594). While there is an emphasis on 

organic or near organic practices, alternative producers see their goals as much broader 

than reducing the use of agricultural chemicals. Alternative producers may also advocate 

smaller farm sizes, decreased intensity, reduced energy use, greater farm and regional 

self-sufficiency, agricultural diversity, minimally processed foodstuffs, conservation of 

finite resources, and more direct sales to consumers (Banks and Marsden, 2001; Beus and 

Dunlap, 1990; Bignal and McCracken, 1996; Gorman et al., 2001; Hall and Mogyorody, 

2007; Knickel, 2001; Vandermeer, 1995; Renting and Ploeg, 2001; Ploeg, 2000; Ploeg et 

al., 2000).  
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The Ecologically Integrated paradigm is based on the model of ecological and 

economic self-sufficiency of local ecosystems. One of the primary goals of alternative 

agriculture is to reduce dependence on both distant markets and inputs from transnational 

agribusinesses, banks, and international retailers. This is accomplished through the 

integrated management of available soil, water and biological resources, and utilization 

of local markets (Ploeg and Renting, 2004). The IAASTD Global Report refers to 

alternative agriculture as the ‘localization’ pathway to development. Unlike the 

globalization pathway to development, localization has come from civil society and has 

involved locally based innovations, “that meet the needs of local people and communities 

. . .  [It] addresses the integration of social and environmental issues with agricultural 

production” (IAASTD, 2008: 147). The Ecologically Integrated paradigm views 

knowledge as empowerment. Skills are necessary across the whole supply chain, making 

agriculture knowledge-intensive rather than input-intensive (Lang and Heasman, 2004). 

 Historically, agriculture developed as specific responses to local environments. 

The IAASTD Global Report (2008) refers to “local knowledge” as locally-bound 

knowledge that is indigenous to a specific area and embedded in the culture and activities 

of particular peoples (67). While being region-specific, local knowledge actors are not 

necessarily isolated in their experience, nor are they passive receivers of knowledge 

created by experts. Rather, “good” local knowledge producers actively seek out and 

incorporate information about the knowledge and technology of others. Because informal 

systems such as these are knowledge-intensive, dynamic and adaptive, there is also the 

capacity for place-based innovation. This place-based innovation is what produces the 

vast diversity of agricultural strategies within the alternative framework.  
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In contrast to the Productionist and Life Sciences Integrated paradigms, where 

agricultural knowledge and technology are created by the experts and then diffused down 

to farmers, local knowledge is derived from farmers knowing the physical, biological, 

and social characteristics of plants, animals, the soil and weather, machinery, buildings, 

and human labour (Marsden et al., 2001; Stirling, 2001). This knowledge, which may be 

at variance with the understanding of experts (Selfa et al., 2007), is then communicated to 

other producers through farmer meetings, field visits, and correspondence with 

neighbours. According to Stirling (2001), it is important to maintain and foster local 

knowledge because “if farming becomes more thoroughly an adjunct of the corporate 

strategies of non-farm firms, then social capital, community helping patterns, collective 

knowledge, and ultimately political vitality will be lost to rural communities” (258). 

Within the Ecologically Integrated paradigm farmers are understood as working 

with nutrient and energy cycles in order to develop a diversified and balanced agricultural 

system. Using a whole-farm systems approach, farmers take into consideration the 

intended and unintended impacts of their farming practices on the soil, water, air, plants 

and animals, while being conscientious about their fossil fuel usage. Farmers focus on 

increasing biodiversity, while incorporating natural products and renewable resources in 

order to both stabilize and maximize yields over the long run (Ploeg and Renting, 2000; 

Kendrick, 2008; Horrigan et al., 2002; Lang and Heasman, 2004). At the farm level, 

producers utilize a diversity of agricultural strategies by using complex crop rotations and 

integrating both crops and livestock with a broad genetic base (Marsden et al., 2001; 

Gorman et al., 2001). Furthermore, because the short- and long-term outcomes are 
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considered equally important, alternative producers have a longer time-horizon than 

conventional producers.  

The heterogeneity of farming methods utilized in the Ecologically Integrated 

framework provides farmers with an increased level of flexibility because there are more 

possible solutions for dealing with the challenges that arise during the agricultural 

process (Ploeg, 1993). Strategies used by prairie farmers include the integration of crop 

and livestock production in small-scale mixed systems, rotational grazing, extensive crop 

rotations, cover cropping, higher seeding rates, integrated pest management, low 

agrochemical input, low-till farming, and row cropping (Bignal and McCracken, 1996; 

Carolan, 2006a; Deumlich et al., 2006; Evans, 2005; Horrigan et al., 2002; IAASTD, 

2008; Knowler and Bradshaw, 2006; Sattler and Nagel, 2008; Selfa et al., 2007).  

In southern Saskatchewan, where beef cattle ranching and grain and oilseed 

farming are both prevalent, there are farmers who have developed long-term, seven to ten 

year rotations integrating the use of cover crops and perennial forage. Cover cropping is 

the “maintenance of a permanent or semi-permanent soil cover, be it a live crop or dead 

mulch, which serves to protect the soil from the sun, rain and wind and feed soil biota” 

(Knowler and Bradshaw, 2006: 26). Rather than focusing on the immediate future, 

farmers who integrate the use of perennial forage, such as alfalfa, in a long-term crop 

rotation consider the long-term benefits of letting the land rest from continuous cash crop 

production. There are many potential benefits of seeding cropland (particularly marginal 

cropland) to perennial forage such as enhancing soil structure, preventing erosion, 

reducing the need for fertilization and weed control, increasing soil nutrient and moisture 

retention, and breaking disease cycles (Saskatchewan Stock Growers Association and 
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Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food, 2001). Furthermore, because these farmers often 

have cattle they are able to use the perennial forage as a source of feed and therefore as a 

risk-spreading strategy.  

Organic farming – the production of agricultural commodities without the use of 

synthetic inputs – is the most prominent alternative to the Productionist paradigm in 

Saskatchewan. The number of certified organic farms in Saskatchewan has increased 

from 773 farms in 2001 to 1,064 in 2010 (Statistics Canada, 2012). Unlike other forms of 

sustainable agriculture, there exists a set of legislated and voluntary standards and 

certification procedures in organic farming. For example, in order to become a certified 

organic producer in Saskatchewan, farmers must go through a chemical-free transition 

period for three years (Beckie, 2000, Canadian General Standards Board, 2011). The 

certification process also requires extensive paper work and includes frequent 

independent third-party inspections to ensure that standards are being met (Cushon, 

2003). For many people, organic farming is understood as a plausible economic and 

environmental alternative to conventional agriculture (Beckie, 2000; Kendrick, 2008). 

However, while organic farming may address economic and ecological issues in 

agriculture, it is not necessarily a solution for social sustainability (Banks and Marsden, 

2001; Fairweather and Campbell, 2003). For example, it is now possible to purchase 

highly processed organic food from chain grocery stores produced and processed 

thousands of kilometers away. It is important for organic farmers to remember that social 

sustainability, including the survival of family farms and rural communities, is equally as 

important as economic and environmental sustainability.  
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1.4 The corporate-environmental food regime 

It has been more than 25 years since the collapse of the mercantile-industrial food 

regime. Criticism has been levied against the Productionist paradigm concerning “quality, 

safety, biological and cultural diversity, intellectual property, animal welfare, 

environmental pollution, energy use, and gender and racial inequalities” (Friedmann, 

2005: 249). Social movements have risen which protest the many negative impacts of the 

mercantile-industrial food regime and the Productionist paradigm. Friedmann (2005) 

believes that the demands of these social movements both inspire and partly shape a new 

food regime, often with unexpected results. Capitalism is always ready to appropriate and 

distort what works, and that includes environmental movements (Wallis, 2009). 

After the period of contested change, a new regime appears to be consolidating. 

Friedmann (2005) believes that the “convergence of environmental politics and retail-led 

reorganization of food supply chains suggests the emergence of a corporate-

environmental food regime” (251). Unlike the previous two food regimes, the new food 

regime consists of two different ways of organizing the food supply chain. Both of the 

supply chains are led by private capital, while roughly corresponding to international 

classes of rich and poor consumers. Because private capital plays an important role for 

both supply chains, often the same firms will sell both high-end and cheap commodities 

to different classes of consumers (Friedmann, 2005). The new food regime is emerging at 

a time when public sector standards are declining. Governments of the North and South 

are embracing minimal inter-governmental standards. These lower standards encourage 

importation and local production of commodities that meet minimal standards for low-

end consumers. This has also created a space where private capitals can selectively 
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respond to consumer demands and initiate and enforce their own higher standards 

through carefully regulated supply chains. These private standards create products 

designed for rich consumers that are of higher quality and traceability along the food 

supply chain. These high-end corporate supply chains depend on certification processes 

(such as ‘organic’ or ‘fair trade’) that are applied to all links in the chain. The elaborate 

sets of specifications are often abstract and separate from the local environmental and 

labour conditions that originally informed the organic and fair trade movements, while 

being detached from the original holistic goals of the social movements.  

Friedmann (2005) also notes that even though it appears that quality products are 

more environmentally sustainable, both quality and standard commodity chains can 

“deepen longstanding processes that dispossess and marginalize peasants and agrarian 

communities, and create more poor consumers and more people without stable incomes 

to consume at all” (257). For example, labourers in Mexico who work for large 

agricultural operations now have difficulty obtaining the beans and corn that they once 

grew or purchased from local markets, while being unable to grow or purchase the 

tomatoes that they now produce. Instead, they are buying manufactured “Chinese” soups 

(Friedmann, 2005). Due to the level of income inequality on a global scale, the diets of 

the poor are likely to be based on “standard edible commodities,” while the quality 

agrofood system heralded as a new ‘green capitalism’ serves only privileged consumers 

(Friedmann, 2005: 257).  

 Because the corporate-environmental food regime encapsulates two distinct 

corporate strategies for privileged and cash-poor customers, it appears that both the Life 
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Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically Integrated paradigm are not designed 

to compete, but to complement each other as a class-based accumulation strategy.  

The distinction between fresh, relatively unprocessed, and low-chemical input 
products on one side, and highly engineered edible commodities composed of 
denatured and recombined ingredients on the other, describes two complementary 
systems within a single emerging food regime. (Friedmann, 2005: 258) 
 

Farmers who identify as conventional or alternative are therefore producing for different 

consumers who are part of the same market driven food regime. Lang and Heasman  

(2004) also acknowledge that the two paradigms can coexist, but they may be polarized 

around choices for the rich at the expense of the poor. Within Friedmann’s corporate-

environmental food regime the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm offers highly 

engineered foods designed to improve productivity to feed low-end consumers, while the 

centrally monitored corporate supply chains transform selected aspects of the 

Ecologically Integrated paradigm to provide transnationally sourced high-quality 

commodities to privileged consumers. 

 It is important to realize, however, that even though two different food paradigms 

exist within the same world regime, farmers do not necessarily fit neatly within one or the 

other paradigm. Selfa et al. (2007) argue that “farmer identities are complex and 

‘situationally dependent,’ such that farmers can choose to draw on either their 

conservationist or productionist identity” (2). Therefore, framing the discussion between 

alternative and conventional agriculture as a simple dichotomy is insufficient when trying 

to understand the complexities of farm management strategies (Moore, 2008; Stock, 

2002). It is more useful in terms of epistemic gain to view farmers as existing on a 

continuum between the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm. 
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Fairweather et al. (2009) address the common shortcoming present in many 

analyses of agro-food systems – the tendency to overstate the homogeneity of 

conventional agriculture. Fairweather et al.’s analysis suggests farming practices within 

conventional agriculture are heterogeneous, and many producers express support for 

farming practices with positive environmental effects. These farmers may pursue farming 

strategies that have beneficial environmental outcomes, but for whatever reason choose 

not to be organic. Their research suggests that “greater attention to the underlying causes 

of diversity among conventional farmers is an essential step in improving understanding 

and promotion of agricultural sustainability” (Fairweather et al., 2009: 450). Rather than 

understanding conventional and alternative producers as part of a binary, it would be 

beneficial to understand producers as having “shades of greenness.” This has important 

implications for our understandings of the complex and various pathways of making the 

agro-food system more environmentally sustainable (Stock, 2002; Fairweather et al., 

2009). 

Within the corporate-environmental food regime, the Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm is understood as being fairly ‘conventionalized,’ consisting of corporate 

controlled food supply chains oriented towards rich consumers. This means that certified 

organic farmers might have beliefs, or use agricultural methods, contrary to the 

alternative paradigm. The past decade has seen a dramatic increase in the number of 

producers in Saskatchewan certified as organic. At the same time, research demonstrates 

that the primary objective for many organic producers is economic profit (Banks and 

Marsden, 2001; Fairweather and Campbell, 2003; Hall and Mogyorody, 2007; Saltiel et 

al., 1994). While being classified as alternative producers, these farmers are not 
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necessarily concerned with environmental or social sustainability, or they may not have 

the structural room to maneuver. Julie Guthman (2004) argues that the most lucrative 

segments of organic commodity chains in California have been appropriated by 

agribusiness firms, most of which have abandoned the more sustainable agronomic and 

marketing practices associated with organic agriculture. As the new world food regime 

consolidates and organic agriculture becomes subsumed into one of the mainstream food 

supply chains, key elements of the alternative framework, such as local economic 

development and the support of small-scale agriculture, get sidelined or ignored (Banks 

and Marsden, 2001; DuPuis, 2000; Hall and Mogyorody, 2007). The ‘organic’ label has 

become an important marketing tool representing the narrow view of personal health and 

safety, rather than the wider holistic understanding of sustainability.  

However, it is possible for producers within the Ecologically Integrated paradigm 

to use methods and hold ideologies that are not simply ‘conventionalized.’ If we 

understand that farmers exist within the corporate-environmental food regime on a 

continuum between the two paradigms, it opens up a space for resistance against 

corporate agriculture on the far side of the Ecologically Integrated paradigm. Ploeg 

(2009) believes that “resistance is encountered in a wide range of heterogeneous and 

increasingly interlinked practices through which the peasantry constitutes itself as 

distinctly different… [It] resides, first and foremost, in the multiple of responses created 

to confront Empire as the principal mode of ordering” (265). For example, when farmers 

choose methods and practices that do not correlate with the Productionist or Life 

Sciences Integrated paradigms, they can be understood as resisting the power of large 

corporations. 
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The assumption that agriculture is either homogeneous or neatly divided into two 

separate categories does not fully capture the diversity, nonlinearity and spatial 

heterogeneity currently observed in the newly formed world food regime (Burton and 

Wilson, 2006). It must be acknowledged that both conventional and alternative farming 

strategies can occur simultaneously, spatially as well as temporally. Market strategies, 

agricultural methods, environmental understandings, concern for community, support of 

marketing boards, use of expert or local knowledge, as well as farm characteristics 

(among other things) vary on a case-by-case basis. Therefore, because of the complexities 

and heterogeneity of farming strategies, it would be useful in terms of epistemic gain to 

locate Saskatchewan farmers within the corporate-environmental food regime on a 

continuum between the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm. 

1.5 Organization of the thesis 

This thesis investigates how the management strategies utilized by Saskatchewan 

farmers fit within Friedmann’s corporate-environmental world food regime. The farmers’ 

agricultural strategies and their ideologies are examined to see if the farmers fit within the 

Life Sciences Integrated paradigm, the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, or on a 

continuum between the two paradigms. 

 The first chapter outlines the research problem and questions, and the context of 

the study within the wider structure of world food regimes and food paradigms. Chapter 

Two examines issues in Canadian agriculture, including the positive and negative impacts 

of different farming strategies, the restructuring of Canadian agriculture, the 

consolidation of the commodity supply chain, and the commodity price cycle. The 
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theoretical framework and methodological overview are discussed in Chapter Three. 

Giddens’ theory of structuration, Gramci’s theory of hegemonic discourse, and the idea 

of the reflexive producer are used to explain how farmers make decisions concerning 

agricultural strategies and how these decisions impact the larger social structure. When 

describing the methods used during the study, the research area, the recruitment of 

participants using snowball sampling (while ensuring sufficient variation in 

characteristics and location), the interview schedule, the interviews, and coding and 

analysis are discussed. In Chapter Four, the data from the interviews, demonstrating that 

while some farmers may fit relatively well within either the Life Sciences Integrated 

paradigm or the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, the majority of the participants fall on 

a continuum between the two paradigms (based on their farming methods, environmental 

understandings, market strategies, etc.) are presented. A summary of the findings and 

suggestions for further research are presented in Chapter Five. 
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2. ISSUES IN CANADIAN AGRICULTURE 

2.1 Introduction  

 To understand the location of Saskatchewan farmers within the current world 

food regime, changes in Canadian agriculture since the end of the mercantile-industrial 

food regime in 1973 must be examined. With the shift from Keynesian economics to 

neoliberalism during the 1980s and 1990s, the Canadian government adopted multilateral 

trade agreements favouring deregulation and privatization. During the last 25 years, 

agricultural exports increased while government spending on agricultural programs 

decreased. The commodity supply chain was consolidated through vertical and horizontal 

integration (creating hyper-competition between farmers and decreased competition 

between corporations), while the commodity price cycle increased in volatility leading to 

problems of unpredictability. The relative homogeneity among prairie farmers in Canada 

during the first half of the 20th century has diminished, resulting in marked class 

differentiation among prairie farmers. Furthermore, farming strategies that have been 

used by both conventional and alternative producers have resulted in numerous 

environmental and social consequences.  

 As noted, food regimes are part of longer periods of stability in relations of power 

and property. The changes occurring in the production, distribution and consumption of 

agricultural commodities and food products are not unique, but rather reflect changes in 

the configurations of capitalism. The mercantile-industrial food regime was part of the 

larger regime of capitalist accumulation known as Fordism (Harvey, 1990). The end of 

the food regime was tied to the crisis of Fordism’s inability to deal with inherent 

overaccumulation tendencies in capitalism.  
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Fordism, which is closely tied to Keynesianism, formed the basis for the long 

postwar boom that stayed relatively intact until 1973. A balance of power was cultivated 

between organized labour, large corporate capital, and the state.  

The state had to take on new (Keynesian) roles and build new institutional 
powers; corporate capital had to trim its sails in certain respects in order to move 
more smoothly in the track of secure profitability; and organized labour had to 
take on new roles and functions with respect to performance in labour markets 
and in production processes. (Harvey, 1990: 132-133) 
 

Corporations grudgingly accepted union power, while the state assumed the 

responsibility of curbing business cycles. During this period there was a massive 

expansion of world trade and international investment. However, large segments of the 

work force were denied access to privileged work in mass production, and therefore 

denied access to mass-consumption. The state bore the brunt of discontent coming from 

those excluded from unions (women, minorities, and the underprivileged). Keynesian 

welfare statism was developed to redistribute the benefits of Fordism to the wider 

population in the form of adequate healthcare, housing and educational services.  

There are three necessary features of any capitalist mode of production. 

“Capitalism is growth-oriented… Growth in real values rests on the exploitation of living 

labour in production [and]… Capitalism is necessarily technologically and 

organizationally dynamic” (Harvey, 1990: 180). According to Marx these three necessary 

conditions are inconsistent and contradictory, therefore there is no way capitalism can 

produce steady and unproblematic growth. Rather, the crisis tendencies produce periodic 

phases of overaccumulation, which Harvey (1990) defines as “a condition in which idle 

capital and idle labour supply could exist side by side with no apparent way to bring these 

idle resources together to accomplish socially useful tasks... Overaccumulation would be 
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indicated by idle productive capacity, a glut of commodities and an excess of inventories, 

surplus money capital (perhaps held as hoards), and high unemployment” (180-181). 

While the tendency for overaccumulation can never be eliminated under capitalism, there 

are ways it can be expressed, contained, absorbed or managed. Some of the choices that 

the bourgeoisie have to maintain the social order of capitalism include: devaluation of 

commodities, macro-economic control through institutionalized regulation, and 

absorption of overaccumulation through temporal and spatial displacement.  

Fordism dealt with overaccumulation tendencies by controlling devaluation with a 

strong system of macro-economic control, and by absorbing overaccumulation through 

spatial and temporal displacement. Food aid (or dumping) and foreign direct investment 

are examples of how Fordism dealt with overaccumulation. The United States’ 

government provided concessional sales, or donated their massive stockpiles of grain, to 

developing countries in order to manage the overaccumulation of agricultural 

commodities. The crisis of Fordism, therefore, can partially be attributed to running out 

of options to handle overaccumulation (Harvey, 1990). During the 1970s it became 

apparent that Keynesian policies were no longer working (Harvey, 2005). Temporal 

displacement was drastically increasing the debt load. Government strategy was to 

monetize it away by printing so much money that it triggered an inflationary surge. The 

Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates backed by gold fell into disarray and 

exchange rates were allowed to float. Furthermore, during this period the new 

geographical centres of accumulation, including Western Europe and Japan, intensified 

spatial competition as the capacity to solve the overaccumulation problem through 

geographical displacement ran out. “It was simply that the mechanisms evolved for 
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controlling crisis tendencies were finally overwhelmed by the power of the underlying 

contradictions of capitalism” (Harvey, 1990:186). Alternatives were called for if this 

crisis was to be overcome. 

Since the crisis of Fordism in 1973, capitalism reconfigured into what Harvey 

(1990; 2005) refers to as flexible accumulation and neoliberalism. In the time that 

followed, the state struggled with organized labour and retrenched state expenditures, 

with a few exceptions. Because redistributions in Fordism were funded out of growth, 

slacked growth resulted in trouble for the welfare state. Deregulation and privatization 

came to be understood as the primary way to increase economic development in order to 

deal with the crisis of accumulation and the global phase of ‘stagflation’ (unemployment 

and inflation). However, the attacks on the real wage and organized labour that began as 

an economic necessity during the crisis of 1973-5 were turned into a government virtue 

by the neo-conservatives (Harvey, 1990). It was claimed that deregulation, privatization 

and competition eliminates bureaucratic red tape, increases efficiency and productivity, 

improves quality and reduces costs (Harvey, 2005). The neoliberal state “should favour 

strong individual private property rights, the rule of law, and the institutions of freely 

functioning markets and free trade” (Harvey, 2005: 64). While these shifts were in part 

ushered in by neo-conservativism in North America and in much of Europe, the Labour 

and Democratic governments (who were ideologically predisposed in very different 

directions from the neoconservatives) that came into power following the 

neoconservatives also bowed to the same neoliberal imperatives. The choices political 

parties could make were seen as a trade-off between equity and growth, with growth 

being imperative (Harvey, 1990).  
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This chapter examines how agriculture in Canada changed since the end of 

Fordism – Keynesian economics in 1973, which non-coincidentally coincided with the 

end of the mercantile-industrial food regime. Since that time the revolutionary force of 

capitalism has re-shaped the world into the new configuration of neoliberalism. It is 

during this time period that the corporate-environmental world food regime has been 

consolidated. The neoliberal policy imperatives that have affected the rest of the capitalist 

world economy have also changed the face of Canadian agriculture.  

2.2 Restructuring of Canadian agriculture 

2.2.1 The rise of neoliberalism and adoption of multilateral trade agreements 

 From the 1970s to the present, the world has witnessed the rise of neoliberalism. 

According to Brownlee (2005), in Canada the “largest corporations aimed to solidify a 

business consensus regarding their long-term strategy, assert themselves more forcefully 

in the policy-making process and alter the political culture of the country to an 

environment more suitable for business prosperity” (28). Neoliberalism incorporates a 

range of policy imperatives such as trade liberalization, expansion of production for 

export, measures to attract foreign investment, privatization of government enterprises, 

deregulation of public infrastructure utilities, decrease in social programming, emphasis 

on debt reduction, implementation of a free-floating currency, and business-friendly tax 

reform (Brownlee, 2005; Epp and Whitson, 2001; Mazoyer and Roudart, 2006; Qualman 

and Wiebe, 2002; Warnock, 2004).  

Neoliberal discourse calls for structural adjustment programs which “seek to 

substitute the market for both state and community action, a strategy that influences the 

farm by fostering the industrialization and globalization of agriculture” (Buckland, 2004: 
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60). Structural adjustment programs were part of policy recommendations of the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund (IAASTD, 2008), and are promoted in ‘less-

developed’ countries in order for countries to obtain foreign exchange to reduce external 

debt, and open their economies to increased foreign investment and levels of imports and 

exports (Longo and York, 2008). The restructuring process and trade liberalization have 

created both winners and losers in the world agricultural system; the large corporate 

agribusinesses have gained the most, while the world’s poor have repeatedly lost 

(IAASTD, 2008; Qualman and Wiebe, 2002). While many believe that structural 

adjustment programs have only been applied in ‘less-developed’ countries, the Canadian 

Centre for Policy Alternatives argues that the Canadian government has also restructured 

agriculture and rural Canada using very similar policies (Qualman and Wiebe, 2002).  

 Members of the Conservative government, headed by Prime Minister Brian 

Mulroney, were supporters of free trade by the mid-1980s. Leading up to the 1988 

election, the Business Council on National Issues and the Conservative government spent 

a combined $52 million promoting the U.S.A./Canada Free Trade Agreement (FTA) to 

the Canadian public. They convinced the public that Free Trade would increase living 

standards, increase employment, and not adversely affect social programming (Brownlee, 

2005). The Conservatives won the 1988 election and the FTA was signed in 1989. The 

Liberals were elected in 1993 on an anti-free trade platform. However, soon after, they 

also began to embrace the ideology of neoliberalism and in January 1994 Jean Chrétien’s 

Liberals signed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Canadian 

politicians had placed their faith in the ability of the marketplace to best determine both 

resource allocation and the solutions to economic and social problems.  
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Twenty years later, many believe that the government has come to be little more 

than a “handmaiden” of corporations and the interests of industrial agriculture, confined 

to developing and maintaining a favourable investment climate for business1 (Brownlee, 

2005; Carroll, 2004; Knuttila, 2003; Thu, 2003). However, Canadian politicians were not 

passively overcome by the neoliberal ideology; rather, they actively sought to adopt it. 

According to Oliver (2005), “nation-states are inextricably ‘embedded’ in globalization 

and all its processes, and even though their authority, sovereignty, and hegemony have 

been severely altered – in some ways adversely; in other ways beneficially – these state 

actors often choose to participate to achieve certain economic and political returns” (60). 

Neoliberal policies were seen as the way to deal successfully with the crisis of 

overaccumulation that occurred during the 1970s. After the signing of the Free Trade 

Agreement and later the North American Free Trade Agreement, Canadian politicians 

from the Liberal, Conservative, and New Democrat political parties quickly began to 

implement neoliberal, structural adjustment policies. It may seem surprising that 

members of the NDP, which traditionally supported collective norms and values, would 

reinforce neoliberal policies. However, the image of a strong government “administering 

powerful doses of unpalatable medicine to restore the health of ailing economies” was 

seen as a virtue (Harvey, 1990: 168). The policy changes also reflect the shift in 

Canadian society’s hegemonic values; the importance of the collective during the 1950s 

and ‘60s has been sidelined by a more competitive individualism central in an 

entrepreneurial culture. In Canada, structural adjustment policies include deregulating 

                                                
1 The state is the “executive committee of the bourgeoisie” – but it changes from one regime to the next. 
Under Fordism, the state tended to observe the general interests of the system as a whole and assumed that 
the accumulation-production-consumption cycle would be accomplished within the boundaries of the 
nation-state. The neoliberal/post-Fordist shift has meant that the state concerns itself primarily with the 
accumulation ‘function’ while favouring certain interests.    
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public infrastructure utilities, privatizing publicly owned enterprises, and cutting funding 

for social programming and agricultural subsidies (Barbieri et al., 2008; Warnock, 2004). 

These policies, which were originally adopted in response to the crisis of 

overaccumulation, are designed to allow the logic of the market to restructure the 

Canadian Prairies, resulting in the elimination of thousands of producers and their 

communities (Knuttila, 2003). 

2.2.2 Expansion of exports and agricultural spending cuts 

After signing the Free Trade Agreement in 1989, the expansion of farm exports 

became the new focus for agricultural policy and farmers were encouraged to intensify 

production for sale in international markets (Boyens, 2001; Pierce, 1996). Between 1988 

and 2007, Canadian agri-food exports increased from $10.9 billion to $32.65 billion in 

nominal value. However, during this same time the realized net farm income decreased 

from $3.9 billion to $1.5 billion (National Farmers Union, 2007). According to Norberg-

Hodge et al. (2002), “Free trade policies and an emphasis on exports have made farmers 

highly vulnerable to currency fluctuations, to recessions thousands of miles away, and to 

other economic forces far beyond their control” (14). 

The removal of trade barriers has opened the door to foreign investment. There 

has been a wave of mergers, corporate consolidations, and growth of interlinkages 

between supposedly rival firms of different national origin. Even though competition is 

touted as a virtue, transnational power has been increasing within a few centralized 

multinational corporations (Harvey, 1990; 2005). The concentrated ownership of 

agricultural corporations has nearly eliminated the competition among agribusinesses. 

This results in a reduction of profit for the farmer and a dramatic increase in profits for 
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the agribusiness corporations (Qualman and Wiebe, 2002). While billions of dollars are 

being made in the agricultural sector, they are not being allocated to the farmer. National 

governments “seem both unwilling and unable to restrain mergers and retain a real level 

of competition” (Qualman, 2007: 258). While farmers are continually exiting agriculture, 

the federal government continues to maintain its focus on an export-oriented policy, 

rather than addressing the social and economic inequalities arising from the concentration 

of power on the commodity supply chain. 

Along with the new focus on exports, the government also succumbed to the 

deficit hysteria that “accompanied the apparent debt and deficit crisis by accepting the 

‘logic’ of neoliberal economics” (Knuttila, 2003: 296). During the recession that occurred 

in the early 1990s, the government undertook massive program and spending cuts and 

adopted high interest rate policies while pursuing an ideological campaign to convince 

farmers and the rest of civil society that this was in everyone’s best interest. During the 

ten year period from 1991/1992 to 2001/2002, the government cut spending on 

agriculture by 48 percent, from $6.1 billion to $3.3 billion (Qualman and Wiebe, 2002). 

Because these are nominal values, the real impact of the decrease in spending on 

agriculture is much worse.  

Of all the subsidy cuts, the termination of the Crow Benefit received the most 

attention (Buckland, 2004; Ramsey and Everitt, 2001; Stirling, 2007). The Crow’s Nest 

Pass Agreement had been attacked by politicians for years. It was originally created in 

1897 as a concession made by the Canadian Pacific Railway to reduce freight rates on 

special products, such as cereal crops (Bradshaw, 2004; Ramsey and Everitt, 2001). In 

1983, the Crow Rate was turned into a ‘Crow Benefit,’ which took the form of a subsidy 
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paid to the railways, with the shippers paying a share of future rail cost increases. Over 

the years the subsidy steadily decreased, resulting in problems of branch-line upkeep; 

branch lines were abandoned and grain elevators were burned, forcing farmers to haul 

their agricultural commodities to distant concrete high-input facilities (Boyens, 2001; 

Ramsey and Everitt, 2001; Stirling, 2007; Warnock, 2003). The subsidy was then 

terminated in 1995, and small towns no longer had direct rail access and were responsible 

for the high transportation costs (Jaffe, 2003b; Stirling, 2007). Since the ending of the 

Crow Benefit in 1995, farmers’ freight rates have increased more than 250 percent and 

the highway systems in Western Canada have fallen into disrepair (Qualman, 2007; 

Qualman and Weibe, 2002).  

2.2.3 Deregulation and privatization 

As the neoliberal framework dictates, Canadian governments have also 

encouraged deregulation and privatization. In addition to the federal government ending 

its commitment to rail service and controls on branch line abandonment, they also 

terminated the Canadian Grain Commission’s authority to regulate grain companies’ 

handling and elevation charges to farmers (Warnock, 2003). The Two-Price Wheat 

Program (TPW) was also ended in 1988. The TPW program began in 1967, and was 

designed to stabilize wheat prices through a benefit received by farmers on 15% (the 

percent consumed domestically) of their wheat production (Qualman and Wiebe, 2002). 

 During the 1980s and 1990s there also was a push for privatization (Brown and 

Gibson, 2006; Brown et al., 2008; IAASTD, 2008; Warnock, 2004). In line with the logic 

of neoliberalism and ‘market freedom’, and in response to economic crisis, governments 

felt compelled to privatize publicly-owned utilities and corporations in order to boost the 
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public treasury and to rid the government of burdensome future obligations towards 

losing enterprises. In agreement with the interests of big business, governments sold these 

corporations for less than their value. After government corporations are privatized, 

farmers are asked to pay for services that they previously received for free or at a reduced 

rate. Corporations that have been privatized in Saskatchewan include the Potash 

Corporation of Saskatchewan, SaskMinerals, the Prince Albert Pulp Mill, and sectors 

within Saskatchewan Government Insurance and Sasktel (Qualman and Wiebe, 2002; 

Warnock, 2004).   

