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F R A M I N G  F A R M  I N T E R N S H I P S
C h a r l e s  Z .  L e v ko e  a n d  M i c h a e l  E ke r s

Over the past decade, growing numbers of interns 
have been working on small-scale ecological farms 
across North America and Europe. Farmers are 
looking to young people seeking hands-on farm 
experiences as a way to train the next generation of 
ecological producers and to meet the labour demands 
of their operations.  Interns typically exchange their 
labour for room and board, a stipend and important-
ly, training in ecological production methods. While 
many farms pay workers a minimum wage, or more, 
and provide benefits, interns as a relatively new 
type of non-waged worker have become a source of 
outside labour on many farms. At the core of the farm 
internship issue are a number of pressing questions 
about the financial challenges of ecological farming, 
the training of new farmers and the rise of precarious 
work. It should be stressed that labour issues exist 
across the agricultural sector and the reliance of 
some producers on migrant workers is emblematic 
of this issues. Nevertheless, as a relatively new and 
potentially defining trend within the ecological farm-
ing sector, the issues discussed in this report bear 
considerable significance for farm operators, interns 
and the broader food movement. 
 
This report draws on the knowledge, experience 

and voices of farmers, past interns, non-profit or-
ganizations and lawyers to assess the implications 
and trajectories of the non-monetary exchanges of 
labour and education, among other things, taking 
place on ecological farms. This report is therefore 
largely driven by the perspectives and experiences of 
those with practical knowledge of the farm internship 
issue. The report is based on a workshop held on 
October 13, 2016, in Toronto that brought together a 
range of speakers that have contributed to this report 
and a dynamic audience comprised of farm owners, 
workers, past interns, students and academics. The 
goal was to assess the opportunities, limitations and 
possible trajectories of the farm intern phenomenon 
while examining what just food labour might mean for 
interns, farm workers, farmers and for those advo-
cating for socially just and ecologically sustainable 
food systems. In this introduction, we offer some brief 
context and framing of the issues explored in the 
workshop and compiled in this report.

The issue of farm internships raises a number of 
practical questions regarding how such work/educa-
tion arrangements have emerged and how they have 
been facilitated and managed.  However, the issue 
also points to deeper questions around farm viability, 
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agricultural labour law, possibilities for exploitation, 
but also the potential to build a viable farm sector 
that can offer an alternative to the corporate, indus-
trial food system. Given the intersection of new forms 
of farm work with these broader issues, it becomes 
clear that internships exist as a pivot point for the 
sector moving forward and raise difficult questions 
regarding how to build just and sustainable food and 
farming futures.

In Canada, but also throughout the United States, 
the United Kingdom and Europe, internship positions 
have been facilitated by farmer-led organizations. 
For example, the Collaborative Regional Alliance for 
Farmer Training (CRAFT), which operates across 
parts of North America, the Atlantic Canadian Or-
ganic Regional Network (ACORN) in Eastern Canada, 
and the Soil Association in the United Kingdom have 
developed distinct internship programs to address the 
lack of formal education available to aspiring ecolog-
ical farmers. Other innovative education models exist 
where aspiring farmers pay for training and mentor-
ship (e.g. Everdale and Farms at Work).  In the con-
tributions that follow, Heather Lekx, Lucia Stephens 
and Rachel Harries reflect on their experiences with 
these organizations and both the opportunities and 
dilemmas associated with various farmer-training 
initiatives.

Farmers and staff at the organizations noted above 
are increasingly establishing connections between 
their own programs and the public debates on the 
fairness and viability of internships, which raise a 
series of important questions further examined in this 
report. Recently, public attention has been focused 
on the ethics and legalities of internships across 
the economy, throughout political offices and in the 
non-profit sector, but little attention has focused 
on agriculture. The contributions of Natalie Childs, 
Jordan Marr and Abena Offeh-Gyimah (with Tinashe 
Kanengoni and Stephanie Henry) build on the broader 
conversations on internships and question the fair-
ness and ethics of non-waged farm work. Collectively, 
they ask who really benefits in such arrangements 
and question who exactly is being trained to farm 
when the principal method of education is through 
unpaid work and thus restricted to those that can 
forego paid employment.  

Issues of fairness, equity and justice are very much 
structured by the regulatory and legal frameworks 
regarding internships and agricultural work. Farm-
ers are deeply concerned with whether or not their 
internships are legal and many interns are unclear of 
their own rights as workers/volunteers. Several legal 

cases around ecological farm internships have trans-
pired in the US and in British Columbia as interns 
have received back-pay for their ‘unpaid’ or ‘under-
paid’ work. This heightened public and legal attention 
has thrown into question the viability, legality, and 
potentially the fairness of the exchanges taking place 
between farm hosts and aspiring farmers. Although 
there are no simple answers on the legality of farm 
internships, Joshua Mandryk offers a perspective on 
internships and the Ontario Employment Standards 
Act and Nadia Lambek explains some of the agri-
cultural exceptions to this Act.  Whether because of 
exceptions to labour law or the lack of enforcement of 
relevant laws, both authors discuss how labour legis-
lation structures the precarity of workers.

Underlying these organizational, social and legal 
considerations is a tension between farms being 
small businesses but also incubators of social and 
environmental change. In our own research on the 
issue of farm internships we have found that many 
farms and farmers face dire financial circumstances 
and struggle to keep their businesses afloat.  From 
this perspective internships might be viewed as a 
source of cheap labour that helps farms survive from 
year-to-year. However, in his contribution, New Farm 
co-owner Brent Preston questions how cheap intern 
labour really is given the costs of training, housing 
and managing new groups of interns every year, not to 
mention lost opportunity costs.  However, on the other 
side of this issue, farm internships can’t be complete-
ly reduced to economic considerations. As a number 
of contributors to this report suggest, the training 
received through internships can be deeply forma-
tive both in terms of forging pathways to becoming 
farmers but also in building a broader understanding 
of food and agriculture systems.

“At the core of the farm internship 
issue are a number of pressing 
questions about the financial  
challenges of ecological farming, 
the training of new farmers  
and the rise of precarious work.” 

The report is organized in three sections. Part 1: 

Models of Farmer Training and Farm Internships 
offers organizational insights and perspectives on 
the challenges and opportunities of developing farm 
internship programs. Part 2: Perspectives and Ex-
periences of Farm Internships reflects on the expe-
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riences of a past intern, a farmer who hosts interns 
and a farmer who has moved away from internships, 
instead choosing to hire paid migrant workers. Part 3: 
Justice, Law and Social Movements explores ques-
tions of justice through considering both the legality 
of internships and matters of social inclusion and 
exclusion. We invite you to read the thoughtful and 

Photo by Soil Association

grounded contributions to this report that examine 
these issues from a series of different vantage points, 
cutting across different sectors, geographical spaces 
and perspectives in the food system.
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This section includes perspectives from three organizations that are all engaged with 

farmer training and internships: The Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training 

(CRAFT), the Atlantic Canadian Organic Regional Network (ACORN Organic), and Soil As-

sociation. Authors describe the models they have developed across Canada and the United 

Kingdom and discuss what has and has not worked in the various contexts in which they 

operate and why. They also share their thoughts on where the farm internship issue is 

headed and what can be done to create arrangements that might work best for all involved.

T H E  C O L L A B O R A T I V E  R E G I O N A L  A L L I A N C E 
F O R  F A R M E R  T R A I N I N G  ( C R A F T ) 
H e a t h e r  L e k x
This discussion is based on my experience as the 
coordinator of the Southwestern Ontario Collaborative 
Regional Alliance for Farmer Training (CRAFT)1  node 
from 2002-2009, and the continued involvement of 
Ignatius Farm with CRAFT in Ontario. 

A small organic community of farmers offered inde-
pendent internships in Southwestern Ontario in the 
1990s – some were amazing life-changing internships 
and some had limited educational value for someone 
new to farming.  In 2001, Jacinda Fairholm and I were 
discussing how not all farmers were great teachers 
for their interns. We wondered how to provide more 
solid organic farming internships in Ontario. Jacinda 
visited the original CRAFT group in Massachusetts as 
part of her Masters research at York University in the 
Faculty of Environmental Studies.  My prior experi-

ence with the University of California Davis student 
farm informed the Ignatius Farm Internship model, 
but we realized the CRAFT model could enable us to 
learn together with seasoned organic farmers offer-
ing internships. We hoped this could raise the bar 
for farm intern education.  After presenting the idea 
to several farmers we knew, the CRAFT network in 
Ontario was formalized in 2002 with seven participat-
ing farms. In the first year, we all realized the value of 
monthly farm visits for our own learning, the quality 
of the interns’ experience, and the networking that 
occurred between farmers and interns.  We were all 
improving our own internships and farming practices 
by sharing our methods and lessons learned during 
the field days geared to interns. 

 
1	  www.craftontario.ca/regions/

http://craftontario.ca/regions/
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At a basic level, CRAFT’s structure is as follows:

• Monthly collective field days on the farms that 
are part of the network. This generally includes a 
farm tour, workshop on a designated subject (e.g. 
soils, composts, crop rotations, season extension, 
finances, livestock or draft power, opportunities 
post-internship), a potluck lunch with time for 
conversation and clean-up, and a work project to 
thank the host; 

• Promotion of internships including via  
   our website;  

• Two winter meetings for planning.

Bringing together the interns from different farms 
provided them with an opportunity to get to know 
each other. This alone decreased the isolation that 
can be experienced by farm interns living rurally for 
the first time. The interns visited farms important 
to the development of ecological farming in Ontario, 
enabling them to place their own farm structure into 
that context. Some interns met their future farming 
partners at CRAFT field days. Many CRAFT graduates 
who have started their own farms have praised the 
training they received from the internship. The aim is 
for all interns to get a good sense of the opportuni-
ties and challenges of running a farm business, and 
receive solid, hands-on skills training that is difficult 
to replicate in other educational settings.

Since it began, most of the original group has contin-
ued with CRAFT. We started in Southwestern Ontario 
because this is where we had an existing ecological 
farmer network. Around 2007, there was an increas-
ing interest across Ontario in using the CRAFT meth-
odology and name around Ottawa, Kingston, Sudbury, 
and the Kawarthas. New nodes were established that 
varied in structure and form. The CRAFT Kawarthas 
node continues to be quite active. 

Today, CRAFT Southwestern Ontario operates as a 
farmer driven initiative and a collaborative network. 
It is not a formal organization or a legal entity. All the 
CRAFT farms operate independently, and each offer 
their own form of internship. We are a diverse group 
of farmers working together and there is a lot of 
variety in the ways intern training is provided on each 
individual farm. At times, our opinions differ on what 
CRAFT can do and our capacity to improve the individ-
ual farm intern experience. For example, an individual 
farm can provide fully hands-on training, while some 
follow a curriculum and others are a combination of 
both. Some farm hosts pay their interns, have Work-

place Safety and Insurance Board (WSIB) coverage 
and include housing as a taxable deduction, while 
others are operating with non-waged interns or 
through bartering agreements. Because CRAFT is not 
a registered organization, it does not have any legal 
power or the capacity to enforce labour regulations. 

CRAFT does require that new farms seeking to join 
the network meet a set of requirements, and they are 
evaluated by existing member farms. For example, 
members need to practice and teach organic prac-
tices (even if not certified organic), participate in the 
field days, and have a method of mentoring interns. 
Other current commitments are listed on the CRAFT 
website2. Internships on CRAFT farms are to be more 
than a simple labour-education exchange. Partici-
pating farms understand that we need new and more 
ecological farmers, and they are providing mentorship 
for these aspiring farmers and ecological farming 
advocates. 

