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Dangers and delights come from working in the sun 

John McCart 
QFA Vice-president 

As farm safety week has come and gone, many of us farmers saw the notices showing all the 
different dangers on the farm.  

We were made aware of how hazardous a farm workshop can be. There are dangers working 
with animals, tractors, machinery, silos, manure pits and even in the bush lot, but has there been 
much consideration about the danger posed by our sun? 

A few weeks ago I went to see my dermatologist, as I was concerned about a small growth on the 
rim of my ear. This pimple-like growth was quite annoying—every time I went to bed it became 
sensitive as I lay my head on the pillow.  

Unlike a pimple, however, this growth did not go away after a few days. A few years ago I had 
sunburned my ears and it took quite a while for them to get healthy again. Was this growth 
related to that? I wasn’t sure. But all I could think about was a close neighbour of mine who 
developed skin cancer on his ear. The cancer was spreading and the ear was removed. Part of the 
radiation treatment affected his saliva glands and he always had to carry a flask of water as he 
had difficulty swallowing and could no longer spit. This is not a pleasant way to go through life. 

A few minutes in the dermatologist’s office put most of my worries to rest. The small growths on 
my ears were benign and would eventually heal themselves. However, the doctor knew I was a 
farmer and wanted to see more skin. After a quick look, she determined that my skin was healthy 
but that I should always keep an eye open for any changes. 

A comment that she made was that farmers were always receiving free promotional baseball caps 
from companies like John Deere, Case IH, Pioneer, DeLeval and so on. While these hats are 
stylish and colourful and free, and worn with a certain sense of pride, they did nothing to protect 
a person’s ears of back of the neck from the harmful rays of the sun. And to make matters worse 
there is not that much extra skin on the ear, therefore every burn is potentially dangerous. 

As more and more farmers have several tractors with cabs, most of the fieldwork is done without 
any danger from the sun. But some jobs—like raking hay, for example—are done on tractors 
with no protection and switching from one tractor to another we forget about the exposed skin. 
The same goes for leaving a tractor to do work such as making fence, picking stones or splitting 
wood, etc. 

It seems that the farmers of years past knew about skin protection with wide brimmed hats and 
loose, white long sleeved shirts, but that is not fashionable now. Maybe John Deere and the other 
companies could give out some nice sun hats and if we all wore them we wouldn’t feel out of 
place. 



As long as we require Mother Nature to provide us with a warm and plentiful sun to help us 
grow bountiful crops, we will have to be exposed to its harmful rays at some point. My 
dermatologist’s recommendation is that if we do not cover up then we should put on some 
sunscreen because the damage caused by sunburns is cumulative and cancers can develop from 
burns of many years past.  

And so, please remember to be aware of all the dangers present on the farm, including the one 
from above—Mr. Sun. 
 
 
 

Quebec has no time for small farms 
 
Andrew McClelland 
Advocate Staff Reporter 
 
New changes being made to Quebec’s Agricultural Income Stabilization Insurance (ASRA) 
program has left industry analysts baffled, the province’s farmers union fuming, and farmers 
worried about their future. 
 
At a meeting held on March 31, the board of directors of La Financière agricole du Québec 
(FADQ) voted to adopt measures that many say will have devastating effects on Quebec’s 
agriculture industry. Most controversial is FADQ’s decision to remove the 25 per cent least 
productive farms from its cost-of-production formula. The so-called “efficiency criteria” has 
made many farm operators anxious since it was first announced in February.  
 
Union des producteurs agricoles (UPA) President Christian Lacasse was furious with the board 
of the FADQ, claiming that representatives were ignoring the union’s repeated warnings and 
independent studies regarding the impact of the changes to ASRA. 
 
 “This is a flawed plan,” said Lacasse. “Regarding the efficiency criteria, they are really out in 
left field—they are completely off the mark. I’m not a psychic, but if they apply this measure, 
thousands of family farms will be at risk. We will never accept this. The UPA never agreed to it 
and condemned it as soon as it was announced.” 
 
La Financière’s decision to implement the controversial changes to ASRA has started both a war 
of words and a battle of numbers between the UPA and the provincial funding agency. In a 
barrage of press release and interviews with the media, UPA officials have stated that FADQ will 
generate a $400 million dollar surplus by imposing its severe regulations on ASRA. While that 
might sound good on paper, the UPA argued, the proper goal of the ASRA reforms should be to 
eliminate the program’s $750-million debt load. 
 
The UPA has described the changes as “simply another disguised way for the state to save 
money on the backs of agricultural producers.” While Quebec Minister of Agriculture Claude 
Béchard secured a five-year budget for agriculture to the tune of $630 million, the UPA says that 
FADQ’s new measures will effectively take $80 million of that money back. 



 
“It's an unfortunate decision, with serious consequences, which shows a great insensitivity on the 
part of La Financière regarding the difficulties producers have had to live with for three or four 
years now,” said Lacasse. “They cannot collect a cut like that. It’s too much.” 
 
By calculating its cost-of-production formula only on the 75 per cent most efficient farms in the 
province, ASRA’s average cost of production will decrease, along with other financial 
compensations to producers who have suffered tough economic times. 
But most producers see the efficiency criteria as misguided, if not downright malicious.  
 
“If they’re going to calculate the cost-of-production formula to be an average, they should use 
everybody—not just the top 75 per cent,” says Bill Fairbairn, a beef producer in the Outaouais 
region. “Isn’t that the way an average works?” 
 
Fairbairn says that he doubts his farm would be included amongst the 25 least efficient farms in 
the province, but stated that the changes to ASRA made him doubtful about continuing in beef 
production. 
 
“I think they actually want to eliminate certain farmers from the industry,” said Fairbairn, who 
sits on the executive board of directors of the Quebec Farmers’ Association. “I think La 
Financière don’t want to put as much money into the system as they have in the past. What it 
comes down to is that these guys have never shovelled a bucket of manure in their life, so they 
don’t know what’s going on—they’re computer farmers.” 
 
 However, FADQ representatives say that the efficiency criteria will only affect stabilized 
income payments by three per cent. La Financière also says that the other measures adopted to 
tighten its belt will not have the devastating impact predicted by the UPA. Among those 
measures is a volume or production cap levelled on all types of farm production, removing 
remuneration for farm labour from the cost-of-production formula, and an increase in shared 
insurance premiums. 
 
Jacques Brind'Amour, president and CEO of La Financière, told the media that the tightening 
measures will have an impact, “but I do not think they will deconstruct agriculture.” In an 
interview with La Presse Affaires, Brind'Amour remained confident that the changes to ASRA 
would benefit Quebec farmers in the long-term.  
 
“Once these tightening measures have been taken,” asked the FADQ president, “will Quebec 
farmers continue to be better protected and better supported in Canada? The answer is yes.” 
 
However, the feud with La Financière has spurred the always-feisty provincial farmers’ union to 
put up its dukes, and UPA President Christian Lacasse sounds like he’s not going down without 
a fight. 
 
“We will take action. We will not relinquish it. This measure is going too far. Do not make the 
mistake of waiting a year or two. It will be too late. In the past, we have chosen to avoid 
confrontation. But with this, there will be a confrontation.” 