International agreements limit the sovereign powers of elected governments at all 

levels. For example, Canadian provincial and federal governments can no longer give 

preferential treatment to Canadian firms, limit foreign ownership, introduce or reinstate 

single-desk marketing boards, or set and enforce their own environmental and public 

health regulations (IAASTD, 2008; Oliver, 2005; Qualman, 2007; Warnock, 2004). This 

means that if single-desk marketing systems are eliminated, the multilateral trade 

agreements prohibit them from being reinstated. This includes the Canadian Wheat Board 

(CWB); Steven Harper’s Conservative government stripped the CWB of its single-desk 

on August 1, 2012. In a Fall 2011 plebiscite conducted by the CWB, 62% of farmers 

voted in favour of keeping the Board’s single-desk monopoly on the marketing of wheat 

(Barney, 2012). However, the government deemed the plebiscite irrelevant, even though 

the Canadian Wheat Board Act (1985) requires a vote from producers prior to making 

any changes to the Board. With the CWB dismantled, transnational agribusinesses will 

fill the space, transforming single-desk selling to single-desk buying. If the government 
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decides that dismantling the CWB was a poor choice, the multi-lateral trade agreements 

prohibit them from reinstating it.  

2.2.4 Agricultural research and intellectual property rights (IPR) 

During the 1980s, it was decided that the advance of ‘science and technology’ in 

the resource sector was necessary in order for Canada to maintain a strong position in the 

global economy (Kuyek, 2007). The government ensured that biotechnology and seed 

corporations had minimal government regulations concerning the safety of genetically 

modified crops. However, while these corporations wanted minimal regulation in some 

areas, in the case of seeds, they pushed for “greater controls to protect their investments” 

(Kuyek, 2007: 57). As a response, Canada has adopted intellectual property rights and 

public/private research networks to “promote the development of government-research 

industry relations necessary for the commercialization of publicly funded research” 

(Carew, 2005: 300). The contributions over long periods of time by farmers from 

numerous countries have resulted in domesticated crops; however, now that seeds and 

plants have been commodified and can be patented, this long history of shared knowledge 

is being disrupted (IAASTD, 2008). Now, when farmers buy seed to plant, they often are 

not permitted to sell the multiplied seed to their neighbours or replant the multiplied seed 

at all.  

As a result of the increasing percentage of funding from private corporations, 

universities and state research labs have been gradually shifting their focus from the 

creation of public knowledge for farmers to patented knowledge for corporations 

(Carroll, 2004; IAASTD, 2008; Stirling, 2001). Exemplifying this change is the Plant 

Biotechnology Institute on the campus of the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon. 
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The institute was formally known as the National Research Council Agricultural 

Research Station and conducted research on food plants to be used by all prairie farmers. 

It now conducts research in collaboration with private interests, and the results are 

patented. “Farmers must now pay a royalty to a private company to use the product of 

public research” (Warnock, 2003: 315). As mentioned above, Ag-West Biotech, in 

public-private partnership with Bayer Crop Science, developed herbicide-resistant canola 

(Ag-West Bio Inc., 2009; Phillips and Dieker, 2001). Even though public money funded 

the creation of herbicide resistant canola, farmers are required to purchase the seed and 

chemical from the corporation every year. If farmers grow GM canola - even 

unknowingly through contamination - without purchasing the seed and signing the 

contract, they may be faced with a lawsuit filed by the corporation on the grounds of 

patent infringement (MonsantoToday, 2010).  

2.3 Market competition and the commodity price cycle 

2.3.1 Consolidation of the commodity supply chain 

In addition to the primary agricultural producers, the commodity supply chain 

also includes the production, transportation, and marketing of farm inputs, as well as the 

transportation, processing, and marketing of farm outputs (Lewontin, 2000). Due to the 

removal of trade barriers and encouragement of foreign investment, one of the most 

important outcomes of multilateral trade agreements has been the shifting of power along 

the commodity supply chain away from farmers and towards the concentrated, multi-

billion dollar transnational agribusinesses which are no longer bound by traditional 

nation-states (Boyens, 2001; Brown et al., 2008; Buckland, 2004; Thu, 2003; Warnock, 

2003). Since Canada signed the Free Trade Agreement with the United States in 1989, 
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there has been “a new wave of foreign penetration of our food economy” (Winson, 1993: 

129). Rather than increasing efficiency by offering ‘healthy competition’, the entry of 

foreign agribusinesses into the Canadian food system has escalated the degree of 

concentration through foreign takeovers and mergers (Qualman, 2007; Winson, 1993). 

Transnational corporations now benefit from every aspect of a farm’s operation, with 

farmers having no control over the cost of fuel, seed, machinery and chemicals, or over 

the prices they will receive for their commodities on the free market (Boyens, 2001; 

Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002).  

When a business expands within the same stage of the food system as their 

original operation it is known as horizontal integration. An example of this would be the 

expanding size of the family farm in Canada during the previous century. Horizontal 

integration and corporate concentration also occur at every other stage of the commodity 

supply chain, and have been underway since the early 20th century. Most food firms 

started as small local businesses, but as their profits increased they expanded their 

operations into other geographical areas. Early examples of horizontal integration in 

Canada include the canning, meatpacking, and tobacco industries (Winson, 1993). 

Currently, the processing sector in the United States and Canada are horizontally 

integrated; four agribusinesses are responsible for over forty percent of the processing of 

agricultural commodities in the Midwest (Heffernan, 2000). This concentration gives the 

large processing firms a great amount of power because they are positioned between 

thousands of producers and millions of consumers. These firms “have a disproportionate 

amount of influence on the quality, quantity, type, location of production, and price of the 

product at the production stage and throughout the entire food system” (Heffernan 2000: 
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66). The global pesticide market is also horizontally integrated, with the top 6 

multinational corporations accounting for 75 per cent of the market in 2005 (IAASTD, 

2008). Furthermore, when a firm has a dominant position within several different 

commodity systems or in many different countries, they are able to cross-subsidize 

(Heffernan, 2000). The corporation is able to withstand losses in one commodity system 

or country for a significant period of time, as long as another system is making profits. 

For example, because Cargill is one of the four largest processing firms of beef, pork, 

soybeans, flour, and wet corn, when profits are low in beef or pork, the corporation can 

support (cross-subsidize) these enterprises with profits from soybean crushing or flour 

milling. 

Large agribusinesses also seek to reduce competition through vertical integration. 

Vertical integration “is when a firm increases ownership and control of a number of 

stages in a commodity system” (Heffernan, 2000: 68). This increases the economic power 

of agribusinesses because by linking the inputs and outputs they are able to control 

agriculture throughout many stages of the commodity supply chain (Heffernan, 2000; 

Lewontin, 2000). In Canada, the pork industry is an example of vertical integration. 

Known as ‘squeal to meal’ or ‘barley to bacon,’ hog mega-farms are often linked through 

contracts or ownership to agribusinesses that control feed mills, grain collection facilities, 

and livestock sales yards (Ervin et al., 2003; Ramsey and Everitt, 2001). These vertically 

integrated agribusinesses are therefore less dependent on the market price of hogs, 

because they have the ability to offset lower hog prices by receiving increased profits at 

their packing plants. Furthermore, because the packing plants process the agribusiness’ 
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hogs first, they have the ability to control the access to markets for small family farms 

(Ervin et al., 2003; Ramsey and Everitt, 2001).  

2.3.2 Hyper-competition among farmers 

While there has been consolidation and domination by transnational corporations 

in every other link of the commodity supply chain, Saskatchewan farmers are now 

competing with a billion other farmers in the world market (Boyens, 2001; Norberg-

Hodge et al., 2002; Qualman, 2004; Qualman, 2007). This has created a hyper-

competitive market among family farmers, resulting in commodity prices being further 

depressed. Farmers are being caught in a cost-price squeeze; as the cost of agricultural 

inputs such as seed, machinery, chemical, and fertilizer continues to increase, the price 

farmers receive for their commodities continues to stagnate or decline (Barbieri et al., 

2008; Beckie, 2000; Buckland, 2004; Epp, 2003; Jaffe, 2003b; Jaffe and Gertler, 2008; 

Stirling and Conway, 1988; Warnock, 2003; Winson, 1993). The farmers’ share of the 

retail food price is also decreasing. For example, between 1975 and 1999 the price of 

wheat remained approximately the same, while the price of bread made from wheat 

increased three-fold. The farmers’ share of the retail product was reduced from 

approximately 15 percent to 5 percent; the typical wheat farmer now receives about 6 

cents of the dollar spent on bread (Buckland, 2004). 

When farmers adopt new production methods, such as zero-tillage, they are 

required to have the necessary capital resources to invest in specialized machinery 

(Beckie, 2000; Saltiel et al., 1994). This machinery is expensive and farmers will often 

expand production in order to justify the purchase. However, in order to farm the 

additional acres, these producers often find it necessary to purchase labour-saving 



47 
 

technology, such as Global Positioning Systems (GPS) and autosteer, in order to maintain 

or increase production yet again. Because there is a relatively inelastic demand for grains 

and oilseeds, when farm output rises there is a downward pressure on prices (Buckland, 

2004). Farmers then feel pressured to increase production again through the use of new 

agricultural technology in order to maintain the same profit. This puts farmers on what is 

known as the Technology Treadmill (Buckland, 2004; Horrigan et al., 2002). Large 

farmers, in comparison to small farmers, are often in a better financial position to take 

risks and be early-innovators, therefore increasing their ability to continuously keep 

purchasing larger machinery and new agricultural technology. This puts small farmers at 

a disadvantage and pushes them out of agriculture.  

 The agricultural corporations have also managed to decrease the level of control 

producers have over the agricultural process, forcing farmers 

into a farming process that uses a package of inputs of maximum value to the 
producers of those inputs, and tailoring the nature of farm products to match the 
demands of a few major purchasers or farm outputs who have the power to 
determine the price. (Lewontin, 2000: 96) 
 

Farmers lose the ability to choose the nature of the production process, while at the same 

time losing any ability to sell their commodities in an open market. However, even 

though the agricultural corporations retain control over the production process, the 

production risks are still retained by the farmer (Beckie, 2000; Boyens, 2001; Bradshaw 

and Smit, 1997; IAASTD, 2008; Lewontin, 2000; Warnock, 2003; Winson, 1993). If 

there is a crop failure due to pests or poor weather, it is the farmer who faces economic 

hardship. Even if the farmer had no income during that year, he or she still must pay 

agribusiness for machinery, synthetic fertilizer, agrochemicals and seed.  
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2.3.3 Short-term volatility and long-term downward trend in prices 

 The consequence of rapid and often unexpected transitions from a period of price 

boom to a period of price slump is one of the most challenging issues facing farmers and 

policymakers (Cashin et al., 1999). Sometime varying by as much as fifty per cent in a 

single year, commodity prices are highly volatile in the short term (Brown and Gibson, 

2006; Brown et al., 2008). While volatile commodity prices are not a new phenomenon, 

studies have shown that there is evidence of a ratcheting up in the variability of price 

movements. The amplitude, or percent change, of price movements increased in the early 

1900s after the abandonment of the gold standard, and the frequency of large price 

movements increased after the collapse of the Bretton Woods regime of fixed exchange 

rates in the early 1970s (Cashin and McDermott, 2002). According to Brown and Gibson 

(2006), prices of agricultural commodities are not determined by simple ‘supply and 

demand’ economics. Rather, short term price volatility is driven by a wide variety of 

complex factors including changing weather patterns, business cycles in key markets, 

price speculation, conflict in producing or transit countries, exchange rate reforms, 

breakdown of international commodity agreements, demand cycles, and export dumping. 

It has been shown that variability is a key source of risk for agricultural producers (Jaffe, 

2003b; Jaffe and Gertler, 2008; Kubik and Moore, 2003a). “The inherent uncertainty of 

unstable prices complicates financial planning and environmental management for 

commodity-dependent producers, deepening commodity dependence and widening 

existing inequalities” (Brown et al., 2008: 1). 

In combination with highly volatile short term prices, agricultural commodity 

prices have also been falling at a steady rate relative to the price of manufactured goods 
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over the long term (Buckland, 2004; Brown et al., 2008; Brown and Gibson, 2006; 

Cashin and McDermott, 2002; Cashin et al., 1999). The price decline during agricultural 

commodity price slumps is in most cases slightly larger than the average price rise during 

agricultural commodity price booms. For example, the price of wheat falls on average by 

about one-third, or 34.3 percent, during slumps, and rises on average by a slightly smaller 

amount, which is 31.8 percent, during booms. This differing relative amplitude results in 

an overall downward trend in the price of wheat (Cashin et al., 1999). This downward 

trend in the prices of grains, oilseeds and livestock results in farmers having to 

continuously increase production for the same return. However, the decrease in 

commodity prices also makes it progressively more expensive to invest in new 

technology and purchase agricultural inputs, such as machinery, seed, and agro-

chemicals. 

2.3.4 Asymmetrical and unpredictable commodity price cycles 

 It is also important to note that agricultural commodity-price cycles are 

asymmetrical, as the duration of slumps exceeds the duration of booms by nearly a year 

(Cashin et al., 1999). As well, for agricultural commodities the probability of a slump or 

boom in prices ending is independent of the time already spent in the slump or boom. 

This means the cycle is unpredictable as well as asymmetrical. However, it is very 

important that all market participants remember that this is a commodity-price cycle. It is 

not a matter of if the high-price bubble will burst, but when (Brown et al., 2008). There is 

always the danger that market participants will misperceive the nature of the commodity 

price cycle. “They may mistakenly believe that because prices have been in a boom 
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period for a long time, that there is a new paradigm, so that the cycles are no longer 

relevant” (Cashin et al., 1999: 19).  

During the last ten years, the unpredictable nature of the grains and oilseeds 

commodity price cycle has been demonstrated. After over five years of low prices, the 

market price of grains and oilseeds rebounded in 2007-2008, putting these commodity 

markets in the spotlight (Westhoff, 2008). While many farmers were hesitant about the 

duration of the boom, some farmers may have believed that this was the beginning of a 

more prosperous time where the cycles were no longer applicable. However, this recent 

boom is now going bust: 

In retrospect, it was probably naïve or even foolish to expect the province’s 
economic boom to last ‘for several years’ as we had earlier forecast. (Those who 
were calling this the start of a permanent period of prosperity were, to be 
charitable, well beyond naivety.) (SaskTrends Monitor, September 2008: 6) 
 

The value of grains peaked in February 2008; eleven months later, in January 2009, the 

value had decreased by 37 percent (Statistics Canada, 2009). A more specific example of 

this price drop is demonstrated by the price of durum; the average price for durum ($/t) in 

2007-2008 was $510.00, but in 2008-2009 it had dropped to $359.00. Currently, the price 

of durum has still not recovered, averaging $353.04 in 2012 (Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Canada, 2012). 

2.3.5 Problems of unpredictability 

 The International Institute for Sustainable Development argues that commodity 

price volatility causes four sets of problems for producers in the so-called developing 

countries (Brown and Gibson, 2006; Brown et al., 2008). These include problems of 

planning, dependency, environmental degradation, and social and economic insecurity. It 
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can also be argued that commodity price volatility creates the same set of problems for 

producers in Saskatchewan.  

 Short-term market volatility creates difficulties for producers when they are 

planning future production and expenditures (Bradshaw and Smit, 1997; Brown and 

Gibson, 2006; Brown et al., 2008). It is challenging to determine appropriate farm 

management strategies when prices of agricultural commodities are constantly changing. 

During periods of extremely low prices, producers may have to farm fewer acres, reduce 

inputs, or abandon production all together. Periods of extremely high prices also present 

challenges to producers. They lead to difficult decisions concerning how to benefit the 

most from the current high prices while maintaining the long-term production 

sustainability of the farm. High commodity prices can also lead producers to decrease 

diversity by expanding production in the booming sector in order to maximize profits. 

This leads producers to increase specialization resulting in the problem of dependency; 

when the price of that commodity starts to fall, the farmer will no longer be producing a 

range of commodities, and will therefore be highly dependent on the declining price of a 

single agricultural commodity (Brown and Gibson, 2006; Brown et al., 2008). 

 When commodity prices are volatile, production planning becomes difficult and 

environmental management may become ineffective or nonexistent. Even though 

environmental planning is critical to sustainable production, both high and low 

commodity prices can lead to an intensification of production at the expense of the 

environment and future output (Brown and Gibson, 2006; Pierce, 1996). When dealing 

with market-related risks, farmers may adopt risk-averse behaviours; “risk aversion may 

lead all kinds of social actors to discount the future and to adopt a shortened time 
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horizon” (Jaffe and Gertler, 2008: 6), which may result in negative environmental 

impacts. Furthermore, it is argued that the poorest are hurt the most by commodity price 

shocks, leading to social and economic insecurity. Where large farmers have greater 

resources to invest in new technologies and diversify through vertical and horizontal 

integration, small farmers are often tied to a single product and can be devastated by a 

drop in prices (Brown and Gibson, 2006). 

2.4 Prairie farmers: participation and resistance 

 The farm sector appears to be dominated by external forces, which “if eliminated, 

would arrest farm sector transformation” (Stirling and Conway, 1988: 73). However, this 

is an incomplete analysis of the current situation in agriculture because it ignores the 

actions of farmers. Different groups of farmers in Saskatchewan have both resisted and 

participated in changes to government policy and the trend towards fewer but larger 

farms.  

Prairie farmers in Canada have a rich history of developing farm organizations 

and cooperatives in order to resist and protest the power of commercial and industrial 

capital. As a result of the struggle and perseverance of many different farmers and farm 

organizations, there were numerous alternative institutional arrangements developed 

during the previous century. Co-operative elevator companies were organized in 1911 to 

compete with the line elevator companies; the Pools were organized in 1924 in 

opposition to the Winnipeg Grain Exchange; the CWB was continued after WWII 

because of the support for orderly marketing; Federated Co-operatives Limited was built 

to counter private wholesalers; and credit unions were organized to counter the power of 

private banks (Atkinson and McCrorie, 2003). With the recent restructuring of Canadian 
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agriculture, many small farmers are in the middle of a farm income crisis. Kubik 

observed: 

What is striking about the farm crisis is the resistance of farmers. (The word 
“resistance” is being used both ways here: as fighting against and refusing to give 
in). Farmers have held meetings; organized rallies; and talked to each other, 
governments, government institutions, banks, business and farm organizations. 
They have come together and proposed changes, as well as solutions, to keep 
family farming and communities alive, maintaining the traditions of collective co-
operative community action that helped settle and sustain the prairies. (2003: 116) 

 
Farmers have continued to protest the increasing power of agribusiness, cutbacks in 

agricultural spending, and the dismantling of institutions they worked so hard to develop 

(Machum, 2001). For example, farmers commonly modify and rebuild tractors and 

combines rather than buying brand new machinery from agribusiness (Diaz and Stirling, 

2003). Canadian farmers have also organized rallies to protest the structural changes in 

agriculture. In 1993, the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool organized the largest farm rally ever 

held in Saskatchewan’s history. 13,000 farmers came together in Saskatoon to 

demonstrate that there was a need for government action to improve farm incomes 

(Kubik, 2003). As well, in 2011, when Prime Minister Harper vowed to end the CWB, 

groups of farmers throughout Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba rallied against the 

government’s plan for changes (CBC News, 2011). 

 While there are farmers who resist the changes to government policy and the 

increasing power of transnational agribusinesses, many farmers participate in and are 

proponents of the changes. It is becoming common for young farmers to attend university 

and become educated “in an ideology of ‘competition, enterprise, and business before 

community ethics’” (Atkinson and McCrorie, 2003: 327). Believing in the ideologies 

associated with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm, many young (and older) farmers 
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understand agriculture as a business, rather than a way of life. They favour the specific 

pursuit of an increased return on capital investment (Atkinson and McCrorie, 2003). 

However, farmers with these ideologies still create producer organizations, although 

these groups may have very different identities, purposes and beliefs than earlier, populist 

ones. For example, the Western Canadian Wheat Growers Associations claims their 

“membership consists of progressive farmers and entrepreneurs who believe open and 

competitive markets, innovation, and investment are key to creating a stronger and more 

prosperous agricultural sector” (The Western Canadian Wheat Growers Association, 

2012). For years the group has been lobbying the federal government to dismantle the 

CWB. When the Harper government ended the CWB in 2012, they celebrated their newly 

found ‘freedom’ of being able to sell their grain on an open market (CBC News, 2012).  

In Saskatchewan, the right-wing Tories and Saskatchewan Party have generally 

been associated with supporting neoliberal pro-business and pro-free market policies. 

However, since the mid-1980s many farmers continue to vote for the right-wing parties, 

resulting in the majority of the seats in rural constituencies being won by the Tories or the 

Saskatchewan Party during Saskatchewan elections (Conway, 2007). Devine’s Tory 

government during the 1980s helped create the urban and rural divide in Saskatchewan 

by “bashing urban residents… slashing social programs… [and] looting the provincial 

treasury to the tune of $2.4 billion for farm support programs” (Conway, 2007: 234). 

Many farmers see the Tories and now the Saskatchewan Party as the ‘rural’ party, in spite 

of (or due to) their neoliberal policies, while the New Democrat Party is viewed as the 

‘urban’ party. 
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2.4.1 Fractions among prairie farmers  

 Knuttila and Stirling (2007) argue that when the Territorial Grain Growers 

Association was formed in 1901 in Saskatchewan, it signaled the formation of an agrarian 

class. During the last half-century this relatively homogenous farming class has become 

fractured (Stirling and Conway, 1988). Traditionally, it was this large middle class of 

farmers who spawned the Saskatchewan farmers’ movement. As farm sizes continue to 

increase, middle size farms have been disappearing. The number of farms with $500,000 

or more of 2010 gross farm receipts increased by 44.9% since the 2006 census, while 

those with less than $500,000 decreased by 21.6% (Statistics Canada, 2012). Since the 

agrarian middle class has been eroding, the farmers’ movement has also been declining 

(Stirling and Knuttila, 2007). Members of rural communities that were once unified by 

class are now separated by different farming systems and business philosophies, different 

levels of financial success, and different lifestyles and levels of consumption (Gertler, 

2007).  

Stirling and Conway (1988) believe that there are now different fractions, or 

classes, of prairie farmers. The fraction of large farms tends to show greater class 

solidarity than the other farm fractions, and the government frequently pays attention to 

their farm organizations (e.g., The Western Canadian Wheat Growers). While small 

farms are still dominant in numbers, large farms dominate in both revenue and profits; in 

2012, farms with $500,000 or more in gross farm receipts only represented 12.9% of all 

farms in Saskatchewan, but accounted for 60% of total provincial gross farm receipts 

(Statistics Canada, 2012). The large farmers in Saskatchewan often champion the new 

hegemonic ideas of free enterprise and open markets. While these large farms are still 
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predominantly controlled by families (Sparling et al., 2008), it makes financial sense for 

them to align with agribusiness; “their size means that discounts on costs or premiums on 

sales can have a significant impact on their net family income” (Stirling and Conway, 

1988). Agribusinesses are seen as the providers of the newest information and 

technology, rather than a threat. With the incomes of large farmers being relatively high, 

it can also be expected that their lifestyles will deviate both from smaller farmers and 

from previous conceptions of ‘farm families.’ In comparison to the large farmers, the 

fraction of small farm families is not very homogeneous and they do not have a 

consistent ideological position. There are farmers within this fraction that still support 

traditional populist ideas, while others who are in the process of attempting to become 

large farmers support modern neoliberal ideologies (Stirling and Conway, 1988).  

2.4.2 Government policy and large farms 

One reason huge, vertically integrated corporate-farms are thriving is because 

they are systematically supported by government policies (Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002). 

Agricultural subsidies are generally based on acreage, volume and production, so that 

large farmers are favoured (Jaffe, 2003b; Jensen, 2003). For example, of the $2.8 billion 

of government payments received by farms in 2005, $1.5 billion went to farms with 

revenues greater or equal to $250,000; “the greatest proportion of government payments 

went to large farms because of their sales volumes although smaller farms received a 

greater percentage of payments relative to revenue” (Sparling et al., 2005). As well, 

producers who do not farm in a particular way using the required level of chemical will 

often not be covered by Crop Insurance or will have to pay higher premiums. These 

requirements take away farmers’ ability to deviate from the dominant model of industrial 
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agriculture. Many farmers consider Crop Insurance a risk in itself; they not only have to 

purchase insurance, but agricultural inputs as well (Jaffe and Gertler, 2008). If something 

happens to their crop and Crop Insurance will not cover it, that money is then lost. 

 In addition to having agricultural subsidies which are based on acreage, volume 

and production, the Government of Saskatchewan also systematically supports industrial 

livestock production through tax breaks, direct financial assistance and political action 

(Beckie, 2000; Epp, 2003; Warnock, 2004; Warnock, 2003; Qualman, 2001). The 

Government of Saskatchewan has invested $30 million in Big Sky Farms, which is one of 

the largest pork producers in Saskatchewan (CBC News, 2009; Qualman, 2001). Every 

year, Big Sky Farms sells approximately 850,000 market weight hogs to processing 

companies in Western Canada and the United States (Big Sky Farms, 2009). Because it 

has a contract with Maple Leaf Foods, the company is also vertically integrated 

(Warnock, 2003). The favouring of the industrial livestock operation (ILO) model by the 

provincial government has proven to be disastrous for Saskatchewan pork producers. In 

1981, there were 9,177 farms producing 574,334 hogs. By 2006, there were only 930 

farms producing 1,388,886 hogs, an 89.9 per cent decrease in the number of farms, and a 

141.8 per cent increase in the number of hogs being produced in 25 years (Statistics 

Canada, 2008a). The Saskatchewan government made the decision to support industrial 

factory farms, rather than small family farms. However, the long term financial stability 

of the ILO model should also be questioned: Big Sky Farms filed for bankruptcy 

protection in November 2009, facing a $90 million debt (CBC News, 2010). The 

arrangement made to let Big Sky ‘sort out its finances’ called for creditors owed $4,000 

or less to receive repayment of 99 cents on the dollar, while debts of more than $4,000 
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received 10 cents for each dollar owed (CBC News, 2010). Therefore, if a farmer had 

sold feed grain to Big Sky and was owed $6,000, he/she would only receive $600 in 

repayment. 

In 1996 amidst protest from farmers, and under pressure from corporate mega-

barns in their move towards vertical integration, the governments of Ontario, Alberta, 

Manitoba, and Saskatchewan abolished the single-desk selling (monopoly marketing) of 

hogs without a vote by producers (Epp, 2003; Ramsey and Everitt, 2001; Tait, 2003; 

Warnock, 2003). Single-desk selling can be viewed as similar to collective-bargaining 

rights for labour; it increases the market power of the producer. Unfortunately for 

producers, the end of single-desk selling for hogs created a single-desk buyer, with 

farmers having to compete with one another for market access (Tait, 2003). Due to the 

conditions of NAFTA, however, the federal and provincial governments no longer have 

the ability to create new orderly marketing agencies (Qualman, 2007).  

In Saskatchewan, Wigmore Farms was a well-known vertically integrated farm 

that was family owned and based in Grand Coulee, Saskatchewan. On the company’s 

website, Wigmore Farms (2009) boasted that, “(B)uyers, canners and packers can be 

confident in the quality and safety of the food ingredients they purchase from us, as it has 

been grown, processed and packaged by us.” They not only farmed 40,000 acres of 

leased and owned land, but they also sold agricultural inputs (chemicals, seed, machinery 

parts, and fertilizer) and bought, processed and shipped grain and oilseeds from their own 

and other farms. Large corporate farms such as Wigmore Farms have the financial ability 

to invest in new technology, as well as to absorb commodity price shocks. If the price of 

wheat drops drastically, they can cross-subsidize and rely on the income created by the 
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sale of agricultural inputs, and on their processing and marketing sectors. However, a 

single bad year for farmers in Saskatchewan who are not as economically diversified will 

often result in an increased level of debt, or bankruptcy and the exit from agriculture 

completely. The Saskatchewan government supports large corporate farms both through 

tax breaks and by recognizing them as “farms,” therefore exempting them from 

environmental regulation while permitting them to qualify for government subsidies 

(Warnock, 2003). However, even with the benefits of cross-subsidization and 

government subsidies, Wigmore Farms still had financial trouble due to weather and 

price variability. In 2012 Broadacre Agriculture Inc, a division of Pike Management 

Group, acquired Wigmore Farms; Broadacre now farms approximately 75,000 acres in 

Saskatchewan (Pratt, 2012). 

2.5 Impacts of farming strategies 

2.5.1 Implications of conventional methods 

There have been lower levels of hunger and malnutrition on a global scale since 

1961, but in recent years the level has been rising again (IAASTD, 2008). The overall 

decrease in hunger is due to the fact that in real terms food has become cheaper, and 

calorie and protein consumption has increased. According to the IAASTD Report, 

“Despite large increases in population… agricultural systems have provided sufficient 

food and resources to reduce the undernourishment rates by about 50% in Asia/Pacific 

and Latin American/Caribbean since 1970” (2008: 148). However, during this time there 

has been a large increase in the undernourished populations in South Asia, Eastern Africa 

and Central Africa that offsets these gains (Thompson et al., 2012). Despite the 

“advances” (IAASTD, 2008: 146) made in agricultural technology and development 
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(biotechnology, policy, microfinance, education and communication, market and trade), 

the benefits have not been distributed evenly throughout the world or within countries 

(Longo and York, 2008). Some estimates suggest that about a third of the world’s 

population has not been affected by modern agricultural science (IAASTD, 2008). It is 

the industrialized regions that have gained the most from agricultural innovations, while 

regions with biophysical constraints and marginalized social groups have benefited the 

least. In 2006, 840 million of the 854 million people in the world who are defined as 

hungry lived in developing countries (IAASTD, 2008); since 2006 the overall number of 

hungry people has risen to 925 million (Thompson et al., 2012). Inequalities of global 

food distribution are further emphasized by the fact that worldwide there are now 1.6 

billion overweight adults (IAASTD, 2008).  

During the late 1970s, criticisms of high-input, capital-intensive agricultural 

methods began to arise as negative environmental and socioeconomic impacts started to 

accumulate (IAASTD, 2008). When faced with pressure from environmental 

organizations, the provincial government chose to support zero-till farming in 

conjunction with herbicide usage as part of farmers’ ‘best management practices’ for soil 

conservation (Hall, 1998). The governments’ support of zero-till over other agricultural 

methods, such as low-chemical input or organic farming, can be understood as reflecting 

agribusinesses’ interests in high-input farming (Beckie, 2000; Cushon, 2003; Hall, 1998; 

Hall, 2003). Traditionally in Saskatchewan, tillage was used as a method of weed and 

pest control (Beckie, 2000). Because the elimination of tillage narrows the range of 

management strategies available to farmers, zero-till has the potential to create path-

dependency and limit farmers’ flexibility (IAASTD, 2008). For example, rather than 
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utilizing a range of pest control methods, farmers who adopt zero-till become reliant 

primarily on herbicides as their weed-control method. It is argued the government has 

helped perpetuate chemical intensive agriculture by failing to reward farmers who 

practice good stewardship, while promoting zero-till continuous cropping and funding 

research on chemical fixes for agricultural problems (Cushon, 2003; Horrigan et al., 

2002). Partially due to government support, in Saskatchewan in 2011 no-till methods 

were used on 70.1% of the land prepared for seeding (Statistics Canada, 2012). 

While the reduction of tillage prevents water pollution, protects the soil from 

erosion, increases the soil’s ability to retain water, and enhances the conservation of soil 

organic matter (EnviroStats, 2008; IAASTD, 2008; Stonehouse, 1995), zero-till does not 

address other sources of soil degradation. The soil is also negatively impacted by the 

agricultural practices of growing crops in homogenous monocultures and maintaining 

high yields through the use of synthetic fertilizers. In industrialized countries, the 

production and use of synthetic nitrogen fertilizer accounts for around 30 to 50 percent of 

the fossil fuel energy consumption in intensively cropped systems (IAASTD, 2008).  