“Internships on CRAFT farms 
are to be more than a simple la-
bour-education exchange. Par-
ticipating farms understand that 
we need new and more ecological 
farmers, and they are providing 
mentorship for these aspiring 
farmers and ecological farming 
advocates.”
Over its history, the CRAFT network has considered 
ways to do more than the intern field days and to 
think about how new farmers could be supported 
post-internship. CRAFT member Everdale3 (an en-
vironmental learning centre) initiated conversations 
around a ‘CRAFT II’, but our network determined it did 
not have the capacity to house that initiative. Everdale 
has since launched the Farmers Growing Farmers 
course amongst other agricultural training programs. 
Although the CRAFT network hasn’t had the capacity 
to create other major initiatives, its members have 
collaborated to initiate, contribute to, or support Eco-
logical Farmers of Ontario conferences, publications 
and kitchen table meetings. One of the great gifts of 
being a network is our ability to reflect on how our 
individual internships are working and improve them, 
but also to share ideas about new farmer training. 
The legal responsibility of the CRAFT network has 
come up a number of times over the years. In order 

2	 www.craftsouthwestontario.ca/farms/
3	 www.everdale.org/

http://craftsouthwestontario.ca/farms/
http://everdale.org/
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to address liability concerns for the network, we now 
require the interns to sign a waiver in the spring when 
they come to the first field trip. The waiver specifies 
that the intern is working with a specific farm, and 
not employed by CRAFT (i.e. CRAFT facilitates the 
education days, but the intern’s employment/train-
ing agreement is directly with the farm running the 
internship). The waiver was reviewed by a lawyer to 
address liability concerns of the CRAFT network. If an 
issue did arise on a particular farm, we did not want 
other farms or CRAFT implicated. The legal question 
for the CRAFT network is around the relationship be-
tween member farms and the collaborative network.

 
The winter planning meetings are the main fora in 
which the farms discuss the legal aspects of intern-
ships and labour on farms. The farms learn from 
each other to address their human resources, train-
ing and mentoring questions. Some farmers prefer to 
be outside of the government’s labour structures and 
barter labour for education. It is up to individual farm 
businesses and operators to make these choices. 

Within CRAFT, there are divergent internship ap-
proaches amongst farms including the amount and 
kind of stipends provided, the forms of mentorship 
and education, the types of housing and food that 
is offered, hours worked, and type of enterprises. 
It has been a great strength of the network to have 
this variety; sometimes intern applicants are recom-
mended to another farm as a better fit.  At the same 
time, there are some general trends in CRAFT farms. 
For example, most CRAFT farms are growing mixed 
vegetables and selling their produce through Com-
munity Shared Agriculture projects. These are gener-
ally the kinds of farms that are most popular among 

interns, because they want to learn how to grow more 
than just two or three crops. Also, interns want to 
understand alternative production methods, including 
business models and markets. Diverse farms are also 
the kinds of operations that require the most labour. 

Since CRAFT began, many farms within and outside 
of CRAFT have started offering internships and then 
stopped.  Hopefully, this is a good indicator that folks 
are figuring out that an internship has a lot in com-
mon with hiring any young worker, but the internship 
comes with more expectations of training than a farm 
may be able to meet. A new worker always needs to 
be trained in the job that they are going to do. But, an 
intern may expect to learn the theory that goes with 
the skills, how to use your expensive tools, the financ-
es of your business, and why you do anything you do! 
Training new interns or new staff every year is also 
not an effective use of your time in the spring when 
you have a lot to do. Eventually, an intern should be 
providing the farm with some benefit, so legally they 
are then considered a worker for which you have cer-
tain responsibilities.  If we really think through these 
issues, it may make more sense for some farms to 
hire good workers it can retain. 

Ignatius has continued to offer farm internships 
because we strongly believe in mentoring future 
farmers and food system advocates that have cli-
mate change and ecology as driving motivators in the 
design of farm practices. This is especially important 
for people that did not grow up on a farm who need 
experience to determine their future in ecological ag-
riculture. It is also important for the future of farming 
in Canada because many farmers are unsure who 
will take over the farm. That big picture is part of the 
overarching goal. For those only in it for the labour, 
internships may not be the best option and CRAFT is 
not the right network. We expect much more from our 
member farms. From my perspective, CRAFT needs 
to keep that at the forefront. 

There is also a secondary goal of encouraging and 
supporting farms to be able to make a profit and pay 
workers a fair wage.  These higher-level aspirations 
are very important. But they also pose a big ques-
tion when lean farm incomes generally rely on highly 
efficient, skilled migrant farm workers earning close 
to minimum wage: when it comes to training new 
farmers, which farms actually have the time, capacity, 
and commitment to devote to this important common 
good?

Photo by Michael Ekers



13

There is a pressing need in the Atlantic region to train 
new farmers to build and sustain a strong, diverse 
and vibrant agricultural economy. As the average 
farmer approaches retirement4, farm succession is a 
looming issue, as family farms dissolve and potential 
successors are hesitant to commit to the common 
agrarian realities of lifelong debt and the ongoing 
challenge of meeting the demands of labour. 

To address these matters, in 2012, the Atlantic Ca-
nadian Organic Regional Network (ACORN)5 initiated 
the first multi-faceted experiential farmer-training 
initiative of its kind in Canada, titled Grow A Farmer. 
As part of this project, from 2013-2014, the organiza-
tion facilitated a two-year pilot of a curriculum-guided 
farm apprenticeship program that supported over ten 
apprentices on farms across the Maritime region.6  

ACORN is a non-profit organization that aims to 
enhance the viability and growth of the Atlantic 
Canadian organic agricultural community through 
a unified regional network. Established in 2000, the 
organization’s work spans all four Atlantic provinces, 
providing events, resources and services that assist 
new, aspiring, transitioning and established organic 
producers, processors, as well as consumers, on a 
range of topics that span from “seed to spoon.” 

ACORN’s Grow A Farmer 7 initiative was conceived to 
foster and sustain farm renewal and increase effec-
tive entrepreneurship practices for new, aspiring and 
transitioning organic producers. In 2012, the orga-
nization received two years of funding to develop the 
project and launch a pilot to introduce a new opportu-
nity for those wanting to learn how to farm organically 
and become better connected to a network of  
supportive mentors. 

The initiative was inspired by a number of factors, 
including my personal experience attending the 
University of California’s accredited Apprenticeship in 
Ecological Horticulture. In addition, numerous con-
sultations were organized with coordinators of other 
notable farmer training programs, based throughout 

G R O W  A  F A R M E R :  T H E  A T L A N T I C  C A N A D I A N  
O R G A N I C  R E G I O N A L  N E T W O R K ’ S  L E S S O N S 
L E A R N E D  F R O M  F A R M - B A S E D  E D U C A T I O N  
L u c i a  S t e p h e n 

the Northeastern States, Ontario and British 
Columbia.

The Grow A Farmer Advisory Committee was com-
prised of a dynamic team of producers, government 
advisors and stakeholders invested in organic agri-
culture in Atlantic Canada. In my role as coordinator, I 
met with this group over the course of 2012 to discuss 
the program structure, define roles and responsi-
bilities of host farms, apprentices and ACORN and 
to develop the 100-plus page curriculum/guide that 
covered the basic principles of organic agriculture. 
The guide included learning outcomes, suggested 
field activities and an index of key terminology.  The 
Advisory Committee also established fundraising 
strategies to support the program beyond the grant 
term and wrestled with the long-standing debates of 
appropriate compensation and farm liability. 

The program was open for applications in November 
2012 and candidates had the choice of a placement 
on one of ten different host farms located throughout 
the Maritimes that represented different styles and 
scales of certified organic production. Once approved 
and placed on farms, apprentices maintained work-
weeks that combined 35 hours of field work with five 
hours of classroom time with their host to cover the 
Grow A Farmer curriculum. 

The host farms were the primary facilitators of this 
weekly education and ACORN would supplement the 
activities with a group orientation day, farm tours, 
webinars, workshops and, at the end of the season, 
free access to the annual ACORN Conference, where 
apprentices “graduated” and received a certificate of 
completion. 

ACORN also supported the learning and educational 
capacities of the host farms, each of whom received 
a resource package related to best practices in farm 
management and human resources, including guid-
ance on communication strategies and effective tools 
for farm-based learning. During the off-season, hosts 
participated in a full-day train-the-trainer session 

4	  According to data collected from the 2011 Census of Agriculture, combining the averages of all four Atlantic provinces, 
	  the average farmer in Atlantic Canada is over 55 years old. 
5	  www.acornorganic.org
6	  This initiative also includes an ongoing Mentorship Program and numerous events and learning activities targeted to new and  
	   aspiring organic producers. For more information, visit www.growafarmer.ca.
7	   www.growafarmer.ca

http://www.acornorganic.org
https://www.growafarmer.ca
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to network and discuss strategies for farm-based 
education. These communications continued through 
feedback calls scheduled throughout the growing 
season, to monitor successes and challenges of re-
spective arrangements and to provide ongoing sup-
port.  

Despite numerous achievements and positive feed-
back, three main issues emerged, which together 
resulted in the closure of the apprenticeship program 
after the two-year pilot period. 

“Until more farms are profitable 
enough to support wages for on-
farm apprentices, and new poli-
cies are introduced to foster clear 
and supported pathways for new 
entrants to organic agriculture, 
the apprenticeship models have 
value but require reinforcement to 
best support the growth and  
success of future farmers  
in Canada.”
First, what became obvious to both the hosts and 
to the apprentices was that the nature of a busy 
farming season often compromised the amount of 
time farmers were truly able to devote to training. 
Occasions that could have been devoted to providing 
adequate explanations of key farm tasks and concepts 
were easily compromised by the ongoing demands of 
production, thus limiting the ability for apprentices to 
develop their agricultural knowledge and skills. 

In reflection, it was unrealistic to expect that all of the 
hosts would be able to commit to five hours a week 
of training. While some managed well, factoring in 
review of the curricula around lunchtime or during 
a particular day, the expectations of teaching while 
farming were simply too high and other tasks and 
projects were often prioritized. 

Second, of significant concern were the legal impli-
cations for farmers relying on non-waged labour. As 
the typical farm apprenticeship involves underpaid 
(i.e. less than minimum wage) or unpaid labour in 
exchange for room/board and education, the Advisory 
Committee discussed compensation, and specifically 
whether farms should pay their apprentices as full-

time employees, which proved to be a major debate. 
Based on existing experience, some members were 
firm in their belief that candid conversations between 
both parties that fostered mutually beneficial ex-
change agreements were adequate. Others believed 
minimum wage was an absolute requirement for 
anyone contributing to the labour and affecting the 
farm’s profitability. 

Though we determined that we would offer a range of 
options to farms and applicants and not require par-
ticipating hosts to adhere to a uniform policy to pay 
workers a formal wage, ultimately, this arrangement 
proved to be problematic. While some hosts sug-
gested that their operations were not yet profitable 
enough to support waged labour, research on provin-
cial labour standards in the Maritimes indicates that 
stipend support is not a legal form of compensation, 
unless the intern/apprentice is receiving credit from 
an institution. This proved that technically speaking, 
apprentices should be compensated at minimum 
wage under the province’s labour standards and be 
given the same benefits as a paid employee since they 
are contributing to the profit of the enterprise.

Third, despite including precautionary measures such 
as participant waiver forms, and requiring proof of 
farm insurance policies that covered on-site vol-
unteers, liability concerns remained a contentious 
matter throughout the pilot period. 

ACORN’s role of being technically responsible for 
program activities on numerous sites in different 
regions became challenging. Though the organization 
never dealt with any host-farm incidents of on-site 
injury or damage, without having enough certainty 
regarding adherence to farm safety practices for each 
operation, this left ACORN in a precarious position. 
Furthermore, significant risk existed for all parties as 
the apprentices were not technically considered farm 
staff and thus would not be provided with worker’s 
compensation in case of injury or accident.

Because of these three reasons, the Apprenticeship 
Program was put on an indefinite hiatus, while other 
options of farmer training were explored. 

In reflection, there are a number of options that could 
have provided better support and structure to facil-
itate educational opportunities as discussed above. 
For example, though a number of other apprentice-
ships are supported with subsidies that can allow 
apprentices to access resources and financial assis-
tance for the duration of their training period, farming 
is not currently eligible for such funding8. These ap-

8	  The only agriculture-related trade that is approved under Red Trade designation is for agricultural technicians, allowing one to gain training to  
	  “set up, maintain, service, diagnose, repair and recondition agricultural equipment” www.red-seal.ca/trades/.1gr.3_t.2ch-eng.html.  

http://www.red-seal.ca/trades/.1gr.3_t.2ch-eng.html
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prenticeships must be designated as Red Seal Trades 
– a national designation that validates and governs 
trades through regulations that define the curricu-
lum, accreditation and certification of tradespeople. 
 
