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AGRICULTURE IN CANADA’S ECONOMY

FIARMING is everyone’s business, not only because
it furnishes our dailv food but because it is
the base of so many industries and so much of

Canada’s trade and commerce.

Agriculture is our most important single industry.
It employs a quarter of our gainfully occupied popula-
tion. The economic welfare of the whole nation is
affected by changes in farm income and purchasing
power.

City people have quaint ideas about farm life. They
see a farmer living in his own house, without rent to
pay, growing a big part of his own food. He is free to
work as and when he pleases. He need never fear
unemployment.

These things are true, but the impression turns out
differently if we follow a successful farmer around the
clock. Success in farming is the result of clear thinking
and skilful management, and a great deal of hard work.

The man on the farm is the force that welds land
and equipment into a producing unit. He plans his
crop rotations, attends to the fertility of his soil,
balances his livestock programme with the feed avail-
able, controls expenses, uses labour and machinery
efficiently, and finds his market.

That is a complex business. The changes wrought
in farming during even one lifetime are astounding.
Today’s farmer must be able to use and maintain power
machinery, hire and supervise labour, obtain and
manage large amounts of capital, control expenses,
attain a balance between all phases of his farm’s
business, and apply his own physical energy as his
fathers did.

Not all this is to be learned in books. Farming is an
ancient occupation. It has gathered round it a vast
fund of wisdom and skill, transmitted from father to
son on the thin air of oral tradition or of living ex-
ample. We must not underestimate the worth and
power of this body of rural lore and technique.

There are probably no instruments known to any
craft which are more perfect in their adaptation, with
more fine points upon which success or failure depend.

than the simple implements of modern farming. The
shaping of the mouldboard of a plough so as to give
maximum efficiency with minimum effort is a problem
of the utmost nicety.

The Farmer’s Market

Just as agriculture is at the base of all other prosper-
ity, so agriculture depends upon all other industry for
its state of well-being. Only in an environment ot high
level employment, abundant production~ and high
purchasing power can farming be a profitable pursuit.

Because of limitations in the home market, Canadian
farmers are dependent on export trade. Any attempt
to keep their income at a high level requires main-
taining exports at 20 to 40 per cent of their production.
Farmers have high interest not only in the normal
functioning of the Canadian economy, but also in an
expanding world economy, and therefore in world
peace.

This introduces one of he most provocative of
problems. It is easy to say "The more we buy from
other countries, the more they can buy from us."
But what we sell them depends upon the bargains we
offer. Our prices must be in line with those available
in the world at large, and this compels us to keep
costs as low as possible if we are to realize a satis-
factory net income.

There are many countries where, if they had the
purchasing power, Canadian wheat and meat and
fruit could be used to advantage. To develop them into
markets is the aim of sections of the United Nations,
of President Truman’s point four programme, and
of the gifts and loans made so munificently by Canada.

Canada’s Farms

Agriculture was not Canada’s leading economic
activity until comparatively recent times. Vernon C.
Fowke, Associate Professor of Economics at the
University of Saskatchewan, said in his book entitled
Canadian Agricultural Policy, the Historical Pattern:
"Until perhaps a hundred years ago it was not agricul-
tural prospects which attracted newcomers to venture



energies and resources in the New World .... Agricul-
ture, it might be said, was not indigenous to Canada;
it was established and expanded only under conditions
of extreme and prolonged difficulty."

The profitable and attractive opportunities in Canada
were of other sorts, generally commercial. But when
the last census was taken it showed that 39 per cent of
Canadian manufacturing plants were engaged in
working upon Canadian farm products. In turn, the
farms of Canada represent a vast potential market for
industrial products. Estimates based .on the census
indicate that practically half the Canadian market for
products of city manufacture is provided by farmers.

Where are these farms, and who own them? The
following table, compiled at the time of the census,
tells the story:

Farm Finances

Good farmers have little difficulty, today, with their
financing. Proper financing, both from the long- and
short-term credit standpoints, can mean a great deal
in success or failure, but sources of credit are plentiful.
Canadian chartered banks provide a large share of the
short-term credit used by farmers. Their local branch
managers know the financial and personal rating of
the local farmers, and advances are readily arranged.

In talking of credit, it is well to emphasize the value
of a true appraisal by the farmer of his needs, his
ability to repay, and the most economical source of
credit to meet his situation. Too easy credit should be
avoided if it means taking excessive risks, and the
farmer should consult his banker, or someone else
equally familiar with the broad agricultural picture as
well as with local conditions, before making decisions.

Credit needs to be used judiciously. Credit for
productive purposes is justified when after careful and
conservative calculation the prospective returns from
the venture amount to more than the cost. As was
pointed out in the C.B.C. Summer Fallow programme,
in a play entitled Country Banker, the Canadian banks,
while eager to advance credit for farm expansion and
development, are equally keen to save farmers from
embarking on expenditures which would end in grief
for both lender and borrower.

It should be mentioned in this regard that the census
of 1946 in the prairie provinces showed 81 percent less
indebtedness covered by liens than ten years before,

and the number of farms reporting debt covered by
mortgages and agreements of sale dropped from
120,318 to 66,846.

This, of course, reflects an easier farm income
period. The prosperity and well-being of farmers do
not depend on agriculture having any given propor-
tion of the national income, but on achieving and
maintaining adequate income per worker.

It is impossible to give a figure which will represent
the net income of a farmer, because it varies with
every community and farm, and year by year. The
estimates, however, are interesting.

Cash income from the sale of farm products, the
most important income component, represents the
gross returns from all products sold off farms, valued
at prices received by the farmers. This figure reached
an all-time high in 1948, and receded a trifle in 1949
to $2,457 million. As to how the income was made up,
here are interesting details from the Statistical Sum-
mary of the Bank of Canada.

Mechanization

The development of labour-saving machinery has
been a big feature of Canadian agriculture. Anyone
looking around the average Canadian farm today is
amazed when he thinks that it was only in 1837 that
John Deere made his first steel plough from an old
saw blade. Canadian farmers certainly are not like the
natives on a South American estate who allowed a
valuable steel cart to rust in idleness because it did
not squeak like their old wooden carts.

At the half-way mark of the 20th century, a survey
of the technological changes in farm life seems to
indicate that farm people have benefitted. The ef-
fects have not all been good, but the levels of living
for farm people have improved most in the areas
where the greatest changes have occurred.

In 1901 the total value of machinery on Canadian
farms was $108,665,502, an average per farm of $213
and per acre $1.71. In twenty years the total had grown
to $665,180,416, the value per farm had increased to
$935, and the value per acre was $4.72. In the ten
years prior to 1948 Canadian farmers spent more than
$740 million on machinery and equipment; in the one
year, 1948, they spent $237 per farm, on the average.

The transformation in Canada’s agriculture by these
successive changes from hand power to horse power
and then to machine power goes far beyond mere
labour saving. It has altered the Canadian farm from
a place where diversified production was pursued for
home use to specialized production for the market.

Efficient use of machinery is of the greatest impor-
tance in keeping down costs and thereby increasing
profit. It is just as wasteful to use unnecessary machinery