The governments’ promotion of zero-tillage as the preferred method of 

sustainable agriculture also does not address the loss of genetic diversity of agricultural 

systems. When monocultures of plant varieties are introduced into a region, it leads to the 

disappearance and displacement of local varieties. The loss of diversity due to the 

widespread adoption of “Modern Varieties” results in negative environmental impacts: 

“reducing the availability of genes for future crop improvement, creating the possibility 

for inbreeding depression (with negative impacts on production), reducing species’ 
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ability to adapt to change (e.g., climate change) and evolving resistance to new pest and 

disease outbreaks” (IAASTD, 2008: 157).  

During the previous food regimes, farmers in Saskatchewan were focused on 

maintaining a low level of multifunctionality. These specialized farming methods 

included both animal husbandry and crop production, and were used as a means of 

creating farm inputs and as a risk-spreading strategy. If grain prices were low, farmers 

were able to use the crop as feed, while the manure from the animals could be used as 

fertilizer. However, when the level of specialization on farms increases, there is a 

separation of agricultural animals from the cropland that produces their feed (Foster and 

Magdoff, 2000). What is known as the classical mixed farm (diversified crop and 

livestock production) has largely disappeared in Saskatchewan and has been replaced by 

the modern specialized farm (specialized crop and/or livestock production), and the 

modern diversified specialty farm (multiple specialties of crops and livestock) (Gertler et 

al., 2002).  

While conventional agriculture is constructed around benefits that are highly 

visible to producers (e.g., weed-free fields and commodities of uniform shape and size), 

the costs of conventional agriculture are often less noticeable (e.g., new species of weeds 

and degraded water quality). These costs are external to agricultural systems and markets 

for producers, and are borne by society as a whole (Carolan, 2006a). For example, since 

1995 there has been increase from 0 to 12 weed species developing resistance to 

glyphosate herbicide (IAASTD, 2008).  

The consequence of the industrialization of agriculture has been the “break-down 

of interlinkages between farming, local ecology and society” (Renting and Ploeg, 2001: 
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85). The government has chosen to maintain its reliance on the Productionist and Life 

Sciences Integrated frameworks for addressing agricultural issues by promoting zero-till 

continuous cropping as the primary method for agricultural sustainability. Because the 

focus remains on a very narrow technological fix to one of the many environmental 

issues resulting from agricultural production, the Government of Saskatchewan has 

excluded the social and wider economic and environmental problems associated with 

industrial agriculture.  

2.5.2  Implications of alternative methods 

The alternative agricultural framework has the potential to integrate the three 

goals of environmental health, economic profitability, and social and economic equity. 

Alternative agriculture “challenges producers to think about the long-term implications of 

practices and the broad interactions and dynamics of agricultural systems” (Horrigan et 

al., 2002: 452). Many of the farming strategies utilized by farmers in this paradigm have 

the ability to improve soil quality, prevent soil erosion and minimize weed growth 

without the use of synthetic agrochemicals. By diversifying production and growing a 

variety of crops and livestock, farmers are able to buffer against both ecological and 

economic problems. The reduction of agricultural inputs, or ‘farming economically,’ is 

also a response to the cost-price squeeze experienced by farmers (Banks and Marsden, 

2001; Ploeg, 2000). By being less reliant on off-farm inputs, farmers have the ability to 

decrease their dependence on agricultural corporations while reducing the capital 

intensity of their production systems.  

Farmers often find it difficult to adopt alternative agricultural methods due to the 

lack of support from the government. For example, the federal and provincial 
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governments do not offer an agricultural subsidy for the transition period to organic 

production when farmers experience a drop in yield without the benefit of the price 

premium. Cushon (2003) believes that more Saskatchewan farmers would adopt lower-

input alternative agricultural methods if the government provided more research, 

development and extension support. However, due to the fact that alternative agricultural 

methods are location-specific, there may be difficulty in scaling up agricultural strategies 

from micro-regions to macro-regions (Carolan, 2006a; IAASTD, 2008).  

Low-input and organic agriculture is often dependent on tillage to control for 

weeds and to prepare the soil for seeding. However, it has been shown that tillage can 

result in the degradation of soil, water and air quality. Lobb et al. (2006) argue that of all 

farm management practices, tillage may have the greatest impact on the environment. 

This knowledge places farmers in a position where they have to decide which agricultural 

method – conventional tillage or zero-till with the use of herbicide – has the fewest 

number of environmental impacts. Furthermore, because alternative agricultural 

strategies are often long-term and labour intensive, farmers may encounter problems 

concerning the availability of labour. Since the 1930s farm sizes in Saskatchewan have 

continuously been getting larger while the rural population has been decreasing (Jaffe, 

2003b); large farmers may find it difficult to fulfill the additional labour requirements of 

alternative agricultural methods (Ploeg and Renting, 2000). Land tenure is also critical to 

the adoption of organic agriculture. In Saskatchewan in 2006, 34 percent of the total farm 

area was rented or leased (Statistics Canada, 2008a). It is unlikely that tenant farmers 

would sustain the transition period without guaranteed access to the land in the future 

when the economic and environmental benefits of organic agriculture are attained.  
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2.5.3  Environmental issues  

The technical innovations involved with the Productionist paradigm also have had 

negative environmental impacts (IAASTD, 2008; Lawrence et al., 2001; Lobao and 

Meyer, 2001; McMichael, 2006). For example, a large amount of the synthetic fertilizers 

used to increase yields are not completely utilized by the crops and end up leaching into 

the surface water (Bøhlke, 2002; Hansen et al., 2000; Horrigan et al., 2002). Nitrate 

contamination is widespread throughout the world and is common in the water supply of 

many rural regions. Nitrate contamination promotes health problems and eutrophication 

in lakes and rivers (Altieri, 2000; Horrigan et al., 2002). The Government of 

Saskatchewan recommends “that drinking water supplies should be checked at least once 

a year, to ensure that a significant increase in nitrate is not occurring” (Government of 

Saskatchewan Ministry of Health, 2012). Beginning during the 1980s, there was also a 

major increase in the use of chemicals as farmers adopted reduced-tillage (Argue et al., 

2003). In Saskatchewan from 1980 to 2011, the total acres treated with all herbicides rose 

sharply from about 13 million to over 30 million acres (Statistics Canada, 2012). The 

production of agrochemicals is a highly energy- and capital- intensive process, and they 

may be hazardous to humans and have negative impacts on wildlife, pollinators, natural 

enemies, fisheries, and water (Longo and York, 2008). In addition to this, pesticides are 

also responsible for contaminating food and groundwater, and for decreasing the 

biological diversity of the soil (Horrigan et al., 2002; Worrall and Besien, 2005).  

There are also many potential ecological and ethical problems that result from the 

use of genetically modified organisms, or GMOs (Horrigan et al., 2002). GMOs increase 

the genetic uniformity in rural landscapes, and it has been shown that large areas 
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characterized by homogeneous monocultures are vulnerable to pathogens or insect pests 

(Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002). Another problem of GMOs, which has already occurred, is 

the unintended transfer of characteristics of genetically modified crops to wild relatives. 

The transfer of genes from herbicide resistant crops to weeds has created “super weeds” 

that are also resistant to herbicides (Altieri, 2000; Middendorf et al., 2000). Super weeds, 

however, do not just stay in the field in which the GMO was used, but rather spread to 

other fields, becoming a public problem. The spread of genetically modified canola has 

become a problem throughout Saskatchewan, where these plants continuously keep 

volunteering and spreading throughout the countryside.  

A number of health and environmental problems have also emerged from 

industrial livestock production. The huge amount of manure produced from industrial 

livestock production contaminates both surface and groundwater. On smaller farms, 

animal manure can be used as a source of fertilizer and as a way to return the nutrients 

required to grow an animal back to the land. However, when the animals are concentrated 

into a small area the manure becomes a source of pollution because the large industrial 

farms produce more waste than can be recycled as fertilizer (Foster and Magdoff, 2000; 

IAASTD, 2008). Another environmental impact of the concentration of hogs and manure 

is the degradation of air quality; the concentration of hundreds of thousands of gallons of 

liquid manure creates health problems and can have a “devastating quality-of-life effect 

on neighbouring farmers and other rural residents” (Thu, 2003: 17). However, rather than 

attempting to reduce these negative environmental impacts, governments often classify 

these huge corporate barns as ‘farms’ and exempt them from labour and environmental 

legislation (Qualman, 2001; Warnock, 2003; Epp and Witson, 2001). 
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As a result of wind and water erosion, Saskatchewan farmers have also had to 

cope with soil degradation. Due to dry soils, high intensity winds and intensive tillage 

practices, there has been a significant loss of topsoil and soil organic matter (Beckie, 

2000; Deumlich et al., 2006; Lobb et al., 2006). The prevention of soil erosion is often 

central in the debate concerning environmentally beneficial farming strategies. Many 

agronomists promote the practice of no-till farming, used in combination with a 

glyphosate herbicide, such as Monsanto’s Roundup (Bewick et al., 2008; Lobb et al., 

2006; Stonehouse, 1995). However, those who are concerned with the negative impacts 

of herbicides acknowledge the limitations of no-till, and promote alternative agricultural 

strategies, such as low-input and organic farming (Evans, 2005; Selfa et al., 2007; 

Vandermeer, 1995).  

When the primary focus of agriculture is on maximum production and profit, 

farmers will often adopt a shortened time horizon. The central concern for producers 

becomes maximizing profit for each growing season. Prior to the introduction of 

synthetic fertilizers, farmers had to develop long-term soil and crop management 

strategies that were more closely tied to natural biological cycles in order to maintain soil 

fertility. However, with the advent of synthetic fertilizer and agrochemicals, conventional 

farmers now have the ability to shorten their crop rotations in order to plan their cycles 

around maximum short-term economic profitability (Beus and Dunlap, 1990; Foster and 

Magdoff, 2000). Farmers no longer have to view agriculture as an inseparable part of 

nature; in this framework, nature and the environment have become something that is to 

be controlled and dominated through the use of agricultural science and technology 

(Marsden et al., 2001). 
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2.6 The “farm crisis” in Saskatchewan 

2.6.1  Problems for producers 

The crisis of overaccumulation during the 1970s brought an end to Fordism and 

Keynesian economics, and resulted in the rise and consolidation of neoliberalism. 

Neoliberal policies, such as the structural adjustment of Canadian agriculture, in 

conjunction with increased market volatility and the changing nature of the commodity 

supply chain, has wounded the family farm and has left many Saskatchewan farmers in 

crisis. Even though farm exports continue to increase, the realized net farm income is the 

lowest it has been since the 1930s (Boyens, 2001; Buckland, 2004; Ramsey and Everitt, 

2001). After adjusting for inflation, the realized net farm income in 2007 was 77 percent 

lower than in 1988 (National Farmers Union, 2007). Many farmers have also become 

reliant on a combination of off-farm income and debt financing to maintain or expand 

their farming operations (Basran and Hay, 1988; Buckland, 2004; Smith, 1988). In 

Saskatchewan in 2010, more than 46 per cent of farm operators worked off the farm, 

while the total outstanding farm debt was at $8.928 billion (Statistics Canada, 2012). 

Farmers often cannot handle the financial stress of the relentless cost-price squeeze and 

are forced to leave agriculture. To the detriment of farming communities and the 

environment, the family farm is quickly disappearing. In Canada, the number of farms 

has decreased 29.8 percent, from 293,089 farms in 1986 down to 205,730 farms in 2011. 

In Saskatchewan, the decrease of 41.7 percent is even more shocking; from 63,431 farms 

in 1986 to 36,952 farms in 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2012).  

According to Stirling (2001), the social component of farming is also in crisis; 

“the control of farm work along with the knowledge about how to produce . . . are 
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becoming secondary to a set of ‘farm’ skills that merely manage technologies owned and 

controlled by non-farm firms” (249). Previously producers had to know and understand 

the characteristics of every aspect of the farm in order to organize a successful 

agricultural system. However, in conventional agricultural systems this knowledge is 

increasingly being embedded off the farm. For example, many of the farming methods 

that are part of the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm require specialized machinery and 

chemicals about which the farmer has limited knowledge; “The gulf between knowledge 

of chemicals and executing farm tasks related to chemical use is enormous” (Beckie, 

2000: 42). The promotion and adoption of these methods, such as zero-till, advances the 

removal of agricultural knowledge processes off the farm, away from rural communities, 

and towards large agricultural corporations. 

While the family farm is systematically being undermined, governments and 

public discourse advocate solutions that do not address the cause of the crisis. The losses 

endured by farmers are viewed as an individual, rather than a structural, problem. 

Farmers’ losses are blamed on personal inefficiencies and failures to adapt. In order to 

help the dire situation, farmers are encouraged to expand production and use ‘better’ (as 

in more input-dependent) farm management techniques. As well, rather than supporting 

family farms, the federal government appears to support the exit of farmers from the 

agricultural production system. Between 1986 and the early 2000s, the federal 

government offered the ‘Canadian Rural Transition Program’, which was aimed at 

retraining ‘unviable’ farmers for work in urban areas (Kubik, 2003; Qualman and Wiebe, 

2002). This program is designed to encourage farmers to abandon agriculture and migrate 

to cities, thereby allowing larger, ‘more efficient’ farms to develop.  
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When governments remove social programs and income safety nets, and abrogate 

their commitment to rural regions, they promote the ideology of ‘self-help’ (Lawrence et 

al., 2001). Rural people are encouraged to accept the notion that the survival of their 

farms is entirely their responsibility (Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002). Rather than being a 

concern of the government, it becomes the duty of the rural population to maintain the 

conditions necessary for family farms and rural communities to prosper. The individual 

farmer must change his or her farming practices to become a “more efficient producer” if 

he or she wants to survive (Kubik and Moore, 2003a: 129). The ideology of ‘self-help’ 

may in part explain why the suicide rate for farmers is more than double that of the 

general population; farmers are led to believe that they are entirely to blame for the 

failure of their farm and community (Kubik and Moore, 2003a). The physical and 

psychological effects of the over-accumulation of stress can be disabling for farmers 

(Beckie, 2000; Boyens, 2001; Buckland, 2004; Gordon, 1988). Often, these farms have 

been ‘in the family’ for generations; the loss can evoke powerful feelings of guilt and 

shame (Kubik and Moore, 2003a; Qualman and Wiebe, 2002). Unlike their ancestors 

before them, they were unsuccessful farmers.  

2.6.2 Impacts on rural communities 

 Because the rural communities discussed here are centered on agriculture and 

family farming is a community-centered form of production, the crisis in agriculture not 

only impacts family farms, but also damages rural communities (Gertler et al., 2004; 

Jaffe, 2003a; Lind, 2003; Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Qualman and Wiebe, 2002; 

Stirling, 2001). The declining rural population, coupled with the abandonment of branch 

lines and the withdrawal of social services such as hospitals and schools, have left rural 
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communities in disrepair. There is an out-migration of the young and able bodied to 

urban areas when family farms grow in size and decrease in number (Jaffe and Gertler, 

2008). As the rural population declines, the cost of public services and infrastructure 

increases, and over the previous twenty years governments have used this fact to justify 

closing post offices, schools, and hospitals. When these services are no longer available, 

it becomes increasingly difficult for the families who live in the region (Beckie, 2000; 

Gordon, 1988; Jaffe, 2003b). This leaves towns “without an appropriate level of services 

and without a secure ‘middle-class’ base from which to draw leadership and direction” 

(Lawrence et al., 2001). It is the farm community, with its culture, communal knowledge, 

and spirit, which sustains the reproductive capacity of a region. While the elevators, 

services, and buildings are necessary, it is the people who create and maintain them. 

When people disappear, there is no one left committed to the maintenance of local 

government and organizations (McLeod, 1988; Stirling, 2007). As the population of rural 

communities declines, small businesses are no longer viable and the volunteer base 

disappears (Basran and Hay, 1988; Kubik and Moore, 2003a; Smith, 1988). This results 

in the loss of local organizations such as sports facilities, churches, and libraries. 

Hundreds of ghost towns across Western Canada clearly illustrate this fact.  

Rural society is losing social capital while being de-traditionalized; “the global 

processes in commerce and popular culture are undermining older patterns of shopping 

and community interaction which fostered development of social capital” (Lawrence et 

al., 2001: 98). The social structures of farming are being threatened not only by wider 

social and economic forces, but also by the responses of farmers to those forces. For 

example, when farmers take off-farm work to supplement their incomes, it helps to keep 
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farmers on the land; however, it also decreases their ability to engage in voluntary 

associations, increases marital stress, places new and unfamiliar demands on family 

members, and alters the social status of producers (Lawrence et al., 2001). Economic 

pressure places conflicting requirements on the reproduction of family farms. This 

pressure undermines the cooperation that has been the foundation for action at the 

community level (Lawrence et al., 2001).  

2.7 Conclusion 

 When analyzing farmers’ management strategies it is necessary to understand the 

wider structural issues that impact and shape agricultural production in Saskatchewan. 

While agricultural strategies in Saskatchewan are heterogeneous, farmers are still bound 

by the structural constraints of agricultural policy, the consolidation of the commodity-

supply chain, and volatile commodity prices. It is vital to recognize that while many 

producers participated in or resisted the changes in agriculture, many of the issues 

producers in Saskatchewan face are not personal problems arising from individual 

decisions, but are actually public issues that reflect the economic and political actions of 

governments and corporations. However, even though farmers in Saskatchewan are 

facing similar structural constraints, there is diversity within the newly consolidated 

corporate-environmental food regime. It therefore is important to understand what 

diverse agricultural methods farmers in Saskatchewan are utilizing, what gives these 

farmers the “room to maneuver” when faced with structural constraints, and if these 

differences actually represent alternatives.



73 
 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH METHODS 

3.1 Introduction 

 This chapter discusses the theoretical framework and methodology used. In the 

examination of why there is an array of different farming styles in both conventional and 

alternative agricultural systems, three different ranges of social theory are utilized. 

Giddens’ theory of structuration is used to understand the dynamics between structure 

and agency, and how the duality of structure reproduces social systems and provides a 

medium for social action. Gramsci’s theory of hegemony contributes to the understanding 

of how conventional agriculture has remained as the dominant paradigm since the mid-

20th century, and why there is space for the counter-hegemonic alternative agricultural 

framework to exist. It is necessary to employ a micro-range theory when exploring the 

decision-making processes of producers at the farm level. Conceptualizing producers as 

reflexive is a fruitful way to explain why farmers may identify with one agricultural 

framework, but have beliefs and utilize farming strategies that belong to the opposing 

framework (Kaup, 2008; Ploeg, 1993; 2000). The fact that farmers reflexively negotiate 

conflicting truths helps illuminate how a variety of farming styles emerge within 

Saskatchewan.  

This chapter also discusses the methodological framework and the research 

methods used. The sampling variable matrix, recruitment of the participants, interview 

schedule, interviews, and coding and analysis are explored. The study region, 

Agricultural Region 3AN, as well as the personal characteristics of the participants and 

the operational characteristics of their farms are examined in detail. 
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3.2 Theoretical framework 

3.2.1 Giddens’ theory of structuration 

 In his theory of structuration, Giddens attempts to overcome the theoretical 

dichotomy of the individual/society divide. Giddens believes that rather than being a 

dualism, agents and structures represent a duality. According to the notion that he terms 

the duality of structure, “the structural properties of social systems are both medium and 

outcome of the practices they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984: 25). Actors, such as 

farmers, use the rules and resources within structures for social action and in this use 

actors reproduce their social life.  

 For Giddens, structures are the rules and resources drawn on by individuals in the 

production and reproduction of social action (Appelrouth and Edles, 2007). Structures do 

not exist in time and space, but rather only in the moment of their use by actors. 

However, there is a need for ontological security and the predictability of routine. Social 

systems are “reproduced relations between actors or collectivities, organized as regular 

social practices” (Giddens, 1984: 25). Any ongoing patterned relationship stretching 

beyond the time and space of a given interaction constitutes a social system. Social 

systems include things such as families, communities, the government, and even 

reoccurring relations between countries. Giddens also argues that social structures are 

“both constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984: 25). Structures allow agents to do 

things that they would not otherwise be able to do. However, as the structured properties 

of social systems stretch away in time and space, they move beyond the control of 

individual actors (Giddens, 1984). For example, the rules of the social system of organic 

agriculture cannot be changed by a single individual. However, this social system enables 
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farmers’ access to specialized markets, while at the same time constraining the 

management strategies of farmers through regulations. 

According to Giddens, rules and resources are the structuring properties allowing 

the ‘binding’ of time-space in social systems. Rules are activities and knowledge shared 

by social actors and patterned in social structure (Flecha et al., 2003; Giddens, 1984; 

Tucker, 1998). To know a rule is implicitly to know what one is supposed to do in a 

particular situation. For example, farmers’ had to follow certain rules and policies when 

they would sell their wheat and barley to the CWB. Resources refer to the “material 

equipment and organizational capacities that people possess which allow them to get 

things done” (Tucker, 1998: 82). In agriculture, resources may refer to land, machinery, 

and capital, as well as things such as labour. Giddens argues that rules and resources are 

intrinsically linked to power because they are distributed throughout society according to 

differences in social power (Giddens, 1984). Therefore, because the CEOs of 

transnational agribusinesses, such as Cargill and Monsanto, have an immense amount of 

social power, they also have a greater access to resources and the creation of rules. They 

have the ability to produce specialized seed (resources) that they sell to farmers using 

contract agreements (rules). If farmers do not follow the prescribed rules outlined by the 

corporation, they are liable to face penalties. However, by drawing on these rules and 

resources and purchasing their inputs from the agricultural corporations, farmers are 

simultaneously reproducing the social system of conventional agriculture.  

 Social structures are both the condition and outcome of peoples’ actions. 

Therefore, structure and agency presuppose one another, and neither can exist without the 

other (Giddens, 1984; Ritzer and Goodman, 2004; Tucker, 1998). Giddens’ (1984) notion 
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of agency “concerns events of which an individual is the perpetrator, in the sense that the 

individual could, at any phase in a given sequence of conduct, have acted differently” (9). 

Individuals are understood as being rational (which is tied to particular social contexts), 

reflexive, self-conscious, engaged in the monitoring of experiences, and able to give 

reasons for action (Ritzer and Goodman, 2004; Tucker, 1998). Farmers are not merely 

cogs in the machine known as industrial agriculture. Rather, they have the ability to make 

rational decisions concerning their farming practices. However, agency is composed of 

three levels of consciousness: discursive consciousness (conscious reasoning to explain 

motivations and behaviours), practical consciousness (unarticulated beliefs and 

knowledges), and the unconscious (things that cannot easily be put into words). Giddens 

argues that most of the rules concerned in the production and reproduction of social life 

are “only tacitly grasped by actors: they know how to ‘go on’” (Giddens, 1984: 22, 23). 

This makes rules strategic, rather than actually rule-like. So while farmers have the 

ability to explain their decision concerning their choice of cultivation method, they may 

not be able to articulate how that method reproduces a particular type of agriculture. 

 While individuals have the capability of making intelligent, reflexive decisions, 

their knowledge is always bounded and limited. This makes it impossible for people to 

understand all of the outcomes of their social activity. The conscious actions of 

individuals may be deliberate. However, they continually produce both intended and 

unintended consequences, which “may form unacknowledged conditions of action in a 

feedback fashion” (Giddens, 1984: 27). For example, a farmer may transition to organic 

farming primarily for economic reasons. However, because the certification bodies hold 
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frequent producer meetings, the transition to organic farming may also provide a form of 

social cohesion. 

Social actors have limits on the number of paths they may pursue in a given social 

situation; they are constrained. Giddens’ identifies three different forms of limits. 

Material constraints refer to the “physical capacities of the human body, plus relevant 

features of the physical environment” that may limit feasible options (Giddens, 1984: 

174). For farmers living in southwest Saskatchewan, the semi-arid climate places 

constraints on the types of crops produced. Farmers primarily grow grains and oilseeds 

because the region does not receive enough moisture to produce fruits and vegetables. 

People also experience sanctions when their agency is constrained due to another’s 

exercise of power. There are various kinds of sanctions “ranging from the direct 

application of force or violence, or the threat of such application, to the mild expression 

of disapproval” (Giddens, 1984: 175). Sanctions would include the lawsuits filed against 

farmers by Monsanto, as well as the disapproval from neighbours when a farmer does not 

maintain ‘clean’ weed-free fields. The third form of limitation is structural constraint. 

Society pre-exists the existence of any social actors, and therefore in some ways limits 

the possibilities open to them. For example, the system of land ownership in 

Saskatchewan prevents individuals who do not have the required capital from taking up 

agricultural production. Giddens’ (1984) also points out that “one person’s constraint is 

another’s enabling” (176). It is the same system of land ownership that enables certain 

farmers to expand their land base and increase production. By limiting the access to land, 

conditions are created benefiting those who have the necessary capital. 
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There have been several critiques of Giddens’ theory of structuration, specifically 

concerning his ideas of rules and agency (Berard, 2005; King, 2000; Schatzki, 1997). 

King states that rules are “fuzzier” and not as generalizable as Giddens believes (King, 

2000). Contrary to how Giddens portrays rules, knowing how to go on does not involve 

single individuals applying abstract generalizable rules to reproduce social institutions. 

Rather “individuals [orient] themselves to other individuals given their mutual self-

understandings… individuals mutually reproduce and renegotiate their relations with 

each other” (King, 2000: 372). There is no strict formula individuals follow. They 

recognize what constitutes appropriate action in a given circumstance given their 

relationships with others. Therefore, there is always room to maneuver because rules are 

only what individuals agree them to be (King, 2000). Furthermore, Schatzki (1997) 

believes that Giddens’ concepts of “rules” also fails to anticipate how individuals “go on 

sensibly” in all situations in which the rules apply. There is an indefinite number of ways 

rules can be implicated in any finite number of actions.  

While structuration theory insists that individuals have agency and knowingly 

reproduce social systems, it can be argued that Giddens portrays social actors as having 

their “social practices imposed on them by the system objectively” (King 2000: 370). 

Structure shapes individual personalities to act in ways that reproduce the social system. 

Berard (2005) believes that Giddens finds the most important dimension of social life to 

be the one that social actors know little about. However, if social actors draw on structure 

automatically, it becomes very difficult to explain social change. If actors can only draw 

on the rules of the structure, the same actions will be continuously repeated, thereby 

making it difficult to explain conscious action by individuals to change social systems. 
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Giddens’ concept of practical consciousness becomes useful to overcome this problem; 

“under practical consciousness, individuals are not imposed on by something they do not 

know but can always transform the cultural resources on which they draw by rethinking 

and reinterpreting their mutual understandings in their interactions with other 

individuals” (King, 2000: 377). As a result of these issues, it would be more fruitful to 

understand Giddens’ concept of rules more as potential strategies that may be drawn on 

by actors in certain situations, rather than as specific formulations that are always pre-

determined by structure. 

 According to Giddens’ theory of structuration, farmers can be understood to be 

reflexive agents who have the ability to make informed, intelligent decisions. They are 

able to make rational choices concerning what agricultural methods they use. However, 

these choices are constrained by the physical limitations of the land—including the 

cumulative effects of past agricultural practices, the power of agribusiness corporations, 

policy created by the governments, social expectations in the local community, and so on. 

Farmers may choose to spray their land with herbicide a specified number of times per 

growing season in order to qualify for Crop Insurance. However, in making this choice 

farmers are also unintentionally reproducing the power relations between agribusinesses 

and farmers.  

3.2.2 Gramsci and hegemonic discourse 

 While Giddens’ theory of structuration helps overcome the dualism between 

individuals and society, Gramsci’s (1971) theory of hegemony is useful when analyzing 

power relations between social actors. His theoretical framework can be used to analyze 

why people make certain choices, and how those choices are constrained by the power of 
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the ruling class. It is in Gramsci’s concept of counter-hegemonic action that space is 

permitted within social systems for social actions that run counter to the dominant 

paradigm. 

 According to Stranati (2004), Gramsci defines hegemony as “a cultural and 

ideological means whereby the dominant groups in society, including fundamentally but 

not exclusively the ruling class, maintain their dominance by securing the ‘spontaneous 

consent’ of subordinate groups” (147). The dominant social group maintains power 

through the use of consensual control. The worldview of the ruling class is diffused 

throughout society, thus equating the interests of the ruling class with the interests of 

society as a whole (for example, by ‘feeding the world’ with genetically modified grain) 

(Eagleton, 1991). Subordinate groups ‘willingly’ accept the values, ideas and leadership 

of the dominant group. Power relationships remain conveniently invisible and thus are 

naturalized as custom and habit. The dominance of the most powerful classes in society, 

therefore, is secured by ‘common sense’ or embedded beliefs and assumptions. Gramsci 

sees hegemony as produced by intellectuals, operating through the institutions of civil 

society such as education, the family, church, mass media and popular culture (Strinati, 

2004). The term “intellectuals” is not restricted to great artists, major writers or renowned 

academics, but is conceptualized in a “much broader occupational sense to refer to those 

employed in the production and dissemination of ideas and knowledge in general” 

(Strinati, 2004: 152). 

In agriculture it can be argued that the conventional framework is the hegemonic 

paradigm. Due to the concentration of power in the commodity supply chain, 

transnational agribusinesses are the dominant group in the agro-food sector. Scientific 
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knowledge, which is also hegemonic and developed by traditional intellectuals at 

universities and state research labs, legitimates the conventional agricultural paradigm 

and the dominance of the agribusinesses. Conventional agriculture’s hegemony operates 

through institutions such as the Department of Agriculture at the University of 

Saskatchewan and by advertising through the mass media. The Saskatchewan Science 

Centre’s newest permanent exhibit, entitled “Richardson Ag-grow-land,” is an example 

of how the model of conventional agriculture, and therefore the interests of agribusiness, 

is naturalized. Sponsored by the agricultural corporations Monsanto and Richardson, 

children are invited to explore the exhibit that “celebrates the science and cutting edge 

tools of modern day agriculture” (Saskatchewan Science Centre, 2010). School age 

children are taught the ‘correct’ way to farm in this seemingly objective science exhibit. 

In Gramsci’s theory, subordinate groups (or farmers, in this case) accept the ideas, 

values and beliefs of the dominant group not because they are forced to, but because 

“they have reasons of their own” (Strinati, 2004: 148). This is in agreement with 

Giddens’ viewpoint that individuals have the ability to make intelligent decisions. 

Farmers do not choose conventional farming methods because they are ‘ideologically 

indoctrinated,’ but because they will benefit in some way (whether it is economically, 

environmentally or socially), or because it is “common sense” and it does not seem 

rational to do things in another way. Furthermore, hegemony is achieved by negotiating a 

consensus that incorporates both dominant and dominated groups. Concessions are made 

to subordinate groups, which do not pose a threat to the overall framework of domination 

(Eagleton, 1991; Strinati, 2004). For example, Saskatchewan Crop Insurance recently 

introduced an insurance program for organic farmers (Saskatchewan Crop Insurance 
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Corporation, 2012). While this program may satisfy some of the economic needs of 

alternative producers, it does not affect the dominant framework of conventional 

agricultural.  

 Because hegemony is negotiated, it is never a “once-and-for-all achievement” 

(Eagleton, 1991: 115). It is continuously renewed, defended and modified. Therefore 

hegemony is intrinsically linked to struggle. It is in this struggle and constant renewal 

that there is space for counter-hegemonic action. This idea contributes to the explanation 

of how, even though conventional agriculture has been the dominant paradigm since the 

mid-20th century, there still remains an alternative, counter-hegemonic agricultural 

framework. The counter-hegemonic agricultural forces of alternative agriculture, 

however, will not become the dominant paradigm until its counter-hegemony is strong 

enough to transform the ideology of conventional agriculture.  

The farmers who resist the hegemonic discourse with counter-hegemonic action 

are conscious of their actions and see themselves an alternative to conventional 

agriculture. The organic farmers in this study were more cohesive as a group than the 

conventional farmers. They acknowledged that their practices were part of an alternative 

to conventional agriculture. However, it was also acknowledged that their methods and 

ideologies were not an alternative to capitalism and capitalist production; rather their 

methods softened some of the contradictions that are inherent within capitalism. It is also 

important to note that while farmers may be conscious of their alternative actions, it does 

not necessarily mean that they identify as an alternative farmer or are part of a cohesive 

group. Farmers may use alternative methods, but not identify as alternative farmers; they 

may identify as alternative, yet not use alternative methods; or they may understand 
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themselves as alternative, but not identify with other alternative farmers. These all have 

different implications for the construction of and struggle over hegemony and counter-

hegemony. 2  

There is not a simple dichotomous model that allows one to interpret social action 

or processes as expressions of either power/domination or resistance (Mumby, 1997). 