Based on preliminary research, if farming was  
considered a Red Seal Trade9, apprentices could 
access loans of up to $4000 to support their technical 
training. They would also be eligible to receive the Ap-
prenticeship Incentive Grant, which provides a taxable 
cash grant of up to $1000 per year, for a maximum of 
$2000 over a two-year period. These sorts of financial 
supports could alleviate the burden that many farm 
apprentices face when committing to unwaged labour 
as a means of experiential learning. 

In addition, it would be helpful to increase support 
for on-farm employment/internships via programs, 
such as the Canada Summer Jobs Program or the 
recently introduced Agricultural Green Jobs Initiative, 
which help to incentivize and assist farmers in paying 
a living wage and to provide growth opportunities for 
those seeking farm educations through secured and 
stable employment.

 The initiation of the Grow A Farmer Apprenticeship 
Program provided a valuable trial for ACORN to work 
with producers to assess effective methods of farmer 
training. Farm apprenticeships provide critical expe-
riential education and mentorship opportunities that 
cannot be acquired through classroom study alone. 
However, until more farms are profitable enough to 
support wages for on-farm apprentices, and new 
policies are introduced to foster clear and supported 
pathways for new entrants to organic agriculture, the 
model has value but requires reinforcement to best 
support the growth and success of future farmers in 
Canada.10 

For more information about specific policy recom-
mendations that support the needs of future farmers, 
see Food Secure Canada’s New Farmer Initiative at 
www.foodsecurecanada.org/community-networks/
new-farmers-fishers.

10	  www.foodsecurecanada.org/community-networks/new-farmers-fishers

Photo by Charles Z. Levkoe

9	  Some key elements of this process include designation in at least five provinces or territories, proven “national demand within the industry” for  
	  Red Seal endorsement, and must represent a significant amount of common trade tasks in each participating region. For more information, 
	  see www.red-seal.ca/trades/d.2s.3gn.1t.2-eng.html 

https://foodsecurecanada.org/community-networks/new-farmers-fishers
http://www.red-seal.ca/trades/d.2s.3gn.1t.2-eng.html
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T H E  F U T U R E  G R O W E R S  S C H E M E :  W O R K - B A S E D 
T R A I N I N G  F O R  N E W  O R G A N I C  P R O D U C E R S  
R a c h e l  H a r r i e s

For nearly a decade, the UK’s largest organic food and 
farming charity—the Soil Association11 —has deliv-
ered a training scheme for aspiring organic fruit and 
vegetable producers. The Future Growers scheme12  
grew out of a realization by established British or-
ganic growers that as they were aging, there was a 
dearth of new entrants coming into the small to medi-
um-sized farm sector. At the same time, the demand 
for organics was growing with the rise of organic box 
schemes and farmer’s markets.

Many of these growers had learned their trade in 
horticultural colleges, which had since closed or had 
been amalgamated into agricultural (land-based) and 
further education colleges. While some of these col-
leges offer horticulture training, the focus is typically 
on amenity or sports horticulture, landscape gar-
dening, and nursery production rather than fruit and 
vegetables. Those that do offer organic training often 
do so as hobby courses for back garden growers. 
Within the agricultural colleges, large scale vegetable 
production is more likely to be covered in livestock 
or arable systems as part of a rotation, with organic 
seen as a marketing niche rather than a holistic pro-
duction system. Formal training in organic horticul-
ture, particularly aimed at market garden scale has 
become almost non-existent. It is viewed as irrelevant 
as mainstream production is scaled up within the UK 
or outsourced to countries with cheaper labour. 

This lack of interest and investment in training for 
smaller farmers is part of a wider general shift to-
wards intensive and industrialized agriculture, which 
sees small farms, such as those under five hectares, 
as smallholdings or hobby farms rather than com-
mercial units. According to the current Common Ag-
ricultural Policy, farms under five hectares in the UK 
are not eligible for subsidies (poultry and small scale 
pig farms also suffer from the five hectare barrier). 
This attitude impacts most on horticultural units, 
which can be productive and viable with a smaller 
land area.

How Does Future Growers Work?
In 2007, an informal apprenticeship program was es-
tablished that was later to become the Future Grow-
ers scheme, with the aim of training new entrants. 

The scheme was coordinated by the Soil Association, 
with a steering group of growers and support from 
the Organic Growers Alliance13, Garden Organic14  (a 
charity that campaigns, educates and conducts re-
search on organic growing), and the Organic Research 
Centre15.

The Future Growers scheme consists of three key ele-
ments. The first is a two-year work-based placement 
where apprentices are employed by farms at nation-
al minimum wage. The second is a formal training 
through approximately 16 seminars, masterclasses 
and farm walks, delivered by growers with specific 
expertise in key topics. The third is through the wider 
community of other apprentices with peer-to-peer 
learning and experience-sharing providing variety and 
depth as well as a valuable supportive social contri-
bution. The scheme offers a total immersion into the 
organic movement, with participants and graduates 
recognized and welcomed by established growers at 
meetings, conferences and other events.

Funding for the program came from apprentices’ fees 
supplemented by independent grant-making trusts. 
The scheme is not accredited and so has not been 
eligible for statutory funding. Many of the participants 
have been career changers, aged 25 to 35 years old 
and often with a first degree in an unrelated subject.

Initially the two-year commitment was important. 
Hosts invested time in the first year in training and 
in the second year saw their apprentices step up and 
prove their worth. Apprentices experienced the dif-
ferences in how crops grow year to year, and worked 
through a winter with different jobs, priorities and 
less income.

A key feature has been the condition that apprentic-
es are in paid work positions (at the National Living 
Wage, previously the National Minimum Wage). Whilst 
being trained on the job, the apprentices and trainees 
are also providing productive labour for generally 
private businesses. As paid employees, they gain an 
understanding of the economics of farming, recogniz-
ing their own labour as one of the costs of production 
against the value of the final product. All the farms in 
the scheme are able to factor in the cost of labour and 

11	  www.soilassociation.org
12	  www.soilassociation.org/futuregrowers

	  

13	 www.organicgrowersalliance.co.uk/
14	 www.gardenorganic.org.uk/
15	 www.organicresearchcentre.com/

http://www.soilassociation.org
http://www.soilassociation.org/futuregrowers
http://www.organicgrowersalliance.co.uk/
http://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/
http://www.organicresearchcentre.com/
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still be viable, so apprentices and trainees learn while 
working in a functioning commercial environment. 
This is the model we want future growers to train 
within, so they can go on to earn their own livelihoods. 
If the farm cannot pay for one of its more important 
inputs – remembering that these inputs are people in 
the case of labour – how is it demonstrating how to 
earn a living in organic farming?

“We have seen an ideological dif-
ference between those farms that 
are willing to pay and those that 
are reliant on volunteers, interns 
or WWOOFers as a key part of 
their workforce, and justify this as 
a part of the social aspect of or-
ganic farming.”
However, this insistence on paid positions has chal-
lenged the viability of the scheme. We have seen an 
ideological difference between those farms that are 
willing to pay and those that are reliant on volunteers, 
interns or WorldWide Opportunities on Organic Farms 
(WWOOFers) as a key part of their workforce, and 
justify this as a part of the social aspect of organic 
farming. An ex-Future Grower suggested that some 
farms are better at selecting the people they want to 
work with and are willing to pay. They choose peo-
ple with more skills and experience who are able to 
quickly contribute to the farm in a more cost effective 
and productive way. Like many, she feels uncomfort-
able questioning the efficiency of farms that claim 
they aren’t making enough money to pay their labour.  

It is important to note that we are not training new 
entrants who are only interested in organic farming 
as a lifestyle choice, or primarily as a therapeutic or 
educational activity. We train new farmers to grow 
more good food for more people. 

Changes and challenges
Over the past ten years, the scheme has evolved from 
a two-year apprenticeship to include a six-month 
traineeship (introduced in 2013, also as paid employ-
ment) to take advantage of farms offering seasonal 
work. This transition has been driven by various fac-
tors: changes in the organic market and in customer 
behaviour (e.g., the increase in supermarkets offering 
home delivery has impacted box schemes); the recent 
recession; the weather (with several very wet years); 
and, the introduction of a higher minimum wage. 

Apart from a few committed farms, many growers 
have been disinclined to commit to two-year appren-
ticeships. We had expected to see trainees progress 
onto apprenticeships but this did not happen despite 
many trainees continuing to work on the same farm.
The on-farm work placement element of the scheme 
has also become increasingly problematic. The 
scheme has been operating as an informal recruit-
ment agency for farms, promoting job opportunities 
as Future Growers placements. However, some farms 
have been less committed to the scheme, recruiting 
workers, but not insisting that their new recruits also 
sign up to the scheme. There has also been a range 
of quality in the placement experience, training and 
mentoring provided by the farms, which the scheme 
promotes as a core element but over which we have 
little control. Some farms find it easier than others to 
meet the demands of running a commercial business 
while providing a high level of training and mentoring.

Two-year placements also meant that some farms 
only offered placements every other year. Some farms 
also found new permanent assistant farm manag-
ers through the scheme – a sure sign of success but 
limiting the number of new placements on offer. Many 
future growers saw the benefit of staying and learn-
ing for several more years on their host farms before 
setting out on their own to set up a new enterprise.

There is interest in the scheme from social enterprise 
farms, particularly community supported agriculture 
style enterprises, who want to support the training 
of new growers but cannot necessarily afford to pay 
another worker. This is indicative of the Community 
Supported Agriculture scene in the UK, which has 
evolved with a community-led approach that relies 
heavily on volunteers, although many are now becom-
ing more business-minded. 

Despite these challenges, over the past decade the 
scheme has played an essential role in filling a gener-
ational skills gap. Future Growers has now trained 71 
new organic producers (42 apprentices and 29 train-
ees) and brought new energy and enthusiasm into the 
sector. Of all those that started the scheme, 71% are 
still in growing, a figure of which we are immensely 
proud. Many other informal internship and appren-
ticeship schemes now use the Future Growers model 
to shape their training. 

Moving forward
However, by setting the bar high and requiring paid 
employment, the Future Growers scheme had limit-
ed the number of potential participants, to a point at 
which it was no longer viable. In 2016/17 we decid-
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ed to overhaul the scheme, paring back our role in 
finding and facilitating work placements and focusing 
on providing a six-month program of rich farm-based 
training events that are open to any aspiring grower, 
while encouraging them to find their own placements. 

From the outside much remains the same. We have 
drawn on a well-established network of farms and 
organic experts, cherry-picking the most successful 
to host field trips and deliver seminars - one weekend 
field trip per month over six months. Participants still 
have access to an online learning community, bursa-
ries for conferences, a certificate of completion and 
career support. They join a close-knit and supportive 
learning community that has been one of the biggest 
successes of the scheme. 

Host farms advertise their employment opportunities 
on our Organic Marketplace16  webpage with new re-
cruits encouraged to participate in the Future Grow-
ers programme of events. There is access to guidance 
on managing work-based learning, including how to 
structure mentoring sessions. 

Paid employment on a farm is no longer a condition of 
participation, although it is still recommended. This 
has enabled us to offer 18 places on the six-month 
long program all of which have quickly booked up, in 
spite of increased fees. Interestingly, about half of the 
participants have been recruited by farms promoting 
their vacancies as Future Growers traineeships and 
offering paid work.

The Soil Association continues to actively promote the 
importance of being able to earn a livelihood working 
in organic food and farming through blogs, articles 
and events, and ensuring that the farms we visit offer 
practical working examples of commercially viable 
organic farming.

The Wider Context
Lastly it is important to consider the impact of Brexit 
on horticultural labour in the UK, with restrictions 
on movement of people likely to be imposed. Limits 
on ‘unskilled’ workers entering the country will hit 
the larger horticulture enterprises hardest, although 
many medium-sized farms also bring in Eastern Eu-
ropean migrant labour, particularly for harvesting. 

The increased cost of labour, if businesses have to pay 
higher wages to attract local workers, is a significant 
threat. Solutions that are more likely to be favoured 
by big farms include increasing mechanization to 
keep labour costs down and lobbying for a re-intro-
duction of a seasonal worker scheme to allow entry to 

temporary workers. However, the Soil Association is 
working with more forward-thinking businesses and 
support organizations to look at recruitment, train-
ing, employment and management practices to make 
horticulture jobs more attractive. 