Pontiac young farmer has sights set on working the family farm 
 
Wendy Jones 
Advocate Staff Reporter 
 
At 19 years old, Meredith Closs has her heart set on farming and is determined to keep the 
family farm in the family. “Ever since I was old enough to dream I wanted to be a farmer,” she 
says, “It’s in my blood.” 
 
Having grown up on the family cow-calf farm in Clarendon, QC, Closs has always been 
passionate about animals. “I am an animal person,” she says, “my place to relax is out in the barn 
with the cattle.” When not in school, Closs spends her time at home calving, vaccinating, fencing 
and choosing sires among other tasks.  
 
She is also very involved in the agricultural community and has actively participated in local and 
provincial 4-H clubs for more than nine years. Closs is currently pursuing an agricultural 
education at Macdonald College in Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue. 
 
“The 4-H is great for young people and it keeps me active,” she says. “It also gives young 
farmers a chance to travel and to do exchanges with other rural kids.”  
 
Closs has participated in two such exchanges and spent some time on B.C. and Alberta farms. 
She explains that one of the best things about these trips is that they allow young farmers to see 
different farms and to get new ideas that can later be applied to their own farming operations. 
“It’s always good to see what other farmers are doing and you can always learn from them.” 
 
Closs is also involved in her local 4-H square dancing group and has competed in a few square 
dancing competitions. “Square dancing is just a really fun way of teaching others to have fun and 
to dance. It’s also good exercise!” she says. 
 
In 2009 Closs was the 4-H board director and she continues to represent her local Shawville 
club. As a result of her involvement, Closs was recently chosen to represent the 4-H on the QFA 
board of directors.  
 
“I think this is a good partnership for farming youth and a great opportunity to get the 4-H more 
involved in other areas of the agricultural community,” she says. “Being on the QFA board of 
directors is a good way to stay informed and to listen and learn from experienced farmers and to 
see what they are thinking and doing. It’s a great resource.” 
 
Closs is currently studying at Macdonald College in the Farm Management Technology program 
and she has applied to take a degree in Agricultural Environmental Sciences at McGill 
University in the fall. “I’m not quite ready to settle down on the farm just yet,” she says. “I think 
it’s good to get away for a while before coming home to work full time.”  
 
Upon completing her degree, she plans to go home to the family farm to make her dream become 
a reality. “I am really interested in marketing my own farm products. I think today’s markets 



have a demand for high quality products that are produced locally,” she says. Closs is also 
interested in diversification and sees this as an opportunity for her family farm. “I’d like to try to 
integrate a herd of sheep onto our farm. This will allow me to make my business more profitable 
and appealing to the next generation of farmers,” she explains.  
 
 This young farmer is definitely motivated, open minded and interested in trying and testing new 
approaches to traditional farming. She admits that she is not yet ready to settle down but knows 
beyond any doubt that her place is in agriculture.  
 
“My career ambitions have forever been set on agriculture. I am a very strong believer in 
keeping the family farms alive and rural communities are very important to me.” 
 
 
Letter to the Editor 
Levinoff-Colbex management remains questionable 
 
Since last summer, the Association de Défense des Producteurs de Bovins (ADPB) has been 
coordinating efforts to hopefully shed some light on the questionable management practices of 
the Levinoff-Colbex slaughterhouse. The Régie des Marchés Agricoles et Alimentaires du 
Québec (RMAAQ) has confirmed a date for a public consultation to be held shortly. 
 
In July 2009, a group of beef and dairy producers submitted a request to the RMAAQ asking for 
an investigation into how the Levinoff-Colbex slaughterhouse was being managed. Furthermore, 
they requested that a financial analysis be carried out by an independent firm. A carbon copy of 
these demands was addressed to the Quebec Deputy Minister of Agriculture. 
 
The request was put together by a group of 15 producers representing many regions throughout 
Quebec and the accompanying petition was signed by producers from all over: Abitibi-
Témiscaminque, Gaspésie, Saguenay Lac St- Jean, Lanaudière, Estrie, Outaouais-Laurentides, 
Mauricie, St. Hyacinthe, and Central Quebec. Today we have support and representation in every 
region of Quebec. 
 
Last November, the ADPB held its first official meeting where several participants expressed a 
desire to organize meetings in their respective regions in an effort to inform local producers 
about the ADPB. Subsequently, nine meetings were held with various producer groups. The way 
in which the slaughterhouse had been purchased and that the purchase amount was kept under 
wraps was extremely insulting to hundreds of producers. To add insult to injury, producers’ 
questions and concerns were not recognized or answered even at the recapitalization 
consultations in March 2008. 
 
During this consultation—more than two years after the slaughterhouse was purchased—the 
purchase price was finally disclosed: $62.5 million. Producers were told that if they didn’t inject 
$30 million into the Levinoff-Colbex slaughterhouse to help decrease its debt load, the business 
would not be able to continue operating. 
 



After a presentation and recommendations by Paul Dupont from the Financière Agricole du 
Québec in regards to the company’s financial situation, and at the insistence of the Fédération 
des Producteurs de Bovins du Québec (FPBQ), with the complicity of the Fédération des 
Producteurs de lait du Québec (FPLQ) and the Union des Producteurs Agricoles du Québec 
(UPA) Levinoff-Colbex obtained the majority of votes needed to initiate their action plan. Still in 
debt as of March 2010, the slaughterhouse had a deficit of $5.1 million in 2008 and a deficit of 
$7.1 million is estimated for 2009. 
 
 
The ADPB believes that only an investigation into the slaughterhouse’s management by an 
independent firm and an analysis of their verified financial statements, as requested in the 
petition submitted in July 2009, will determine if the slaughterhouse is being managed as 
accurately and transparently as the FPBQ declares. 
 
The ADPB also requested a suspension of all producer deductions or to have them deposited in 
trust while appropriate time and measures are taken to clarify this issue, cancel all judiciary 
procedures taken against producers, and reimburse any fees already collected, where applicable. 
 
While our actions have already begun to bear fruit, we always welcome new members. If you 
agree there are questions to be answered and responsibility to be accepted, you can show your 
support by signing our petition or by becoming a member of the association. 
 
The members of the administrative board of the Association de Défense des Producteurs de 
Bovins wish to thank you for your generous support and active involvement since the very 
beginning. 
 
Rudolf Binggeli 
Adrien Breault 
Jocelyn Dorion 
Jean-Albert Fleury 
Jean-Lorain Lafond 
Guy Lessard 
Jeannot Lukenuik 
 
—Association de Défense des Producteurs de Bovins 
P.O. Box 8521 
Bécancour 
Succ. Gentilly 
G9H 4S4 
 
English voicemail (Montérégie): (450) 370-8357 
French voicemail: (819) 380-4032 
 
E-mail: associationbovin@gmail.com 
(For English information requests: aprstew@hotmail.com) 



Chairman’s message 
“Pride is an essential condition for a community’s 
survival”—Alice Parizeau 
 
When the time comes to prepare the annual report, I am always surprised at the number of issues 
that we have addressed in one year, and 2009 is no exception. 
 
The global economic situation hit us hard. Our “red meat” sector was not spared. Market prices 
failed to meet expectations and were the primary cause of the decline observed in all cattle 
production sectors, both in Quebec and elsewhere. The cattle market is cyclical, however, and we 
are confident that good years will follow. We must get out of this enduring slump and get ready 
for the economic recovery. 
 