Social practices intersect in multiple, and often contradictory ways. It is in the struggle 

between various groups “over interpretive possibilities and what gets to count as 

meaningful that the hegemonic dialectic of power and resistance gets played out” 

(Mumby, 1997: 346). Hegemony thus describes a process of struggle, rather than an 

existing state of domination that is continually reproduced. Similar to Giddens’ 

understanding of social actors, individuals are neither unwitting dupes who unreflectively 

reproduce the status quo, nor individuals who, due to their marginalized status, can create 

pristine spaces of resistance. 

3.2.3 The reflexive producer 

 Giddens and Gramsci view social actors as having the ability to make intelligent 

decisions. However, there is a need to utilize micro-range theory when examining the 

decision-making process of farmers. The concept of the reflexive producer is useful when 

analyzing how farmers negotiate between ‘expert’ and ‘local’ knowledges when making 

decisions concerning farm management strategies, and how these decisions produce a 

heterogeneity of farming styles within Saskatchewan (Kaup, 2008; Ploeg, 1993; 2000).  

 In developing his concept of the reflexive producer, Kaup drew from DuPuis’ 

notion of the reflexive consumer. DuPuis (2000) sees the reflexive consumer as reflecting 

                                                
2 Thanks to JoAnn Jaffe for this insight. 
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on conflicting truths. “The reflexive consumer listens to and evaluates claims made by 

groups organized around a particular food issue, such as GE foods, and evaluates his or 

her own activities based on what he or she feels is the legitimacy of these claims” (289). 

As with the reflexive consumer, Kaup (2008) views the reflexive producer as constantly 

negotiating between the conflicting truths of expert and local knowledge systems. These 

negotiations can be understood as part of the continuous struggle between the hegemonic 

discourse of industrial agriculture (including GMOs, pesticides, synthetic fertilizer, and 

the corresponding scientific information and farming strategies), and the counter-

hegemonic/resistance model of alternative agriculture (including small scale farms, non-

chemical farming strategies and local knowledge). The reflexive producer “is a conscious 

actor able to make decisions based on available information. While the reflexive 

producer’s decision is ultimately his or her own choice, this choice is a negotiation 

between conflicting knowledges and truths” (66). At a larger scale, producers are 

negotiating between the contradictory social structures of agriculture.  

Contrary to the idea within the Transfer of Technology model of farmers as 

passive cognitive agents merely accepting expert knowledge as objective truth, farmers 

have the capability to question the expert system and base their decisions on a variety of 

knowledges. When making farm management decisions, producers rely on information 

they derived themselves from personal experience, as well as from information provided 

by family and community members, commercial newsletters, government and 

agribusiness extension agents, university specialists, field day conferences, farmer 

meetings, soil fertility consultations, and so on (Kaup, 2008). Farmers must reflexively 

negotiate between this array of local and expert knowledge systems. Kaup’s concept of 
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the reflexive producer demonstrates the complexity of farm management decisions. It 

explains why farmers who identify with one agricultural paradigm may have beliefs or 

utilize practices that belong to the opposing paradigm. Because farmers are continuously 

evaluating conflicting information, they may decide to use a variety of agricultural 

methods belonging to both frameworks. This is why farmers may identify as 

conventional producers and operate within the dominant hegemonic paradigm, but utilize 

alternative methods developed within a counter-hegemonic paradigm. The methods 

‘make sense’ in their agricultural systems. However, in the process of making these 

decisions conventional farmers may unintentionally reproduce the social system of 

alternative agriculture. 

Stock (2002) also uses the notion of the reflexive producer. However, he believes 

that these producers only consist of a “small” category of family organic farmers who 

“recognize the moral right of consumers to purchase healthy food while at the same time 

they recognize the moral necessity of protecting the land they farm” (96). By only 

applying the concept of reflexive producer to a limited number of farmers, Stock is 

removing the capacity for agency from conventional producers. Because different 

situations enable or constrain farmers in different amounts, farmers may be attempting to 

use the best management practices that the conventional framework allows.  

 While producers have the ability to reflexively negotiate between conflicting 

truths, it must be acknowledged that producers may only make decisions their bounded 

reflexivity allows. Producers do have agency, but their decision-making processes are 

constrained and enabled within the limits imposed by material conditions and social 

relations. For example, farmers are forced to act within their economic means and 
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therefore make decisions based on their available capital. If farmers choose not to pay 

their chemical bills at the end of the growing season, they will experience sanctions from 

the agribusinesses. However, while farmers (and all social actors) have limited 

knowledge (Tucker, 1998) and cannot conceive of all the possible farm management 

strategies, they do have the ability to examine the knowledges presented to them. 

 When farmers reflexively negotiate between conflicting truths, they make a 

variety of decisions and create heterogeneous farming methods within agriculture. 

Farmers, as consciously choosing and knowledgeable actors, “rationally construct their 

own style of farming and a corresponding network of relations with the wider 

institutional-economic environment . . . this means that different styles of farming 

emerge” (Ploeg, 1985: 19). According to Ploeg (1993; 2000), farming styles are different 

strategies applied by producers in respect to markets, policies and technologies relevant 

to them. They involve a specific way of organizing the farm enterprise that refers to 

strategic ideas about how farming should be done. Ploeg argues that when looking at the 

micro-level of agriculture, it can be seen that there is a great variety in internal social 

relations of production (1993). He continues: 

Heterogeneity contains a huge array of potential responses, solutions and 
alternatives to the current problems [in rural areas]. Those who are interested in 
the use of such responses and alternatives (instead of reinventing the wheel) 
would do well to investigate existing heterogeneity via the modus operandi or 
farming styles, through with such responses, solutions and alternatives have been 
developed and reproduced. (1993: 251) 
 

The image of a homogenous, standardized agriculture, thus, is a misrepresentation. 

Farmers negotiate between ‘expert’ and ‘local’ knowledges when making decisions 

concerning farm management strategies, thereby producing a heterogeneity of farming 

styles within Saskatchewan. An examination of the agricultural strategies of farmers in 
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southwest Saskatchewan demonstrates that both conventional and alternative farmers are 

actively creating and utilizing farming styles that may provide possible alternatives to the 

current problems of industrialized agriculture. 

3.3 Methodology 

 The research design employed in this study is similar to what Gerring (2001) 

refers to as the “exploratory” model. In this model, theory and evidence are closely 

intertwined.  

Hypotheses may be suggested by prior theories, intuitions, or the evidence itself, 
and should be adjusted to reflect the evidence at-hand . . . An exploratory strategy 
of research is perhaps best understood as a process of mutual adjustment such that 
– by the end of the process – concepts, theories, and evidence are properly 
aligned. (2001: 231) 
 
In opposition to the “confirmatory” model of research, based on empirically 

confirming or not confirming a previously stipulated hypothesis, the exploratory model 

requires researchers to adjust theories as the research progresses. The theoretical 

framework and literature review provide an entrance point for the development of the 

research project and hypotheses. However, the researcher must ask under what 

circumstances, or to what extent, a theory is true or false. The theories are then adjusted 

to align with the evidence presented (Gerring, 2001).  

 The preferred methodological approach of exploratory research is Burawoy’s 

(1998) “extended case method” (16). In this method of reflexive science, the researcher 

uses theory to guide research and the interview process, but not determine the process. 

Research is used to deepen and elaborate on existing theory. Participants are understood 

as arriving at interviews with multiple experiences that reflect their position as social 

actors within social situations. The researcher is required to unpack situational 
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experiences by moving with the participants through space and time. Furthermore, the 

research must consider the external field in which the interview takes place. It is 

necessary to examine the conditions of the locale within which research occurs. The 

everyday world experienced by participants is both “shaped by and shaping an external 

field of forces” (Burawoy, 1998: 15).  

 The methodological approach used for this study is consistent with both Gerring’s 

model of exploratory research and Burawoy’s extended case method. The literature 

review and theory previously presented act as a starting and guiding point for the research 

and interview process. For example, using the theory of the reflexive producer, the 

reflexivity of farmers is examined by focusing on their beliefs and choices concerning 

farming strategies. The interview process also includes situating the participants’ 

experiences as farmers in the larger structure of Canadian agriculture, since farmers’ 

agency is both enabled and constrained by social systems, such as the market, agricultural 

policy, and the power relationships between farmers and agribusiness. In addition, the 

theoretical framework utilized in this study does not determine the dialogue with 

participants. The semi-structured format of the interviews permits space for farmers to 

discuss issues of importance to them that were not part of the interview schedule. This 

allowed for the continual re-shaping of the research and the elaboration of the theories 

pertaining to land strategies, decision-making processes, and world food regimes.  

3.4 Methods 

 In order to examine farmers’ management strategies, and situate the strategies in 

the corporate-environmental food regime, “the patchwork” case-study method is used 

(Berg, 2004). Using multiple “snapshot” case studies, in which one research entity (the 
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individual farmer) is examined at one point in time, this approach provides a more 

holistic view of the research subject (farmers land strategies) (Berg, 2004). Within this 

study there are both “within-case” elements, which involve examining the agricultural 

strategies of each individual participant, as well as “across-case” elements, which involve 

comparing the agricultural strategies between the participants (Gerring, 2001). The 

sample for this study is stratified according to the principle of variability. By using quota 

sampling, which identifies relevant categories of participants (Berg, 2004; Neuman and 

Robson, 2008), the goal is to incorporate a range of variation of both land strategies 

utilized by farmers (Y) and relevant potential causal variables (X) (Gerring, 2001). 

 In order to understand the reflexive nature of farmers’ decisions concerning their 

land strategies, and to connect their experiences and beliefs to the wider external field 

and the theoretical framework, the qualitative research method of semi-structured in-

depth interviews is utilized. The length of the interviews range from one hour and twenty 

minutes to two hours and twenty minutes, with the majority of the interviews lasting 

approximately two hours. Each interview was audio recorded and then transcribed. In 

order to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, all names, locations and distinguishing 

statements have been changed or modified. There are three primary reasons why semi-

structured interviews are used during this study: for depth, access, and to allow space for 

unconsidered factors. 

 According to Giddens and Kaup, the choices actors make are complex and ‘make 

sense’ to the actor in the given situation. It is a not a simple process which can be 

explained through a series of yes/no and Likert scale questions. The interviews permitted 

detailed and complex answers concerning the participants’ beliefs and decisions, which 
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would be difficult to obtain by a survey instrument. For example, while most farmers will 

state that they are “concerned about environmental issues,” the interviews demonstrate 

that this is a complex statement with multiple meanings. This complexity would be 

erased if more quantitative methods were used. Furthermore, face-to-face interviews 

permitted a more in-depth understanding of how the farmers reacted to the questions. 

There were times during the interview when they looked uncomfortable or when they had 

to think carefully before they answered. The majority of the interviews were also 

conducted at the participants’ farms. Providing a context to understand where the 

participant worked and under what condition he or she lived. 

 Based on personal experience living in a rural area, I know many farmers dislike 

survey research. They frequently receive phone calls and letters requesting their time to 

answer questionnaires. This tendency to be over-researched has left many farmers with 

an unwillingness to participate and a ‘bad-taste’ for social research. However, in-depth 

face-to-face interviews demonstrate a time commitment on both the participants’ and 

researchers’ behalf. Because the interviews for this study were conducted in person at the 

participants’ farms, it was often necessary to travel over 200 km for a single interview. 

My willingness to travel to their farms to conduct the interviews demonstrated a 

dedication both to the research project and to the farmers as participants. Furthermore, 

during the initial phone call with the participants I would mention that I am from a farm 

in the region. Even though they did not know me personally, this would often change the 

farmers’ understanding of the interview from ‘participating in social research’ to ‘helping 

out a neighbour.’  
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 The use of semi-structured in-depth interviews created a space allowing farmers 

to discuss issues important to them not considered previously. For example, I was 

unaware the practice of row-cropping is currently being utilized by a farmer in the region 

because information on this farming strategy was not encountered during the literature 

review. The semi-structured interview format permitted the farmer to explain in detail 

both the agricultural method and why he was using it. If I had constructed a survey based 

on my literature review, this method of alternative agriculture would have been missed. 

3.4.1 Recruitment of participants  

 The University of Regina Ethics Board approved the research methodology and 

recruitment procedures used during this study (see Appendix A). A quota sampling 

strategy was used to ensure variability within the sample. A matrix was created using the 

variables of age (older or younger), farm size (small, medium or large), and farm type 

(organic or conventional). These variables were chosen based on their importance in 

related research (e.g., Beedell and Rehman, 2000; Bradshaw and Smit, 1997; Gorman et 

al., 2001; Horrigan et al., 2002; Lobao and Meyer, 2001; Warriner and Moul, 1992). 

Based on the matrix, it was necessary to interview twelve farmers to fill each stratum. 

Originally, the variable of “age” was operationalized as “35 years and younger” or “36 

years and older.” However, after having difficulty finding 6 farmers who were 35 years 

and younger—a problem which reflects of the trend of aging farmers in Saskatchewan 

(Statistics Canada, 2012)—the variable was changed to “45 years and younger” or “46 

years and older.” The variable of farm size was operationalized as “less than 2000 acres,” 

“2000 to 5000 acres,” or “more than 5000 acres.” These attributes do not represent the 

categories presented by Statistics Canada, because the average farm size in Saskatchewan 
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is significantly larger than farm sizes in the other Canadian provinces (Statistics Canada, 

2012). However, even though the variable of farm size was operationalized to represent 

Saskatchewan’s tendency to have large farms, I still had difficulty finding conventional 

producers who farmed less than 2000 acres. In this study, the older producer farms 2525 

acres, while the younger producer farms 1300 acres by himself, but is in a partnership 

with his parents who farm an additional 3700 acres.  

Because Agricultural Region 3AN encompasses almost 2 million acres, the 

physical location of the farms was taken into consideration when determining which 

farmers to interview. This was done in an attempt to ensure the farms were distributed 

throughout the region. Furthermore, very small “hobby farmers” who farm limited acres 

were not included in this study because they are not as dependent on agriculture for their 

livelihood as larger farmers.  

 While only twelve interviews were necessary to fill the matrix, sixteen farmers 

were interviewed in total. There were two female farm operators included in the study 

(one conventional and one organic). Since locating females in Saskatchewan who are 

primary farm operators is difficult, I was not concerned about their age or farm size even 

if a farmer in the same stratum had been interviewed. There was also an over-sampling of 

one conventional farmer (46 and older, 2000-5000 acres) and one organic farmer (45 and 

younger, less than 200 acres) due to their expressed interest in being interviewed. Table 

3.1 shows the sampling variable matrix and the farmers who fit into each category.  
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Table 3.1:  Sampling variable matrix 

Organic Farmers (ORG) 

 Less than 2000 acres 2000 – 5000 acres More than 5000 acres 
45 years old  
and younger 

ORG 4 – Ray 
ORG 5 – Steve 

ORG 7 – David ORG 6 – Kevin  

46 years old  
and older 

ORG 3 – Joe 
ORG 8 – Ann 
(female) 

ORG 2 – Jim ORG 1 – Robert  

 

Conventional Farmers (CONV) 

 Less than 2000 acres 2000 – 5000 acres More than 5000 acres 
45 years old  
and younger 

CONV 8 – Jarret  CONV 5 – Darren  CONV 6 – Carl  

46 years old  
and older 

CONV 7 – Leroy  CONV 2 – Larry 
CONV 3 – Bill  
CONV 1 – Kate 
(female) 

CONV 4 – Richard  
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A number of different strategies were used to recruit farmers for an interview. 

Initially, I contacted several farmers from lists supplied by the Saskatchewan Organic 

Directorate (SOD), the Organic Crop Improvement Association (OCIA), and the 

Agricultural Producers Association of Saskatchewan (APAS). Using the nonprobability 

sampling strategy of “snowball” sampling (Berg, 2004), at the end of each interview I 

would ask the participants to refer other farmers who would fit in a particular stratum. 

There were also four producers living in the agricultural region that I did not interview, 

but who were key informants. In addition to these strategies, I also utilized land maps of 

Rural Municipalities to try to locate producers who farmed less than 2000 acres. In total I 

was referred to 82 different farmers. 

Prior to contacting the participants, the organic producers were identified as 

“organic” by farm organizations or by the farmer who referred them. However, during 

the initial phone call with all of the participants I would ask if they produced any organic 

products and they would self-identify either as organic or conventional. While organic 

farming is not necessarily equated with all of the concepts associated with alternative 

agriculture, I used the concept of organic as the indicator of alternative agriculture 

because these farmers viewed themselves as an alternative to conventional agriculture. It 

is important to acknowledge that while alternative and conventional agriculture are often 

treated as simple categories, the reality is very complex. It would be incredibly 

challenging to locate farmers that identify with the wide range of concepts and utilize the 

agricultural methods associated with alternative agriculture prior to the in-depth 

interview. 
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In an attempt to have a relatively even distribution of cases throughout the 

agricultural region, there were several challenges that arose from the use of snowball 

sampling. Farmers tended to either refer other producers who were located in close 

proximity, or producers who farmed to the east or west of them. Because the Agricultural 

Region 3AN stretches north-south, there were many farmers referred who were not 

located within the case-study region. 

3.4.2  The interview schedule  

 When developing the interview schedule I referred to a number of studies 

examining factors that impact the adoption of different farm management strategies (e.g., 

Barbieri et al., 2008; Beckie, 2000; Burton and Wilson, 2006; Fairweather et al., 2009; 

Hall and Mogyorody, 2007; Horrigan et al., 2002; Knowler and Bradshaw, 2006; Lockie 

and Halpin, 2005; Moore, 2008; Morris and Evans, 2004; Rosin and Campbell, 2009; 

Stock, 2002; Trauger, 2004). The schedule was influenced by the theoretical framework 

and research questions. The schedule was semi-structured and divided into five sections 

(see Appendix B) because the goal was to understand the farming strategies utilized by 

farmers and how the farming strategies related to their identity as conventional or organic 

producers. 

The first section of the interview schedule included questions on the primary farm 

and farmer information and was designed to understand the characteristics of the farmer 

and the farm management practices. For example, it included questions concerning pest 

management practices, education and family farm history. The second section focused on 

the economic aspects of the farm, including farm income, expenses, debt and labour. The 

third section of the schedule concerned the farmers’ participation in community 
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organizations and concern for the community in general. The fourth section included 

questions on government policy and market relations. In this section farmers answered 

questions about the role of government policy, the changes in agriculture, and risk. The 

last section focused on the environment. Farmers were asked about their concern and 

practices in relation to various environmental factors, such as the soil, air and water.  

 There were two practice interviews conducted to test the flow and comprehension 

of the interview schedule. After each interview, the schedule was adjusted to include 

questions concerning additional concepts (e.g., opinions about the Wheat Board and the 

utilization of Crop Insurance), and to rephrase questions that required further clarity. The 

same interview schedule was used during all sixteen interviews in order to maintain 

consistency. 

3.4.3  The interviews  

 The interviews were conducted throughout 2009 during three separate stages that 

reflect the production year. The first set of interviews took place during April, prior to 

seeding, the second set was conducted during July and August, prior to harvest, and the 

final set was conducted in November and December after the completion of the growing 

season. The interviews were conducted with farmers living in the Agricultural Region 

3AN. Depending on the location of the farm in the region, one or two interviews would 

be conducted in a day. With the exception of one interview, which was conducted at a 

coffee shop in Moose Jaw at the request of the participant for reasons of convenience, all 

of the interviews were conducted on-farm or at the participants’ house.  

The interviews were preceded by at least two phone conversations. The first 

phone call involved an introduction, a brief explanation of the study, and the initial 
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agreement to participate. During this phone call the interview date and time were often 

scheduled and directions to the farm were obtained. Because farmers have schedules that 

are often unpredictable, the participant would always be contacted on the day of the 

interview to confirm the time and location. Frequently during the initial phone call 

farmers would agree to participate, but request that they be contacted again in several 

weeks when they anticipated having more time available. 

The length of the interviews ranged in time from one hour twenty minutes to two 

hours twenty minutes, with the majority of the interviews lasting approximately two 

hours. The participants signed a consent form (see Appendix C) prior to beginning the 

interview. The interviews were digitally audio-recorded and than transcribed at a later 

date. Field notes were made during the interview process. These notes recorded the 

interview dates and times, directions to the farm, referrals given by the participants, and 

observations about both the interviews and the interview settings. To transcribe the 

interviews, I used the audio recording device to play back the interviews on a reduced 

speed, while making a full verbatim transcript using word processing software. 

3.4.4  Coding and analysis  

After reading through the interviews several times, I created codes based on the 

topics that emerged. The coding and analysis for this study was done using word 

processing software (Microsoft Office Word 2005 and Microsoft Office Word for Mac 

2011). The program was used to search the transcripts for keywords pertaining to each 

code. The relevant text was then copied and pasted into a new file for the specified code, 

which was stored separately. I reviewed the files and made summary tables after the 

information for each code was gathered. The tables assisted in across-case and within-
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case comparisons. After examining the tables, I made memos that noted important topics 

that were applicable to the study. I took note when there were similarities or differences 

between farmers, or if there appeared to be inconsistencies between a farmer’s ideology 

and his/her farming methods. 

While coding a continuous review of the relevant literature was maintained to 

include it in the analysis of the information. When I initially developed the interview 

schedule, I was curious how farmers fit within the alternative (Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm) and conventional (Life Sciences Integrated paradigm) binary. However, after 

reviewing the transcripts it became apparent that the farmers could not be categorized so 

neatly, and that there was overlap and inconsistencies between ideology and practice 

(indicating that farmers existed on a continuum). These data are consistent with the 

notion of Fairweather and Campbell (2003) and Fairweather et al. (2009) that farmers 

(their ideologies and methods) do not always clearly occupy the categories of 

conventional and alternative even if they self-identify as organic or conventional.  

3.5 Study area 

The physical location for this study is the Agricultural Region 3AN. The 

boundaries of this region were determined by Statistics Canada for census purposes. This 

region is located in south central Saskatchewan, part of the Palliser Triangle. This region 

is referred to as the “dry belt” (Bone, 2005: 409), and is characterized by brown soils 

with short-grass natural vegetation. This zone has the driest climate in the southern 

Canadian Interior Plains (Sauchyn, 1997), and about 90% of the rural water supply is 

groundwater (Remenda and Birks, 1999). Water is a critical resource in this agricultural 

region. Reoccurring droughts have made it clear that systems in the area are vulnerable to 
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water shortages (Diaz et al., 2005). Agricultural Region 3AN was chosen as the case 

study area because there are no urban areas in the region. The population is primarily 

rural and therefore potentially more dependent on local communities. Furthermore, 

because a large percentage of the farmland in this region is considered marginal, farmers 

may have developed more diverse risk-aversion agricultural strategies in comparison to 

producers who farm land of higher quality. 

The region encompasses the rural municipalities of Gravelbourg, Sutton, Lake 

Johnston, Terrell, Hillsborough, Rodgers, Shamrock, Chaplin, Wheatlands, Eyebrow, 

Enfield, and Maple Bush. Figure 3.1 provides a map of southern Saskatchewan that 

shows the census agricultural regions. Figure 3.2 provides a map of the rural 

municipalities within the region. The region encompasses 9,330 km2 of land, with a total 

area of farms equaling 1,993,821 acres. In 2006, there was a population of 5,240, with a 

total of 1,435 farm operators on 1,086 farms. The average farm size is approximately 

1840 acres, which is over two and half times larger than the average Canadian farm. The 

physical attributes of the region have influenced the type of farming activity in the area: 

beef cattle ranching, and grain and oilseed farming dominate agricultural production. In 

2006 there were 644 farms producing grains and oilseeds and 337 farms producing cattle. 

74 farms in the region reported having certified organic products, transitional organic 

products, or uncertified organic products (Statistics Canada, 2008a). 



   

Figure 3.1: Map of the Census of Agriculture Regions of Southern Saskatchewan  
Showing Case Study Area (Agricultural Region 3AN) 
 

 
Source: Census of Agriculture, Agriculture Division, Statistics Canada (2003) 

 
Figure 3.2:      Map of Agricultural Region 3AN and  

Census Consolidated Subdivisions 

 
Source: Census of Agriculture, Agricultural Division,  

Statistics Canada (2003) 

Rural Municipalities within  
      Agricultural Region 3AN 

   68 Gravelbourg No. 104 
   74 Sutton No. 103 
   93 Lake Johnston No. 102 
   96 Terrell No. 101 
     4 Hillsborough No. 132 
    6 Rodgers No. 133 
   11 Shamrock No. 134 
   29 Chaplin No. 164 
   32 Wheatlands No. 163 
   47 Eyebrow No. 193 
   53 Enfield No 194 
   71 Maple Bush No. 224 
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3.5.1  Personal characteristics of farmers in the study 

 The interview data presented in this study were gathered during sixteen face-to-

face interviews with Saskatchewan farmers occurring between March and December, 

2009. Noted in Figure 3.4, the farmers are from various different locations throughout 

Agricultural Region 3AN. There was an attempt to evenly disperse the number of organic 

and conventional farmers throughout the region in order to account for geographical 

differences. For example, the land in the RM of Sutton is generally considered by farmers 

to be of higher quality than the land in the RM of Maple Bush. However, due to the 

farmers’ willingness or unwillingness to participate, this did not occur perfectly. There 

was also a range of different personal characteristics of the farmers (Table 3.2), including 

age, gender, marital status, children, years of farming experience and education. 

 The youngest farmer interviewed for this study is 24 years old, while the oldest is 

65 years old. The average age of the farmers is 45.4 years, which is less than the average 

age of farmers in Agricultural Region 3AN (52.0 years) and in Saskatchewan (52.6 

years). This difference is due to the variable of age that was used during sampling; half of 

the farmers in this study were required to be less than 46 years old, which resulted in the 

lower average age. 

Fourteen males and two females were interviewed. Of the sixteen farmers, 

thirteen are married and three are divorced. Fourteen of the farmers have children; nine 

have dependent children under the age of 18. During three of the interviews the farmers’ 

wives were present in the room, and they would answer questions when they felt 

comfortable to do so. One of the challenges during the interview process was to find farm 

women who were willing to be interviewed. Often I would be referred to their husbands. 



102 
 

For example, one farm organization had provided a contact list on which there was a farm 

that had both a male and a female farm operator. When I called and requested an 

interview with the female, she declined and set up a time when the husband could be 

interviewed. However, even though she did not want to be the interviewee, she was 

present during the interview and answered over a third of the interview questions. When 

her husband was unsure of an answer, he would look to her for assistance. This 

experience demonstrates how farm women themselves may believe they are not primary 

operators, even when they participate in farm labour and in decision-making processes. A 

more detailed examination of gender and how it relates to farm strategies occurs in the 

next chapter.  

All of the farmers had been raised on farms, and the majority of them are still 

farming the land their grandparents or great grandparents had homesteaded. The average 

number of years of farming experience was 27.1, with the shortest being 5 years and the 

longest being 39 years. As well, all the participants had received high school diplomas, 

six had no post-secondary education, three had some post-secondary education, six had a 

diploma or certificate, and one had a university degree. 
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Figure 3.3:  Map of Farm Locations 

 
Source: Google Maps 2009     O = Organic farm 
        C = Conventional farm 
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Table 3.2: Personal Characteristics of Farmers 

 Gender Age Marital 
Status 

Children Years of 
farming 
experience 

Education 

ORG 1 
Robert 

M 62 Married,  
34 years 

2 girls, 1 boy 
(adults) 

38 Gr. 12;  
Some secondary 

ORG 2 
Jim 

M 50 Married,  
32 years 

3 boys  
(adults) 

34 Gr. 12;  
Diploma or certificate 

ORG 3 
Joe 

M 47 Married,  
10 years 

No children  31  Gr 12;  
Diploma or certificate 

ORG 4 
Ray 

M 43  Married,  
20 years 

2 boys 
(adult, youth) 

26 Gr. 12 

ORG 5 
Steve 

M 35 Divorced 2 girls 
(youths) 

22 G12;  
Diploma or certificate 

ORG 6 
Kevin 

M 29 Married,  
3 years 

1 son, 
(infant) 

10  Gr. 12 

ORG 7 
David 

M 42 Married,  
11 years 

1 boy, 1 girl 
(youths) 

23  Gr. 12;  
Some secondary 

ORG 8 
Ann 

F 51 Divorced 2 boys 
(adult) 

31 Gr. 12; 
Some secondary 

CONV 1 
Kate 

F 48 Married,  
26 years 

1 boy, 1 girl 
(adult, teenager) 

26 Gr. 12 

CONV 2 
Larry 

M 65 Married, 
40 years 

1 boy, 1 girl 
(adults)  

46  Gr. 12; 
Diploma or certificate 

CONV 3 
Bill 

M 58 Married,  
35 years 

2 girls, 1 boy 
(adults) 

39 Gr. 12; 
University degree 

CONV 4 
Richard 

M 49 Married,  
25 years 

3 boys 
(adults, teen) 

32 Gr. 12 

CONV 5 
Darren 

M 24 Married,  
5 years 

1 girl 
(infant) 

5  Gr. 12; 
Diploma or certificate 

CONV 6 
Carl 

M 35 Married,  
1 year 

1 girl 
(youth) 

24 Gr. 12 

CONV 7 
Leroy 

M 58 Divorced  None 36 Gr. 12 

CONV 8 
Jarret 

M 31 Married,  
4 years 

1 girl 
(youth) 

11 Gr. 12; 
Diploma or certificate 
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3.5.2  Operational characteristics of farms in the study 

 Some of the operational characteristics of the farms is briefly discussed in this 

section (Figure 3.6). However many of the questions during the interviews revolved 

around farming methods, so more detailed information is provided in the next chapter. Of 

the sixteen farmers interviewed, six were the sole operators of the farm. The other ten 

farmers were involved in a family partnership with their spouse, children, father, or 

extended family members (uncles, in-laws).  

 While the variable farm size was divided into three categories for the purpose of 

sampling, a more detailed account of farm size is given in Table 3.3. The nature of land 

tenure varies widely within the group. Five of the farmers (and if applicable, their 

partners) own their entire land base, whereas two of the farmers rent all of their farmland. 

The remaining nine farmers rent and own varying ratios of land. The tenure of land 

impacts farmers because it adds an extra level of security. If the farmer owns the land 

(which is a valuable fixed asset), he or she knows that it will be their property until they 

decide to sell it. However, if the land is rented, they do not have any long-term control 

over the property. The land could be sold or rented to someone else without the consent 

of the farmer. The size of the farm also impacts the methods that farmers choose. For 

example, many farmers consider organic farming very labour intensive and not conducive 

to large farms. According to Richard, “[Organic farming]’s okay, if you can do it… I 

know in our case we got so many acres to go over, I don’t know how I’d control 

everything.” Jarret said, “Personally I couldn’t find myself [farming organically] just 

because I don’t have the time and it’s very demanding.”  
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 Off-farm employment also affects the bottom line for many farm families. If a 

family member is working elsewhere, the extra income is often seen as supplementary 

income for the farm in order to pay farming expenses. One farmer, who was still feeling 

the effects of the BSE crisis, stated: “[Farm income is better] depending on if the wife has 

an off-farm job or not. Like one of the neighbours here, I know his wife is a teacher. Well 

that’s an extra $50,000 a year income that we don’t have. Over a matter of 10 years, 

that’s a pile of money; that puts a lot of machinery or whatever you want to put in the 

yard that we don’t have. ” Seven of the farms had family members who worked off the 

farm full time, and seven of the farms had family members who worked part-time or 

seasonally.  

 Many farms in Saskatchewan hire additional non-family labourers for either full-

time or seasonal farm work. Two farms had one full-time labourer, three farms had one 

seasonal or part-time labourer, and one farm had two labourers, one full-time and one 

seasonal. However, as rural areas are becoming depopulated, farmers often have a 

difficult time finding skilled labour. During one interview I was offered a job: “So what 

are you doing in August? Would you like to run a grain cart? Do you have any friends? 

We're open to anyone: boys, girls, old men. Anyone who can drive a grain cart.” 

 While all the producers interviewed grew a variety of grain, oilseed, and pulse 

crops, there were only seven producers who raised livestock. Six of the farmers raised 

cattle, one had sheep, and one looked after a neighbour’s buffalo (receiving payment of 

one third of the calves). This reflects the increasing trend towards specialization. 