A newly introduced business levy to fund appren-
ticeships means larger horticulture producers will 
have training budgets to spend. If these are used to 
invest in horticulture apprenticeships, as part of new 
employer-led frameworks and new crop production 
apprenticeship standards that are in development, the 
sector as a whole will benefit. Rather than needing to 
create their own standards and qualifications, small 
to medium scale organic farms would be able to pig-
gyback on these and formalize the training they are 
already providing. The danger is that they will not be 
relevant for small to medium organic and ecological 
farms.

Whatever the future holds, the Soil Association is 
committed to helping new entrants to horticulture 
onto the first step of the ladder and to ensuring that 
they can develop farms and livelihoods that demon-
strate better growing, better food and better busi-
ness.

16	  www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/market-information/organic-marketplace/
	  

Photo by Michael Ekers

https://www.soilassociation.org/farmers-growers/market-information/organic-marketplace/
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P A R T  3 :

P E R S P E C T I V E S  A N D 
E X P E R I E N C E S  O N 

F A R M  I N T E R N S H I P S
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This section addresses insights on farm internships gleaned from those uniquely  

positioned in relation to the issues. The three contributions investigate the politics and 

practicalities of farm internships from the perspective of a past intern, a farmer who hosts 

interns and an owner-operator who has moved away from internships and towards paid 

employees. The authors discuss the realities of staffing farms with interns and paid work-

ers and the quandaries around fair compensation, training, and reducing the potential  

for exploitation. 

A  M O R A L  C A S E  F O R  P A Y I N G  F A R M  I N T E R N S 
T H E  M I N I M U M  W A G E ,  A N D  S O M E  A T T I T U D E S 
T H A T  P R E V E N T  F A R M E R S  F R O M  P A Y I N G  M O R E 
J o r d a n  M a r r
In 2007 I completed my first of two full-season eco-
logical farm internships. I had just obtained my 
bachelor’s degree, hoped to find work that felt mean-
ingful, and, having studied food systems at university, 
decided that some on-farm experience could improve 
my prospects for a desired career in food and farming 
policy or economics. 
 
I was raised in the city, and had no experience work-
ing on farms. This, combined with my belief that the 
economics of farming were very tough, made it seem 
natural and acceptable to me that my farm host could 
not offer me anything close to Nova Scotia’s minimum 
wage in exchange for my labour. What he did offer, in 
return for a commitment from me of 40 to 50 hours 

of labour per week, was room and board on the farm 
and $100 per month. I lived and worked on the farm 
for six months.

That internship, and a similarly compensated position 
that followed on a vegetable operation on Vancouver 
Island the following year, changed my life. I had a lot 
of fun, learned a range of new skills, and discovered 
that I wanted to be a farmer, which I am today. In 2011 
I launched my own commercial vegetable business 
that I continue to operate to this day.

I also worked very, very hard for the benefit of my 
hosts, and, looking back, I believe my labour was 
exploited. 
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I don’t say this with any bitterness or resentment and 
I am still friendly with my former farm hosts. Such is 
the paradox of the ecological farm internship: I am 
not the only ‘graduate’ of this mostly informal sys-
tem of training new farmers whose experience was 
positive but who also concludes, often in retrospect, 
that they should have been paid more for their work. 
The crux of the issue is that farm internships can be 
deeply valuable but also exploitative and this is the 
tension that needs to be addressed in the spirit of 
fairness.

On my own farm I host interns. I recruit people who 
are attracted to my farm because of the skills I am 
willing to teach. But they are also labourers: the vast 
majority of their experience involves farm work, and 
that work is essential to the operation of my farm. For 
this reason, I pay them no less than British Colum-
bia’s minimum wage.

What is the minimum wage? Why do we have it? I 
believe that at its root a minimum wage represents 
a moral imperative. As a society, when we establish 
wage rates for workers we’re establishing a floor for 
financial compensation for hours worked. We socially 
agree that wages below the minimum level are to be 
considered unjust. There are exceptions to every rule. 
For example, there are certain types of volunteering 
that we generally consider acceptable. The question 
then is: should farmers be one of those exceptions? 

Many farmers hosting interns believe they should be. 
Their primary argument is that they can’t afford to pay 
more, because profit margins in farming are so low. 
Many also feel their position is justified because of 
how important or righteous their work is. In addition, 
they point to the enthusiastic embrace of the intern-
ship model by young, aspiring farmers as evidence 
that there is nothing wrong with compensation levels.

I can attest that the economics of farming are very 
challenging and that interns show up at their host 
farm of their own free will.  And I, too, believe my 
work is very important. But I think these are ar-
guments of convenience, not substance. By way of 
demonstration, I’ll provide two parallel scenarios that 
help us  evaluate the ethics of farm internships.

A coffee shop owner who is committed to paying 
his coffee growers a fair price for their beans, who 
used pricey, sustainable materials in the building of 
his shop, and whose source of energy for the shop 
is 100% renewable but very expensive, decides to 
employ interns to run his shop. For these six month 
internships, he will pay them only $4/hour, because of 
the education they’ll receive: they will learn how to be 
baristas as they work, or even get to learn how a cof-
fee business is run. He would like to pay them more, 
but he can’t afford it. When an internship is over, the 
interns leave and new ones are brought in.

An organic farmer orders the $3000 of seeds she 
needs to plant her crop. The seed company sends her 
the seeds, along with an invoice for $3000. She writes 
them a letter in return, explaining that she would 
like to pay the full price but she can’t afford it, so she 
sends them a cheque for $1000 instead. 

“If more farmers acknowledged 
that farming is a choice and a priv-
ilege, rather than a right and a 
sacrifice, there would be less ra-
tionalization for underpaying farm 
interns.”
These scenarios aren’t meant to be perfectly analo-
gous to farm internships. But there is a similar type 
of rationale at play when farm interns are paid much 
less than the minimum wage.  And I’ll suggest that 
most people, and even most farmers who host in-
terns, wouldn’t find the above scenarios to be morally 
acceptable.  
 
Let’s pretend that at this point in my argument, I’ve 
managed to convince internship hosts that it’s wrong 
to pay their interns less than the minimum wage; 
that they now accept that their position rests on weak 
moral footing. I still think some of these same farm-
ers would continue as before, because as farmers, it’s 
easy, and maybe even fair, to pass any moral failings 
on to the consumer who isn’t paying enough for their 
food.Photo by Charles Z. Levkoe
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This tendency to pass on blame to other actors in 
the food system is why the moral imperative to pay 
interns is necessary, but not sufficient, to change the 
behaviours of farm hosts. In addition, I think we need 
to try and change certain attitudes that persist among 
famers that contribute to their decision to pay unjust 
wages. 

One such attitude is the feeling of entitlement to 
being farmers that is common in my profession. I’ve 
noticed that some of my colleagues feel they deserve 
accolades just for being willing to farm, and this isn’t 
helped by a burgeoning foodie movement that (with 
good intentions) insists on heaping praise on farmers 
just for showing up for work. If more farmers ac-
knowledged that farming is a choice and a privilege, 
rather than a right and a sacrifice, there would be 
less rationalization for underpaying farm interns. 

It’s a universal trait that we as humans tend to waste 
what comes to us cheaply. Fifty radish seeds spill 
onto the ground and I shrug and keep walking; fifty 
hybrid tomato seeds spill, and out come the magnify-
ing glass and tweezers.

As such, farmers who pay very little to their interns 
probably tolerate, or even enable, inefficiencies that 
the farmer paying more dearly for her labour would 
not. Within limits, increased production costs beget 
smarter, more efficient approaches to farming and 
more effective workers, and some internship hosts 
don’t factor this in when deciding what to pay their 
interns. If they did, I think they would have an easier 

time spending more on their labour.

Finally, some farmers who fret about the cost of la-
bour at the minimum wage or above tend to focus on 
the hourly, daily, or weekly cost of said labour, rather 
than assessing the cost of workers as a line item in 
a yearly budget. The prospect of bearing an expense 
of $450 per week for a labourer, for me, can be scary, 
much more so than when my labour costs are consid-
ered in the broader context of a year’s revenues and 
expenses. 

Farming is a tough profession, and the work farm-
ers do is essential. But the solution to a farmer’s 
economic challenges shouldn’t be to pass economic 
instability on to others. For this reason, I think that 
in most cases, farm interns and other farm labour-
ers should be paid the minimum wage as a starting 
point. Let’s not pretend, as we engage in this debate, 
that the average provincial minimum wage provides a 
lavish living to its earners. As farmers, we should be 
starting at the minimum wage, and then aspiring to 
pay even higher rates as conditions allow.

Doing so will place us on a stronger moral footing 
while we pursue better economic conditions for farm-
ers the right ways: by appealing to eaters to pay more 
for their food, for example, or by lobbying our govern-
ments for agricultural policy reforms that will give us 
a better shot at a decent living.

Photo by Charles Z. Levkoe
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W H O  G E T S  T O  B E  A  F A R M E R ? 
N a t a l i e  C h i l d s

I started working on farms almost five years ago, and 
like almost every other young farm worker I know, I 
entered the field through an unwaged internship: in 
my case, on a medium-scale mixed fruit and vege-
table farm in British Columbia. The specific details 
of these internships vary, but in most cases, people 
spend five to six months working 40 to 60 hours a 
week on a farm for room, board, and a minimal sti-
pend, as well as the educational experience they’re 
expected to gain. In my own experience, I struggled 
with what felt at times like an unjust arrangement—
working at repetitive, mindless tasks like weeding and 
harvesting that didn’t teach me much for a dollar or 
two an hour—but it wasn’t until I had been working in 
farming for a few years that I realized just how wide-
spread and systemic unpaid internships had become. 

In an article published in GUTS Magazine, I inter-
viewed a number of people who had recently complet-
ed farm internships, and I heard remarkably similar 
stories.17 The imbalances I felt in my own farm intern-
ship were not the result of bad management, but the 
consequence of a sector-wide reliance on unwaged 
interns to provide the bulk of the farm labour year 
after year.

One thing that became especially clear when I spoke 
with farm interns was just how skewed the power 
dynamics were. For many, the lines between person-
al time and work time during their internships were 
consistently blurred. Interns living and working on 
someone else’s property, often very isolated from 
their own communities, are placed in vulnerable 
situations, where they are dependent on their host 
for work, housing, transportation and food. Such 
arrangements make effective and equal dialogue 
challenging. 

The broad strokes of my own experience are fairly 
typical for the new crop of organic and ecological 
farm interns. In Canada, interns are overwhelmingly 
white, mostly middle to upper-middle-class, mostly 
women who have some post-secondary education, 
coming to farming from cities and suburbs, rath-
er than from farming families. On top of the class 
privilege which has allowed me (and others) to do 
unwaged work, I’m attentive to the fact that as a white 
cis woman, I’ve been able to spend time in rural and 
isolated communities that, I suspect, would have felt 
less welcoming if I was a person of colour, visibly 
gender-non-conforming, or a person with a visible 

disability. Rural communities are not safe in the same 
ways for everyone. 

These racial and class dynamics bolster the ‘do what 
you love’ mentality around the choice to pursue or-
ganic agriculture as a career path, a way of thinking 
which masks the fact that Canada desperately needs 
more farmers, and more farm workers. As Miya To-
kumitsu points out in her analysis of the ‘do what you 
love’ ideology, “according to this way of thinking, la-
bour is not something one does for compensation, but 
an act of self-love. If profit doesn’t happen to follow, 
it is because the worker’s passion and determination 
were insufficient.”18 

This rhetoric of organic farming treats farm labour 
like non-profit or volunteer work, and the current 
internship system is certainly one of the reasons that 
most young Canadians don’t view farming as a valid 
career path, leaving gaping generational holes in the 
farm labour market. Canada is approaching a crisis 
in its agricultural workforce, with an increasingly 
large number of farmers over the age of 55 and very 
few new farmers set to take their place. Despite this 
unsustainable trend and the pressing need for new 
farmers in Canada, farm work remains systematically 
undervalued. 

One might think the growing activism around exploit-
ed farm labour – including the increased awareness 
of the injustices faced by migrant farm workers, and 
the prevalence of child labour on farms – would be 
a wake-up call for the sector, but, thus far, little has 
changed. Part of this recalcitrance comes from the 
fact that labour regulations vary from province to 
province, and British Columbia – where a lawsuit took 
place forcing a farm to pay its interns thousands of 
dollars in back pay– has a mandatory minimum wage 
law that applies to farmers. Manitoba, Quebec, Yukon, 
and Newfoundland and Labrador also have an abso-
lute minimum wage, but laws in the rest of Canada 
expressly exempt farm workers from minimum wage 
requirements. 