To achieve this goal, our options are clear: we must hold onto our gains and maintain our 
agricultural pillars that have proven their value over the years. The marketing legislation is one 
of these pillars, and income security programs adapted to our realities are another. Those two 
pillars represent our first safety nets. Other collective pillars are our auction system and slaughter 
plant that give us some leverage to obtain our fair share of the market. 
 
Pride of our profession 
 
Despite these difficulties that we face each day, I invite you to remain proud. Proud of what we 
are, proud of the profession we practise, proud of our choice of lifestyle. I invite you to make a 
commitment to maintain and improve it. When we really believe in something, we are prepared 
to make the necessary sacrifices, roll up our sleeves, and remain determined to achieve the goals 
we have set for ourselves, and thus accomplish our mission. When we believe, commitment 
becomes natural. We make a commitment to our business, to our community, to our regions and 
to every aspect of the society of which we are such proud members. 
 
Quebec is the place where we live and we keep it alive. Over the years, Quebec cattle producers 
have seized opportunities to grow their operation and to move their communities forward. We 
control the key components of our development by taking responsibility for its sustainability, by 
promoting innovative approaches in land-use planning, and by pioneering the exchange of 
services and transfer of technology. 
 

Collective effort 
 
In concrete terms, we must be proud and committed to make our collective marketing system 
even more orderly and efficient. Our five marketing committees are working on this. However, 
for their actions to bear fruit, all cattle producers must make a commitment to put their shoulders 
to the wheel and move forward together. This commitment is necessary to successfully 
accomplish the many projects now underway. It is also essential to ensure the survival of our 
Levinoff-Colbex slaughter plant. We are all responsible for it, both individually and collectively. 
This issue also requires the support of our governments in Ottawa and Quebec. We have waited 
too long for their answers. It is high time for them to act! 



 

Dynamic commitment 
 
In conclusion, I wish to thank all the directors and committee members involved in all the 
production sectors. During the year they attended close to 100 meetings, and in so doing, 
temporarily neglected their families and farm businesses. We are proud of them and of the 
dedication they have shown to their Federation by accepting that work be done  
“in a different way” on their farms. We also thank our staff for their professional approach in 
supporting cattle producers in every region of Quebec. 
 
Through everyone’s commitment, we can continue to be proud and committed to making a living 
from cattle farming! 
 
Michel Dessureault  
Chairman 
 
 
 

New ATQ tools for producers  
 
For herd inventory, press 2! 
ATQ has made some changes to its automated telephone system to offer better service to the 
producers who use the ATQ call centre, to ensure they have quick and easy access to their 
traceability files. Beginning this spring, producers will be able to access their ATQ files from 5 
a.m. to 11 p.m., seven days a week, by calling 1-866-270-4319. 
Through the ATQ toll-free number, producers can choose partial or complete inventories by 
species and animal movements for one or more sites, and to obtain these reports by phone, fax 
or email.  
In addition, producers can subscribe to various ATQ services on a monthly basis, to 
automatically receive the reports for which they’ve signed up. 
During the system’s first year of operations, producers who do not have access to fax or email 
will receive their reports by mail. 
 
 

New, improved ATQ website 
 
Last summer, to better serve producers, ATQ established a working group that includes 
representatives from the La Financière agricole du Québec and producers who use ATQ Direct, 
the transactional site that allows producers to access their ATQ files and submit traceability 
reports. ATQ Direct can be found through the ATQ website at www.agri-tracabilite.qc.ca. 
 
Within a few weeks, the new version of the ATQ Direct site will feature additional options to 
offer quick access to information that will make producers’ work easier, including: 

� A summary option – for an overview of herds by species, sex or age group 



� A search option – to search by tag number, species, sex or age group 

� A personalization option – to create personalized lists of frequently visited sites or 
important business sites 

To improve ATQ’s customer service and make producers’ lives easier, new features will be 
added to the ATQ Direct site over the coming months. 
 
 

Feeder Calf and Sheep Producers…  
 
Are your ATQ files up-to-date?  
It is important to keep your ATQ traceability file up to date at all times, including the changes 
the Financière agricole du Québec (FADQ) has made to its various insurance programs. 
 
Remember that you must at all times: 

·  Record all changes—births, deaths, purchases and sales 

·  Activate your tags as soon as they are in place, including: 

o The 15-digit tag number 

o Each animal’s sex and date of birth 

o The site number 

Happy traceability! 
 
Questions? Need assistance? We’re here to help—free! 
FormClic Software – Tag readers for lease – ATQ Direct 
1 866 270-4319 
 
 

The Transition Cow IndexTM : a tool to measure your success 
An exclusive new tool will soon be available to help dairy producers improve their 
transition management. 
 
Daniel Lefebvre, PhD 
Agronome 
General Manager  
Research and Development Manager 
Valacta 
 
How effectively do you manage the transition period? Have you even given any thought to the 
question? Too often, we find ourselves doing damage control in times of crisis, after having 
failed to notice that a few cows were suffering from displaced abomasum, milk fever, or weren’t 



producing – or maybe all of the above. Outside of those disasters, however, the simple fact that 
the cows are staying healthy is often enough for us to consider the transition a success.  
 
It is true that, until now, it wasn’t easy to quantify the success of the transition phase. In the 
future, however, Valacta’s clients will have access to a unique tool designed specifically to 
answer that need. In accordance with the license obtained by Valacta, the Transition Cow 
Index™ (TCI), developed by Dr. Ken Nordlund, from the University of Wisconsin, can now be 
calculated for herds in Quebec and the Atlantic provinces. 
 
Dr. Nordlund designed the tool based on the premise that milk yield on the first test of a lactation 
is a precise and reliable indicator of a successful transition. It’s quite obvious, however, that the 
amount of milk produced is subject to far too many causes of variation to adequately reflect cow 
health during the transition period. That's why the TCI™ calculation also takes into account 
more than a dozen other factors to compare the first test milk yield to the expected milk yield for 
each cow. Among others, the cow’s last lactation’s milk production, age, number of lactations, 
number of days dry, and previous lactation’s last test somatic cell count are taken into 
consideration to predict milk production for the current lactation.  
 
The TCI is calculated as the difference between the first test projection and the prediction based 
on historical factors. A negative TCI value, obtained when the first test projection is lower than 
expected production, indicates that the cow is not starting lactation as anticipated and it’s likely 
that transition has something to do with it. That means that each cow is compared with herself 
rather than with a standard value for a particular population. For example, if, based on past 
records, we expect a cow to produce 10,000 kg during her current lactation, but projected 
production at her first test date is only 9,000 kg, that cow will have a TCI of –1,000 kg, which 
suggests the transition period didn’t go as well as it could have. Conversely, if her first test 
projection is 12,000 kg, her TCI will be +2,000 kg, indicating that, on the whole, the transition 
period was a success.  
 
The equation for the Transition Cow Index was developed using data from a half-million cows in 
4,000 herds. Since production from the previous lactation is a parameter in the calculation, a TCI 
cannot be calculated for first-lactation heifers. Retrospective validation studies have shown that 
an increase in the TCI has a positive effect on subsequent production. In fact, milk production 
during lactation is found to increase by 1.27 kg for every one-point increase in the TCI. That 
means that a cow with a TCI of +1,000 kg will produce 1,270 kg more on average than a cow 
with a TCI of 0. This further demonstrates the importance of the transition period in relation with 
productivity.  
 