Furthermore, as noted previously, the field crop and livestock commodity price  
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cycles are frequently in opposite boom-bust cycles. While the price of field crops had 

been fairly high during certain points in the previous five years, the prices of livestock 

had been consistently low. Due to the low prices, two of the farmers interviewed had 

recently sold all their cattle. 
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Table 3.3: Characteristics of Farms 
 
 Organization 

of farm 
Farm 
Size 
(acres) 

Land 
Tenure 
(acres) 

Off-farm jobs 
(FT=full time 
PT=part time) 

Hired 
labour 

Livestock 
Profile 

ORG 1 
Robert 

Partnership 
with son and 
daughters 

8000 Rent: 2000 
Own: 6000 
 

Husband: FT 
Wife: FT 
- family business 

1 full time No 

ORG 2 
Jim 

Sole operator 
-wife was 
previously 

2800 Rent: 750 
Own: 2050 

Wife: FT No Looks after 
neighbours 
buffalo 

ORG 3 
Joe 

Sole operator 1920 Own: all Wife: FT No Cattle: <100 
Sheep: <50 

ORG 4 
Ray 

Partnership 
with wife 

1920 Rents all 
from 
parents 

Wife: Seasonal 1 seasonal No  

ORG 5 
Steve 

Partnership 
with father 

1920 Own: all Mother: FT No No 

ORG 6 
Kevin 

Partnership 
with uncle 

4000 Rent: 2000 
Own: 2000 

Husband: PT 
seasonal 
Wife: FT 

No Cattle: <50 

ORG 7 
David 

Sole operator 2180 Rent: 240 
Own: 1940  
 

Husband: FT 
seasonal 
Wife: PT at 
school 

1 part time 
/seasonal 

Cattle: <200  

ORG 8 
Ann 

Sole operator 1120 Rents all 
from Land 
Bank 

No No No 

CONV 1 
Kate 

Partnership 
with husband 
and son 

3200 Own: all Wife: 
PT/Seasonal 
Son: FT Seasonal 

No No 

CONV 2 
Larry 

Partnership 
with son, 
daughter, and 
spouses 

5000 Own: all Son: FT (own 
business) 
Daughter: PT 

No No 

CONV 3 
Bill 

Partnership 
with son 

4900 Own: all No 1 full time 
1 seasonal 

No 

CONV 4 
Richard 

Partnership 
with father 
and brother 

7680 Rent: 1440  
Own: 6240 

Wife: PT No Cattle: <200 

CONV 5 
Darren 

Partnership 
with mother 

4100 Rent: 1440 
Own: 2560  

Wife: FT 1 full time No 

CONV 6 
Carl 

Sole operator 10,080 Rent: 1280 
Own: 6080 
Gov lease: 
2,720  

No No Cattle: <500 
 

CONV 7 
Leroy 

Sole operator 2525 Rent: 1920 
Own: 605 

No No Cattle: <100 

CONV 8 
Jarret 

Partnership 
with wife 
and both his 
parents  

1300; 
5000 
with 
parents 

Rent: 660 
Own: 640 

Husband: FT 
Wife: PT 
 

1 seasonal No 

 



109 
 

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter laid out the theoretical framework and methodology utilized in this 

study. When examining the dynamics of agricultural decision-making, it is beneficial to 

use three different ranges of social theory. Giddens’ theory of structuration is used to 

analyze agriculture at the structural level and examine the dynamics between structure 

and agency, while Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is useful when examining the power 

relations between farmers, intellectuals, governments and the economic elite of 

transnational agribusinesses.  However, it is necessary to use micro-range theory when 

analyzing farm management decisions of producers at the farm level; the concept of the 

reflexive producer is used to examine how farmers reflexively negotiate between 

conflicting truths of expert and local knowledges.  

Through an exploratory study, using the extended-case method, sixteen in-depth 

interviews were conducted with farmers living in the Agricultural Region 3AN. Using the 

technique of content analysis, qualitative data from the interviews were coded and then 

analyzed. The results and findings from the interviews are discussed in the following 

chapter.  
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4. RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

4.1 Introduction 

 Two of the three broad research questions outlined in Chapter one are addressed 

in this chapter. Data from the farm interviews are presented to address these questions. 

The first part of the chapter deals with issues concerning agricultural strategies. The 

farming methods and strategies of producers in southern Saskatchewan are examined to 

assess if those strategies deviate from the norm of industrial agriculture. Data from the 

interviews are then presented relating to the ideologies of the farmers (concerning the 

environment, government policies, agricultural corporations, etc.), and examining if these 

ideologies are consistent with the agricultural strategies employed. 

4.2 Farming methods and agricultural strategies 

 According to Ploeg (2000), “the patterns of heterogeneity in agriculture 

correspond to different farming styles, which are essentially the different strategies 

applied by farm households in respect of the markets, policies and technologies relevant 

to them” (498). Farming styles are thus a cultural repertoire, a composite of normative 

and strategic ideas of how farming should be done, which is affirmed and adjusted 

through practice (Ploeg, 1993). The creation of large, specialized farms continuously 

increasing production through the use of agricultural chemicals was one of the objectives 

of the Productionist paradigm. Farmers in Saskatchewan have responded to this in a 

variety of ways. As Ploeg points out, many of the larger farmers in Europe have followed 

the ‘script’ embodied in the Productionist paradigm. Others, however, came up with 

different strategies and farming methods for adjusting to market conditions, 

environmental constraints, and policy and technology they encountered (Ploeg, 2000).  
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This section looks at various aspects of the farming strategies employed by the 

farmers interviewed. Accordingly, farm size, crop rotations, zero-till and continuous 

cropping, method of fertilization, method of weed and pest control, seed saving and usage 

of genetically modified seed, farm diversification, machinery, hired labour and off-farm 

employment, finances, marketing and forward contracts, and risk management are 

examined. 

4.2.1  Farm size, machinery, rotations and farm diversification 

 The land base of a farm is important when determining agricultural strategies. 

Farm size can be both an enabling and constraining factor when it comes to farming 

methods. For example, if a Saskatchewan producer is farming a relatively small number 

of acres (e.g., 500 acres) he or she may have time for more labour intensive agricultural 

methods. Alternatively, small land bases may restrict farmers from having a sufficient 

amount of pastureland for cattle. Large land bases, however, are also enabling and 

constraining. A farmer with a large number of acres (e.g., 8000 acres) may have forage 

crops and land in pasture for cattle. However, if farmers have too many acres, they will 

have less time for more intensive agriculture and often follow a very strict rotation 

regime to streamline production. Whether a farmer is increasing or decreasing farm size 

may also indicate if a farmer is changing strategies, or if he or she is preparing for a 

successor or retirement. 

During the process of recruiting organic farmers to interview, it was a challenge 

finding producers farming over 5000 acres, compared to those farming fewer acres. Due 

to the difficulty of recruitment, the younger organic farmer in the large farm category 

only farms 4000 acres, rather than over 5000. Similarly, recruiting conventional 



112 
 

producers who farmed less than 2000 acres was more challenging than finding producers 

who farm a larger number of acres. Because of this, the older conventional farmer 

interviewed farms 2525 acres, rather than less than 2000. Furthermore, his land base was 

recently dramatically decreased because of a divorce settlement, not because he wanted 

to change farming strategies. As well, the younger conventional farmer interviewed farms 

1330 acres only if his parents’ land is not included. If it were, the total number of acres is 

2900 (5000 if including pasture for cattle, with which the younger farmer is not 

involved). 

The challenge of recruiting large organic farmers and small conventional farmers 

is consistent with the themes presented in the literature. Conventional farmers are 

encouraged to continuously increase production, which is tied to an increase in acreage 

(Buckland, 2004). Organic farmers, however, are reliant on more labour intensive 

agricultural methods, which generally results in smaller farm sizes (Ploeg and Renting, 

2000).  

The farmers were asked if they had recently increased farm size. During the 

previous five years, three of the organic farmers, and six of the conventional farmers 

increased farm size. Of all of the farms that increased in size, eight of the nine had 

successors. Furthermore, during the previous five years, three of the farms (two 

conventional, one organic) decreased in size, but it was always due to external 

circumstances (e.g., loss of rented land). During the interviews it was apparent that when 

the conventional farmers increased farm size, the extra acres were viewed as a necessity 

to increase income and justify larger equipment: 
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Why did you buy more land? 
Probably economic reasons. Bigger is better. If you buy bigger equipment, you 
kind of have to have the acres to justify doing that. And it always seems as if you 
buy more acres you make more money. (Kate) 

 
It helps with the fixed costs on the equipment side of things. If provided the 
markets will mature or improve, then it will allow us to generate more revenue. 
(Jarret) 
 

The age of the equipment used by conventional and organic farmers may indicate why 

conventional farmers use increases in farm land as a justification for new machinery 

while organic farmers do not. Five of the organic farmers used machinery approximately 

30 years old and the remaining organic famers’ machinery was from the 1980s and ‘90s. 

Only one of the farmers recently purchased a “newer” bailer and bail processor. In 

comparison, seven of the conventional farmers’ machinery was from the 1990s and 

2000s, and seven recently purchased one or more new or relatively new pieces of major 

farming machinery (e.g., combines, sprayers, air drills, tractors). By continuously 

increasing land and machinery size, the conventional farmers appear to be caught on what 

Buckland (2004) has referred to as the “Technology Treadmill.” 

While some organic farmers may believe that ‘bigger is better,’ the organic 

farmers in this study who increased farm size frequently emphasized the extra work 

associated with a larger land base, rather than the extra income. 

About ten years ago we got that other half… My brother was farming it, and he 
went to BC.  So it was available and we just took it over… it probably allowed us 
to do less. Everything kind of got busy. Too busy, really. (Ray) 

 
The regulations organic farmers must follow can also act as an incentive to purchase 

available acres that are adjacent to their land. Additions such as these often prevent their 

land being exposed to contaminants, such as herbicide spray drifts, without the necessity 

of barrier strips. 
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Did the extra land allow you to do anything different? 
Not really. No. I had enough work to do, but it made it a lot more convenient.  
Like with organic farming, when you have conventional land next to you, you 
have to have barrier strips and stuff like this, and worry about which way the 
winds blowing when a guy comes to spray. So by getting it, then I have the road. 
The land went out to the road then, so then I didn’t need to worry about all that 
stuff. It makes it a lot nicer to work. (Joe) 
 
While in general organic farms were smaller than conventional farms, at 8000 

acres Robert’s farm was an exception. The farm is currently in the middle of an inter-

generational transfer, and his son is slowly increasing the farm size. 

I think that by [my son] making this move he’s secured himself and his family 
probably for a longer-term stay in agriculture. Because I feel, I don’t think you 
need to be this big. I would like to see policies where the 2 and 3000-acre farm 
would be a big farm and you could actually make a living, and maybe some day it 
will. But for what I see right now, I think you need to continue to grow. Not at a 
fast pace, but grow a little bit to have sustainability. (Robert) 

 
Robert may not completely agree with his son about farm size, but he blames the 

difference on government policy; small farms are not as viable, therefore he needs to 

farm more land. As well, while an increase in land for many conventional farmers results 

in a simplified four-year rotation, Robert utilized the extra acres to create a more complex 

and long-term rotation.  

If we break up alfalfa land we’ll seed it to flax, wheat, we’ll do a plow down, then 
we’ll do oats, and summer follow, barley, and then another plow down, then 
another wheat. And then we put it to clover and hay for about four years.  About 
every seven or eight years we’ll rotate it into an alfalfa crop. (Robert) 
 

By having 2000 acres of their land in pasture or forage, Robert created a long-term 

rotation that includes annually breaking up 400 acres of alfalfa to use for producing crops 

and planting 400 acres of cropland back to alfalfa in order to give the land a rest from 

cash crops. 
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 When it comes to crop rotations, there were many commonalities among 

conventional farmers. Seven of the farmers grew cereals, oilseeds and pulses for the 

market in a four-year crop rotation, and one farmer grew cereals and pulses in a three-

year rotation. The farmers generally grow a cereal between the pulse and oilseed crops, 

resulting in the rotation of cereal, oilseed, cereal, pulse. In this rotation farmers would 

often grow wheat and durum for cereals, mustard, canola or flax for oilseeds, and peas 

and/or lentils for pulses. The farmers chose this rotation in order to break disease cycles 

and avoid herbicide resistance, for diversity when marketing, and for the nitrogen fixing 

properties of pulses. 

We wanted to rotate it for different herbicide because of the resistance problems 
of herbicides. So we thought that would get a rotation that involves different kinds 
of the four major different groups of herbicides. Each year we have one group on 
one crop, and then switch to another group. And also we’re trying to diversify for 
marketing too. I realize that we couldn’t continue to just grow durum and wheat. 
While that may have been the easiest, we decided we need to rotate different 
crops in for better prices and better opportunities. And then the pulses are a good 
crop because of the nitrogen fixing, so we wanted to work them in. It is becoming 
a little more standard rotation in this part of the province, or something like that as 
a rotation, a four year rotation. (Bill) 
 

However, this rotation is not set in stone for all of the farmers. Some regularly leave a 

percentage of their land in chemical fallow. When a field is left in chemical fallow it is 

sprayed with a herbicide such as glyphosate (a broad-spectrum herbicide) in order to kill 

weeds, and then left unseeded for the growing season. Chemical fallow gave these 

farmers some flexibility within their crop rotation. If the cost of the seed or fertilizer was 

too high, if the land was too dry, or if the market price of the crop was too low, they may 

decide to leave the land in chemical fallow rather than spend the money on input costs. 

Maybe 20% of the time we might decide to leave a few of the acres in chem. 
fallow. What we base our decision on is what it would cost to grow the crop at the 
time and where it is in the rotation. For example, if it is time to seed flax and we 
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don’t think we’ll get a good catch on it or the price isn’t there we might just leave 
it chem. fallow rather than seeding a cereal back into it. It’s economic and the 
weather, you know, projected returns. (Kate) 
 

However, many of the farmers are removing chemical fallow from their rotation, opting 

instead for continuous cropping. By growing a crop on every field every year, farmers are 

able to increase seeded acres. Five years ago, seven of the farmers included chemical 

fallow in their crop rotation; of the five farmers who still use chemical fallow, four of 

them continuous crop at least some of their higher-quality land. Carl is the only 

conventional farmer who does not continuous crop any of his land. He believes that his 

land is too poor in quality to produce crops every year, and that it is not worth spending 

the money on the necessary inputs. 

I don’t see the profit in putting all the chemical in, to be quite honest, on this type 
of land.  I think if I had better land, to the north of me some, I think you could 
probably do it.  But my land is too hilly, too rocky. Decent dirt, but just too 
tough… We just don’t find we make enough to be putting that 150 pounds of 
fertilizer on and trying to rotate it and seed all these expensive crops to grow. So 
this is what we do. Just have our chem. fallow and hope for the best. So I don’t 
know if it’s right or wrong, but I haven’t went broke yet. (Carl) 
 

Because his primary interest is cattle rather than crops and his land base is quite large 

(10,080) acres, Carl has room to maneuver to avoid continuous cropping. Additionally, 

the poor quality of his land in conjunction with farm size have contributed to his decision 

to keep his poorest farmland in pasture: two thirds of his farm base is currently in pasture 

for his herd of 500 cattle. In addition to using chemical fallow and having a large amount 

of pasture, Carl’s land base also gives him the flexibility to rotate his land into alfalfa. 

Every five to seven years, he breaks up 500 acres of alfalfa to turn into cropland, and 

plants 500 acres of cropland to turn into pasture. His goal is to rotate all of his cropland 

into alfalfa every fifteen to twenty years. 
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 Richard is the other conventional farmer who rotates his poorest land into alfalfa. 

He does this to control alkalinity on “the clay hills.” However, he not only utilizes this 

form of alternative agriculture, but incorporates green manure into crop rotations. Green 

manuring is the practice of planting a crop for the sole purpose of tilling it into the soil. 

The practice is used as a means of replenishing soil nutrients without commercial 

fertilizers. If you are trying to find information provided by the Saskatchewan 

Government concerning green manure, the practice is generally tied to organic farming 

(Government of Saskatchewan, 2012). Because it is not a cash crop, that year of the 

rotation is essentially viewed as a waste for conventional farmers. However, even though 

the use of green manure is not promoted for conventional farmers, both Richard and Kate 

incorporated plow downs into their rotation.  

We have organic neighbours, so we get into conversations with him about what he 
does and how he does things.  So we adopted a few organic practices, like plow 
down… So we’ve done some of that in the past, and I think it’s helped definitely. 
(Kate) 
 
Another thing that I did was seeded wheat first and then I went over it with the 
heavy harrows and sprinkled sweet clover in there.  So I didn’t spray them fields.  
Next year I’m going to plow that down.  [My neighbour] tells me how good this 
sweet clover is in the bottom.  Because [the land] got alkali in the bottom and clay 
hills, I want to see if I can get something to grow on them clay hills.  And they 
say sweet clover is very high in nitrogen. (Richard) 
 

Both farmers decided to use plow downs because their neighbour said it was a good idea 

and was working for him. Even though plow down does not coincide with the Life 

Sciences Integrated paradigm, which both farmers in general tend to follow, they listened 

to their organic neighbours and tried an alternative method. Richard and Kate can do this 

because they both have a large enough land base to manage financially not growing a 

crop on every field, but they are not so big they do not understand their land.  
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 The organic farmers’ crop rotations were less consistent than the conventional 

farmers. There were four organic farmers (Robert, Joe, David and Ann) who rotated their 

land into alfalfa for several years at a time, in a similar fashion to the conventional 

farmers. While none of the farmers used continuous cropping in the conventional sense, 

several of the farmers would seed all of their cropland every year, but would cultivate the 

legumes into the ground rather than harvest them. Six of the organic farmers utilized 

green manure in their crop rotations. Generally, the farmers would under seed wheat or 

another cereal crop with peas, lentils or alfalfa, and then cultivate it into the ground the 

following spring or summer. Three of those farmers rotated cereals (a combination of 

wheat, rye, barley, oats, durum, Kamut) with plow downs. Two of the farmers rotated 

cereals and flax with plow downs, and the other farmer rotated cereals and lentils with 

plow downs. One of the farmers, Joe, who did not utilize plow downs, previously 

attempted to incorporate them into his crop rotation. However, because his land is too dry 

he found that it was not working. Instead, he maintains the majority of his land base in 

forage, with about 40 per cent of his land used for crops (rye and peas). 

I have planted peas with the idea of plowing them down. But the couple of years 
that I was going to do that, at the time of the year when you’d be plowing them 
down it was so dry by then that I couldn’t see myself trying to plow them down 
into the dust. So I just let them grow and I harvested them. And that’s the 
difficulty with planning a plow down crop. The weather has to kind of cooperate 
or it’s a waste of time. (Joe) 
 

Ray was the other organic farmer who did not utilize plow downs in the same fashion as 

the other organic farmers. Rather, he employs the agricultural method of row cropping. 

So we seed two rows, eight inches apart. And then there’s a sixteen-inch space, 
and we cultivate that space after the crops up. That kind of controls weeds a little 
bit, and that’s kind of our summer fallow. That way we can seed everything every 
year.  (Ray) 
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Because of how row cropping works, he alternates planting a cereal and a legume each 

year, and he does not have an actual ‘plow down’ crop. Prior to interviewing Ray, I was 

not aware farmers in southern Saskatchewan were using row cropping as a method of 

weed control.  

[We started row cropping] mainly just for weed control. But then it seemed to 
have more benefits as we kept doing it. It puts green manure back when the weeds 
are bigger, because the weeds are usually that high when I do it. So it turns them 
all back into the soil and with those disks on, it really buries everything. So I think 
it does help for fertilizer. (Ray) 
 

Furthermore, unlike other farmers in this study, Ray actually designed and built the row 

cropper himself, both without purchasing expensive specialty machinery or requiring the 

assistance of a trained machinery mechanic. 

Well, I knew they did it in the states. But we just kind of built this out of scratch.  
I figured it had to be on the front of a tractor, because that way you can see what 
you’re doing. You’re not looking back. And, yeah, we built it on our own. (Ray) 
 

By modifying his existing machinery for a unique purpose, Ray demonstrated the 

ingenuity that arises from years of practical experience farming in Saskatchewan.  

 Producing different types of crops increases the level of diversity on a farm. In 

addition to the environmental benefits of rotating crops, this diversity helps farmers cope 

with the uncertainties of selling their grain and oilseeds on the open market. If the price 

of one crop is low, hopefully the price of another crop will be higher. In addition to 

growing different crops, several of the farmers interviewed also increased their farm 

diversity by raising livestock and/or doing custom farm work.  

Three of the organic farmers interviewed raise livestock (two have cattle, one has 

cattle and sheep), and one farmer looks after a neighbours buffalo in exchange for one 

third of the calves. Robert had 350 head of cattle, but recently sold all of them because of 
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low prices. Comparatively, three of the conventional farmers raise cattle. Additional farm 

diversification often took the form of custom farm work, such as custom combining, 

hauling and seed cleaning. Three of the organic farmers and four of the conventional 

farmers do custom farm work for additional income. One conventional farmer, Darren, is 

also a pedigree seed grower.  

These additional avenues of income also provide flexibility in a farmer’s 

management strategy. For example, of the six farmers (conventional and organic) who 

use long-term alfalfa rotations, four raise cattle and one very recently sold out of cattle. 

For these farmers, having a portion of their land base in forage provides feed for their 

cattle, resulting in this agricultural method having economic as well as environmental 

benefits. Furthermore, the three conventional farmers who use plow downs and/or alfalfa 

rotations (Richard, Carl and Kate), and two of the four organic farmers who use alfalfa 

rotations (Robert and David) are located within 25 kilometers of each other. Compared to 

the rest of the land in Agricultural Region 3AN, the farmland in that area is dry, hilly, and 

prone to alkali.  

It’s hilly and rocky, sloughs in the bottom, so it’s very hard land to farm. It’s not 
like farming down at Regina plains where it’s as flat as the floor: no sloughs, no 
rocks. That’s why I don’t think these big guys can come in here and farm. They 
won’t farm this stuff. They’ll just seed it back to grass, because the big 
machinery, if you go over a hill you have to turn around and go back because 
you’re going to run into a slough. (Richard) 

 
A lot of our land here is sandy, we’ve got white clay hills. It’s marginal land that 
isn’t as good of land for growing grain. Therefore you have to have cattle to make 
the best use of what you got. (David) 
 

It would be difficult for these farmers to continuous crop and rely on large amounts of 

fertilizer because they do not have the necessary moisture. Therefore, these farmers 

utilize farming methods outside the norm of the dominant system of industrial agriculture 



121 
 

because of the limitations of their land. In addition, during the interviews it became 

apparent that the two of the conventional farmers decided to try these alternative methods 

because one particular neighbour suggested it. This same neighbour even convinced 

David to make the transition to farm organically. While the discourse of agriculture 

promoted by agribusiness and the government is very persuasive, it is clear that respected 

members of farming communities remain influential. 

4.2.2  Method of weed and pest control, and soil fertilization 

 A primary distinguishing feature between conventional and organic farmers is the 

use of agrochemicals. To obtain “Organic” certification, farmers must abstain from using 

agrochemicals, such as synthetic fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides, for three years 

prior to certification. After certification, they must refrain from using agrochemicals or 

the certification will be revoked (Canadian General Standards Board, 2011). Therefore, 

organic farmers must rely on alternative methods to maintain soil fertility and control 

weeds and pests. It is important to note, however, that while conventional farmers are not 

prohibited from using agrochemicals, several of the conventional farmers in this study 

used agricultural methods not reliant on chemical inputs.  

 The organic farmers in this study controlled for weeds primarily by using various 

methods of cultivation. By using farm machinery designed for tillage, such as a cultivator 

or harrows, farmers often pre-work the soil prior to seeding. On land left unseeded or in 

fallow, it is common to “let the weeds grow” until fall in order to provide ground cover, 

and then work the weeds into the field to increase the level of nutrients in the soil 

(another form of plow down). Four of the organic farmers postponed seeding until later in 
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the spring after pre-working the ground, and two used higher seeding rates in order to 

compete with weeds.  

We pre-work in the spring with a cultivator and then we seed everything with an 
airseeder and shovels to try and get another flush of weeds. Then after a couple of 
days, we go with a rotary harrow, which is just a harrow that you pull on a tractor 
that really uproots the weeds and it seems to pull them out. And the crop just gets 
ahead of it, and once the crop gets ahead of the weeds it stays ahead and chokes 
them out. (Kevin) 
 
Try and delay the seeding date. Pre-work and get a good kill. Seed a little heavier 
to increase the competition. We’re actually harrow packing before we seed and 
try and seed shallower. And actually, it increases the germ; the cereals, like our 
specialty barley, will be out of the ground a lot quicker and can compete a lot 
quicker against the weed seeds. We had done some post harrowing, that’s a tricky 
thing. So we try not to get into that too much. Try and seed into land that’s fairly 
clean. Again, we’re seeding on plow down ground, so it’s ground that’s been 
controlled for weeds. We’re not seeding into stubble with lots of weed seeds. 
(Steve) 
 

Ray row-crops his land, which is also his method of weed control. In addition to pre-

working the soil, Ray “snips the weeds off above the lentils with a swather” before the 

weeds go to seed. For his version of plow-down, Ray allows weeds to grow between the 

crop rows, and tills the weeds back into the soil in the fall.  

Kevin uses an air seeder with cultivator shovels when seeding cereals. However, 

when planting his lentils and peas he uses zero-till so his land is minimally disturbed. He 

is the only organic farmer using zero-till on any of his land. He was not quite sure why 

zero-till helped prevent weed growth. 

If we do seed peas and lentils we will zero-till them and that really works good for 
controlling weeds. We don’t know why; we haven’t figured it out yet and it works 
the best. And seed them when everybody else is seeding them, and we’ll have the 
same amount of weeds or less weeds than some of the guys who do spray… I 
haven’t got brave enough to try it on any of the other crops yet. We used to pre-
work our peas and lentils and they just would go straight to weeds and we 
couldn’t figure out why. And somebody said, “Why don’t you try direct seeding?”  
We direct seeded them and it works. I don’t know why, it just does. (Kevin) 
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Kevin incorporated zero-till into his organic management practices because of a 

neighbour’s recommendation, even though zero-till is generally associated with the usage 

of herbicides for weed control. 

 There was less variation in the methods of weed control used by conventional 

farmers, compared to organic farmers. Conventional farmers primarily relied on different 

herbicides to control weeds, in conjunction with zero or minimum-tillage. Several of the 

farmers stated that their rotations were important for weed control. Four of the farmers 

incorporate Roundup Ready Canola into their rotation, which allows them to spray 

Roundup, a broad-spectrum herbicide produced by Monsanto containing glyphosate, 

during the growing season. 

Chemicals basically. Chemicals and low disturbance openings on our drills so that 
we don’t bring up a bunch of wild oats and whatnot. We’ll be seeding with a ¾” 
type again. And our cultivator, we haven’t pulled it out from the corner in 5, 6 
years anyways.  It’s no-tillage… Now we’re growing Roundup Ready Canola, 
500 acres of that. And we’re using it for weed control, our cleanup crop basically. 
Well, it made us a few dollars as well, but it cleans the land up. You can spray a 
pre-emergent with Roundup, then go into the crop and burn your kochia and hard 
to control weeds out. So it’s a very good clean up. We are seeding a quarter 
section to the new Excel? Or Exceed?  It’s the new canola crossed with mustard 
and we can use Odyssey on it or Sole. There’s weed control, but nearly as good as 
Roundup. (Larry) 
 
Japanese Brome has become an issue on some land. I guess we are very vigilant 
on it and we have went in-crop and sprayed it a few acres now and again just to 
get rid of that particular weed because we know it can spread quite badly. So we 
actually sprayed it out, then we grew Roundup Ready Canola on it and hit two 
times with Roundup to try and get better control. And we sprayed it with a new 
spray for Japanese Brome. And it seemed like we have really got rid of it on that 
land. (Bill) 
 

Several of the farmers also incorporated cultivation in their weed control strategy, but 

such methods were always a supplementary form of weed control used in conjunction 

with herbicides. 
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Chemicals, you know spraying. And some fallow, cultivating, that kind of thing. 
(Kate) 
 
Well my [chemical] fallow will control basically anything I got going. If you start 
getting dandelions in there, there will be fox beard. You put an express pack in 
with your glyphosate and you’ll smoke it. Or you can go the old route; you start 
putting the iron to it. You can work it and you’ll get it too. (Carl) 
 

Conventional farmers did acknowledge that there were downsides to both herbicide usage 

and cultivation. For six of the farmers, herbicide resistance was a genuine concern. It was 

noted that weeds are becoming resistant and some herbicides no longer work. They have 

to spray more frequently, and they have to be conscious of when they use specific 

herbicides in order to avoid resistance. Two farmers stated weeds are becoming thicker 

and two noticed different types of weeds appearing as a result of increased herbicide use 

in conjunction with continuous cropping. Concerning cultivation, five conventional 

farmers were worried about soil erosion and seven about the decrease in soil moisture.  

The organic farmers were also asked if they encountered any problems with how 

they control weeds. One stated, “lack of time”, two noted the necessity of having the 

proper equipment, two identified the abundance of Canadian Thistle, and two mentioned 

weather related problems (for example, if it rained after they cultivated but before they 

seeded the crop, weeds would germinate). Weed resistance was never mentioned during 

the interviews, and interestingly, neither was soil erosion or lack of soil moisture due to 

cultivation. 

 The prohibition of agrochemicals in organic agriculture also shapes how farmers 

control for insects. When asked about their method of insect and pest control, organic 

farmers discussed crop choice (“I don’t seed the finer crops”3) and crop rotations. 

                                                
3 The term “finer crops” refers to crops such as flax and mustard, which have smaller seeds and delicate 
pods in comparison to courser types such as grains and pulses.  
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Ray, the farmer who built the row cropper, plans to design and build a “grasshopper 

killer” in the near future.  

We are going to make a machine that kills grasshoppers within five years. It’s 
going to be made out of an old swather that’s going to have to use the rail, but it’s 
going to have just plywood or something on the bottom. You could adjust the 
height and it will have on the reel another plywood that sticks out like this, but it 
will come into an opening about that big right across. And it will have big 
aeration fans that are sucking air in, and grasshoppers will get on a canvas and 
they will come into a confined area and then they’ll go into something that kills 
them, chops them up. (Ray) 
 

Conventional farmers in this study are also hesitant to spray pesticide on their fields or 

use seed treated with chemicals. Three farmers use treated seed, and only two regularly 

spray their fields with pesticide if there are more grasshoppers in a given area than 

recommended. Five farmers sprayed only once or twice in the last twenty years (most 

often during the 1980s), and one farmer, Carl, does not like pesticides and does not want 

to use them. The lack of pesticide usage appears contrary to the Life Sciences and 

Productionist paradigm, which promotes agrochemicals to control nature (such as 

insects). However, this reduced pesticide use may be due to the apparent lack of pests 

associated with the physical location of the farms. Besides grasshoppers, other insects 

were rarely mentioned during the interviews. 

 How soil fertility is maintained is an important aspect of a farmer’s management 

strategy. Farmers must continually replenish the nutrients in the soil lost during harvest. 

If the soil becomes unproductive, crop farmers lose a major source of income. Seven 

organic farmers relied on plow downs to maintain soil fertilization. Legumes and forage 

crops, such as peas, lentils, alfalfa, clover, and even weeds, were the most frequently used 

plow down crops. By tilling mature plants back into the soil, farmers increase the 

biological matter and nutrients in the soil. Two famers stated they do not bale their plow 
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down crops in order to maximize the plant matter going back into the soil. Several 

farmers bale their alfalfa fields during the growing season to use as either feed for their 

cattle during the winter or for additional income. Rotating land into forage or grass for 

several years at a time is another method used by four of the organic farmers to maintain 

soil fertility. 

 While two of the conventional farmers use plow downs on some of their land and 

two rotate their land into alfalfa for extended periods of time, seven consider synthetic 

fertilizers to be their primary method of fertilization. While Kate and Richard use plow 

downs on several of their fields, they still rely on synthetic fertilizers to maintain soil 

fertility on the majority of their land. The farmers were careful to mention that they did 

not over-apply fertilizer, because of cost and general lack of moisture4. In contrast to 

organic farmers, conventional farmers feel that soil fertility is a subject best dealt with by 

the experts. Three farmers mentioned they regularly test the soil and/or have agronomists 

come to their farm to examine the soil, and three stated continuous cropping and crop 

rotations help maintain the fertility of the soil. 