This lack of fair compensation is a direct result of the 
government’s explicit refusal to consider farm work-
ers as ‘regular’ employees. Without an enforceable 
minimum wage and obligatory legal protections for 
all farm workers, farmers will keep being incentiv-
ized to exploit their labour. Canada is approaching a 
significant shortage for farm workers, and we need to 

17	  See gutsmagazine.ca/the-fruits-of-unpaid-labour/
18	 www.jacobinmag.com/2014/01/in-the-name-of-love/		   

http://gutsmagazine.ca/the-fruits-of-unpaid-labour/
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2014/01/in-the-name-of-love/
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consider whether paying people (and giving them the 
basic benefits we give to workers in other industries) 
might help remedy the situation. 

“The imbalances I felt in my own 
farm internship were not the re-
sult of bad management, but the 
consequence of a sector-wide 
reliance on unwaged interns who 
provide the bulk of the farm la-
bour year after year.”

The suggestion that “farmers just can’t pay workers” 
relies on a system of farm labour exceptionalism 
that’s built on a history of racism and class-based op-
pression. While agricultural labour on the whole has 
long been underpaid and gruelling work, the organic 
food movement in particular has been guilty of focus-
ing on the ‘health’ of its products and practices for 
consumers, while completely ignoring the health and 
well-being of those who produce it. In Canada, as in 
other Western countries, this looks like a movement 
that whitewashes the work that goes into growing and 
harvesting their ethical food. The economic and social 
racism that structures our current food system must 
be addressed if we are going to build a better and 
more just food system. This will require the creation 
of a foundation of solidarity between farmers and 
farm workers, and the creation and enforcement of 
safe conditions and fair wages for all farm workers, 
most specifically and urgently for the migrant work-
ers who grow and harvest so much of the food we eat.

We already have some strong models in Canada of 
small ecological farms that ensure adequate com-
pensation and worker fulfillment. Ferme Leve-Tot, 
where I worked for two seasons, was an exemplary 
case of a farm that strove to be attentive to the needs 
and goals of its workers, without sacrificing either the 
imperative to be financially sustainable, or the sense 
of farming as a ‘calling.’ 19 The owners of the farm 
went out of their way to ensure that my fellow farm 

workers and I were fairly compensated for our labour, 
had access to ongoing agricultural education, and 
stayed within the allotted 40 hours/week that we were 
being paid for. 

I recognize that, as a more experienced farm worker 
who had already undergone an internship, I was in a 
position that likely isn’t available to beginner farm-
ers, but the continued success of Ferme Leve-Tot and 
many other farms like it demonstrates that success-
ful small scale farming is eminently possible without 
exploitative labour practices. It requires conceiving 
of farm workers as a valuable and valued part of the 
farm operation and of the cost of their labour as a 
non-negotiable part of the cost of doing business.

In order to produce food sustainably, we need many 
new farmers and farm workers. This means building 
pathways for urban and rural folks to become farmers 
– paths that include strong educational options, more 
good farm jobs, and support for new farmers.

More broadly, what would a just food system look like 
for all farm workers? It would mean support from 
government and consumers. It would mean end-
ing agricultural labour exceptionalism—paying at 
least minimum wage to both Canadian and migrant 
workers, and not excluding them from the securities 
and benefits that other workers enjoy. Importantly, 
it would also require that eaters start to ask ques-
tions about who works to grow their food, no matter 
where they buy it. Folks who buy organic and local 
food because they value the health of the planet, their 
communities and their families also need to consider 
the health of those who grow their food. When buying 
conventionally produced food, we all need to consid-
er how its relative cheapness is artificial—it comes 
largely on the backs of the workers who produce food.

For farming to be a viable career option for all people, 
there’s so much work that needs to be done and we 
need a buy-in from many levels: change from farm-
ing communities and support from governments, but 
also education, awareness and care from consumers 
about who grows our food, and under what conditions.

19	 www.fermelevetot.ca/en/
Photo by Charles Z. Levkoe
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I N T E R N S  A R E N ’ T  F R E E  
B r e n t  P r e s t o n 

My wife Gillian and I own and operate The New Farm, 
a small scale, certified organic farm near Creemore, 
Ontario. We have just finished our tenth season of 
farming. We both come from a human rights and 
international development background and were living 
in downtown Toronto before we moved to the farm 
twelve years ago. Gillian grew up on a small diversi-
fied farm in Vermont, but I had no farming experience.

When we started our farm, we set out with a clear set 
of values and goals that guided the development of 
our business. We wanted our operation to be sus-
tainable, in the broadest possible sense. For us that 
meant ecological and environmental sustainability 
- organic practices, minimal mechanization and very 
limited reliance on off-farm inputs – but, it also meant 
financial sustainability. We started with the goal of 
creating a farm business that would fully support our 
family, with no off-farm income.

Because we had very limited capital left after buying 
the farm, we worked the first two seasons with very 
little outside labour (we hired two friends from the 
area for a day or two a week to help with harvest in 
the second season). Our only mechanization was a 
walk-behind rototiller, and our wash facilities were 
extremely rudimentary. It was clear after two seasons 
that to be financially successful we would need more 
labour on the farm, so we joined the Southwestern 
Ontario chapter of the Collaborative Regional Alliance 
for Farmer Training (CRAFT). We recruited four in-
terns for our third season of farming, then increased 
that number to six the next season, and then eight the 
next.

Bringing on unpaid interns to work on the farm 
dramatically increased our productive capacity and 
brought us closer to true profitability. However, after 
three seasons with interns we found there was a 
limit to how far we could push our production with 
an intern labour model. We also found that interns, 
although unpaid, are not free. There were a number  
of important and significant costs, outlined below:

Stipends: We paid our interns $50 a week to cover 
out-of-pocket expenses.

Housing: In our first season, we rented a house for 
our four interns in the village of Dunedin, five kilome-
tres from the farm, but as we increased our numbers 

we had to find other accommodations. Building ac-
commodations on the farm for our interns would have 
been very expensive, so we bought and renovated an 
old schoolhouse one kilometre from the farm. This 
was still expensive, but gave us an asset we could sell 
if the farm business failed.

Transportation: There were costs involved in getting 
our interns from where they lived to the farm and into 
town on days off, and we had to buy a third vehicle.

Food: Our interns could eat as much food from the 
farm as they wanted.

Off-Farm Training: Providing ample off-farm training 
opportunities was an important factor in our ability 
to attract high-quality interns to work on our farm. 
We attended one full-day CRAFT training day once a 
month, and organized an additional off-farm day every 
month. We also sent all our interns to Toronto to work 
with The Stop Community Food Centre for several 
days during the season. There were direct costs for 
all of these activities, plus the loss of productive time 
on the farm.

Training: None of the people who applied to work 
with us had any farm experience, and the large 
majority had no experience doing any kind of manual 
labour whatsoever. This meant that we had to teach 
our interns how to do manual work before we could 
teach them to do the specific tasks of farming. There-
fore, there was a period of very low productivity that 
lasted several months at the start of the season. The 
fact that we had to recruit new interns every season 
meant that this low-productivity training period had 
to be repeated annually. Productivity increased later 
in the season, but the average productivity of each 
intern over the whole season was generally very low. 
The interns we hosted certainly can’t be faulted for 
requiring a lot of training - their need for training was 
precisely the reason they wanted to do an internship 
in the first place. But from a farmer perspective, 
training interns every season is extremely costly.

Opportunity Cost: This was the greatest cost associ-
ated with our interns. Our interns had a reasonable 
expectation that either Gillian or I would work side 
by side with them, pretty much all of the time. This 
was the best way for them to learn, which was their 
primary motivation for working on the farm. However, 
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working in the field all day with the interns prevented 
us from doing all the other tasks that are essential 
to running a profitable business - sales, marketing, 
planning, bookkeeping and record keeping. It was 
difficult to properly manage the business side of the 
farm while working with the interns on the production 
side all day.

After three years of interns, it was clear that we could 
not increase the productivity of our workforce, due 
to the interns’ lack of skill and experience and the 
requirement to work with them all day. Our focus on 
profitability had also led us to become more special-
ized, and to focus more on wholesale customers and 
less on direct-to-consumer sales. This made our 
farm less attractive to interns - the large majority of 
prospective interns want to work on a very diverse 
farm that sells directly to consumer, usually through 
a Community Shared Agriculture (CSA) project and/or 
farmers’ market. We had never operated a CSA, and 
our farmers’ market sales were far less profitable 
than our wholesale sales. 

We eventually came to the conclusion that in order to 
make our farm financially sustainable we would have 
to specialize more and sell only to wholesale markets, 
but these decisions also made it impossible to re-
cruit good interns and offer a fair, fulfilling internship 
experience on our farm. We therefore decided to hire 
paid employees.

The same factors that made our farm unattractive to 
interns - wholesale sales and specialization - also 
made it unattractive as a place to work for former 
interns seeking paid employment. The Creemore/
Collingwood area also has many minimum wage job 
opportunities in the summer that are less physically 
demanding than working on a farm, so we were un-
able to recruit workers in our community. We there-

fore hired workers from Mexico through the Seasonal 
Agricultural Workers Program.

“After three seasons with interns 
we found there was a limit to how 
far we could push our production 
with an intern labour model. We 
also found that interns, although 
unpaid, are not free.”
In our first season with paid employees, we hired four 
workers, three of whom are still working for us five 
years later. Our first four employees all had expe-
rience working on farms in Ontario and had a wide 
range of practical skills. They were far more produc-
tive than interns had been. In our first season with 
employees we almost doubled our sales from the pre-
vious year (when we had eight interns), which covered 
our increased labour costs and much more.

We now hire seven employees each season, all of 
whom have worked on our farm in the past. Our cost 
of wages is much higher than they were with interns, 
but our training costs are much lower, and our overall 
productivity is far higher. Our farm is now consis-
tently profitable, and neither Gillian nor I have any 
off-farm income. We have tried to make the working 
environment on our farm as fair and safe as possible, 
and have instituted a profit-sharing system with our 
employees. The experience of working with skilled 
employees who return year after year has also been 
very rewarding for Gillian and me. We have a close, 
long-term bond with those who work on our farm, 
and we’re proud to provide them with a job that allows 
them to build wealth and opportunity for their families 
in Mexico.

Photo by Brent Preston
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P A R T  4 :

J U S T I C E ,  L A W  A N D 
S O C I A L  M O V E M E N T S 
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Building on the previous discussions, this section tackles some of the more complicated 

questions around farm internships. Authors take on issues of justice, legal considerations 

and movement building. What does just labour mean in a context in which many producers 

persist in a state of financial precarity? Who gets to be a farmer? Are internships legal in 

the context of various agricultural exceptions to labour laws? Are farm internships part of 

emerging alternative economies and movements?  

S O C I A L  J U S T I C E  P E R S P E C T I V E S  O N  U R B A N 
F A R M  I N T E R N S H I P S 
Abena Kwatemaa Offeh-Gyimah,  Tinashe Kanengoni ,  and Stephanie Henry

Our reflections are based on experiences with an 
internship program at the Black Creek Community 
Farm20 (BCCF) and the AfriCan Food Basket’s (AFB) 
Cultivating Youth Program, both of which are based 
in Toronto, Ontario. The BCCF internship program is 
located in the Jane and Finch community and the AFB 
youth program at Lawrence Heights Community Cen-
tre and within other communities across the city. 

In the urban context, many youth food and farming 
programs are developed as an instrument to work 
with youth-at-risk and address issues of harm pre-
vention, education and engagement, and food security 
in racialized neighbourhoods. At Lawrence Heights, 
creating food, nutrition and nature-based program-
ming was an opportunity to create new spaces for 

youth to learn about their community, reconnect with 
nature, explore their personal identities and better 
understand their socio-cultural positioning in the 
world. Beyond this project, food security and urban 
agriculture are valuable tools for personal develop-
ment and connection to social, environmental and 
economic issues in the City of Toronto. The programs 
were about learning how to dream of possibilities 
beyond the neighbourhood. 