The TCI has also been shown to be an excellent indicator of a cow’s chances of survival to the 
next lactation. As you can see on the graph below, a cow with a TCI of 0 has about a two-in-
three chance of calving again, which roughly corresponds to the average culling rate. By 
comparison, a cow that has gone through a difficult transition period and has a TCI of – 5,000 
has only a one-in-three chance of remaining in the herd until the next lactation. Conversely, a 
cow that has an easy transition and gets off to a roaring start with a TCI of +5,000 has an 
excellent chance of coming back for a subsequent lactation. The number of cows that leave the 
herd before 60 days in milk is another indicator of the success or failure of the transition period. 



And the trend is exactly the same when we look at the relationship between the TCI and survival 
to 60 days in milk.  
 
The transition phase is also critical with regard to health problems. It is estimated that three out 
of four health problems occur during the first 30 days after calving. As mentioned earlier, we 
might even be tempted to use the disease rate as a barometer for monitoring transition 
management. Although such information is extremely useful, it is not precise enough to provide 
an accurate evaluation of the transition period. Since the prevalence of health problems is, 
fortunately, relatively low, it is difficult to detect differences in frequency and to associate them 
with transition. The TCI, on the other hand, provides an accurate picture of health problems in 
early lactation. In fact, a retrospective comparison of the TCI of cows that experienced health 
problems related to calving with that of cows that remained healthy showed that the TCI is very 
sensitive to health problems. Indeed, a difference of over 1,200 kg was observed between healthy 
cows and those diagnosed with ketosis. For cows that suffered displaced abomasum, the gap 
widened to more than 2,000 kg.  
 
Although the Transition Cow Index doesn’t tell us what’s causing the problem, it does ensure 
rapid detection. The TCI is actually the most sensitive and reliable tool available to quickly 
identify a problem related to the transition period. It also gives us a means of evaluating the 
effectiveness of our corrective actions or changes made to transition management practices, 
whether a feeding adjustment or improved comfort.  
 
The Transition Cow Index will therefore be the central element of Valacta’s new, exclusive 
reports that are intended to serve as a sort of instrument panel for the transition period.  The key 
elements of this panel are the TCI, the protein-to-fat ratio of cows in early lactation (as an index 
of the risk of subclinical ketosis), the number of cows culled before 60 days in milk as well as 
cows with a first test cell count over 200,000.  
 
With an instrument panel like this, you will now have better control of the transition period. This 
new tool will be available in the course of April 2010. 
 

 

 



ASRA: after the belt and the suspenders—comes the 
strait jacket! 
 
Christian Lacasse 
UPA President 

If it goes ahead in applying all the cost-cutting measures planned for ASRA, as it seems to be 
ready to do, La Financière agricole du Québec (FADQ) will push the majority of affected farms 
into red ink, thus putting their viability at risk. 

Our calculations also show that with this scenario, the FADQ will bank a surplus of between 
$400 and $500 million over the next five years! All of this on the backs of farmers and in spite of 
the inevitable impact it will have on the vitality of our rural communities. 

Faced with this realization, we hired a recognized, independent actuary, who essentially came to 
the same conclusions as we did—that is, there is no need to implement supplementary measures 
regarding farm productivity (removal of the 25 per cent least efficient farms in the calculation of 
the cost of production), nor those regarding remuneration of farm labour, in order to respect the 
FADQ’s financial framework. 

Last November, the government was proud to announce its $630 million per year framework to 
support agriculture. However, in actual fact, civil servants are now working to recuperate half a 
billion dollars over five years, to the detriment of the viability of our farm businesses. From the 
original $630 million, we would, in effect, drop to less than $550 million per year if these plans 
are not changed! 

Either the announcement was just a front, or we are now seeing an excess of zeal! The minister 
of agriculture, you may recall, had asked the FADQ and the UPA to study the impact of the cost-
cutting measures and to formulate their recommendations regarding the farm efficiency 
measures. So why, in spite of this opportunity, are they so intent on shoving this scenario down 
our throat? 

What is the necessity of going so far, to the extent of bringing Quebec’s agriculture to the 
breaking point? The FADQ has already adopted an anti-deficit measure that puts a limit on the 
global annual level of ASRA compensation, thus guaranteeing that its financial burden cannot 
exceed the $630 million budget framework. 

The UPA entered into this process of working with the FADQ in good faith, on the invitation of 
the minister of agriculture. It was also in good faith that we put our proposals on the table. 
Responsible proposals, I must emphasize, that respect the financial framework and have the 
merit of ensuring a favourable future for our farmers, as well as for agriculture. 

In return, we expect the same good faith on the part of the other party. Although the 
announcement last November 19 was generally well-received, it is now necessary to follow suit 
with methods to put it into practice and really “deliver” it to farmers. Otherwise, without a 



doubt—the pressure in the countryside and in the rural electoral districts of Quebec will be 
enormous. 

Because farmers are not fools. Already, with the cost-cutting budget announced in November 
and the production ceilings, we have had to tighten our belts. With the limit on the global 
compensation levels, the FADQ has added suspenders. However, by charging head-first towards 
the wholesale application of all the adjustment measures, without any regard to the financial 
impact on our businesses, they are now getting ready to put us in a strait jacket! 
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ASRA: “We need a signal from the government,” says Lacasse 
 
La Financière agricole may be able to accumulate a financial surplus of $400 million over the 
next five years, if it decides to maintain all of the belt-tightening measures that it hopes to 
impose on the Agricultural Income Stabilization Insurance (ASRA) program. 
 
This is the opinion of the Union des producteurs agricoles (UPA), which has called for an 
emergency meeting with the Interim Agriculture Minister Robert Dutil.  
 
“We need a signal from the government,” confirmed UPA President Christian Lacasse in an 
interview with the newspaper La Terre de chez nous. On Friday, he had just participated in La 
Financière’s board of directors meeting, where a series of cost-cutting measures for ASRA had 
been proposed. Among these was the elimination of the 25 per cent least efficient farms from the 
calculation of the cost of production, as well as the remuneration of farm labour.  
 
The board meeting was then adjourned, to be resumed next week. The UPA wants to take 
advantage of this delay to discuss it with Minister Dutil.  
 
“The decision is not for La Financière to make,” declared Lacasse. “It requires a signal from the 
government. If we apply all the cost-cutting measures, there will be major consequences. In 
almost all production sectors, farmers would find themselves in a deficit situation, including 
even the most efficient ones.” 
 
In addition to the impact studies that it completed, the UPA also obtained a report from an 
independent actuary that concluded, according to Lacasse, that La Financière agricole could 
generate a surplus of $40 million even if it abandoned the efficiency criteria. This new efficiency 
measure would remove the 25 per cent least productive farms from the calculations of the cost of 
production. 
 
The UPA has indicated that it now has new documentation to convince the agriculture minister 
to limit the ASRA cost-cutting measures. Lacasse hopes that the Quebec government will realize 
that producers need some room to manoeuvre in order to increase the efficiency of their 



operations. He argued that there is a limit to the pressure that can be put on farmers. Otherwise, 
their only option would be to abandon farming. 
 
“We do not have to apply all of these measures in order to respect the financial framework fixed 
by the government,” declared Lacasse. “We definitely oppose these figures in La Financière’s 
budget forecast.” 
 