We do hire an agronomist for our soil fertility.  Not for the whole farm, for about 
a third of the farm. And we apply some of the things that he recommends and 
different micronutrients, and different rates, and doing yield checks and different 
things. And even with the variable rate now, he’s working with us and zoning out 
our soils and doing soil tests. So some of that technology we find a farmer can 
only keep up so much, so he’s a valuable asset on that part of that. . . Basically for 
our fertilizer, according to the soil tests, we'll go with a nitrogen product which 
we'll apply mid-row. So we'll just use straight nitrogen on say canola and durum 
and then we'll have a phosphorous, sulphur, potash blend with the seed. (Bill) 
 

                                                
4 Synthetic fertilizers are soluble and move readily in moist soil. If the seedbed moisture is limited, the 
rates of application should be reduced by 25-50 per cent. Rapid drying of the seedbed after planting can 
result in “fertilizer injury” which reduces germination and stunts seedling growth (Alberta Agriculture and 
Rural Development, 2004). 
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Carl is the only conventional farmer not using synthetic fertilizers. Instead, he relies on 

chemical fallow and long-term alfalfa rotations to maintain soil fertility. He is not 

opposed to using fertilizer, but he cannot justify the cost. With the expense of fertilizer 

and the dependence on soil moisture, Carl does not believe that it would be economically 

viable to use fertilizer when his land does not have the necessary moisture. Because he 

draws a significant portion of his income from cattle, he is able to keep a large portion of 

his land base in pasture and not cropland.  

4.2.3  Seed saving and usage of genetically modified seed 

 One agricultural method that is utilized by all of the farmers in the study is seed 

saving. Seed saving is when a farmer holds a portion of the grain or oilseed harvested 

back from the market to use as seed the following year. Purchasing seed from agricultural 

corporations or pedigree growers can be expensive, and seed saving is one way that 

farmers circumvent that expense. However, for various reasons, farmers are unable to 

save all types of seeds. Seed purchased from corporations or specialty dealers is often 

patented, preventing farmers from selling the seed to their neighbours or from replanting 

the seed at all (such as with Roundup Ready Canola and Kamut). Furthermore, certain 

hybrid seeds will not retain their characteristics if they are continuously replanted. 

 All the organic farmers routinely saved a portion of their grains, legumes and 

oilseeds, except if they grew Kamut or had contracted the grain and were not permitted to 

retain any of the seed. They would purchase new seed if they decided to plant a new 

variety, or if their seed was not germinating properly. While cost is a deterrent for 

purchasing new seed, organic regulations also create barriers. Organic farmers are 
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required to plant organic seed, unless granted an exemption. Farmers found the easiest 

way to guarantee seed is organic is to use seed they produced.  

[We buy new seed] if there’s a different variety of something that we want to 
grow. And it depends on if we’re growing a variety that we have, I will just see 
what’s available whether or not that’s been contracted and/or sold. And maybe the 
germ and the quality of what we have. So those are the factors of whether or not 
we may use that the following year. (Steve) 
 

Conventional farmers routinely saved their seed for replanting the following growing 

season, except for canola or if the crop was contracted. However, conventional farmers 

were more likely to “update” their seed after three to four years5. As well, Darren, who 

produces pedigree seeds, only uses a limited amount of “common seed.” 

We do [save seed] sometimes if it’s good quality. We'll save it and use it, yeah. 
But a lot of the time we find that we like to keep up to date on the new seed 
varieties. (Bill) 
 

Purchasing new seed and keeping “up to date” fits within the Life Sciences Integrated 

paradigm, and it makes sense that conventional farmers desire the competitive edge of 

new technology. The common practice of seed saving appears to be separate from this 

model of thinking. However, farmers will regularly check the seed by germinating a 

sample of the seed prior to planting to ensure it will produce as desired.  

 The use of GMOs is a major component of the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm. 

If farmers exist within the new world food regime as belonging either to the Life 

Sciences Integrated paradigm or the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, it might be 

assumed that conventional farmers would all be proponents of GMOs and organic 

farmers would be opposed. However, as is the case with maintaining soil fertility, farmers 

                                                
5 Many farmers who regularly save their seed will purchase new seedstock every three years in order to 
avoid “impure” seed. These farmers trust seed companies and listen to their recommendations, resulting in 
a form of agricultural deskilling. Breeding and selection is delegated to commercial seedsmen, which 
ultimately curtails the incorporation of genetic heterogeneity in saved seeds and negatively impacts 
agrodiversity (Gilbert, 2012).    
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use methods and have beliefs that do not fall neatly within the categories. For example, 

while the use of GMOs is prohibited in organic agriculture, and it is generally assumed 

that organic farmers agree with that prohibition in principle, two of the farmers in the 

study, David and Joe, are not opposed to using GMOs.  David stated if in the future he is 

not organic, he would consider using it. His opinion concerning GMOs indicates that 

organic farming is not a total identity or lifestyle for all organic farmers.  

Food is food. If it’s sitting on the table, if it’s prepared the same you don’t know 
the difference if one’s organic or not. I guess if I wasn’t organic, I would probably 
use it. But the way it is right now, the organic, they don’t allow it. So now, no. 
But in the future? If it’s a matter of growing more product and making more 
money, I supposed I would consider it. (David)   
 

Joe believes there are potential benefits of genetically modified seed.  

Well, the organic farming movement is totally against GMOs. Myself, I can see 
the benefits to them, to certain ones. But, so far the only GMOs we have are 
GMOs that make the crop tolerant of herbicides and I don’t really see the point. If 
they developed a GMO where the crop had better nutrition or the crop was more 
drought-tolerant or something like this, I could see some benefits. (Joe) 
 

Four conventional farmers regularly incorporated genetically modified canola into 

rotations and were very satisfied with the crop. They seed the canola because it produces 

higher yields, is “cheap to spray” and is part of their weed control methods.  

[We use genetically modified canola] for the economics of it. It should give us a 
high yield, and I personally have nothing against genetically modified plants. You 
know, the threat is it will give you cancer or whatever, I don’t believe any of that. 
It grows out there in the field just because somebody pollinated one plant with a 
different one manually, it doesn’t mean anything to me. The reason we use them 
is because of the yields and the better growing characteristics all around. (Larry) 
 

However, three farmers were opposed to using genetically modified seed. Kate, Richard 

and Leroy worried about the extra cost associated with licensing fees, potential weed 

problems (it can be difficult to get rid of volunteer canola), and lack of control of the final 

product. 
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It comes down to an ethical question. If all your seed was genetically modified 
then somebody has control over you because you have to buy your seed every 
year. I think that’s the biggest thing that concerns me is control. We have way too 
much control on us now. Yeah, genetically modified it’s a benefit because you 
can spray with certain chemical and kill your weeds, but then down the road it’s 
scary. You’re just always thinking that down the road somebody’s going to tell 
you what you’re going to grow. (Leroy) 
 

Even though large agricultural corporations promote the use of genetically modified 

canola, some conventional farmers are still wary about the promises and potential 

outcomes associated with the use of GMOs. Clearly the debate concerning the potential 

benefits and dangers of genetically modified seed is far from over for both conventional 

and organic farmers. 

4.2.4  Risk management 

 Basically, it’s just like Texas Hold ‘em.  It’s all in every year. (Larry) 

You don’t need to build casinos. There’s no bigger industry to gamble. Like I said 
earlier about the guys putting a million dollars in the ground, how much more 
gambling do you want to do? (Leroy) 
 

 One of the defining features of Saskatchewan agriculture is risk. Four 

conventional and three organic farmers used gambling as a metaphor for agriculture. 

There are many unknown factors that are difficult or impossible for farmers to control. 

When asked about what makes farming risky, details such as drought, hail, early frost, 

grasshoppers, disease, market unpredictability, land quality, invested money, and cost of 

inputs were high on their lists. It is important to note the interviews were conducted prior 

to flooding and excessive moisture common during 2010, 2011 and 2012. Had the 

interviews been conducted during (or after) this time, excessive moisture rather than 

aridity would be one of the primary risk factors these dry-land farmers would certainly 

have included. How farmers manage risk is part of their agricultural strategy, and can 
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include several different methods. Crop Insurance, farm diversity, off-farm employment, 

limiting spending on inputs, and reducing spending on machinery were several methods 

used to reduce risk. Several farmers also “hold grain over” until the end of the following 

growing season to guarantee they had something to sell in the event of a total crop loss. 

 All farmers agreed the best way to avoid risk is to spend money wisely. However, 

in practice this idea manifests itself very differently for organic and conventional farmers. 

Several organic farmers originally transitioned to organic agriculture in order to avoid the 

risk associated with high input costs. They receive a higher price for their commodities, 

while avoiding the expense of herbicide and synthetic fertilizer. Conventional farmers, 

however, believe it is not acceptable to cut down on agrochemicals. In order to reduce 

spending, conventional farmers may “shop around” to get the best deal and avoid 

purchasing new machinery, but they still must use the “best management practices” 

dictating the chemical use appropriate for environmental conditions. If agrochemical 

inputs are reduced, the level of production will be sacrificed.   

How do you lessen the risk? 
I think that the cash flow is a big thing. Make sure you have a good relationship 
with a banker and have a good line of credit. I think a person needs to be careful 
about that so there isn’t a risk of not paying your suppliers. I guess we try and 
watch our debt. While it may seem fairly high we try and watch it, we try and 
lessen the risk as far as our machinery purchases. I don’t believe in cutting a lot of 
inputs, in seed, fertilizer and chemical. I think once a person starts cutting back on 
that to try and reduce the risk, that you lessen the productivity. (Bill) 
  
In Saskatchewan crop insurance is administered by the Saskatchewan Crop 

Insurance Corporation. According to Jarret, Crop Insurance can provide “an emotional 

tool” to alleviate “emotional stress.” When a crop is lost due to environmental reasons 

such as hail, drought or flooding, farmers can depend on collecting from crop insurance. 

In addition to this, many conventional farmers require cash advances at the beginning of 
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the growing season to purchase agricultural inputs. To obtain a cash advance, banks 

frequently require Crop Insurance. Due to this requirement, and the emotional and 

financial stress relief provided by the insurance, seven conventional farmers regularly 

purchase Crop Insurance. Carl is the only exception, reasoning that it is not worth the 

cost, because they set his margins6 so low even during drought he still produces the 

minimum requirement. 

The premiums farmers pay for Crop Insurance can be considered a risk in 

themselves. The organic farmers, in particular, said that disagreements with the 

Saskatchewan Crop Insurance Corporation were very common.  

I haven’t really checked it out, but I don’t think Crop Insurance coverage is really 
that great for organic farmers. And as I said before, I had a rumble with them 
quite a while ago and we parted on not very good terms. (Joe) 
 

Even though Crop Insurance has recently developed an “organic option” (Saskatchewan 

Crop Insurance Corporation, 2012), many organic farmers do not believe the premiums 

are worth the risk. Only one organic farmer (Jim) regularly purchases Crop Insurance. 

One farmer (Ann) purchases insurance for a specific field because the producer contract 

requires it. One farmer (Steve) occasionally uses hail insurance. While many organic 

farmers decided not to purchase Crop Insurance for monetary reasons, Ray does not have 

insurance because Crop Insurance disagrees with his farming style. 

I kind of had a fight with Crop Insurance over this row cropping. They wouldn’t 
insure me because I’m not seeding heavy enough bushels per acre. So, I’m not in 
Crop Insurance anymore, which is kind of a worry because that gave you some 
stability. (Ray) 
 

                                                
6 Saskatchewan Crop Insurance sets their coverage based on the individual average yield for each field. For 
example, based on the historic average yield, a specific field may be covered for 20 bushels per acre. If a 
farmer produces less than 20 bushels per acre, he or she will receive a payment from Crop Insurance. 
Therefore, because Carl’s coverage is set at a low number of bushels per acre, he must have a near 
complete crop loss in order to receive payment. 
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The Saskatchewan Crop Insurance Corporation will not insure Ray because he leaves 

areas between the rows of crop unplanted, rather than having entire fields devoted to 

fallow. Ray believes there is more risk in organic agriculture because of his inability to 

purchase insurance, despite not having the same input costs as conventional farmers. 

 Forward contracts are another method farmers use to alleviate risk. At the 

beginning of the growing season, farmers can sign a contract with a company or grain 

broker that promises a set price per bushel. The contract may be for a certain number of 

bushels or for a specific number of acres (all the grain produced on X number of acres). 

These contracts help farmers anticipate their income at the end of the growing season, 

rather than facing the uncertainties of the open market. Certain contracts also specify that 

a farmer must sell all the contracted grain or oilseed produced back to the company 

selling the seed. For example, Roundup Ready canola must be sold to Monsanto and 

Kamut must be sold to Prairie Heritage Seeds Organics Inc. located in Radville, 

Saskatchewan. Some farmers do not like “having their hands tied” with a set price, and 

prefer waiting to see if their commodities will get a higher price once the growing season 

is over. Farmers may also view this as a loss of control of their commodity. Conventional 

and organic farmers used forward contracts at a similar rate. Four conventional and three 

organic farmers used them regularly, three conventional and four organic used them 

sometimes, and one conventional and one organic never used them . 

 Two cattle ranchers (David and Carl) stated they preferred raising cattle because 

there is less risk involved when compared to crop farming. Even though at the time of the 

interviews the price of cattle had not yet recovered from the 2004 BSE crisis, David and 

Carl felt able to control more factors in animal husbandry because the weather plays a 
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lesser role. Firmly believing the price of cattle was going to improve, David and Carl 

were both increasing the size of their herds. David acknowledged that doubling the size 

of his herd while the price was low is a risky move, but he always wonders if “maybe it 

will be next year” that prices improve.  

Having a family member work off the farm also provides income security and 

reduces the amount of financial risk. If a farmer is unable to make his or her payments, 

the additional income can be used to finance the farming operation.  

[Farm income is better] depending on if the wife has an off-farm job or not. Like 
one of the neighbours here, I know his wife is a teacher. Well that’s an extra 
$50,000 a year income that we don’t have. Over a matter of 10 years, that’s a pile 
of money; that puts a lot of machinery or whatever you want to put in the yard 
that we don’t have. I haven’t gone broke yet, so I don’t feel too bad I guess. I 
haven’t peed it all away. (David) 
 

The conventional farmers were less reliant on off-farm income. Four farms had one or 

more family members working off-farm; whereas seven organic farms had one or more 

family members working off-farm. This number is far from static. Farmers, spouses, and 

children regularly have off-farm part-time or seasonal employment, or even work full-

time for a few years and then return full-time to the farm. The farmers frequently 

mentioned off-farm work taken on by themselves or their spouses five to ten years ago. 

At some point during the previous ten years, all farmers were reliant on off-farm income. 

4.2.5  Finances, marketing, and hired labour 

 The financial structure of a farm is an important aspect of a farmer’s management 

strategy. If a farmer is unable to pay farming expenses or repay debt financing, he or she 

risks losing the farm. Farmers may have great intentions about “feeding the world” or 

farming in a socially and environmentally responsible way, but if the farm is not 

financially viable, it will not survive for an extended period of time unless the farm is 
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subsidized by the government or off-farm employment. Farming expenses, income and 

debt-load of conventional and organic farmers are strong indications of how they 

financially manage their farm. For example, financial information may indicate if farmers 

use debt financing to purchase agricultural inputs, or if they reduce production expenses 

by limiting the off-farm inputs required. Table 4.1 presents the financial information for 

each farmer. In order to position the financial information, the variable of farm size is 

included in the table. Unfortunately, I do not believe the answers given by farmers 

concerning levels of farm income after farming expenses (net income) to be reliable. In 

retrospect, follow-up questions should have been posed to ensure the amount given did 

not include off-farm income, and that it was not the gross income. However, during the 

interview process financial questions were the most tense, and I did not feel comfortable 

pursuing the matter. 

 Organic farmers rely on reducing agricultural inputs to make their farm 

financially viable, which Ploeg (2000) refers to as “farming economically.” The 

production expenses for the previous growing season were less than $50,000 for four 

organic farmers, and $50,000 to $100,000 for the other four organic farmers. In 

comparison, production expenses for the previous growing season were $50,000 to 

$100,000 for two conventional farmers, $100,000 to $250,000 for five, and $400,000 to 

$500,000 for one farmer. Bill was the farmer with the highest level of production 

expenses. He believes agriculture to be scientifically based and expert driven.  

 The level of debt of conventional and organic farmers is comparable. The debt 

levels of organic and conventional farmers range from no debt, to between $500,000 and 

$1,000,000 of debt. Conventional and organic farmers utilize debt financing for various 
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reasons. Debt financing is used to expand land base or purchase new machinery, as well 

as to pay creditors. The organic farmer (Robert) with the highest debt used the money to 

expand the non-farm family business; whereas the conventional farmer (Bill) had 

recently purchased a new air-drill and tractor to pull the drill. 

 As can be seen in Table 4.1, the production income given by the farmers varied 

widely within both the organic group and the conventional group. This is the primary 

reason this data is not the most reliable. Robert had the highest income among the organic 

farmers, and it is suspected the income from his non-farm family business was included. 

Additionally, Richard had the highest income among the conventional famers. Since it is 

considerably higher than producers who have comparable farm sizes, perhaps production 

expenses were not subtracted from gross income. 
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Table 4.1: Production expenses, debt and income  
 
 Farm size 

(acres) 
Production expenses 
($) 

Debt level ($) Production income 
($) 

ORG 1 
Robert 

8000 50,000 – 100,00  500,000 – 1,000,000 250,000 – 500,000 

ORG 2 
Jim 

2800 50,000 – 100,00  75,000 – 100,000 50,000 – 100,000 

ORG 3 
Joe 

1920 less than 50,000 0 50,000 – 100,000 

ORG 4 
Ray 

1920 50,000 – 100,00  25,000 – 75,000 10,000 – 25,000 

ORG 5 
Steve 

1920 less than 50,000 100,000 – 150,000 100,000 – 250,000 

ORG 6 
Kevin 

4000 less than 50,000 150,000 – 300,000 10,000 – 25,000 

ORG 7 
David 

2180 50,000 – 100,00  300,000 – 500,000 less than 10,000 

ORG 8 
Ann 

1120 less than 50,000 25,000 – 75,000 less than 10,000 

CONV 1 
Kate 

3200 100,000 – 250,000 25,000 – 75,000 25,000 – 50,000 

CONV 2 
Larry 

5000 100,000 – 250,000 150,000 – 300,000 100,000 – 250,000 

CONV 3 
Bill 

4900 400,000 – 500,000 500,000 – 1,000,000 100,000 – 250,000 

CONV 4 
Richard 

7680 100,000 – 250,000 0 500,000 – 1,000,000 

CONV 5 
Darren 

4100 100,000 – 250,000 100,000 – 150,000 100,000 – 250,000 

CONV 6 
Carl 

10,080 50,000 – 100,00  300,000 – 500,000 50,000 – 100,000 

CONV 7 
Leroy 

2525 50,000 – 100,00  25,000 – 75,000 10,000 – 25,000 

CONV 8 
Jarret 

1300; 5000 
with parents 

100,000 – 250,000 150,000 – 300,000 100,000 – 250,000 
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Where farmers market commodities is an indication of how socially embedded 

they are in their community. Farmers who use direct marketing are utilizing an alternative 

marketing technique falling within the Environmentally Integrated paradigm because it 

avoids marketing to large agribusinesses. However, direct marketing grains, oilseeds and 

legumes can be difficult in Saskatchewan, because consumers do not regularly purchase 

unprocessed products as they would fruits and vegetables. One exception is Farmer 

Direct. Farmer Direct Co-operative Ltd. is “a co-operative of 60 organic family farms on 

the Canadian Prairies and the first organization to be domestic fair trade certified. [The] 

co-op members are certified organic farmers who grow cereals, pulses, and oilseeds, and 

certified organic ranchers who raise beef and bison” (Farmer Direct Co-operative Ltd., 

2009). One organic farmer, David, is a member of Farmer Direct and marketed most of 

his grains and oilseeds through this co-operative. David did not sell his cattle through the 

co-operative, instead he opted to sell them at Mankota Stockmen’s Weigh Co. Ltd., 

choosing them because they are independently owned. 

The last three years I’ve sold at Mankota because they’re not the Nilsson 
Brothers… He’s a rancher, a local organization, and I think I get as good of price 
there as I do anywhere else … [Nilsson Brothers] own feedlots out in Alberta and 
they ended up buying when Sask Wheat Pool sold Heartland Livestock, they 
bought them. And they own 80 percent of the places that you can sell your cattle 
in Western Canada, I think. So they have a monopoly and they’re big. I don’t 
know, I don’t like big. There may be nothing wrong with them, but I don’t want 
to deal with them. (David) 

 
Jim had sold his organic products through Farmer Direct in the past, but had a negative 

experience collecting payment and does not plan to sell to them in the future. 

 All organic farmers market at least some of their products to both Grain Millers, 

Inc. located in Oregon, Iowa and Yorkton, and Sunrise International Foods Inc. in 
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Saskatoon. These two companies have reputations for timely payment and good service. 

Before the organic industry became mainstream, several farmers had trouble with non-

payment or incomplete payments. Because these companies are seen as trustworthy, all  

farmers choose to deal with them. Organic farmers also sold their crops to R.W. Organic 

Ltd. in Mossbank, Prairie Heritage Seeds Organics Inc. in Radville, and Growers 

International Sales Inc. (a subsidiary of Paterson Globalfoods). Kevin’s cattle were sold 

at Assiniboia Livestock Auction located in Assiniboia. 

 In contrast to the principles of sale for organic farmers, conventional farmers 

generally sell their commodities to “whoever has the best price.” If the crop is not 

contracted, they will generally shop around and sell to a variety of different corporations, 

including Viterra, Cargill, Agricore United, Pioneer, Saskcan Pulse Trading (a division of 

Alliance Grain Traders), and Paterson Grain. Leroy was the only farmer who felt 

dedicated to selling the majority of his grain to the local elevator, owned by Paterson 

Grain. Richard and Carl sell their cattle at Heartland Livestock Services at Swift Current, 

while Leroy sells his cattle at Assiniboia Livestock Auction. 

 Farmers enjoy flexibility when they have a sustainable farm income high enough 

to support the family and finance production expenses. If they can afford the additional 

expense, farmers may employ non-family labour. Farmers employ additional labour if 

they have more farm work than they are able to do themselves and do not have other 

family members, such as a spouse or children, who are able to do the work for them. 

Three conventional farmers and three organic farmers have non-family hired labour. Of 

these farmers, three conventional and one organic farmer have relatively high farm 

incomes ($100,000 or higher). The other two organic farmers employing seasonal labour 
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have incomes of $25,000 or less. Interestingly, all these farmers, except for David, are 

members of a partnership farm organization, with ages that range from 25 to 60. Farm 

size also does not appear to correlate with hiring labour: both the smallest and largest 

organic farms hire non-family labour, as do three ‘medium sized’ (around 5000 acres) 

conventional farms. 

4.3 Ideologies of the farmers 

 The ideologies associated with conventional and alternative agriculture reflect the 

wider features of the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm (Table 4.2). Based on these features and the information provided in the first 

chapter, it can be assumed that conventional farmers would: understand farming to be a 

business led by expert knowledge; support large agribusinesses; not be in favour of the 

Wheat Board; not be concerned about the environment if production levels are not 

affected; believe that woman have a limited role on the farm; and are less involved in 

their local community. In comparison, organic farmers: understand farming to be a “way 

of life” centered on local knowledge; support small businesses; are in favour of the 

Wheat Board; are concerned with the environment and climate change; believe that 

women and men have an equal role on the farm; and are community focused. 

 Even though a farmer may identify as a conventional or organic farmer, their 

ideologies are not always consistent with those associated with either paradigm 

(Guthman, 2004; Banks and Marsden, 2001; Fairweather and Campbell, 2003; 

Fairweather et al., 2009). The interviews indicate that farmers frequently have opinions 

and beliefs that are contrary to those associated with each paradigm. 
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Table 4.2: Features of the Life Sciences Integrated Paradigm and the Ecologically  
     Integrated Paradigm 

 
 Life Sciences Integrated paradigm Ecologically Integrated paradigm 

Drivers Science-led integration of food supply 
chain; tight managerial control 

Environmental; energy/waste reduction/ 
diversity ‘ground upwards’; reduction of 
certain inputs; aims for diversity on and off 
the field; risk minimization by building 
diversity 

Key food 
sector 

Capital-intensive use of Life Sciences 
(agro-food); food retailers dominate 
supply chain; reliance on intensive 
agriculture of economies of scale 

Integration of all; emphasis on whole-farm 
systems approach; biodiversity enhancement 
to stabilize and maximize yields over the 
long term 

Industry 
approach 

Aims for industrial-scale application of 
biotechnology; uses a mixture of 
chemical and biological inputs 

Aims to move organic foods from marginal 
to mainstream; nervous about increasing the 
scale of production and capacity of quality 
controls 

Scientific 
focus 

Links genetics, biology, engineering, 
nutrition; control from laboratory to field 
and factory; science presented as neutral 
but tailored by industry-led/oriented 
funding 

Biology; ecology; multidisciplinary; 
agroecological technology instead of 
chemicals 

Policy 
framework 

Top-down, expert-led; backed by trade 
and finance ministries 

Partnership of ministries; collaborative 
institutional structures needed; promotes 
advantages of decentralization 

Consumer 
focus 

Structured choice; food features can be 
designed to appeal to market-derived 
characteristics 

Citizens not consumers; improved links 
between the land and consumption; greater 
transparency 

Market focus Global ambitions; large companies 
dominate 

Regional and local focus; nervous about 
export-led agriculture; favours smaller 
companies but increasingly adopted by 
larger ones 

Environmental 
assumptions 

Intensive use of biological inputs; claims 
to deliver environmental health benefits 

Resources are finite; need to move away 
from extensive monocultures and reliance on 
fossil fuels; need to integrate environmental, 
nature and conservation policy with 
industrial and social policy 

Political 
support 

Fast-developing; divisions among both 
rich and poor countries about how to 
interpret Life Sciences paradigm 

Weak, but low base strengthening in many 
countries 

Role of 
knowledge 

Top-down; expert-led; hi-tech skills; 
laboratory science base 

Knowledge-intensive, rather than input-
intensive; skills needed across whole supply 
chain; knowledge as empowerment  

Health 
approach 

Relies on novel but unproven impact; 
argues that health can be fixed 
technically by new combination of 
screening on an individualized basis; 
seeks to improve beneficial traits of 
crops for human health 

Presents itself as ‘healthy’ alternative but as 
yet on a weak evidence base; promotes diet 
diversity 

Source: Lang and Heasman, 2004: 31-32 
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4.3.1  Farming in Saskatchewan: A “way of life” or a business?  

 In rural Saskatchewan it is common to hear the saying that farming is “a way of 

life,” it is more than just a business. Many farmers view rural life as “the only life worth 

living… in spite of the hard life of never-ending demands” (Jaffe, 2003a: 7). They 

believe that farming provides them a life embedded in nature and full of freedom, even if 

this freedom is restricted to small matters in life. Several of the farmers interviewed 

spoke of rural Saskatchewan as “a great place to raise your kids” and as “what they grew 

up with.”  

 Why do you farm? 
 It’s a way of life. It’s just what I was raised doing. I like doing it. I can’t go to a 
city and work 9 to 5 and than have to ask somebody for a day off. Here I can take 
a day off when I need to do what I want to. I make my own decisions. I like 
working off-farm too, but I couldn’t do it as a full time job. I just like the freedom 
to do what I want everyday. If I don’t want to go out to the field, I don’t have to. 
But I always do. It’s just the way it is. (Kevin) 
 

Nevertheless, it is also acknowledged by many farmers that agriculture is also a business, 

where you have to “apply business principles and management all the time,” and where 

decisions can “make or break you.” During the interviews it became clear that a farmer’s 

financial situation is always a priority. If farmers continually do not earn an income or 

pay their bills, they will be forced out of agriculture. 

If we could have [the farm] totally stabilized for the future, I think that’s what we 
want to work on. I think our goal is to have one year’s payments and inputs in the 
bank so that no matter what happens, we can weather the worst storm possible. 
(Robert) 

 
 Five organic farmers viewed farming as a way of life, while none of the organic 

farmers viewed it entirely as a business or an occupation. Organic agriculture was 

understood by several farmers to be more akin to “the way their dads and grandfathers 
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used to farm” (Kevin), and is “more connected and relaxed, not as stressful” (Jim). 

According to Ray, “It’s a way of life. Farming is your community.” Kevin stated that 

companies are trying to show him that it is a business now, but he thinks that the margins 

in agriculture are so narrow that “there wouldn’t be a businessman out there who would 

become a farmer.” Similarly, Ann described it as, “a way of life. Why else would I be 

here if I make no money?” Two of the farmers viewed farming as both a way of life and a 

business. Joe viewed agriculture as “sort of a business, but more of a lifestyle for [his] 

size of farm.” Steve, however, views the business side of farming as very important. 

It’s a way of life and it’s a business both… If it isn’t a business, you can’t really 
make a living at it. “A way of life” would be more of a hobby farm. I think you 
can view it as both… A lot of people may look at it probably as a way of life, but 
the younger generation sees it as a business. (Steve) 
 

 Farming was both a way of life and a business for four of the conventional 

farmers. While these producers agreed that farming was a way of life, they conceded that 

it is “becoming more of a business all the time” (Bill). Farming is what Carl grew up 

with, but he also acknowledges that, “you have to have a good business mind and a good 

work ethic.” The youngest of the conventional farmers, Darren and Jarret, both viewed 

agriculture as an occupation, even more so than a business. 

It’s what you do to survive and it’s got to be done. Somebody has to do it for 
food, I guess. I do it for my own benefit; that’s what I do for a living. (Darren) 
 
Growing up it was a way of life, but not in this current situation. Now it’s more of 
an occupation or a second job. (Jarret) 
 

Both farmers grew up on farms, but have only been financially invested in their parents’ 

farm operation for 2 to 5 years. Furthermore, neither Darren nor Jarret live on their 

families’ home quarter. Darren lives in a nearby town, while Jarret lives and works full-
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time in a city almost 100 km away. For these reasons, they do not appear to have the 

same dedication to the idea of the farming lifestyle as the other farmers. 

 There were also two conventional farmers, Richard and Leroy, who view farming 

primarily as a way of life. Leroy appeared to be nostalgic about how farming was in his 

youth, while Richard was very resistant to the idea of big business taking over farming.  

That’s all I know. I helped on the farm when I was a kid and I never left; I never 
went to school nowhere. I never did anything else; this is all I know . . . I think 
there will be guys come in with bigger operators. Big combines and seeders, and 
they’ll come in and farm big blocks of land. They won’t really care about the land 
or what’s around here. They’ll just come here and take whatever they can off the 
land, and then they’ll be gone. (Richard) 
 

Richard clearly values the long-term aspect of the family farm, and appears to resent the 

idea of large land-owning companies whose primary objective is short-term profit. 

 While many believe the “way of life” associated with agriculture is important, 

when asked what they would like to accomplish with their farms in the future, the 

majority of the farmers listed goals that were financially related. All organic farmers 

wanted to be profitable, lower their debt, and/or pay for their land. Six conventional 

farmers wanted to be profitable, pay their bills, and/or expand their land base/technology. 

Kate and Larry never mentioned financial issues. Kate discussed reducing the level of 

chemicals and Larry focused on his retirement. Other common goals included the transfer 

of the farm to other family members, and trying different farming methods. 

4.3.2  Predictions about the future of agriculture in Saskatchewan   

 One could infer that if a farmer is optimistic about their sector of agriculture in 

Saskatchewan and the future of the family farm, he or she truly believes in the benefits 

and potential of farming. However, of the fourteen farmers who gave a prediction, 

thirteen were not optimistic about the future of the family farm. They expressed concern 
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about large farms, particularly if they are huge, corporate farms. The lack of control was 

a recurring theme, with farmers no longer having the ability to make decisions, ultimately 

becoming farm managers or company employees. The farmers believe that the primary 

goal of the corporations will be short-term profit, and if that is not possible, the 

corporations will leave. Steve predicted that vertical integration would also increase. 