The internship program at BCCF focused on build-
ing leadership, confidence, employment skills, and 
expanding social networks. Unlike traditional farm 
internship programs, the focus went far beyond 
developing skills necessary for growing and selling 
food. For BCCF, urban farm internships were also 

20	 www.blackcreekfarm.ca

http://www.blackcreekfarm.ca
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focused on community building, leadership, and food 
education. The emphasis on training youth to become 
community leaders made interns feel valued, espe-
cially in a place where vulnerable populations have 
historical memory and experiences of marginalization 
and injustice.  

Despite the many values and benefits of the BCCF in-
ternship program, there were a number of challenges 
that limited its ability to impact the participants and 
community. Although funding for the program pro-
vided the youth with tokens, program materials, and 
a stipend for food, the assumptions embedded within 
the program’s structure were quite problematic. 
For example, the expectation that urban youth from 
low-income communities would commit a minimum 
of six months to the internship program without pay 
while living in the city created major obstacles for 
some people. 

“In an urban farm internship, 
issues of race, class, gender, and 
exclusion embedded in the food 
system cannot be isolated from 
the context of the socioeconomic 
realities in which the interns live 
and work.”
In rural internship programs, participants exchange 
hands-on experience for room and board over the 
course of a farming season. These kinds of programs 
appeal to a much different demographic than the 
primarily racialized youth participating in BCCF pro-
gramming. Looking at the differences between urban 
and rural internships raises many questions about 
who can actually afford to take time away from full-
time work to learn to grow food. Moreover, it’s not just 
who can afford to work for free, but also, who actually 
has the time to invest in a full season of farm training. 
In an urban context, most participants did not come 
to the program just because of the farm training, but 
for a number of reasons including the hope of receiv-
ing work experience, building social relationships, 
and the transit tokens and lunch that were provided 
as part of the program. In short, it is important to 
consider just who the interns are and what kinds of 
experiences and skills they are being offered through 
the internship training program.

A focus on food justice and equity is crucial in the 
urban context. It is important to step back and real-

ize there are people who have become displaced and 
alienated from the natural environment, food knowl-
edge and skills, land ownership, and outdoor expe-
riences. Many people in marginalized communities 
are also coming to urban agriculture with some form 
of direct or indirect trauma, which may be current or 
historical. Engaging people in a sensitive, honest and 
empowering manner requires listening and acknowl-
edging their situation. With this understanding, it 
becomes clear that a successful urban internship 
program is not just about engaging people in skill 
development and training but also being with them 
through a journey of personal and emotional heal-
ing. Honouring and providing space to develop local 
leadership was a key tenet for keeping youth engaged. 
This was a complicated and unpredictable process.

Many of the urban youth on the farm were working 
multiple jobs just to make ends meet, meaning there 
was a double burden of being involved in non-waged 
and often low-waged work at the same time. We 
found that the training and programs needed to offer 
more than just spending time outside, but actually 
giving the youth something that is far more tangible. 
For example, many of the interns at BCCF learned 
about soil systems. 

Recruiting and retaining interns is challenging.  
For urban youth that need to work to support their 
families, it is impossible to promise that the program 
would ever change their socioeconomic conditions. 
Also, there is likely no way that they would be guar-
anteed an opportunity for employment in farming 
beyond the internship. Furthermore, not paying a 
wage makes it hard for urban farm interns to save up 
to buy land. This also raises a host of other challeng-
es from issues of safety for racialized youth who may 
be interested in farming in rural areas, to address-
ing historical experiences of trauma, exclusion, and 
access to land.

Photo by Soil Association
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To be a farmer is not something urban racialized 
youth can easily choose as a career or a lifestyle. 
The hurdles are high for any aspiring farmer, but are 
significantly higher for racialized youth. This means 
that any farmer-training program needs to consider 
this and the specific challenges that racialized groups 
face.  Different than most professions in Canada, 
farming is often connected to family land ownership 
and culture norms. It also has a lot to do with a messy 
history of land and race. White colonialists initial-
ly settled land and current ownership and farming 
trends still reflect this. Following from this, intern-
ships risk reproducing a specific set of conditions and 
a certain kind of farmer - white and middle class.

In an urban farm internship, issues of race, class, 
gender, and exclusion embedded in the food system 
cannot be isolated from the context of the socioeco-
nomic realities in which the interns live and work. 
When youth from the Jane and Finch neighbourhood 
enter the internship program, it’s framed as an op-
portunity to build on existing experiences and skills. 
For this reason, creating holistic collaborations with 
the organizations that already exist in that community 
is essential to maintaining the viability of the intern-
ship program, along with maintaining a sense of trust 
and respect. Taking this all into consideration, urban  
farm internships can be a vital part of food justice 
work if carefully planned, executed, and engaged 
within the local community. 

Photo by Ignatius Jesuit Centre
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E M P L O Y M E N T  S T A N D A R D S  A N D  I N T E R N S H I P S 
I N  O N T A R I O :  A  L E G A L  P E R S P E C T I V E
J o s h  M a n d r y k 

Interns have emerged as a new category of worker in 
Canada that are particularly vulnerable to misclassifi-
cation. While internships have existed for a long time 
in industries like law and medicine, they have expand-
ed across the economy and across many sectors. 
Now, many young workers with entry-level jobs are 
being labeled as interns. 

The Employment Standards Act, 2000, S.O. 2000, c. 
41 (ESA) is a floor of protections that covers overtime 
and hours of work, minimum wage, vacation pay, 
public holidays, severance, termination and tempo-
rary health leaves. It is intended to create a set of 
standards for all workers in Ontario. Workers cannot 
opt out of the Act by way of individual contracts with 
employers and neither party can come to an agree-
ment in which they forego minimum wage standards. 
Even if interns agree to work for less than minimum 
wage, such an arrangement would be void in light of 
the ESA. The problem, however, is that there are many 
gaps in the ESA that leave workers vulnerable. 

There are many special rules, exemptions and exclu-
sions from the ESA (see Lambek’s contribution to this 
report), but in the absence of an applicable special 
rule, exemption or exclusion, an individual performing 
work for an employer in an employment-like situation 
should be presumed to be an employee and entitled to 
the Act’s protections.

Employers have used many common justifications for 
their use of unpaid interns and many of these apply 
to farming. For example, a common rationale is that 
“we are a startup and we just can’t pay our interns 
yet” or “we’re not quite making enough money.” When 
progressive organizations get called out for having 
unpaid internships they typically say, “we are different 
than those big companies.” These people might point 
to the stipend that they pay their employees or the 
provision of room and board. However, if the stipend 
does not amount to minimum wage, it is not meeting 
the basic requirements of the ESA. Additionally, the 
ESA is explicit about the value of room and board and 
what employers can charge for this - and it is consid-
erably less than the amount someone would make 
working full time at minimum wage. These amounts, 
which are fixed by law, apply equally whether the em-
ployer is a big bank, a small business or a non-profit 
organization.

In Ontario there are three primary exemptions or 
exclusions. An exemption means that you are not 
obliged to follow certain parts of the ESA and an 
exclusion refers to not being covered by the ESA in 
its entirety. The first is the exemption for students 
in training for certain enumerated professions. For 
instance, law students are required to article before 
they are called to the bar as a lawyer and during this 
time they are exempted from most of the ESA, in-
cluding the minimum wage and overtime provisions 
(although they are generally paid nonetheless). Sec-
ond are academic exemptions that apply to second-
ary schools, colleges of applied arts and technology 
and universities establishing internship (or co-op) 
programs. The ESA does not apply to the students in 
these placements. The only way this would apply to 
farming would be if agricultural students complete 
internships through a recognized academic program.

The third is the trainee exemptions, targeted at 
internships that are not attached to a school where 
someone may be working for an employer that claims 
they are a “trainee.” To fit here, every single part of 
the following test must be met for it to be legal not to 
pay a trainee. According to the ESA, the trainee test 
consists of six parts: 

• The training is similar to that which is given  
    in a vocational school.
• The training is for the benefit of the individual.
• The person providing the training derives little,  
    if any, benefit from the activity of the individual  
    while he or she is being trained.
• The individual does not displace employees of  
    the person providing the training.
• The individual is not accorded a right to become  
    an employee of the person providing the training.
• The individual is advised that he or she will  
    receive no remuneration for the time that he  
    or she spends in training.21

If any one of these tests is not met a person must be 
paid. In Ontario, a trainee or other employee can file 
a complaint without cost with the Employment Stan-
dards Branch. An Employment Standards Officer will 
investigate the complaint and issue a decision. From 
that point, either party can appeal the decision to the 
Ontario Labour Relations Board. 

There have been a handful of decisions in trainee 

21	 www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/es/pubs/internships.php

https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/es/pubs/internships.php
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cases that provide some guidance regarding how 
the factors noted above actually apply.  For instance, 
with regard to the first factor, in Girex Bancorp Inc. v. 
Hsieh, 2004 CanLII 24679 (ON LRB), the employer re-
cruited two recent graduates from a college software 
design program to participate in an unpaid internship 
in which they wrote software code. The business 
claimed it was practical training to complement their 
education. The Labour Relations Board ruled that 
there was no similarity to vocational school training 
because no form of instruction or evaluation was 
provided that a school would normally provide. The 
decision stated: “there was no evidence of any formal 
instruction, supervision, or evaluation. Consequently, 
the Board finds that the work experience the Claim-
ants received cannot be characterized as ‘training’ 
similar to that which is given in a vocational school.”

In respect to the second factor – that the training is 
for the benefit of the intern – we need to remember 
that workers always benefit to some degree from on 
the job training. I articled as a law student, continued 
to learn throughout work and was still paid for my 
time; now I’m a lawyer. Every time I do a new task I 
ask my higher-ups and they teach me. I learn a tre-
mendous amount in my job but at the end of the day 
I’m working and generating a profit for the firm. In 
many cases, employees spend an entire day or week 
being trained but it doesn’t mean the training is for 
the worker’s benefit. It’s for work, the reason they are 
there is to work, and in most cases it should be paid.  

The third factor has a very high threshold, which stip-
ulates that the employer derives little, if any, benefit 
from the activities of the intern while they are being 
trained. It is unlikely that anyone who has completed 
a farm internship would say that their host/employer 
didn’t derive benefit even if they had a ‘positive expe-
rience’. As an employer, an employee performs work, 
and even if the work is substandard, the employer is 
still required to pay them. 

The fourth factor specifies that trainees cannot 
displace employees. In the case of the software 
company described above, it is clear that the unpaid 
interns performed tasks that otherwise would have 
been completed by paid employees, thereby displac-
ing workers. In the case of farm internships, it could 
be argued that in the absence of an intern working 
full time on a farm, an employee would be needed to 
complete the work or the operation would need to be 
scaled back. 

The fifth factor stipulates that an individual is not ac-
corded the right to become an employee of the person 

providing the training. This means, for instance, that 
this requirement would not be met if someone were 
hired on a trial basis with the understanding that they 
will have a job at the end if it works out.   

For the sixth trainee exclusion, the individuals must 
be advised that they won’t receive payment for the 
time spent in training. Most farmers are proba-
bly clear about the unpaid nature of an internship. 
However, they must meet all six tests and every case 
depends on its own facts. It would be very difficult to 
organize and run an internship that would meet all 
six tests when someone is providing labour to a farm, 
even if they are an inexperienced worker.  

“Even if interns agree to work for 
less than minimum wage, such 
an arrangement would be void 
in light of the ESA. The problem, 
however, is that there are many 
gaps in the ESA that leave  
workers vulnerable.”
Beyond the ESA and the exclusions, we must also 
consider the ethics of internships. Just because it’s 
legal doesn’t mean it’s right, even if the exemptions 
detailed above may apply. Certainly there are a lot 
of unpaid internships in Ontario that are organized 
through secondary schools, colleges and universities, 
which are completely legal because of the academic 
exclusion. But just because it’s legal doesn’t mean 
it’s not contributing to intergenerational inequity and 
displacing what would otherwise be paid work. In 
most cases, if there wasn’t an unpaid intern doing 
the work, a paid employee would be hired. There is 
a serious ethical question about whether the labour 
of young workers is being devaluated, regardless of 
whether an internship is legal or not.