“La Financière agricole added suspenders to its belt-tightening when it adopted the anti-deficit 
measure to put a ceiling of $759 million on ASRA’s total compensation payout. From that 
moment on, there was no longer any risk for the government or for La Financière. It is the 
farmers who will face the risks. They will have to bring us better arguments than that. We have 
worked too hard to maintain our ASRA programs. We want the integrity of the costs of 
production to be respected. We have shown that this is what maintains a dynamic and flourishing 
agriculture.” 
 
According to the UPA, the plan that it is proposing would respect the government’s financial 
framework, while at the same time, reduce the negative impacts at the farm level. These impacts 
were calculated based on data from 6,000 farm businesses that participate in UPA’s network of 
accounting and tax services. The majority of farms specializing in the production sectors covered 
by ASRA, even the most efficient ones, will not be able to generate a profit. In the pork sector, 
for farrow-to-finish operations, the impact would reach almost $50,000 for the average-size 
farm. 
 
“These are very severe cuts—they do not have to add more,” affirmed Charles-Felix Ross, the 
UPA’s chief economist. “At some point, you reach the tipping point and that’s what our impact 
study shows.” 
 
Specifically, the UPA’s proposal is to abandon the efficiency measure (25 per cent) and the 
revision of remuneration for farm labour. Starting in 2011, it also recommends limiting the 
number of insured hogs at 7.5 million, while allowing a transition period for piglets born outside 
Quebec. 
 
La Financière agricole du Québec did not wish to answer questions from La Terre de chez nous. 
The institution’s spokesperson, Mélanie Fiset, indicated that the President and Chief Executive 
Officer Jacques Brind’Amour would be available for an interview “once all the decisions have 
been made” 
 
Pierre-Yvon Bégin 
LTCN 2010-03-25 
 
 

Commercial crop producers still waiting on ASRA 
 
A good portion of the discussions that took place at the annual general meeting of the Fédération 
des producteurs de cultures commerciales (FPCCQ) on March 25 had to do with the cost-cutting 
measures proposed for the Agricultural Income Stabilization Insurance (ASRA). 



 
Even as seeding time approaches, negotiations with La Financière agricole du Québec have not 
been successful in reducing the impact of the cost-cutting measures and, in particular, the overall 
production ceiling of 842,000 hectares applied to the seven insurable field crops (oats, feed 
wheat, food wheat, canola, grain corn, soybeans and barley). It should be recalled that a part of 
the problem stemmed from the fact that a group of producers abandoned the ASRA program in 
2009, believing that it was useless. In so doing, they affected the historical data used by La 
Financière to set its global ceiling. Therefore, the FPCCQ is asking that this ceiling be increased 
to 871,000 hectares in order to cover the entire production. 
 
A long debate ensued at the meeting on what to do with those producers who had decided to 
abandon ASRA. Some delegates wanted to take a hard line. “I don’t want them to come around 
and scrounge even one hectare from me,” declared a well-known producer, Marcel Labrie from 
the Quebec City region. This experienced producer recommended that those “lost sheep” be 
allowed to reintegrate only if the production ceiling is raised to about one million hectares. 
Finally, the resolution adopted by the assembly stipulates that these producers must pay the 
amount they would have normally paid to ASRA. Some producers believe that interest should 
also be billed on these sums. In addition, the federation has asked that the efficiency measures 
still under discussion regarding the cost of production models not be applied and also called for 
the abandonment of ASRA’s new calculation method for the remuneration of farm operators. 
 
“We want to leave some leeway for expansion in our region,” declared a Gaspé producer, Firmin 
Paquet. Indeed, the provincial ceiling may curb development in regions that still have land 
available and that may also lose some animal farms because of the cost-cutting measures 
proposed by ASRA for animal production. Thus, many hectares may be left fallow if no support 
program is offered. 

Information on inputs 
 
Among other new items adopted by the annual assembly was the creation of a workgroup to 
study the possibility of developing an “efficient and independent” information system to track 
input prices. The federation noted that certain input vendors do not even take the trouble to 
announce their discounts. “With the ASRA reform, we cannot leave any money on the table,” 
declared Christian Overbeek, the federation’s president, while discussing input markets. 
 
Another resolution dealt with a review of the crop insurance program for cereal crops. In 
particular, producers do not want to find themselves facing the same system of computerized 
climatic calculations that have caused such an uproar in hay insurance. Overbeek also stressed in 
his presentation the excellent agreement, according to him, made by the food wheat marketing 
agency. “It took four years to get the industry to understand that this was the best solution,” said 
the president. 
 
Thierry Larivière 
LTCN 2010-04-01 
 
 
 



Disappointment prevails on new forestry regime 
 
The adoption of the new Forestry Regime on March 18 did not reassure the Fédération des 
producteurs de bois du Québec, who stressed that the “residuality principle” is not yet 
guaranteed. “The adoption validates our disappointment,” declared Jean-Pierre Dansereau, the 
director-general of the federation, which had proposed a more frequent adjustment mechanism 
for the wood-volume allotments to forestry companies, in order to better align them with market 
demand. The new law stipulates that these volumes will be reviewed only every five years. 
Dansereau now hopes that the pilot project will show the need to modify the law before it comes 
into effect completely in 2013. 
 
Thierry Larivière 
LTCN 2010-03-25 
 
 

UPA of the future: getting closer to municipal power 
 
As more and more powers are delegated to the Regional Municipal Counties (MRCs), it has 
become a motivating factor for the modifications proposed for the restructuring of the Union des 
producteurs agricoles (UPA), a project called UPA of the Future. 
 
According to the project presently under study, the number of regional federations would be 
decreased from 17 to 12, in order to align them with the territories of the administrative regions. 
As for the local syndicates, they would drop from 155 to 96, aligning them with the boundaries 
of the MRCs.  
 
“The government is delegating more and more powers to the MRCs. They have become mini-
governments. Our prefects have become little MNAs and little ministers,” declared UPA’s 1st 
vice-president, Pierre Lemieux, while attending the recent annual general meeting of the 
Fédération de la relève agricole du Québec (FRAQ) [young farmers’ federation].  According to 
Lemieux, there are also other factors that would justify a reorientation of the UPA structure.  
 
“There has been a decrease in the number of farmers and they also have less and less time,” he 
noted. Thus, producers in the local syndicates will be called upon to contribute more 
significantly, but they will be supported by advisors (one permanent advisor per two syndicates). 
“This support staff will also play an important role because our main role is not to play politics. 
It is to be agricultural producers,” added Lemieux, a maple producer himself. 
 
The young-farmer delegates are concerned about the role of their organization in the new 
structure. “A seat is reserved for young farmers in each of the local syndicates, and also on the 
General Council,” Lemieux explained, taking the opportunity to encourage the younger 
generation to participate in the consultations regarding UPA of the Future.  
 



“It is you who must live the agriculture of tomorrow. It is up to you to influence it. Old guys like 
me tend to have a narrow-minded view and think that what was good in the past should 
continue,” Lemieux explained.  
 
For his part, the president of the FRAQ, Frédéric Marcoux, congratulated the young farmers in 
the regions of Beauce, Québec-Nord and Côte-du-Sud, who have already met to prepare for the 
amalgamation of their respective federations. “ 
 
The big challenge will be to get past the idea of retaining power, which some may have. The 
young farmers of Beauce, Québec-Nord and Côte-du-Sud are already ahead of the game 
regarding the plan the UPA is proposing,” he remarked. 
 