We’re going to see more corporate farms, larger farms, closer relationships with, 
whether it’s chemical companies, seed suppliers, bankers. They’re going to be, in 
one way, they’re kind of farming, because they’re the ones that are going to have 
the money and the funds for some of these large companies to buy out large tracts 
of land without having to farm it. You’ll see more farm managers. They’re not 
going to do more than just manage what they’re doing. (Steve) 
 

The concern over corporate farms was particularly prevalent due to a recently announced 

plan to launch One Earth Farms Corp (Sprott Resource Corp., 2009). One month prior to 

the first interview, Sprott Resource Corp. announced that One Earth Farms would be “a 

large scale, fully-integrated corporate farming entity, which intends to have operations on 

world class First Nations’ farmland in the Prairie Provinces” (CNW Canada Newswire, 

2009). The corporation’s initial minimum target for the first year was 50,000 acres 

(Beingessner, 2009; National Post, 2009). Its overall goal was to become Canada’s 

largest, most efficient operating farm in Canada. Given this development, it is easy to see 

why these farmers believe the ‘family farm’ is under threat. 

For the guy who is trying to establish a farm, it’s pretty tough. And now we have 
a deal in the paper with the First Nation’s people and that Good Earth [One Earth 
Farms]. I think they’re from Toronto; somebody with deep pockets and lots of 
money has signed a contract with the Natives [sic.] and farming huge tracts of 
land. How this is all going to work out, we don’t know. So it looks to me like 
agriculture as we know is going to major change. The half section, one section, 
two section farms are history. (Larry) 
 

While Kate believes there will be more corporate ownership, she also thinks that the 

cattle industry will bounce back and there will be more organic operations. Even though 
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she farms conventionally and sees most farms becoming larger, she stated that there will 

still be a place for “somebody who just wants to farm six quarters and maybe do it 

organically, and work off the farm as well.” 

 With the drastic changes that have been occurring in agriculture, it is 

understandable why farmers may not feel optimistic about the future of the family farm. 

Bill, however, was the one farmer who stated that he was optimistic about the future of 

agriculture in Saskatchewan. While he also predicted concentrated ownership, he does 

not believe this is a negative factor. 

Actually, I’m quite optimistic about farming. I think we are going to see larger 
family farms. We’re going to see larger machinery, larger farms, technology, 
variable rate, more attention to detail. Rather than farming on such a broad scale, 
there’ll be more attention to individual fields and different aspects as far as trying 
to make a profit from them. I think we’ll see more of the farms concentrated in 
fewer hands. I think we’ll see more hired help, I see that all the time. A lot of 
people who maybe have quit farming and want to still be involved in farming will 
work for someone else on the family farm. (Bill) 
 

While the predictions from the farmers are quite consistent, how they understand the 

implications of the predictions varies considerably. 

4.3.3  Farming knowledge: local or expert  

Where farmers receive information concerning agriculture may indicate if they 

value local or expert knowledge. Farmers relying on information from magazines and 

websites provided by multi-national agricultural corporations could be interpreted as 

valuing expert knowledge. In contrast, farmers relying on information provided by farmer 

meetings and conferences, and through friends, family and neighbours, could be 

understood as valuing local knowledge.  

 Among the organic farmers, three (Joe, Steve and David) relied on ‘expert’ 

information from sources such as seed companies, machinery corporations (John Deere, 
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Massey Ferguson), and the Business News Network. Six of the farmers also read The 

Western Producer, an agricultural publication targeted at Western Canadian farmers and 

ranchers. All organic farmers attended organic seminars, workshops or conferences, and 

seven farmers relied on other farmers, friends, family, and neighbours for information.  

I still go to our annual workshop through the pro-cert people that I’m certified. 
And I subscribe to magazines; Canadian Organic is one and then of course 
everyone subscribes to the Western Producer. I do a lot of watching TV shows, or 
picking up little tidbits from there. But a lot of it’s through field trips. When I was 
with OCIA, they’d always have their annual summer field trip. You went to a 
member’s farm and they talked about what they’re doing there. And I’ve gone to 
the provincial research station at Scott. I’ve gone there two, three times. And a lot 
of networking through visiting with friends; that’s where you get lots of 
information. (Jim) 
 

Seven organic farmers were members of the Organic Crop Improvement Association 

(OCIA), a non-profit and member owned organic certification body. Jim was a member 

in the past, but had recently switched to Pro-cert for monetary reasons. While they are 

certified organic through the OCIA, farmers also attended various workshops, meetings, 

farm tours and conferences provided by the organization.  

 Each conventional farmer relied on various sources of ‘expert’ knowledge, such 

as magazines and websites provided by marketing, seed and chemical companies (e.g., 

Viterra, Saskcan, Syngenta, John Deere, Cargill, Weber Commodities). Four farmers 

regularly read The Western Producer, and one farmer (Bill) regularly has chemical 

companies grow test plots on his land in exchange for the learning experience and for 

chemicals. Bill also attends conferences put on by Crop Growers Association. Both Bill 

and Larry hire agronomists to assist them in their decision making process; the 

agronomists inform them of when, what, and at what rate to spray. Three conventional 

farmers rely on knowledge provided by neighbours. Both Kate and Richard had 
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incorporated plow down into their crop rotation because an organic neighbour 

recommended it. However, even though a farmer may learn about a method from a 

neighbour, it does not mean that the method is non-hegemonic. Larry learns a lot of 

information in coffee shops; for him, “talking to other farmers is a very useful tool.” 

There’s a farm [nearby], they farm around 100 quarters and it’s a family farm. He 
employs 5 or 6 men most of the time. He gets many headaches I think with all that 
hired help, but it’s a very successful farm. He’s a fellow I enjoy visiting with once 
in a while because chances are he’s tried it. And if it worked, he’ll tell you. And if 
it hasn’t worked, he’ll tell you too… [He] says if you don’t have 2000 animals 
you’re wasting your time; you’re not a viable unit now. (Larry) 
 

While Larry received this information from a local source, the knowledge can still be 

considered part of the ‘expert’ vein because it promotes the expansion of large, business 

focused farms. 

 Involvement in the community and agricultural organizations provide 

opportunities for the transfer of local knowledge, and also indicate an investment in local 

community and the survival of the family farm. All of the organic farmers, except Ann, 

participate in local community organizations. These organizations included the school 

board, town council, recreation board, church, Co-op, rural revitalization committee, and 

the Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration advisory board. In addition to the 

certification bodies, Robert is also the chairman of two rail-related groups, Joe is a 

member of the National Farmers Union, Steve is a member of the Saskatchewan Trade 

and Export Partnership, and David is a member of Farmers Direct.  

Four conventional farmers (Kate, Larry, Darren and Carl) regularly participate in 

community organizations. These organizations include the swimming pool board, 

economic development/growth committees, arts council, snowplow club, town council, 

Regional Park boards, recreation board, fire department, and minor hockey. In terms of 
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agricultural organizations, Kate and Richard are members of Farmers of North America, 

Carl is a member of the Stock Growers Association, and Larry is a representative of a 

major producer association. 

4.3.4  Opinions concerning agricultural corporations and organic agriculture  

 A farmer’s opinion concerning multinational agricultural corporations and their 

methods of purchasing agricultural inputs, such as seed and machinery, may indicate if 

they in some way resist the dominant ideologies of the Life Sciences 

Integrated/Productionst paradigms. All conventional farmers are supporters of the 

agricultural technology produced and promoted by the agricultural corporations. 

However, most of the farmers, except for Bill, expressed some reservations particularly 

concerning the cost of the inputs. Leroy believes that the middlemen are exploiting both 

the farmers and consumers. 

Like look at our hog industry, it’s gone. It’s not because the guys are making too 
much who are raising them. It’s not because the people in the store aren’t paying 
enough for them. It’s the people in between. There’s people in the middle that are, 
I’m not talking about the labourers, but maybe businesses or enterprises, like I 
mean, the money is somewhere and I realize people are making a living off us. 
(Leroy) 
 

Kate and Richard both purchase their inputs from Farmers of North America. They claim 

they save money on inputs, and it makes corporations accountable for the price of their 

products. Larry regularly sells seed he produces to his neighbours, even though he knows 

that the corporations do not approve. 

I guess I shouldn’t say it, but we trade back and forth with neighbours. Sometimes 
I’ll get a new variety and a year or so later he’ll get seed from me. The seed 
companies don’t want to hear that at all. They get very upset about it. But, like I 
say, we have to survive out here and we do what we can to do that. Some of this 
stuff is variety protected and you’re not supposed to provide seed to somebody 
else. But the scale of what we’re doing it on doesn’t amount to too much either. 
That’s their line, anyway. They want to keep selling new seed. (Larry) 
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Larry acknowledges he is breaking the corporation’s rules, but justifies his actions by 

comparing the amount of money they save in seed, which can help them “survive,” to the 

income of the corporations since “it doesn’t amount to much.”  

 Seven organic farmers disliked large agricultural corporations. Robert believes 

that agribusinesses are controlling agricultural policy in Ottawa because of their strong 

lobby groups. Jim does not support large corporations such as Cargill or Walmart, and 

supports individuals and small family companies. Ray is very strongly anti-GMO and 

prefers to make his own machinery. Steve and Kevin are annoyed that Monsanto “took 

the canola market away.” David believes that once the corporations gain control of all 

aspects of agriculture the consumers are going to have to pay inflated costs. Ann refuses 

to deal with large agribusinesses, believing fertilizers and sprays are “shit” and 

conventional agriculture is “hurting everybody.” Joe was the only farmer not critical of 

the agriculture corporations. He believes that while the corporations have affected 

markets, the technology they have developed has made farming a lot more comfortable 

and “less of a torture,” to the point where he “might even tolerate spraying now.”  

 Organic farming may be interpreted as a form of resistance against high-input, 

Productionist agriculture. Therefore, all of the conventional farmers were asked their 

opinions concerning organic agriculture. Larry, Bill, Darren and Leroy did not support 

the idea of organic agriculture. It “burns too much diesel fuel” (Larry), “mines the soil” 

(Bill), “is not [Darren’s] vision of agriculture,” and is “a bit of a fad… it’s overrated” 

(Leroy). The remaining four farmers support organic agriculture on some level. Jarret 

thinks there is a place for organic agriculture if there is a market for it. Richard thinks it is 

okay if farmers have the time. Kate believes that it is more than just a fad and that it is an 
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option for small farmers in the future. Carl is considering converting some of his hay land 

to organic production if he has the time. 

 While all of the organic farmers support organic agriculture, they are not all 

completely dedicated to the idea. Ann, Kevin, and Jim believe that organic farming 

provides a “good way of life” and that everyone should transition to organic agriculture 

because it is a healthier way to farm. Robert and Ray also strongly support organic 

agriculture, but do not want everyone to transition because they are worried that the 

premium paid for organic products would level off. David likes the ability to fix 

problems without using sprays, but worries weeds might become a major issue in 15 to 

20 years. Joe thinks organic agriculture is a “good way to survive on a smaller farm” but 

that the food is not as nutritious or plentiful. While Steve thinks organic agriculture is a 

healthier way to farm, he is primarily concerned with the economic aspects. 

Organic farming is probably a lot more similar to the old way of farming. I mean, 
I don’t see a lot of nostalgia in it. I see it as just a cost effective way to supply 
food at a cheaper price… I think it’s a healthier way of farming and also it 
produces a healthier product. It offers the consumer a choice in what they want to 
consume. And also, it offers the consumer a choice in participating in a lifestyle 
and business that may have similar interests in what they have. So, even if 
someone questions whether or not the organic product is any healthier than 
another product, the consumer has a choice. (Steve) 
 

Organic farmers are not necessarily resisting corporate agribusiness. For some farmers, 

organic agriculture is not an avenue to environmental and community sustainability, but 

rather is simply another avenue for “survival” on the family farm. 

4.3.5  Opinions concerning the Canadian Wheat Board and government policy 

 Between 1943 and 2012, the Canadian Wheat Board (CWB) “had the exclusive 

authority to sell [wheat and barley] on behalf of farmers, returning to them all of the 

proceeds minus the costs of administration” (Magnan, 2012). The interviews were 
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conducted prior to the dismantling of the CWB, and participants were asked how they felt 

about the CWB. Generally, the farmers who are opposed to the CWB are proponents of 

open and competitive markets, “freer” trade with the U.S. and Mexico, support the 

elimination of export subsidies, and are innovative with a strong business focus (Western 

Canadian Wheat Growers Association, 2012). These values align closely with those 

associated with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm. According to the group Friends of 

the Canadian Wheat Board, CWB supporters believe in democracy, supply management, 

quality local food, not permitting GMO wheat to enter the supply chain, and supporting 

family farms (Friends of the Canadian Wheat Board, 2012). These values, in turn, align 

with those of the Ecologically Integrated paradigm. Therefore, it may be assumed that 

conventional farmers generally oppose the CWB, while organic farmers support the 

CWB. 

 Of the seven conventional farmers answering the question concerning the CWB, 

two were strongly opposed. Carl “doesn’t think they’re good for much” and Leroy wants 

the choice of where to market his grain. Three of the farmers (Larry, Bill and Darren) 

want the “choice where to market,” but acknowledged there are advantages to the CWB, 

and they do not want to lose it. Kate and Richard support the CWB; Kate likes averaging 

her return, while Richard is worried agribusiness will gain more power over the market if 

the CWB is dismantled. 

I’m scared. I don’t want to lose them, because I’m scared of these big 
corporations again. If they have full control of it, I don’t know. I’m scared then. I 
like to have them there… I think these big corporations would just dictate to us 
what we are going to get. (Richard) 
 

Among the organic farmers, five support the Wheat Board. Robert believes it is “the 

farmers’ best tool.” Joe thinks “it keeps the multinational grain companies from making a 
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bunch of money on wheat.” Kevin states it “creates an even playing field.” Jim and Ray 

both support the CWB, but in the past had been dissatisfied how it dealt with organic 

agriculture. Three organic farmers did not support the CWB. Ann and David think that 

“farmers should have a choice.” Steve believes that the CWB is not helpful, but a 

hindrance in organic agriculture. 

 Farmers’ political orientation and beliefs concerning government intervention 

may also indicate if they support the ideologies associated with each of the paradigms. 

Traditionally, the New Democratic Party is associated with left-wing politics, including 

government intervention. The Saskatchewan Party (or Conservatives) is associated with 

right-wing politics and generally favour less government intervention. During the 

interviews the question was asked, “Do you have any political views about farming?” 

Because it was not a direct question (e.g., what political party do you support or do you 

believe in government intervention?), a variety of different answers were offered. 

 Five of the conventional farmers believe that all of the politicians and political 

parties are the same: “when a new government is elected, nothing changes” (Kate). Larry 

even stated that you could “throw one politician from each party into a barrel and grab 

one by the ear and pull him out, and he’s just as good as the next one.” Carl supports the 

Saskatchewan Party, but was apprehensive about politicians in general. The youngest 

farmers, Darren and Jarret, both support the Conservative Party and believe the 

government should not be involved in agriculture. 

The more political interference there is, the more of a false market it creates. 
Because it requires assistance then, and the true view of it is really hard to figure 
out. If there was no political help, businesses that weren’t profitable wouldn’t 
survive and the ones that are would prosper.  (Darren) 
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The answers provided by organic farmers are more varied than those of the conventional 

farmers. Ann and Jim both believe that the government should not be involved financially 

in agriculture. Ann states that, “government people leave me alone, and I leave you 

alone.” She claims every safety-net program the government has developed has not 

applied to her, because she is a “loop-hole” and is unable to receive payments. Both 

Steve and David are right wing, but believe all parties have benefits; “anybody that runs 

for politics, whether it be NDP, Liberal or Conservative, 90 per cent of them get into 

because they want to help people” (David). Robert, Ray and Joe believe the government 

should provide more support for small farms (Robert supports the Liberals, Ray the 

Green Party, and Joe did not identify). Kevin does not have “a whole lot” of political 

views about farming, but believes that the government should be decisive and either “get 

in or get out.” 

The government should either get in it or get out of it. This stepping in and trying 
to put a Band-Aid over a big hole isn’t going to work. They make it sound better 
on the news, which makes it bad for the farmer because all the city people hear is 
that the farmers are getting more money again. And once it comes down to it, that 
money might as well just stayed in the government’s hands; they spent it on 
something else. By the time it trickles down to all the farmers it’s not enough. It’s 
so little of an amount that it doesn’t help anyone at the bottom line. It might give 
you an extra month of groceries and that’s it. After all the paperwork, and you pay 
the accountant, and you pay this and everything like that, it all goes to everybody 
else but the farmer. If they could streamline it, it would be simple forms and it 
would be fine. But, it just makes it sound better than it actually is. It doesn’t 
matter who’s in power. They all start off saying good things… (Kevin) 
 

In general, it seems conventional farmers are more apathetic when it comes to politics, or 

strongly opposed to government intervention. Alternatively, organic farmers are not 

particularly apathetic, but have opinions that stretch from one side of the political 

spectrum to the other. 
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4.3.6  Gender roles and responsibilities 

 Research concerning the gendered relations of agriculture has shown there have 

been shifts in the roles and responsibilities of farm women since the transition from 

Fordism to neoliberalism during the 1970s to 1990s (Jaffe, 2003b; Kubik and Moore, 

2003b). Previously, women were often responsible for labour concerning animal 

husbandry, such as feeding livestock and cleaning barns. With increased industrialization 

and specialization, many women exited or were pushed out of farm production roles. 

Today, farm women are responsible for childcare and domestic work, such as food 

preparation and cleaning. When farm women do perform farm work, this labour is often 

‘invisible’ and is unrecognized, even by the women themselves. Women often perform 

“gopher” tasks that require shallow knowledge and are subject to male supervision, such 

as meal preparations, driving grain trucks, and retrieving machinery parts. According to 

Jaffe (2003b), “When younger women report driving tractors or combines, they do not 

seem to regard their labour with the same importance as that of farm men performing the 

same activity” (139). Women are also frequently responsible for non-agricultural farm 

tasks, such as accounting and bookkeeping. In addition to these roles, many farm women 

also have off-farm employment, with their wages being used to supplement farm income. 

 The female members of the farm families in this study have roles and 

responsibilities that strongly correlate with the findings presented by Jaffe. Because the 

Ecologically Integrated paradigm is concerned with “cohesive social relations” (Lang and 

Heasman, 2004: 28), there is potential for egalitarian gender relations, roles and 

responsibilities in alternative agriculture (Hassanein, 2007). In this study, however, the 

women on conventional and organic farms fulfill very similar roles. The women on seven 
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organic farms are responsible for childcare, domestic work, gophering, and held off-farm 

employment. Jim’s wife is the primary farm operator before they farmed organically, 

because he is sensitive to farm chemicals. Since the transition, Jim has become the 

primary farm operator and his wife has found off-farm employment. Ray’s wife is also a 

primary farm operator, and was present during the interview and answered many of the 

questions. However, when I initially called to set up the interview, she declined and 

insisted her husband be interviewed instead, refusing to acknowledge her role in the farm. 

Robert’s farm has been incorporated, and his son, daughters, and wife own shares in the 

company. His wife works full-time at their family business, and is responsible for 

gophering and bookkeeping. While his daughters own shares in the company, Robert 

does not want to split up the farm. His plan is that his son will eventually buy out the 

daughters and remain as the sole owner/operator. Even though both of his daughters have 

employment in the agriculture industry and Robert acknowledges that they contributed to 

farm labour, they are not considered potential successors. 

 Seven of the conventional farms have female family members living on the farm. 

The women on six of those farms were again responsible for childcare, domestic work, 

and gophering. Women on four farms also work off the farm. Darren’s mother owns half 

of the land he farms, but she is not a primary decision maker and the labour she 

contributes is rarely mentioned. Jarret states both his wife and mother are farm operators; 

the females are primarily responsible for accounting and administration, and his wife also 

works an off-farm job. The women on conventional and organic farms work very hard; 

however their work is often invisible and is often only mentioned if a direct question was 

asked. 
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The two female participants, Kate and Ann, are both active farm operators. Kate 

farms with her husband and son. She performs fieldwork and is responsible for the 

pricing and purchasing of inputs and marketing. In addition to this labour, she is also 

responsible for childcare, domestic work, and holds various part-time, seasonal off-farm 

jobs. Kate faces the triple burden of domestic work, farm work, and off-farm labour. 

We are all out in the field in the spring and in the fall. I drive the combine and 
they drive the combine. It’s whatever has to be done. We all do equipment and 
fieldwork. I’m probably more the one that does all the marketing, and makes a lot 
of the phone calls trying to find out who’s got the best price in chemical and 
fertilizer right now. It’s driving me nuts! But, I don’t know how to fix the 
equipment or do any of that. I guess just whatever your abilities are, or whatever 
you like to do is how we chose who will do what… I worked for Crop Insurance 
one year. We had that frost in 2004; they had put an ad in the paper for just 
temporary adjustors. So I one day jokingly said to [my husband], “Jeez, I wonder 
if I could get a job like that?” Because it’s basically what I do, I go out and check 
the fields and everything. So, I just applied and they called me up for an interview 
and ended up hiring me. I was like, “wow!” So it was fun, it was interesting. 
(Kate) 

 
The consequence of the combination of farm work, household labour, and off-farm 

employment was seen later in the interview when Kate explains how farming has become 

a lot more stressful in the last ten years. She finds that it “takes over your life a lot of the 

time, to where you are constantly thinking about the farm.”  

 Ann’s farm is the only one in this study with a female sole farm operator. Even 

when she farmed with her ex-husband 21 years before, she was the primary decision 

maker. She was raised on a farm, but was not the successor. When she got married, they 

had to start their own farm by leasing Crown lands from the Land Bank. During the 

previous 21 years, she was not only responsible for the farm work without any hired help, 

but she also raised two sons and worked full-time off the farm during the week (until 
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2000). Her sons farmed with her when they were growing up, and now they are adults, 

they come to the farm to help “five or six times” during the year.  

My kids always helped me, right from the time they could crawl. My two boys 
actually grew up on my tracts. It was after [my husband] left, well, even before he 
left. He actually drank a lot, eh. So a lot of times it was up to me to do the farming 
and my youngest would sit in the seat behind me and I had a blanket on the floor 
for [my older son]. And they were with me 24/7, combine, whatever. They 
learned to drive the combine when they were 10 or 11 years old. And they drove 
it. But I told them if it ever broke down, there is no reason to leave that cab except 
if that combine catches on fire, then bail and run like hell (laughs). And that’s 
actually what I told them. When I wasn’t emptying the truck, I ran the combine. 
They’ve probably helped here with absolutely everything that’s needed to be 
done, like fixing machinery, fixing roofs, everything. (Ann) 
 

While she has managed to survive on her farm, it has not been easy. When I asked her 

what she wants to accomplish with her farm in the next ten years, she replied:  

I’m going to be retiring pretty soon. No, I just, I just want it to be easier. I 
shouldn’t have to fight for every penny. I shouldn’t have to be so hard up that I 
can’t afford to buy anything. I buy my clothes at Salvation Army. All of them, 
except my socks and panties. It shouldn’t be that hard. God, I hope in 10 years it 
is easier because it would be nice if one of my kids could come home and farm. 
Because this is a hell of a nice spot, you know. It’s not just… it’s not just a farm. 
(Ann) 
 

Her neighbours acknowledge her hard work and legitimacy as a farmer. During the 

interview and recruitment process she was referred to me on four occasions. 

4.3.7  Concerns about the environment and climate change 

 The Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically Integrated paradigm 

attempt to address the environmental problems that have arisen during the Productionist 

paradigm. Both paradigms encompass different ideologies and agricultural strategies 

intent on dealing with and preventing environmental degradation. The Life Sciences 

Integrated paradigm relies on the use of agricultural technology, while the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm utilizes methods associated with agroecology and the “whole-farm 
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systems approach” (Lang and Heasman, 2004: 32). The division between understandings 

of environmental sustainability is reflected in the farmer interviews, where fifteen of the 

sixteen farmers believed how they farmed either did not impact the environment or was 

beneficial to the environment. The separate ideologies of environmental sustainability is 

further demonstrated by the disagreement over farming methods. Two conventional 

farmers believe that organic methods negatively impact the environment, while four 

organic farmers state that conventional methods negatively impact the environment. 

 All organic farmers expressed concern about the environment, particularly the 

impact of chemicals on the soil and water. They consider their farming methods the most 

environmentally sustainable, and worry about the natural resources associated with their 

neighbours that farm conventionally. Several of the farmers are also concerned about the 

lack of water, noting that the aquifers are being depleted. Joe is worried about the fertility 

of the soil because he is unable to do plow downs due to the lack of moisture, while Ray 

and Ann have both planted shelterbelts in order to reduce wind erosion. Five of the 

farmers purposely keep a portion of their land base in pasture or native prairie in order to 

maintain the soil fertility, as well as for wildlife habitat. While most of the farmers are 

not concerned about air quality, Ray converted the engines in several of his tractors to 

burn half as much diesel fuel. 

Five conventional farmers express concern about the environment. However, both 

Larry and Darren are primarily concerned with how it impacted “their bottom line.” 

Nothing that gets done is directly meant to harm anything by any stretch. You do 
what you do to make sure you make a profit without destroying, causing any harm 
that’s not needed. There are times when things do get harmed, but it’s always 
tried to be kept to a minimum. Things like that… Same with our spring water, you 
have to make sure its not polluted with certain minerals and that that would affect 
the spray. (Darren) 
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While Kate says she is not concerned about the environment because she follows the 

recommended practices for applying chemical and fertilizers, her usage of organic 

farming methods would suggest that she is not convinced conventional agriculture is the 

most “environmentally” friendly farming strategy. Richard and Carl both maintain land 

for wildlife, plant trees, and ensure they do not overgraze their pastureland. Carl is 

particularly worried about agrochemicals seeping into the aquifers and the potential 

impacts.  

 Leroy and Bill believe they are using the best management practices available 

(e.g., zero-tillage, continuous cropping). Bill believes they are creating a better food 

product, while increasing the health of the land. Bill states, “We were crazy in a sense 

some of the things we’ve done to the land with summer fallow and that. Where the land 

has improved a whole lot more with direct seeding, continuous cropping, different 

crops… I am concerned that we’re actually improving our soils and not degrading them.” 

In general, Jarret follows the logic of conventional agriculture by believing that 

the farm is a business relying upon the use of large machinery and the “proper” amount 

of chemicals, GMO seed and fertilizer. Yet, when asked about his environmental 

concerns, he explains how the current agricultural practices are causing environmental 

damage.  

There’s certain situations [where I’m concerned about the quality of water], like 
Lake Winnipeg and stuff like that with eutrophication. You know we’ve definitely 
seen side affects of what has happened. There are instances where we have seen 
what can happen to the water… It seems like a lot of once good farmland is being 
lost, and it continues to grow. Management practices are pretty restrictive and 
there hasn’t been a solution that’s going to cure the problem. (Jarret) 
 



161 
 

Rather than attempting to change his farming style, a style which he inherited from his 

father with whom he still works, he deals with these concerns by only planning to farm 

for a relatively short time. When asked what he wanted to accomplish with his farm in 10 

years, he replies “It’s hard to tell if I’ll even be involved with the farm in 10 years.” 

 In general, the farming methods used by farmers (organic or conventional) are not 

related to the farmers’ understanding of climate change. There are six farmers (three 

organic and three conventional) who do not believe climate change is occurring, and that 

it is “just a cycle” and “natural weather patterns.” Two conventional and three organic 

farmers are unsure if climate change is occurring; at any rate it has not affected them. 

Two conventional farmers think that “some” climate change is occurring, but at a very 

slow rate. There has been an increase in weather variability, but it has not affected the 

farm. There are only one conventional (Carl) and two organic (Ray and Ann) farmers 

who believe that climate change is occurring, and that it has affected their farming 

strategies. Because of the changing weather patterns, each now seeds earlier in the spring 

and is not as concerned about frost damage in the fall. 

4.4 Conclusion 

 This chapter presents the results and findings deduced from the data collected 

during the interviews. It is divided into two sections; the first examines the farming 

methods and agricultural strategies utilized by farmers, and the second looks at the 

ideologies and beliefs held by the farmers. While there are often definite trends dividing 

organic and conventional farmers, frequently there are many overlaps blurring the 

boundaries between the two categories. To address the third research question concerning 

how the management strategies utilized by Saskatchewan farmers fit within the larger 
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world food regime, Chapter Five gives a brief overview of each farmer in relation to the 

food regime. Chapter Five also contains a discussion of the data presented in this chapter, 

and some concluding observations. 
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

5.1 Discussion introduction 

 This thesis presented data gathered during farmer interviews. The material 

addressed the first two research questions guiding this project: What agricultural 

strategies are farmers in southern Saskatchewan utilizing? And are the ideologies of the 

farmers consistent with the agricultural strategies they employ? Using the information 

from the interviews, this chapter addresses the third research question: How do the 

management strategies utilized by Saskatchewan farmers fit within the corporate-

environmental food regime in relation to self-described farmer identities? The features of 

the newly consolidated food regime discussed in Chapter One are reviewed in respect to 

the sixteen farmers interviewed to determine if and how the farmers fit within the two 

production paradigms encapsulated within the corporate-environmental food regime. This 

chapter also examines the potential for resistance within Saskatchewan agriculture, and 

the importance of community in the extension of local knowledge.  

5.1.1  The corporate-environmental food regime revisited  

 The first chapter examined the details of the corporate-environmental food 

regime. The food regime consists of two different ways of organizing the food supply 

chain, corresponding roughly to the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and a 

“conventionalized” Ecologically Integrated paradigm. Both supply chains are led by 

private capital, while roughly corresponding to international classes of rich and poor 

consumers (Friedmann, 2005). Rather than competing with one another, this regime 

encapsulates two distinct corporate strategies aimed at different consumers. This food 

regime is emerging at a time when public standards are declining, and private capital is 
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selectively responding to consumer demands and enforcing its own higher standards 

through carefully regulated supply chains. Farmers who utilize strategies from the Life 

Sciences Integrated paradigm produce food that is highly engineered to improve 

productivity, targeted to feed a broad base of low-end consumers. Alternatively, farmers 

utilizing strategies from the Ecologically Integrated paradigm produce high-quality food 

for privileged consumers, through a centrally monitored, transnationally-sourced supply 

chain. 

 As further evidence the paradigms are consumer driven, farmers in this study 

were very aware they are producing agricultural products for privileged and cash-poor 

consumers. Though not directly asked about different markets of consumers, many of the 

farmers (both conventional and organic) acknowledged that conventional farmers 

produce grain destined for mass markets that “feed the world,” while organic farmers 

produce niche products that offer consumers a choice, but are not a necessity.  

The GMOs and all the sprays and that, they certainly allow you to grow more per 
acre… Maybe it’s been good for the world, that extra grain, but it’s certainly 
hasn’t been always good for the farmer… I think that people are only having a 
couple of kids these days and they want them to be healthy. I’m not even saying 
for sure that [organic food] is healthier, but even the perception that you’re doing 
the right think for your family is important. (Robert) 
 
Organic Agriculture is good, but it’s sure scary with this economy. You know, 
there’s a lot less people, you know they only got so many dollars to spend on 
food. (Jim) 
 
I don’t think you’ll see the day when the organic farms won’t be in demand 
anymore. I think that people are far too conscious of chemical pollutants; not to 
say that whole area of farming is going to disappear as if it were a fad. (Kate) 
 
Bottom line, I can feed a lot more people nowadays than I could 20 years ago, 
because I can grow a better yield. I don’t necessarily make more per acre; I 
probably make less. But in a world of hungry people, I’m feeding a lot more than 
I used too. (Larry) 
 



165 
 

By farming the land that we have more intensively and doing a better job of it, we 
produce more grain for the human population than organics… I mean, I know 
there’s a demand from consumers and they pay higher prices for [organic food]. 
(Bill) 
 
As demonstrated in the previous chapter, even though farmers produce products 

for two different classes of consumers, their farming strategies and ideologies do not 

correspond to a simple binary of categories. The variations and complexity of the 

farmers’ strategies can be accounted for if the farmers are conceptualized as existing on a 

continuum between the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and a ‘resistant’ (rather than 

‘conventionalized’) Ecologically Integrated paradigm.  

5.1.2  Farmer summaries  

 In order to present a clear picture of each farmer and where each fits on the 

continuum, his or her agricultural methods and ideologies are briefly summarized in this 

section. First the farmers who fit entirely within the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm, 

then the farmers who are located at various places between the paradigms, and finally 

those embracing the Ecologically Integrated paradigm are discussed. 