Photo by Michael Ekers
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F A R M  W O R K E R S  I N  O N T A R I O :  H O W  T H E  L A W 
C R E A T E S  I N S E C U R I T Y  F O R  A G R I C U LT U R A L 
W O R K E R S  A N D  T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  B U I L D I N G 
D E M O C R A C Y  T H R O U G H  T H E  F O O D  S Y S T E M 
N a d i a  L a m b e k 

We like to think that our laws protect marginalized 
groups and ensure our collective wellbeing.  Howev-
er, in the case of agriculture workers, the law is not 
always on their side.  Indeed, the law and legal insti-
tutions that regulate work on farms in Ontario devalue 
agricultural work, disempower workers and actively 
construct a vulnerable workforce.  In this brief piece, 
I will outline the main legal frameworks that govern 
work for agricultural workers in Ontario,22 and con-
trast that with protections offered to workers in other 
sectors.  I will argue that these legal frameworks 
marginalize farm workers and make them vulnerable 
by denying them access to basic minimum employ-
ment protections and by denying them robust rights 
of association.23  I will end with some comments on 
implications of the farm worker exclusions for pro-
gressive food movements and for people seeking to 
improve our food systems.

Legislative and Regulatory Frameworks

Employment Protections
Several statutory and regulatory instruments govern 
employment in Ontario both on and off the farm.24  A 
key piece of legislation is the Employment Standards 
Act, 2000, S.O. 2000, c. 41 (ESA).  The ESA is consid-
ered minimum standards legislation, as it guarantees 
a floor of protections that all employers must at a 
minimum provide their employees.  These minimum 
standards cover a wide number of things, such as 
minimum wages and limits on hours of work.25  While 
these provisions benefit most of Ontario’s workforce, 
agricultural workers are exempt from many of the 
ESA’s core and fundamental protections. 26   

Specifically, the ESA exempts “farm employees” and 
“harvesters” from many basic protections.  A “farm 

employee” is an employee “whose employment is di-
rectly related to the primary production of eggs, milk, 
grain, seeds, fruit, vegetables, maple products, honey, 
tobacco, herbs, pigs, cattle, sheep, goats, poultry, 
deer, elk, ratites, bison, rabbits, game birds, wild boar 
and cultured fish.” 27 A “harvester” is “an employee 
who is employed on a farm to harvest fruit, vegetables 
or tobacco for marketing or storage.” 28  

22	 In Canada, the provinces have jurisdiction over agricultural work.  As a result, each province has its own legislative and regulatory regime. 
23	 As this short overview is focused on Ontario’s employment and labour schemes, I will not address the very important issue of how Canada’s immigration 
	 laws further marginalize temporary foreign workers.  For more information on this important topic, see:  Fay Faraday, “Made in Canada: How the Law  
	 Constructs Migrant Workers’ Insecurity” (Metcalf Foundation, 2012); Fay Faraday, “Profiting from the Precarious: How Recruitment Practices Exploit  
	 Migrant Workers” (Metcalf Foundation, 2014); Min Sook Lee, “Migrant Dreams” (film, 2016).
24	 Some of these include: the Employment Standards Act [hereinafter “ESA”] (minimum standards);  Labour Relations Act, [hereinafter “LRA”]  
	 (collective bargaining);  Workplace Safety and Insurance Act;  Occupational Health and Safety Act;  Pay Equity Act;  Human Rights Code;  Agricultural  
	 Employees Protection Act [hereinafter “AEPA”];  Employment Protection for Foreign Nationals Act.
25	 ESA, supra note 3, at ss. 17 and 23.
26	 See generally O. Reg. 285/01: Exemptions, Special Rules and Establishment of Minimum Wage, to the Employment Standards Act, 2000, S.O. 2000,  
	 c. 41 [hereinafter “O. Reg. 285/01”]. 
27	 Ibid. at s. 2(2). 
28	 Ibid. at s. 24. 
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W H AT  P R O T E C T I O N S  D O E S  T H E 
E S A  C O N T I N U E  T O  P R O V I D E ?

W H AT  P R O T E C T I O N S  D O E S  
T H E  E S A  N O T  P R O V I D E ?

FA R M  E M P L O Y E E S

• Regular payments of wages  
   and wage statements

• Leaves of absence
• Termination notice and/or pay  

   and severance pay
• Equal pay for equal work

• Minimum wages
• Maximum hours of work

• Daily rest periods
• Time between shifts

• Weekly/bi-weekly rest periods
• Eating periods

• Overtime
• Public Holidays

• Vacation with pay

H A R V E S T E R S

• Regular payments of wages  
   and wage statements

• Leaves of absence
• Termination notice and/or pay  

   and severance pay
• Equal pay for equal work

• Minimum wage (BUT special  
   rules apply)

• Maximum hours of work
• Daily rest periods

• Time between shifts
• Weekly/bi-weekly rest periods

• Eating periods
• Overtime

• Public Holidays

These exclusions marginalize agricultural workers in 
several ways.  Without access to minimum wages and 
with no maximum hours of work, “farm employees” 
are subject to their employers’ whims with respect 
to how many hours they are expected to work each 
week and how much they will be paid for that work.  
“Harvesters” can be required to work extensive hours, 
yet are not entitled to any overtime pay.  In addition, 
employers can require that both types of agricultural 
workers work without breaks for meals and without 
days off.  

Labour Protections
This vulnerability and marginalization is exacerbated 
by the fact that agricultural workers are not afford-
ed the same protections as other workers in Ontario 
when they seek to act collectively to improve their 
working conditions.  In Ontario, the Labour Relations 
Act, 1995, c. 1, Sched. A. (LRA) provides protections 
for workers to inter alia organize, engage in collective 
action, form a union, and negotiate a collective agree-
ment.   Workers are also given access to a specialized 
tribunal to address breakdowns in the negotiation 
process and to assist in the creation of a collective 
agreement.29 However, the entire statutory scheme 
does not apply to employees engaged in agriculture.30 

 Instead, agricultural workers are governed under a 
separate – and far less robust – statutory scheme, 
the Agricultural Employees Protection Act, 2002, S.O. 
2002, c. 16 (AEPA).  Under the AEPA, agricultural 
workers have the right to join an employees’ associa-
tion and to participate in the association, and an em-
ployer cannot interfere with this right, by for example 
terminating the employee’s employment.31 In addition, 
the employer is obligated to “give an employees’ 
association a reasonable opportunity to make rep-
resentations respecting the terms and conditions of 
employment.”32  The AEPA also provides for a dispute 
mechanism to address infringements of the Act.33 

The AEPA, however, denies agricultural workers 
many of the fundamental protections granted to other 
workers under the LRA.  First, the AEPA lacks any 
protection to ensure only one single bargaining agent 
represents each workforce, allowing internal compe-
tition for representation.  As noted by Justice Abella, 
Justice of the Supreme Court of Canada, protections 
for only one union have been a “defining principle” 
of the Canadian labour relations model since the 
1940s.34  Second, the AEPA lacks any obligation to 
bargain in good faith. As a result, employers are 
simply required to meet with bargaining agents and 

29	 LRA, supra note 3.
30	 Ibid. at s. 3(b.1); AEPA, supra note 3, at s. 2.
31	 Ibid. at s. 9.

32	 Ibid. at s. 5(1).
33	 Ibid. at s. 11.
34 	 Ontario (Attorney General) v. Fraser, [2011] 2 SCR 3, dissent of J.  
	 Abella, at para. 345 [hereinafter “Fraser”].
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to listen or read their demands, and nothing more.  
There is no requirement that the parties work togeth-
er to come to a solution, as there is under the LRA.35   
And third, the AEPA lacks a statutory mechanism for 
resolving bargaining impasses and interpreting col-
lective agreements.

“Until we have democracy in the 
workplace and until agricultural 
workers can bargain collectively, 
we will never achieve democratic 
food systems.  We are reminded 
that the law itself creates many 
of the structural inequities in our 
food systems.  But our laws can be 
changed.”
The exclusion from the LRA and the terms of AEPA 
have been the source of significant legal challenge.  
Most recently, in Ontario (Attorney General) v. Fra-
ser, the AEPA was challenged on the grounds that 
it violated the constitutionally protected freedom of 
association rights36  of agricultural workers by failing 
to provide them effective protection to organize and 
bargain collectively.37   At the Supreme Court of Can-
ada, the Applicants relied on earlier jurisprudence of 
the Court to argue that legal protections were neces-
sary to ensure that agricultural workers could enjoy 
their rights, including the right to freedom of associa-
tion.  In particular, the Applicants relied on precedent 
stating that “a posture of government restraint in the 
area of labour relations will expose most workers … 
to a range of unfair labour practices” and that “ex-
cluding agricultural workers from a protective regime 
substantially contributes to the violation of protected 
freedoms.”38   Despite this precedent, the Supreme 
Court ultimately upheld the legislation, noting that 
freedom of association only protects “associational 
activity, not a particular process or result.”39 

As a result, the current statutory scheme is in place 
for the foreseeable future.  There is some hope that 
the Changing Workplaces Review process currently 

underway in Ontario will result in recommendations 
to the Ontario government to do away with the ESA 
exemptions and to provide LRA protections to agri-
cultural workers, replacing the AEPA.  The Special 
Advisor’s Interim Report unfortunately does not give 
a clear direction of what recommendations will be 
made.40 

Conclusion
In concluding, while the statutorily entrenched vul-
nerability and marginalization of agricultural work-
ers persists, the farm worker exclusions in the ESA 
and the LRA can serve as important reminders and 
rallying points for Ontario’s food movements.  First, 
the exclusions serve as reminders to food movements 
to engage and work in solidarity with agricultural 
workers, rather than exclude them as our legislators 
have done.  Second, addressing the exclusions can 
serve as a catalyst for progressive food movements 
in Ontario that continue to call for greater democratic 
control over food systems.  Until we have democracy 
in the workplace and until agricultural workers can 
bargain collectively, we will never achieve democratic 
food systems.  Third, we are reminded that the law 
itself creates many of the structural inequities in our 
food systems.  But our laws can be changed.  It is in 
our hands to create the kind of food systems we want 
and to ensure that small-scale ecological farmers 
have the support they need to continue their valuable 
work while also being able to provide their employees 
living wages. Our food systems are broken, but we 
can fix them.

35	 The LRA, in contrast, requires that the parties “bargain in good faith and make every reasonable effort to make a collective agreement.” LRA, supra  
	 note 3 at s. 17.
36	 Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, Part I of the Constitution Act, 1982, being Schedule B to the Canada Act 1982 (UK), 1982, c 11, at s. 2(d)  
	 (“Everyone has the following fundamental freedoms: … (d) freedom of association”).
37	 Fraser, supra note 14.
38	 Dunmore v. Ontario (Attorney General), [2001] 3 SCR 1016, at para. 20.
39	 Fraser, supra note 14, at para. 47.
40	 Special Advisors, Changing Workplaces Review: Special Advisors’ Interim Report (July 27, 2016), at pp. 55-63.
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F I N A L  T H O U G H T S :
M i c h a e l  E ke r s  a n d  C h a r l e s  Z .  L e v ko e

The contributions to this report demonstrate that 
farm internships cannot be narrowly understood as a 
simple exchange of labour for education, but rather, 
reflect a broader number of economic, ethical, legal, 
practical and aspirational considerations. Put anoth-
er way, farm internships are a distillate of a range of 
issues at the core of both alternative and conventional 
food systems including the financial viability of farms, 
concerns regarding farm succession and training a 
new generation of farmers, and finally, the question 
of labour, given the frequent precariousness of farm 
workers.

These issues are complicated and very much in mo-
tion and, as such, are difficult to negotiate, especially 
for farm operators and those seeking either paid farm 
work or training though internships. The discussions 
raised throughout this report demonstrate that there 
are no easy answers to the conundrums and ethical 
dilemmas surrounding farm internships. It is those 
with proverbial ‘skin in the game’, namely farm-
ers, farm workers (unpaid and paid) and supporting 
organizations that will ultimately feel the pressure 
to negotiate the issues raised in this report and set 
a course forward. However, these issues cannot be 
addressed in isolation from the challenges within the 
dominant corporate, industrial food system. It is clear 

that institutional support is needed for those inter-
ested in taking up this cause. Moreover, the financial 
viability of ecological farms is surely part of the policy 
puzzle for ensuring that aspiring farmers have op-
portunities for adequate training and meaningful and 
paid work, which could contribute to a more diverse 
and robust ecological farm sector.