Julie Mercier 
LTCN 2010-04-01 
 
 
 

Quebec not in a hurry to act on growing agricultural tax burden 
 
Over the past three years, only about a dozen Quebec municipalities have implemented a distinct 
tax rate in order to avoid increasing the tax load on farmers. As a result, there has definitely been 
an increase of taxes in hundreds of municipalities, at the expense of the agricultural class. But in 
spite of this, it does not appear that Minister of Municipal Affairs and former agriculture minister 
Laurent Lessard, nor his colleague in agriculture, Claude Béchard, will force municipal leaders 
to apply a distinct tax rate in order to counteract this situation. 
 
“We are going to analyse the committee report regarding the application of a distinct rate, which 
should be completed by the end of March 2010,” declared Sylvain Bourassa, Minister Lessard’s 
press secretary. He also noted that although this is a file “that merits close scrutiny, there is 
nothing to be alarmed about.” The shifting of the tax burden to farmers is occurring “only in a 
minority of municipalities and this number seems to be decreasing each year, which leads us to 
believe that any modifications to make this approach compulsory would be premature.” 
 
According to MAPAQ, “There has been no decision to make distinct taxation rates for 
agricultural properties obligatory. Any questions about taxation will be dealt with during our 
reflections regarding the updating of the Agricultural Policy,” declared Pascal D’Astous, Claude 
Béchard’s press secretary. At a meeting in February, the monitoring committee, composed of the 
UPA, MAPAQ, Municipal Affairs and the municipal unions, merely noted the persistent shifting 
of the tax burden towards farmers, without making any recommendations. 
 

Compulsory 
 
The tax load on farmers has increased by $15 million over the past three years. MAPAQ, 
charged with the administration of the Agricultural Land Tax Rebate Program, thus had to pay an 
extra $10.5 million (that is, 70 per cent of $14.9 million) into municipal coffers. Farmers paid the 
difference ($4.4 million). “We are again calling on the Quebec government to make it 



compulsory for municipalities to apply a distinct  taxation rate, wherever there is a shifting of the 
tax burden to farmers,” declared Denis Bilodeau, UPA’s 2nd vice-president on March 16. “After 
three years of monitoring, it must be recognized that there has never been a willingness on the 
part of municipalities to correct the tax inequities towards farmers.” 
 
Only about a dozen, or four per cent, of the affected municipalities (which numbered 438 in 
2007, 386 in 2008 and 327 in 2009) applied a distinct tax rate to slow down this phenomenon. 
And even then, one of them—Saint-François-du-Lac—has stopped using the measure. Although, 
when the agreement with Minister Lessard was finalized in Hong Kong in 2005, it was clear that 
measures would be required to counter this tax burden shift. 
 
Nor does Bilodeau buy the arguments advanced by municipalities to justify their action. The 
elected officials claim that the trend is now reversing, since the number of municipalities 
affected by this phenomenon has decreased over this period. They also claim that it is the 
residential sector that has seen the biggest increase. “This is normal for the residential sector,” 
retorted Bilodeau, “in view of the increased number of evaluation units caused by an additional 
150,000 people and the construction of 60,000 single-family dwellings. On the other hand, for 
agriculture, the taxes rose even though some 500 farms disappeared during this period and 7190 
hectares were excluded from the green zone.”  
 
Bilodeau also deplored the half-hearted attitude of MAPAQ on the issue.  
 
“At MAPAQ, we are not getting much support, since the budget allotment for the tax rebate 
program is enough to absorb this increase. Nevertheless, it means that millions of dollars that 
agriculture needs are redirected to the municipal sector,” he emphasized. 
 
The UPA also added that municipal leaders have forgotten the marked increased of the tax 
burden on farms during the period 1997-2007, an inequity that has never been corrected. 
Furthermore, the growing pressure on the price of agricultural land is not about to disappear any 
time soon, what with residential construction and the current demand for farmland by foreign 
buyers. 
 
Jean-Charles Gagné 
LTCN 2010-03-25 
 
 
 
Will potatoes growers be penalized for their efficiency under ASRA? 
 
Maintaining access to the Agricultural Income Stabilization Insurance (ASRA) program for its 
members is presently the principal challenge facing the Fédération des producteurs de pommes 
de terre du Québec (FPPTQ). 
 
Its re-elected president, Réal Brière, told the newspaper La Terre de chez nous about this 
concern, following the annual meetings of the federation and the Joint Plan, held in Quebec City 
on March 25 and 26. 



 
“Over the past 10 years,” he explained, “our members, who have become models of efficiency, 
are now able to earn 93 per cent of their income directly from the marketplace. For these 
producers, ASRA is not an income assistance program, but rather a genuine stabilization 
insurance plan.  
 
But now, the belt-tightening criteria that the government wishes to impose regarding ASRA 
would eliminate potato producers from the insurance program. Consequently, these dynamic 
producers will be penalized for their efficiency, which makes no sense at all.” 
 

Contribution increases 
 
In preparation for the fight which seems to be looming, the potato producers want to strengthen 
the means that the FPPTQ must use in the defence of their interests. Thus, they decided, by a 
majority vote, to increase their annual contribution to their joint plan. The contribution, which is 
presently at $62 per hectare, will become $69.50 per hectare. Financial resources used to 
administer the joint plan have dropped in recent years, due to a reduction in potato areas (20,500 
hectares in 2004, now 17,500 hectares). 
 
Producers will also have to find better ways to sell their potatoes, since their consumption as a 
fresh vegetable is decreasing right across North America. “We must publicize the nutritional 
qualities and the appetizing characteristics of potatoes,” declared Clément Lalancette, the 
FPPTQ’s director-general. To this end, a publicity campaign, which the federation introduced in 
2007 with the advertising company Uber Communications of Longueuil, has shown some 
positive results as measured through surveys. The campaign will be intensified this year, putting 
more emphasis on emotion and pictures. 
 

A place of honour 
 
Proud of the quality of their potatoes, members of the FPPTQ now want to make their product 
more visible on Quebec supermarket shelves. The federation has finalized agreements with 
Sobeys and Metro, by which at least 80 per cent of the potatoes sold by these chains in Quebec 
will also be produced here. A similar agreement could soon be signed with Loblaws. While 
waiting for this project to gel, the FPPTQ will begin informal talks with this chain, in 
cooperation with producer groups from Ontario, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island, 
regarding prices, supply, quality and promotion. 
 

Fighting on all fronts 
 
Thus, the federation, armed with the joint plan that it administers, will intervene on all fronts. 
Furthermore, the UPA, by way of its 2nd vice-president, Denis Bilodeau, has pledged its 
unconditional support. Bilodeau also emphasized that collective marketing remains as an 
essential element in maintaining an agriculture that is worth its name in Quebec. In English 
Canada, and now even in the US, the idea of adjusting supply to market demand is also gaining 
speed. This statement comes from Ray Keenan, president of the United Potato Growers of 



Canada, an organization that is mainly involved in the distribution of detailed and solid 
information to those interested in marketing. 
 
André Dufour 
Special collaborator 
LTCN 2010-04-01 
 
 
 

A collective ceiling on pork production… for the moment 
 
While waiting to assign individual production limits based on farm history, La Financière 
agricole du Québec (FADQ) has imposed a collective ceiling on the agricultural income 
stabilization insurance (ASRA) program for pork production. 
 