While several farmers interviewed strongly identified with the Life Sciences 

Integrated paradigm, Bill was the farmer who appeared to fully embrace the ideology and 

utilize the farming strategies associated with the paradigm. Bill, age 58, and his son, age 

32, both have degrees in Agriculture from the University of Saskatchewan, and take pride 

in the fact they are able to identify the ingredients contained in pesticides. This farming 

operation utilizes the newest technology as soon as it becomes available. For example, 

they started using zero-till and GMO canola in 1998, and they recently started using yield 

mapping, auto steer, and variable rate spraying. Of all of the farmers interviewed, Bill 

was the most optimistic about the increasing number of very large farms, and he had the 
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highest production expenses and the second highest debt load. He works closely with 

“experts,” such as an agronomist and the representatives from various agrofood 

corporations, growing test plots and contracting their grains and oilseeds. They replace 

their machinery and seed frequently, and they believe that one of the most important 

relationships is with your banker. Bill is strongly anti-organic agriculture, and believes 

the path to environmentally friendly agriculture is properly engineered seed, continuous 

cropping with direct seeding, a balanced fertilizer regime, and the intense usage of 

chemicals.  

 The other farmer strongly identifying with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm 

was Darren, age 24. Farming 4100 acres with his mother, Darren views agriculture as an 

occupation, rather than a way of life. He uses new machinery and plants very little non-

pedigree seed. Darren is a heavy user of herbicides, and frequently uses pesticides. He 

does not support organic agriculture, and believes that there is no place for the 

government in agriculture because it creates “false” markets. However, unlike Bill, his 

concern for the environment is restricted to how it impacts his bottom line; therefore he is 

not adamant about the goal of the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm as environmentally 

sustainable agriculture. Darren diverges from the paradigm by diversifying his operations 

to include seed cleaning and producing pedigree seed. He is also an active member of his 

community, playing on sports teams and sitting on various local boards. 

While Jarret, Larry and Leroy also appear to embrace the Life Sciences Integrated 

paradigm, they each hold certain beliefs contrary to the paradigm. Jarret, age 31, farms 

5000 acres with his parents, and is a heavy user of agrochemicals. He went to school for 

marketing, and holds a full-time job with an agricultural corporation. He views farming 
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as another job, not as a way of life. He believes there should not be any government 

intervention in farming, and there is a place for organic agriculture if there is a market for 

it. However, he expressed concern about the restrictive management practices of 

conventional agriculture, and the unknown long-term implications of agrochemicals. He 

acknowledged that how he farms is not the most environmentally sustainable method, but 

was unsure of how to proceed in farming. Instead, he concluded that he might just quit 

farming.  

Farming 5000 acres with his adult children and in-laws, Larry, age 65, utilizes 

agricultural methods that are part of the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm. He employs 

an agronomist for his GMO canola field, and his primary concern about the environment 

is how degradation would impact his bottom line. However, Larry is very active both in 

his community and agricultural associations. He acknowledges that seed companies do 

not approve of neighbours trading seed, a practice he partakes in nonetheless. Leroy, age 

58, also uses many methods on his 2525-acre farm correlating with the Life Science 

Integrated paradigm. He uses herbicides and synthetic fertilizers, and does not support 

organic agriculture. However, he maintains his mixed farm (80 head of cattle) and 

remains nostalgic about the idea of farming as a way of life. He expressed concern about 

GMOs, focusing on the continual loss of control over the agriculture process. Leroy 

believes that the middlemen are exploiting farmers, has remained loyal to his local 

elevator during the previous 15 years. While initially it may appear that Jarret, Larry and 

Leroy fully support the ideas and methods associated with the Life Sciences Integrated 

paradigm, it is clear they have reservations about some of the associated ideologies and 

management strategies. 
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 There are three conventional farmers (Kate, Richard and Carl) and three organic 

farmers (Steve, Joe and David) located in a more central position on the continuum 

between the two paradigms. These farmers, both conventional and organic, utilize 

methods and/or have beliefs found in both paradigms. Kate, age 48, farms 3200 acres 

with her husband and her son, while Richard, age 49, farms 7680 acres with his bother 

and father. Both farms are dependent on the usage of herbicides and synthetic fertilizers 

to control weeds and maintain soil fertility. However, Kate and Richard are against the 

use of GMOs, support the CWB, and are members of a producer group dedicated to 

making corporations accountable. They both support organic agriculture, and utilize plow 

downs because an organic neighbour suggested the practice. Kate is very active in her 

community, and has a positive outlook for the future of cattle ranching and organic 

farming. Richard utilizes alfalfa in his rotations, maintains land for wildlife, and has 165 

head of cattle on his mixed farm. He is also very resistant to the idea of corporate farms, 

and believes that farming in Saskatchewan is first and foremost a way of life. 

 Carl, age 35, has the largest farm in the study at 10,080 acres and 500 head of 

cattle. He plants GMO canola, opposes the CWB and uses herbicides to control for 

weeds. Nevertheless, he also utilizes long-term alfalfa crop rotations, maintains a 

significant portion of his land in pasture, will not use pesticides, and does not continuous 

crop his cropland in order to avoid synthetic fertilizers. Carl was the only conventional 

farmer who did not use Crop Insurance, and he is considering converting sections of his 

land to organic production if he has time for the additional labour required. He is very 

active in his community and a member of an agricultural organization. He expressed 

concern about agrochemicals leaching into the aquifers, plants trees for wildlife and 
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erosion control, and is careful not to overgraze his pasture. Carl was also the only 

conventional farmer to state that climate change is occurring without adding any 

qualifying statements. 

Steve, age 35, farms 1920 acres in partnership with his father. While Steve 

believes that organic agriculture is a healthier way to farm, he is primarily concerned 

with the economic aspects of organics and giving the consumers a choice. He enjoys the 

business aspect of farming and is not nostalgic about the idea of “farming as a way of 

life.” He utilizes both expert and local knowledge, and is a member of the Saskatchewan 

Export and Trade Partnership. Steve was not a supporter of the CWB, finding it to be a 

hindrance in organic agriculture. 

Joe, age 47, believes that the best way to maintain soil heath in semi-arid regions 

of Saskatchewan is to have the majority of his 1920 acres in pastureland. Because of this, 

he keeps almost 60 per cent of his land in forage and maintains 100 head of cattle. He is 

the sole operator of his farm. His wife works full-time off the farm. He was the only 

organic farmer not to use any form of plow down, citing the aridity of the soil as the 

reason. He relies on a combination of expert and local knowledge, believes the 

government should support small farms, and is the only farmer in this study who is a 

member of the National Farmers Union. However, Joe is not critical of agribusiness 

corporations, stating that the technology they developed has made farming “less of a 

torture.” He is not opposed to GMOs and does not believe that organic food is as 

nutritious or plentiful. In the future, he might consider returning to farming 

conventionally. 
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David, age 42, is the only farmer who is a member of the farmer cooperative, 

Farmers Direct. As the sole operator, he farms 2180 acres and has 160 head of cattle. He 

utilizes long-term alfalfa rotations, in conjunction with plow downs. He is very active in 

both agricultural and community organizations. David is reliant on his neighbours for 

information and assistance, but also depends on expert knowledge. David is not opposed 

to GMOs, and worries about the ability of organic agriculture to control for weeds in the 

long-term. He has contemplated returning to conventional agriculture, but if that happens, 

he would still utilize certain organic methods. Concerning the CWB, he believes that 

farmers should have a choice on where to market their wheat and barley.  

 Four of the organic farmers (Robert, Jim, Kevin and Ann) are located on the 

continuum closer to the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, but for various reasons do not 

identify with certain aspects of the paradigm. Robert, age 62, has the largest farm base of 

the organic farmers, with 8000 acres after a recent increase in acreage. His farm is part of 

a company, including his children and wife. His son is also a primary decision maker and 

is in the process of taking over the farm, even though his two daughters are also involved 

in agriculture. Robert and his wife both work full time at their family’s business and they 

have one full-time employee on the farm. Robert has the highest income of the organic 

farmers, but also the highest debt load. He utilizes organic farming methods including 

plow downs and long-term alfalfa rotations. He is the most politically involved of all of 

the farmers. He strongly supports the Liberal party, wants the government to create 

policies that support small farms, and believes that the agribusiness lobby controls 

agricultural policy in Ottawa. He is very active in community and agricultural 

organizations. He sold out of cattle and buffalo several years ago because of the 
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suppressed livestock prices. While he supports organic agriculture, he does not want 

everyone to transition because it would cause the prices of the commodities to drop. 

 Jim, age 50, farms 2800 acres while looking after a neighbour’s buffalo for the 

winter. He is currently the sole operator of the family farm and his wife has a full-time 

off-farm job. However, prior to the transition to organic agriculture, his wife was the 

primary farm operator, and he worked full-time off the farm. He is very adamant about 

not supporting large corporations and buying from local small businesses. He is a strong 

supporter of organic agriculture, believing that all farmers should transition to organic 

farming. While Jim is a member of the town council, he is not very active in any 

agricultural organizations. Furthermore, he was the only organic farmer who regularly 

purchases Crop Insurance, yet he does not believe that the government has a place in 

agricultural finances. 

 At 29 years old, Kevin is the youngest organic farmer interviewed. He and his 

uncle farm 4000 acres and have 25 head of cattle. Unlike the other organic farmers, 

Kevin also utilizes the method of zero-till on specific crops because one of his neighbours 

recommended the practice as a weed control method. While he is very active in producer 

organizations, he is not very involved with his community. Kevin believes that everyone 

should farm organically because it is the best farming strategy for small farmers. He is a 

strong supporter of the CWB, but he thinks that the government should either financially 

support agriculture completely, or not at all.  

The only female, sole farm operator interviewed for this study is Ann, age 51. She 

farms 1120 acres and utilizes the plow downs and long-term alfalfa rotations. She is a 

strong proponent of organic agriculture, and believes that conventional agriculture is 
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hurting both farmers and consumers. She believes that climate change is occurring, and 

as a result, has adjusted her seeding dates. Ann attends producer meetings, but is not 

involved in any community organizations. Furthermore, she does not believe the 

government should be involved in agriculture at all, and believes farmers should have a 

choice on where to market their grains rather than being required to sell wheat and barley 

to the CWB. 

While several of the organic farmers identifies with the Ecologically Integrated 

paradigm, Ray was the farmer who appears most strongly to embrace the associated 

farming methods and ideologies. Ray, age 43, and his wife, who is also a primary 

operator, farm 1920 acres of land. The agricultural method of row cropping is one feature 

that differentiates Ray from the other organic farmers. Even though it is not a common 

agricultural practice, he utilizes the method to control for weeds and maintain soil 

fertility. Rather than buying new machinery, he has adapted his existing machinery to 

serve the new purpose of row cropping, and to use less fuel. Ray is very concerned about 

climate change, is strongly anti-GMO, has planted shelterbelts and maintains land for 

wild life. Ray would like to have crop insurance but is unable to qualify. He believes the 

government should support small farms. He believes organic agriculture is the best way 

to farm, but only wants Canada (and not the entire world) to transition to organic in order 

to maintain the premium on organic commodities. 

5.1.3  Potential for resistance 

 Conceptualizing farmers on a continuum of accommodation and resistance 

between the Life Sciences Integrated and the Ecologically Integrated paradigms allows 

one to see the relational space of resistance on the far side of the Ecologically Integrated 
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paradigm. Rather than being an entirely “conventionalized” alternative agriculture, as 

predicted by Friedmann, there remains the potential for farmers in the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm to have farming strategies that are outside of or minimally 

influenced by the conventional model. 

 There are elements of resistance among several of the conventional and organic 

farmers. When Kate and Richard utilize plow downs, they rely on inputs they produce 

rather than purchasing inputs from agricultural corporations. These corporations also do 

not promote the long-term alfalfa crop rotations used by Robert and Carl. When Ray 

redesigns his existing machinery rather than purchasing new equipment, he is resisting 

the corporations that produce the machinery and the ideological framework that suggests 

farmers should regularly purchase new machinery with the most current technology.  

 However, unlike the peasants featured in Ploeg’s (2009), The New Peasantries 

who have been farming in the same region for several centuries, agriculture in western 

Canada has a relatively short history. Farmers and their families originally immigrated to 

Saskatchewan to produce cash crops for export, and they were integrated into capitalist 

production. These farmers were not originally subsistence farmers who were forced into 

capitalist production through the forces of globalization. They were always small 

businesspeople (even without hired labour) and this history affects Saskatchewan grain 

farmers today. During the first and second food regimes, farmers formed cohesive 

producer unions. Yet, they were still participating in the production of cash crops for 

export at a profit. Even though the farmers in this study display various signs of 

resistance, all are involved in the global market, and deal with corporations who export 

their crops throughout the world. On some level, profitability is always a concern for 
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these farmers. Ray is the farmer who most strongly identifies with the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm, yet he does not want the entire world to adopt organic agriculture 

because it would negatively affect the prices of organic commodities. For Ray, and 

several other organic farmers, the potential benefits that this type of agriculture may have 

for other countries are less important than the market price.  

The lack of local processors has created another barrier for alternative production 

in Saskatchewan. Products such as fruit and vegetables can be sold to consumers with 

minimal processing, whereas grains, oilseeds and animal products require processing, 

such as milling and butchering, prior to sale to consumers. It is difficult for farmers to be 

embedded in local markets when they are unable directly to sell their products to 

processors or consumers. The lack of processers also affects organic farmers who raise 

cattle. None of the farmers certify their beef because there is no market for the product, 

and therefore it is not worth the extra cost and time associated with certification. 

 Land ownership in Saskatchewan has recently begun to become corporatized 

(Magnan, 2011). Corporate ownership of huge mega-farms has resulted in a rapid 

increase in the cost of land. Existing farmers, such as Kevin and Ann, find it difficult to 

expand the size of their farm or purchase land they previously rented because prices have 

doubled or tripled in recent years. While the price of land has always been a barrier for 

new farmers entering agriculture, the added competition from large corporations makes 

the entry into agriculture even more challenging. Farmers who rely on alternative 

agriculture as a way of “farming economically” have a difficult time purchasing land that 

will take decades to pay off.  
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The history of agriculture in western Canada, the lack of local processors, and the 

corporatization of land ownership have created barriers for alternative agriculture in 

Saskatchewan. The social structure of agriculture in Saskatchewan restricts the 

management choices of farmers in the region. Because agricultural corporations have 

more resources, they have the ability to create more “rules,” and have a considerable 

voice in the negotiation of a hegemonic agriculture in Saskatchewan. While there are 

small farms producing vegetables and other products for local consumption, there are 

significant challenges for resistance against capitalist production as a whole amongst 

Saskatchewan grain and livestock farmers.  

These restrictions notwithstanding, the forms of resistance against the dominant 

model of industrial agriculture displayed by Saskatchewan farmers should not be ignored 

or considered inconsequential. Counter-hegemonic methods and beliefs demonstrate the 

current hegemony of the Productionist and Life Sciences Integrated paradigms is not total 

and is always actively negotiated. Even though the increasing power of the agri-food 

corporations has created a growing number of barriers preventing resistance amongst 

farmers, these interviews demonstrate that agriculture within Saskatchewan does not 

always resemble Monsanto advertisements. We are led to believe that most producers 

completely identify with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm, and the few who do not, 

in turn, belong to the Ecologically Integrated paradigm. Nevertheless, as was 

demonstrated, many farmers from both paradigms use old machinery, save their seed, and 

are concerned about their community and the future of agriculture in Saskatchewan. 

There is space for counter-hegemonic practices within the dominant discourse of 

conventional agriculture.  
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While there is space for counter-hegemonic action, the ideology of alternative 

agriculture must transform the ideology of conventional agriculture (and not just have 

concessions made within it) in order to become the hegemonic discourse. As 

demonstrated in Chapters One and Two, world food regimes are closely tied to global 

economic and political systems. For example, the end of the mercantile-industrial food 

regime corresponded with the change from Keynesian economics to neoliberalism. 

Therefore, in order for the Ecologically Integrated paradigm to become the dominant 

ideology in the next world food regime, there must be a transformation of the global 

capitalist system as a whole.  

5.1.4  The importance of community  

This study demonstrated farmers are reflexive producers who make choices 

concerning their management strategies based on what makes sense to them given their 

situation. For example, poor land quality influenced Carl, Kate and Richard to adopt 

alternative agricultural methods in an attempt to improve soil fertility. Farmers evaluate 

the information they receive from both expert and local sources, and decide which 

methods are appropriate within their personal farming strategy. Farmers in Saskatchewan 

are frequently exposed to information concerning management strategies promoted by the 

experts associated with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm. This information is 

available online, on the radio and television, and in newspapers and magazines. Local 

knowledge is often the source of alternative information challenging the hegemony of the 

Productionist and Life Sciences Integrated paradigms.  

This information is often transmitted through producer organizations, such as the 

Organic Crop Improvement Association. However, the importance of neighbours as a 
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source of information is a recurring theme throughout the interviews. It is well known 

that farmers rely on their neighbours for physical and social support. In addition to this, 

rural neighbours are also an important source of local knowledge. Farmers in this study 

gained information “at the coffee shop” or by dropping in to visit. As a daughter of a 

farmer, I can verify it is not unusual to wake up in the morning and find several 

neighbours in the kitchen for morning coffee. It is through this type of interaction that 

different farming methods are discussed. Kate and Richard adopted plow down because 

their neighbour suggested it. David transitioned to organic agriculture based on the 

recommendation of the same neighbour. Kevin utilizes zero-till when seeding his lentils 

in his organic operation because a neighbour suggested the practice might help control 

weeds. However, some neighbouring farmers are strong proponents of the strategies 

associated with the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm, as discussed by Larry. It cannot, 

therefore, be assumed that all knowledge transferred in local situations concern 

alternative methods.  

While the division between organic and conventional agriculture has the potential 

to divide communities, based on my own experience living in rural Saskatchewan, this is 

not always the case. Many of the farmers have been part of the same community for 

generations, and no matter how their agricultural methods are defined, they will still meet 

to visit and have coffee. It is during these interactions that new farming possibilities arise. 

Therefore, as small farms disappear and rural inhabitants move to cities, the potential for 

various “farm discussions” about possible new farming methods declines.  
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5.2 Conclusion 

 Chapter One examined different food paradigms, and the world food regime 

approach to studying agriculture. The second chapter discussed different issues in 

Canadian agriculture, such as the positive and negative impacts of different farming 

strategies, the restructuring of Canadian agriculture, the consolidation of the commodity 

supply chain, and the commodity price cycle. Chapter Three focused on the theoretical 

framework and methodological overview. Giddens’ theory of structuration, Gramci’s 

theory of hegemony, and idea of the reflexive producer were discussed in this chapter, as 

was the study area and research methods. Chapter Four presented data from the 

interviews, examining how the farmers fit within each food paradigm. This chapter 

included a discussion of the data, focusing on the location of farmers within the 

corporate-environmental food regime, the potential for resistance, and the importance of 

communities. 

5.2.1  Review of research questions 

Within the Corporate Environmental food regime, alternative and conventional 

Saskatchewan farmers utilize a variety of different agricultural strategies. Therefore, the 

broad research questions that guided this study were: 

1) What agricultural strategies are farmers in southern Saskatchewan utilizing? 

2) Are the ideologies of the farmers (concerning the environment, government policies, 

agricultural corporations, etc.) consistent with the agricultural strategies they employ?  

3) How do the management strategies utilized by Saskatchewan farmers fit within the 

larger world food regime in relation to self-described farmer identities? Harriet 

Friedmann (2005) has outlined many of the dynamics concerning the newly 
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consolidated food regime. However, the location of producers within the regime has 

yet to be examined.   

Concerning the first research question, conventional farmers generally had larger 

farms, were reliant on herbicides and synthetic fertilizers to control for weeds and 

maintain soil fertility. Many of the farmers utilized four-year continuous cropping 

rotations and zero-tillage, and had relatively new machinery. Most farmers utilized Crop 

Insurance and sold their commodities for the highest price. All the farmers save their 

seed, and five farmers plant or have planted GMO canola. Nevertheless, as demonstrated 

in the previous chapter, there was generally at least one farmer who did not fit within the 

norm (except concerning the use of herbicide and seed saving). There are farmers who 

utilize plow downs and long-term alfalfa rotations, avoid the use of continuous cropping 

and synthetic fertilizers, who do not use Crop Insurance, and who sell to local elevators. 

 Organic farmers tended to have smaller farms, and relied on the use of plow 

downs to control for weeds and maintain soil fertility. These farmers had crop rotations 

that varied significantly more than the conventional farmers, and their machinery was 

often more than twenty years old. All of the farmers saved their seed each year and sold 

their commodities to one of two companies (Grain Millers or Sunrise International). They 

generally did not have Crop Insurance unless a forward contract required it. Their farm 

expenses were lower than that of conventional farmers, and they were not permitted to 

use GMO seed. However, like conventional farmers, they often did not fit within the 

norm. There were certain farmers who did not use plow downs, supported the use of 

GMO seed, farmed a large number of acres, had Crop Insurance, and utilized other 

methods such as zero-till. There were a variety of reasons why the methods utilized by 
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conventional and organic farmers did not fall within the expected paradigms. Farm size, 

land quality, and moisture levels were some of the physical attributes that affected 

farming methods. The interviews demonstrated that personal ideologies, and the 

influence of local knowledge through neighbours and farm organizations, were also 

important in deciding farming strategies.  

 The second research question directly addressed the issue farmers’ ideologies. 

Compared to farming methods, it is more challenging to categorize the ideologies of 

conventional and organic farmers. In general, conventional farmers tended to view 

farming more as a business and rely on expert knowledge, while organic farmers 

understood farming as “a way of life” and depended on local knowledge. However, these 

and the rest of the “ideology” questions received a wide range of answers. The opinions 

concerning agricultural corporations, organic agriculture, the CWB, government policies, 

gender roles, the environment, and climate change were varied and diverse. As a result, 

the ideologies held by farmers frequently did not correspond with their farming 

strategies. This variety is likely due to the fact that ideology cannot be regulated in the 

same manner as farming methods. 

 The focus of the last research question was the location of the Saskatchewan 

producers within the corporate-environmental food regime. After examining the farmers’ 

methods and ideologies, it could be deduced that the farmers exist within the regime on a 

continuum between the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm and the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm. Bill and Darren’s farming methods and ideologies located them 

entirely within the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm. Jarret, Larry and Leroy were near 

the Life Sciences Integrated paradigm but not entirely within it. While they utilized 
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methods from the paradigm, they held various beliefs that were not completely consistent 

with the paradigm. There were six farmers located in a central position on the continuum. 

Kate, Richard, Carl, Steve, Joe and David used methods and/or held beliefs from both 

paradigms. Four organic farmers, Robert, Kevin, Ann and Jim, are located near the 

Ecologically Integrated paradigm, but for various reasons do not completely identify with 

all aspects of the paradigm. Ray was the single farmer who most closely embraced the 

farming methods and ideologies associated with the Ecologically Integrated paradigm, 

and therefore is located within that paradigm.  

Conceptualizing farmers as existing on a continuum between the two paradigms 

allows one to see the potential space for resistance on the far side of the Ecologically 

Integrated paradigm. Yet, while several farmers demonstrated examples of resistance, 

there were no farmers who resisted the idea of a capitalistic agriculture focused on 

producing cash crops at a profit for export. 

5.2.2  In closing 

The findings indicate several areas within rural sociology requiring further 

research. It is important to examine which venues of information sharing make it possible 

for farmers to adopt counter-hegemonic methods. This study indicates there should be 

dialogue between farmers and those who are promoting alternative methods that is not 

simply top-down, but multi-directional. The channels of communication should be 

opened up to provide for a two-way exchange of methods and strategies.  

Another important research area concerns an examination of the potential for 

alternative agriculture as a form of resistance to exist within Saskatchewan, since farmers 

in the region face numerous additional barriers. Finally, while literature concerning world 
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food regimes has focused on the political and economic forces of agriculture, it has 

largely ignored the location and role of farmers. Friedmann (2005) has examined the role 

of social movements in food regimes, yet the role that the world’s farmers play in the 

construction and reconstitution of food regimes has largely been left untouched. It is 

important to understand how the changing dynamics of food regimes affect producers not 

only in Saskatchewan, but around the globe. 
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APPENDIX B: Interview schedule 

Primary Farm and Farmer Information 
1. How old are you? 
2. Are you married? 

a. How long have you been married? 
3. Who else lives on the farm? OR Who else lives with you? 

a. Names, relationship, age 
4. How many years have you been farming? 

a. In what year did you get your first permit book? 
5. In which rural municipality is the majority of your farmland located? 
6. Have there been any years that you’ve been off the farm (e.g., For school or a job)? 

a. Would you explain? 
7. How many acres or quarters of land do you farm (including pasture)? 

a. Does this include all of the land your family farms? 
b. Do you help farm each other’s land? 
c. How much of your land is rented?  How much is owned? 
d. Do you rent land that you own to other farmers? 

i. How much? 
8. How many operators are there on this farm? 

a. Family relations, partnerships? 
b. Why/Why not are these people operators (e.g., The wife)? 
c. How do you divide up the responsibilities?  

9. What types of crops do you grow?  
a. Approximately how many acres for each type? 
b. How much pasture land? 

10. Do you use crop rotations? 
a. Would you describe a typical crop rotation that you would use? 

i. Has this recently changed? 
11. How do you decide your crop rotation? 

i. Why? 
12. Do you use continuous cropping? 
13. Do you have livestock or other animals? 

a. What types, and how many? 
i. Why do you have this many/type? 

ii. Has this recently changed? 
14. If the farm is not a mixed farm, was it in the past? 

a. When did you change?   
b. Why did you change? 

15. Do you have any organic products on your farm? 
a. Are they certified, transitional, or non-certified? 
b. What types of products?   
c. When did you begin farming organically? 
d. What were your reasons for the transition? 

16. Recently, have you increased your farm size? 
a. Yes: What year and by how much? 
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i. Why?  What were you responding to? 
ii. What did this allow you to do? 

iii. Who did you get the land from? 
iv. Did you encounter any problems that you weren’t expecting? 

b. No: Are you downsizing?   
i. For what reason, when and by how much? 

ii. What did this allow you to do? 
iii. Who did it go to? 

17. What methods do you use for controlling weeds? 
a. Has this changed? 
b. Have you encountered any problems? 

i. What did you do? 
18. What methods do you use for controlling insects and bugs? 

a. Has this changed? 
b. Have you encountered any problems? 

i. What did you do? 
19. Do you use zero-till? 

a. What are your reasons? 
b. When did you start using zero-till? 

20. Do you use genetically modified organisms (such as seed)? 
a. Why do you OR why do you not? 
b. Can you explain your experience using GMOs? 

21. What types of machinery do you use on your farm? 
a. How old are they? 

22. Approximately how often do you replace machinery? 
23. What was the last piece of machinery that you bought? 
24. What agricultural inputs (chemical, fertilizer, seed) did you purchase last year? 

a. This year? 
b. Has this changed? 
c. What companies do you regularly deal with? 
d. Is there a corporation you like to deal with more than others? 

25. Do you save your seed? 
26. Where are your agricultural products sold? 

a. To who, are they sold? 
b. If alternative: why? 
c. Is this affecting what crops or livestock you decide to grow? 

27. How do you feel about the Wheat Board? 
28. Do you ever sign forward contracts? 
29. In addition to your crops and/or livestock, do you earn income through any other 

on-farm activities? 
a. Can you explain the activity? 
b. Who does this activity? 
c. Why do they do it? 

30. Do you consider this farm a ‘family farm’?  
31. Would you explain the history of your farm? 

a. Approximately what year did your family start farming? 
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b. How many generations have been farming? 
32. Is there anyone to take over the farm, or be the successor?  OR  Will you be taking 

over the family farm? 
a. Is there a family relation? 
b. Are there any issues around the transfer of the farm? 

33. What is your level of education? 
a. Where did you go to school? 
b. What did you take? 

34. Do you attend church? 
a. Yes: Which one?  How often? 
b. No: Do you identify with any religion? 
c. Does your wife/husband attend the same church? 

35. Where do you get your information concerning farming? 
a. Family, farm magazines, seed companies, grain terminals, the internet 

extension? 
b. What newspapers, websites, etc.? 

Economics 
36. Are there any members of your family with off-farm employment? 

a. Who are they? 
b. What do they do? 
c. Is it seasonal? 
d. Approximately how many hours a week do they spend working off the farm? 

i. Less than 20 
ii. 20 to 40 

iii. More than 40 
37. Do any other members of your family work on the farm? 

a. Who are they?  
b. What do they do?   
c. Is it seasonal? 
d. Approximately how many hours a week do they spend working on the farm? 

i. Less than 20 
ii. 20 to 40 

iii. More than 40 
38. Are there other members of your family who live on the farm who we haven’t 

talked about? 
39. Do you have any non-family hired labour?   

a. What do they do? 
b. Is it seasonal? 
c. Approximately how many hours a week do they work? 

i. Less than 20 
ii. 20 to 40 

iii. More than 40 
40. What were your farming/production expenses last growing season? (Tell me when I 

say the correct category) 
a. Under $5,000 
b. $5,000 to $10,000 
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c. $10,000 to $25,000 
d. $25,000 to $50,000 
e. $50,000 to $100,000 
f. $100,000 to $250,000 
g. $250,000 to $500,000 
h. $500,000 to $1,000,000 
i. $1,000,000 or over 

41. Is this a change from previous years?  
a. Why did it change? 

42. What was your income after the productions costs last year? (Tell me when I say the 
correct category)  

a. Under $10,000 
b. $10,000 to $25,000 
c. $25,000 to $50,000 
d. $50,000 to $100,000 
e. $100,000 to $250,000 
f. $250,000 to $500,000 
g. $500,000 to $1,000,000 
h. $1,000,000 or over 

43. Is this a change from previous years? 
a. Why did it change? 

44. Do you have any debt? 
a. What is your level of debt? (Tell me when I say the correct category) 

i. Under $25,000 
ii. $25,000 to $75,000 

iii. $75,000 to $100,000 
iv. $100,000 to $150,000 
v. $150,000 to $300,000 

vi. $300,000 to $500,000 
vii. $500,000 to $1,000,000 

viii. Over $1,000,000 
45. Do you feel that farming is economically profitable? 
46. Why do you farm? 
Community and Family Farm 
47. Are you a member of any farm or agricultural organizations? 

a. What are the names of the organizations? 
b. Will you explain the organization? 
c. How do you participate in the organization? 

48. Are you a member of any community organizations? 
a. What are the names of the organizations? 
b. Will you explain the organization? 
c. How do you participate in the organization? 

49. Are you concerned about the health and viability of the community that you live in?   
50. What do you think is going to happen to your community in the future? 
51. Do you consider farming as a ‘way of life’? 

a. What is your prediction for this ‘way of life’? 
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Government and Markets 
52. Do you have any political views about farming? 

a. Government policies, etc. 
53. If there is a change in government, do you notice? 
54. Do you feel that the governments’ agricultural policies have affected the way you 

manage your farm? 
a. Do you feel that they ever alleviate some of the risk of farming? 

55. Do you receive any assistance from government agencies (programs or subsidies)? 
56. Do you have crop insurance?   

a. Why or why not? 
57. Do you / Have you used other government programs? 
58. Do you feel that there have been any changes in agriculture since you began 

farming?  
a. When did these changes occur/begin to occur? 
b. Why? 
c. How do you explain these changes? 

59. Do the prices of grains or livestock influence what you grow or produce? 
a. Has the price ever drastically changed between the start and finish of the 

growing season? 
b. Did this impact your later farm management decisions? 

60. Do you think that agriculture production is ‘boom or bust’? 
a. Can you explain? 
b. When the prices were high recently, did you think that they would remain 

high for a significant period of time? 
61. Do you feel that farming is risky? 

a. Why? 
b. How do you lessen with the risk? 

62. Do you feel that large agricultural corporations (such as Monsanto or Cargill) have 
affected your farm or the way you farm? 

63. How do you feel technology has affected your farm or the way you farm? 
Environment 
64. Does the location of your farm influence the way your farm? 
65. Are you concerned about environmental conservation (native species, wildlife 

habitat)? 
66. Are you concerned about the quality of the soil?   

a. Do you do anything special to keep the soil fertile? 
67. Are you concerned about the quality of the water?  

a. Do you do anything special to maintain the quality of the water? 
68. Are you concerned about the quality of the air? 

a. Do you do anything special to maintain the quality of the air? 
69. Do you have windbreaks or shelter belts on your farm? 

a. Were there previously windbreaks on your farm? 
70. Has climate change affected how you farm? 

a. Do you think that climate change is occurring? 
71. What is your opinion concerning organic farming? 
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72. What do you want to accomplish with your farm during the next 5 years? 
a. 10 years? 
b. 20 years? 

73. Do you have any predictions about the future of farming in Saskatchewan? 
74. Do you know anyone who might be interested in being interviewed? 
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APPENDIX C: Consent form 

 