The maximum limits have been set at 370,000 sows and 7,660,000 hogs. In cases where these 
collective ceilings are exceeded, all participants would be cut pro rata to the excess amount. This 
decision was made by the FADQ on December 17, 2009 and published in the Gazette officielle 
du Québec on March 13, 2010.  
However, La Financière has not closed the door on individual ceilings. It has maintained the 
right to suspend collective management “when, to its satisfaction, the marketing regulation 
approved by the Régie des marches agricoles et alimentaires du Québec (RMAAQ), with regard 
to the concerned production, permits the setting of a maximum production volume for each 
participating farm.” This article refers directly to the Fédération des producteurs de porcs du 
Québec’s (FPPQ’s) balanced production management regulation, whose purpose is to match 
production levels with slaughter capacity in order to avoid surpluses. According to the 
federation, this regulation is based on production history and is attached to the buildings. 
Adopted by FPPQ members in September 2008, the document was submitted to the RMAAQ in 
December of the same year.  
 
“The file is still being studied,” confirmed the institution’s secretary and director-general, Yves 
Lapierre. For the moment, “the possibility of holding public hearings has not yet been decided,” 
he added. 
 

More time 
 
For the president of the FPPQ, Jean-Guy Vincent, this regulation on balanced production 
management is proof that hog producers have done their homework. “We clearly understood the 
government’s message to reduce production levels, not just last November, but a year and a half 
ago,” he declared. He also referred to the new pork marketing agreement, “which saves La 
Financière $7.50 per hog.” 
 
Vincent is also very worried about the rapidity of introducing the cost-cutting measures. “We are 
willing to comply with the reform, but we need more time,” he repeated, fearing that it will 
destabilize the sector. “We cannot disrupt everything over a period of three or four months. It 
will cause families to lose their businesses because they are not able to make these changes 



quickly. We are working with animals—it is not like a tap that you can turn on and off as 
budgets fluctuate,” he insisted. 
 
Julie Mercier 
LTCN 2010-03-25 
 
 
 

A call for help from grain-fed veal producers 
 
Faced with a new cost of production model that will cut their net profits by $74 per animal, 
grain-fed veal producers are calling for rapid intervention by the Quebec government. Last week, 
representatives from the grain-fed veal marketing committee (CMMVG) of the Fédération des 
producteurs de bovins du Québec met with Mathieu Trudelle, the Agriculture Minister’s political 
advisor, along with Deputy-Minister Normand Johnston, in order to make them aware of the 
crisis affecting their sector. Introduced in January 2010, the new cost of production reduces the 
profit margin of veal operations by 75 per cent.  
 
“Producers were notified only two weeks before the new model was introduced. They cannot do 
anything. The calves are already in the barn and the corn is already bought,” exclaimed the 
CMMVG chairman, Gérald Lapointe. The committee has calculated the minimum viable break-
even point to be $50 profit per calf, which is equivalent to $30,000 annual income. Currently, 80 
per cent of the enterprises are operating under this limit. 
 
For 2010, the committee is asking Quebec to reduce by one-half the impact of the new cost of 
production model, to about $37 per calf. It is also calling on the government to set an example by 
introducing a policy for its institutions to purchase grain-fed veal.  
 
“Grain-fed veal is a purely Quebec product. We want MAPAQ to at least equal the efforts of 
producers in promoting the product ($450,000/year),” added Lapointe. In addition, his 
organization is asking that MAPAQ not apply the cost-cutting measures announced last 
November regarding the Agricultural Income Stabilization Insurance (ASRA) program (i.e., the 
50 per cent premium increase for the largest farms, the calculation of the cost of production on 
an annual basis and the removal of the 25 per cent least productive farms from the model). 
 

Our cup runneth over 
 
“Producers are at the end of their rope. They have already made significant efforts. Since 2003, 
we have put a ceiling on production; we have obtained a better price on the market – but we still 
get cut,” exclaimed Lapointe. “It is this latest measure that will destroy the production, which is 
already losing speed. Since the beginning of the year, young animal inputs have decreased by 15 
per cent. We will end the year with 80,000 calves, a marked decrease compared to 87,000 in 
2009. And at 80,000 calves, it is practically the minimum required to maintain the abattoirs and 
to supply the supermarket chains,” argued the marketing committee chairman. In his view, the 
situation could heat up more this summer when the first instalment of ASRA compensation 
payments are sent out. 



 
Representatives of the grain-fed veal sector began by soliciting the help of La Financière 
agricole du Québec. “La Financière closed the door on us and threw the ball into MAPAQ’s 
court,” explained Lapointe. Subsequently, he met with Ministry personnel on March 24, 
accompanied by other producers. In Quebec, the MAPAQ spokesperson, Clément Falardeau, 
confirmed that Ministry representatives had taken due note of the demands, but that it was too 
early to comment any further. 
 
Julie Mercier 
LTCN 2010-04-01 
 
 

Time to make a little noise 
When things go wrong in your industry, you have to take action instead of griping 

Christoph E. Weder  
SVR Ranch Consulting 

Two sayings come to mind as I write and envision the message for this column—“God helps 
those to help themselves” and “the squeaky wheel gets the grease.” Not wanting to jump on the 
band wagon of how poor cattle prices are, I want to make you all realize that you all have an 
influence on what goes on in this business.  

Earlier this year, I spoke at a conference in Red Deer about the “Romance and Reality of 
Branded Beef.” The talk aimed to lay out the realities and dispel the myth that not all streets in 
our industry are paved with gold. In fact, the journey is a long and hard one with no simple 
solutions.  

While I had lunch, I sat with an old colleague who still works full time and who ranches on the 
side. During our heated lunch discussion, all he could do was bitch and gripe about the state of 
the industry and point fingers at everyone other than himself.  

Of course, I agree that things in the beef biz are not too rosy, but I also know that when you point 
a finger there are always three pointing back at you, and that we all must take responsibility for 
our business and industry.  

My friend’s main attacks were of course pointed at the meat packers; if you spoke to the packers 
they would surely point their finger squarely at the retailers. I often joke that the Canadian Beef 
industry is more dysfunctional than a family appearing on The Jerry Springer Show!!! The 
cow/calf sector blames the feedlots, the feedlots blame the packers, the packers blame the 
retailers, and on and on it goes. I offered a few of these insights to my old friend. He replied, 
“We’re watching what you’re doing—and you don’t seem to be getting ahead either!” To which 
I replied, “Rome was not built in a day, and relationships take time to cultivate.” 

It seems the whole beef business is looking for a silver bullet and a quick fix. But in reality there 
are none. Simply building a packing plant will not guarantee success either, if you cannot sell 
your beef and cash flow your business.  

Changing this business starts by all of us making a little noise and taking responsibility for its 
future. Where can it start? As close as your local grocery store. 



Up here in the Peace River Valley, we have a regional grocer that likes to call themselves, “Our 
Home Town Advantage.” They claim we should support them by buying local instead of 
shopping at the national grocers like Save on Foods, Superstore or Safeway. To this, I would like 
to ask “Are they supporting  and buying local? If they are, how much of the retail pie are they 
willing to share?”  

Truth be told, if I look at the buy price—what they pay for—of their beef and compare it to their 
sell price, many retailers have margins that approach 50 per cent on certain beef items! Worse 
yet, they make those margins on product that they own for less than three to four days and on 
terms that are sometimes greater than 60 days. 

Rimbey, Alberta rancher Ian Aitken had a cull cow custom-processed to highlight the inequity of 
profit distribution in the beef production chain. The cow that would only have brought $340 at 
auction yielded $1,233 of hamburger and stew meat when valued at local store prices. Although 
cull cows are older animals being removed from the breeding herd, they provide a crucial source 
of income for producers, and used to regularly bring $700 or more at auction.  
 
“Producers are selling cull cows at record low prices, yet retail stores claim they use the beef as a 
loss leader and the beef packers claim they lose money processing cows—we need an inquiry to 
discover the truth,” stated Aitken. “The Canadian retail price of hamburger today is around 
$2.75/lb, up from the $1.75/lb it was 10 years ago. In those ten years, however, the price of cull 
cows at auction has halved—clearly something is wrong.”  

Great job, Ian, for bringing this to the media’s attention! 

On another level, Loblaws/Superstore is running a national beef program called “PC Naturally,” 
an Angus, no hormone, no antibiotic product. You would think at first glance that it comes from 
Canadian ranchers—but, in fact, it comes from the U.S. Why? Because it’s cheaper—even 
though Canadian product would be available if they looked.  

So, I ask Galen Weston—executive chairman of Loblaws—where’s your “Buy Canadian” 
attitude? Ironic how our industry gets slapped with country-of-origin labelling (COOL) in the 
U.S., which helps to discriminate against Canadian beef, and we have had more than 103,000 
tonnes of U.S. beef entering the country as of November 7, which most consumers think is 
Canadian. Maybe we need COOL in Canada?  

Further to our retailers, where are the restaurants we eat at getting their beef? Plenty will say on 
the menu that it is AAA Alberta Beef. If that’s the case get them to show you the box, because 
there are many, many restaurants using the same smoke-and-mirror tactics as the retailers.  

So, if you want some change, start making a little noise and make the retailers accountable! For 
your reference and knowledge I will post the weekly prices that packers are receiving for some 
of the retail related cuts on our website so that you can compare their margins for yourself. I will 
also have some of the numbers of these retailers and their head offices posted to make the 
squeaking a little easier.  

 

Dr. Christoph E. Weder is a purebred Angus breeder in the Peace region of Alberta and also 
runs SVR Ranch Consulting. He is also a founding member of Prairie Heritage Beef Producers 
For additional info check out www.spiritviewranch.com 
 



Dairy production on the emerald isle… 
 
Paul Meldrum 
Manager 
Macdonald Campus Farm 
 
While on vacation in Northern Ireland last month, my wife and I managed to set aside a day to 
satiate my craving for something to do with farming, so for the next few issues, I will be writing 
about the things we learned.   
 
We spent some time at the Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute in Hillsborough just outside of 
Belfast, which falls under the auspices of the department of Agriculture and Rural Development 
with research funded in part by farmers.   
 
At this station, they work with dairy and beef cattle, sheep and swine.  A down-to-earth young 
research scientist at Hillsborough, Dr. Steven Morrison, has just published a booklet entitled 
“Rearing Your 2010 Herd” detailing the research they have done on raising calves and 
replacement heifers.   
 
It is a refreshingly practical manual with some interesting conclusions that debunk some of the 
currently accepted calf feeding protocols and have the potential to save producers money.  For 
instance, Dr. Morrison looked at North American recommendations to feed higher amounts of 
milk replacer to accelerate growth.  Normal recommendations are to feed 300 grams of 20 per 
cent protein milk replacer twice/day to achieve an average daily gain of 500 to 600 grams.   
 
The accelerated program feeds double the amount of milk replacer with protein levels as high as 
30 per cent to get twice the rate of gain, with weaning at six weeks. However, on following these 
calves through to first and second lactation, they found that calves on the normal amount of milk 
replacer had caught up to the accelerated calves by nine months of age and that milk, fat and 
protein production were virtually the same in first and second lactations.  There was also no 
benefit to feeding the more expensive 30 per cent protein milk replacer.   
 
The conclusion:  accelerated feeding gives an initial head-start in the growth race, but in the end, 
its initial benefit is lost and all you are left with is a higher feed bill.  
 
Another aspect Dr. Morrison looked at was the labour costs in larger herds of raising calves to 
weaning under different feeding systems and regimens. In his study at Hillsborough, where they 
milk 300 cows, Dr. Morrison recorded the time it takes on a daily basis to feed 50 calves.  
Feeding this size group of calves using the standard method of giving milk or milk replacer in 
pails twice a day took 4 hours and 10 minutes/day.  Feeding by pail just once a day took 2 hours 
and 55 minutes while group feeding calves in a trough or barrel feeder once/day required even 
less time, just one hour and 45 minutes.   
 
While not common, once/day feeding does work if the schedule is tightly adhered to because the 
milk clots in the stomach and nutrients are released over time.  However, this should not be 
started until the calf is two weeks of age and eating some calf grower.    



The most labour efficient method was the use of a computerized automated milk feeder, where a 
calf walks into a stall, the computer reads the calf’s ID by a transponder on the neck collar, and 
the machine mixes milk replacer and hot water for that specific calf, delivered through a tube to a 
nipple, fresh and at the correct temperature.  The producer can regulate the amount of milk 
replacer the calf gets and gradually reduce the amount as the calf gets closer to weaning.  
  
According to Dr. Morrison, studies have shown that calves fed high levels of milk can avoid the 
slump in growth that often comes the week after being abruptly weaned if milk levels are 
reduced over a week to 10 days.   This is easily and accurately done using the computerized 
feeder.  Calves are housed in group pens with a constant supply of fresh water and calf grower is 
fed through another computerized automated feeding station.  It took just 30 minutes/day to feed 
50 calves using this system; presumably most of the time was spent checking the animals and the 
milk and feed dispensers.  That’s a labour saving of over three and a half hours per day.    
 
The computerized feeder does not come cheap, but for larger farms feeding a lot of calves, it 
may be an option.  It is certainly something I am looking at for Macdonald College where our 
calves are outdoors year-round in hutches. The labour savings would be in the order of 
$18,000/year.  However, we have a calf mortality rate of less than half of one per cent, so we 
will be somewhat reluctant to move our calves indoors unless we can be sure we will not run into 
respiratory problems.  We will have to set up a separate room with proper ventilation free of 
drafts.  
 
Dr. Morrison is currently doing a study comparing growth rates and health between calves group 
fed indoors and calves group fed in an outdoor shelter.  In his calf rearing manual, he writes that 
“calf pneumonia is an important cause of mortality and poor performance,” leading to lower milk 
production in the first lactation compared to animals who were pneumonia free.   
Northern Ireland winters are damp and clammy, much like the weather we get in the fall, so this 
will be an interesting study to watch.  
 
More about agriculture on the emerald isle next month. 
 
 
Paul Meldrum is the manager of McGill University’s Macdonald Campus Farm. In the past, he 
has run successful dairy operations in both Ontario and New York State, hosted and produced 
CJOH TV’s “Valley Farmer,” and has been heard on agriculture reports for CBC Radio Noon 
in Ottawa. 
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