It is not our intention to offer any definitive conclu-
sions in light of the diverse contributions collected 
here, which reflect a range of perspectives from 
people situated quite differently in relation to food 
and farming. By way of conclusion, we end with a 
number of unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable 
questions emerging from this report.  We offer the 
following questions by way of reflection to continue 
the dialogue over the question of labour and training 
within the ecological farming sector and in the spirit 
of strengthening this sector.

Enduring questions:
• Recognizing the dire need for ecological farmer 
training and the limited options available, are there 
successful models to learn from beyond the avenues 
identified in this report (see contribution by Lekx)? 
How can prospective farmers gain hands-on expe-
rience along with a practical and theoretical under-
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standing of farming systems? Are existing supports 
available? What possibilities could be pursued? 

• Given the asymmetry in the institutional and fiscal 
support provided to corporate, industrial and ecolog-
ical growers, what forms of support are available for 
those farmers, interns and advocates seeking to navi-
gate and respond to the issues outlined in this report? 
These issues can’t be solved on the backs of volun-
teer and paid workers at non-profits and farm advo-
cacy organizations who already face workload issues. 
What grants might be available to provide funding for 
staff dedicated to supporting those involved with farm 
internships?

• Given the financial challenges faced by both estab-
lished ecological farmers and new entrants, what 
does just labour mean in the context of producers 
who struggle to maintain their own farm operations? 
When many farm owners forgo a wage, yet build 
equity in their farm businesses and the land they may 
own, how can operators ensure that workers are fairly 
compensated in both financial and non-monetary 
terms (see contributions by Childs and Marr)?

• Beyond the groups and organizations facilitating 
farm internships, how far and wide have farm intern-
ships spread? What are the experiences of those in-
terns and farmers operating independently that have 
no accountability or recourse to an organization facil-
itating farm internships? As several farm internship 
programs are shuttered (see contributions by Har-
ries and Stephen) is there an issue of farms offering 
internships without any oversight and/or institutional 
support? What are the risks associated with this for 
farmers and for interns?

• Examination of employment legislation and agricul-
tural exceptions to labour law can begin to tell us, in 
formal terms, whether farm internships are legal or 
not (see Mandryk’s contribution).  However, through-
out much of Canada it is unclear how internship 
(employment) law intersects with the agricultural 
exceptions to employment standards (see Lambek’s 
contribution), which means that the legal status of 
farm internships remains unclear and is likely to be 
decided through case law. Out of court settlements 
in British Columbia have favoured affording interns 
back-wages, but if cases make their way through the 
courts, what decisions will be arrived at and what will 
be the effect on the sector? Will this result in a de-
cline in farm internships and what might be the new 
face of farm work on ecological farms?

• One of the questions largely unexplored in this re-

port is how questions of gender intersect with issues 
of farm internships. Why are more women than men 
learning to farm outside of a formal training program 
often without a formal wage? To what extent does this 
issue build on a longer history of women providing 
valuable labour to agricultural production without the 
recognition and financial rewards that men receive? 
Further, as women are trained through farm intern-
ships what further supports are available to ensure 
that women can take more leadership and power 
within the ecological farming sector? 

• What are the risks and liabilities associated with 
farm internships for workers and operators? Farming 
often takes place in isolated places and for inexperi-
enced interns, working with machinery and animals 
can be risky work that can lead to serious injuries. 
Moreover, given that many young women are working 
on remote farms, at times by themselves, are instanc-
es of sexual harassment and assault occurring? What 
might be done by organizations facilitating internship 
programs to address these risks? 
 

“Farm internships are a distillate  
of a range of issues at the core of 
both alternative and conventional 
food systems including the finan-
cial viability of farms, concerns 
regarding farm succession and 
training a new generation of farm-
ers, and finally, the question of 
labour, given the frequent precari-
ousness of farm workers.”
• Finally, what is the relationship between farm in-
terns and migrant workers? As Preston notes in his 
contribution, the employment of migrant workers was 
deemed necessary in building his sustainable farm 
business. Preston points to a profit-sharing program 
developed with his migrant workers, but unfortu-
nately, this kind of partnership is exceedingly rare. 
What are the different types of rights, vulnerabilities 
and possibilities that exist for interns versus migrant 
workers? Can relations of solidarity be established 
between different groups of farm workers? Can eco-
logical farm operators buck many of the labour trends 
associated with the conventional agriculture sector in 
which employees frequently work for low wages and 
often with limited rights (see contribution by Childs)?
It would be unreasonable to expect individual farmers 
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or farm workers to solve many of the pressing ques-
tions outlined above, which points to the importance 
of building the institutional capacity of food systems 
networks. Nevertheless, in addition to many of the 
important issues flagged by the contributors to this 
report, the questions we offer here point to some of

Photo by J. Michael Smith

the further discussions that still need to take place. 
Ensuring that social justice concerns are at the core 
of ecological faming is necessary for building a sus-
tainable and robust food system for all.
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Natalie Childs has many years of experience working 
on small and medium-scale organic vegetable and 
fruit farms in the Gatineau Valley of Quebec, on Salt 
Spring Island and in the Similkameen Valley of British 
Columbia. She’s also an editor and writer for GUTS, 
an online feminist magazine, where she’s written on 
many topics, including unpaid and underpaid farm 
internships and migrant farm labour in Canada.

Michael Ekers is an Assistant Professor in Human
Geography at the University of Toronto Scarborough 
and teaches classes on nature and society, environ-
mental governance and the political economy of ag-
riculture. Over the last five years he has worked with 
farmers and interns in accounting for the rise of new 
forms of work in the alternative agriculture sector 
and both the opportunities and challenges internships 
pose for farmers, workers and more generally for the 
future of the agriculture sector. Michael’s previous re-
search focused on the cultural history of tree planting 
in Canada and accounted for the politics of everyday 
life and work in contemporary reforestation camps in
British Columbia.

Rachel Harries is the former Producer Skills Manag-
er at the Soil Association. She ran the Future Growers 
scheme and was involved in various projects sup-

porting new entrants to farming, including access to 
training, land, finance and business advice. She also 
worked on a European level as part of a network on 
access to land and sits on the board of the Biodynam-
ic Land Trust. In 2013 she co-founded the Community 
Supported Agriculture (CSA) Network UK. Rachel has 
worked in the local food sector for over a decade, and 
has personal experience of volunteering on organic 
farms in the UK, Spain, Italy and India. She was also 
a workplace union representative and is passionate 
about workers’ rights and sustainable livelihoods. 

Stephanie Henry is a food and environmental enthu-
siast and purveyor of health. She has over 10 years of 
experience in community work and began her journey 
in agriculture as a farming intern with the African 
Food Basket in 2006. She has worked in various areas 
of the food movement including Food Share’s Shore-
ham Good Food Market as Organizing Committee 
Member, Community Garden Coordinator at the Com-
munity Action Resource Center, and Farming Intern/ 
Site Manager Assistant at the Black Creek Communi-
ty Farm in 2014 and 2016, respectively. Her business, 
Our Life Natural Foods and Culinary Boutique, aims 
to educate participants through experiential learning 
about food sovereignty, justice and food security. 
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Tinashe Kanengoni is a passionate community and 
food systems innovator with over 14 years’ experi-
ence developing and implementing a diverse range 
of urban community food security initiatives. Tinashe 
has worked in community food security initiatives 
and partnerships with marginalized communities in 
Toronto, Nairobi and Botswana. Currently, he is Prin-
cipal Innovator for Seed to Table, an organization that 
focuses on community food security and nutrition in 
Scarborough. Tinashe is also Afri-can Food Basket’s 
Lead Farmer at the Black Creek Community Farm. He 
is also a member of the Toronto Food Policy Council. 

Abena Kwatemaa Offeh-Gyimah is a PhD student at 
McMaster University in the School of Social Work. 
In 2014, through the youth internship program, she 
farmed at Black Creek Community Farm. The follow-
ing year, she coordinated the program, and through 
funding, the training focused on agroecology and pro-
vided placements in the food related industry for the 
youth interns. She is also a part of the Black Creek 
Food Justice Network, which does tireless work to 
address and challenge inequalities in the food system 
that Jane and Finch residents experience, and also 
supports other justice related work around food. 

Nadia Lambek is a Doctor of Juridical Science (SJD) 
candidate at the University of Toronto Faculty of Law, 
and a human rights lawyer, researcher and advocate 
focused on food system transitions and the rights of 
working people. Her current research explores how 
the law and legal claims are framed by alternative 
food movements and how law can (and cannot) be 
mobilized in the pursuit of more equitable, just and 
sustainable food systems. Before beginning her SJD, 
Nadia practiced law, focusing on the promotion and 
protection of workers’ rights at Cavalluzzo’s in Toron-
to, Ontario. She also served as an advisor to former 
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to 
food, Olivier De Schutter, and has collaborated with 
a number of organizations, including FIAN Interna-
tional, Oxfam (Bangladesh), the Global Network on 
the Right to Food and Nutrition, and Canada Without 
Poverty, on projects related to promoting the right to 
food. 

Heather Lekx is the Farm Manager at the Ignatius 
Jesuit Centre. She came to Ignatius Farm as the 
inaugural CSA Farmer and started their Principles 
and Practices of Organic Agriculture internship 
program. She now leads a dynamic team who enjoy 
growing delicious organic vegetables, beautiful soil, 
new farmers, and community enamored with the farm 
ecosystem. Ignatius Farm programs also include 180 
Community Gardens, a 250-member CSA, and eight 

organic farmer tenants.  Through work with many 
remarkable organic farmers and supporters, Heather 
brought into being CRAFT Ontario, the Great Lakes 
CSA Conference, and several farm training manuals.

Charles Z. Levkoe is the Canada Research Chair in 
Sustainable Food Systems and an Assistant Professor 
in Health Sciences at Lakehead University.  He has 
been involved in food sovereignty work for over 15 
years in both the community and academic sectors. 
Charles’ interdisciplinary teaching, research and 
publishing in food studies bridge the fields of agricul-
tural, political and social geography, urban policy, and 
environmental sustainability. His ongoing communi-
ty-based research focuses on the opportunities for 
building more socially just and ecologically sustain-
able food systems through collaboration and social 
mobilization. 

Josh Mandryk is a labour lawyer at Goldblatt Part-
ners LLP. His practice focuses on all types of pro-
ceedings before the Ontario Labour Relations Board, 
including certification, unfair labour practice com-
plaints, related employer applications, and construc-
tion industry grievances. Josh is the Ontario Director 
and past Executive Director of the Canadian Intern 
Association. In his roles with the Canadian Intern 
Association, Josh has been active in the fight for in-
terns’ rights. Josh has drafted law reform proposals, 
worked closely with provincial and federal politicians 
on Private Members’ Bills, delivered guest lectures 
and ‘know your rights’ workshops, and presented 
before the Standing Committee on Social Policy and 
the Toronto consultation for the Changing Workplaces 
Review. He is frequently quoted in the media as an 
advocate for interns’ rights. Josh is a graduate of the 
University of Toronto Faculty of Law and was called to 
Ontario Bar in 2015. 

Jordan Marr owns a lease-based organic market 
garden business in BC’s Okanagan Valley. His farming 
experience began with internships on two different 
farms in 2007 and 2008. He then co-managed one of 
those farms before launching his own farm in 2011 
with his wife, Vanessa. In his spare time, Jordan 
writes for various farming publications, as well as his 
own website, The Ruminant, where he also produces 
a podcast about farming and food security. He cur-
rently sits on the boards of Canadian Organic Growers 
and the Certified Organic Association of BC.

Brent Preston was born and raised in suburban 
Toronto and worked as a human rights investigator, 
international aid worker and journalist before turn-
ing to farming. In 2005, Brent and his wife Gillian left 



43

their home in downtown Toronto and founded The 
New Farm outside the village of Creemore. They sup-
ply premium quality organic vegetables to restaurants 
and retail stores throughout southern Ontario, and 
have a longstanding partnership with The Stop Com-
munity Food Centre and Community Food Centres 
Canada. The New Farm aims to be a human-powered 
farm, minimizing outside inputs and mechanization.
 
Lucia Stephen is an aspiring farmer, activist and 
organizer, based in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Over the past 
ten years, her work has focused on ways to recruit, 
support and sustain new, aspiring and transitioning 

organic producers in Canada. In 2012, she co-founded 
and coordinated the Atlantic Canadian Organic Re-
gional Network’s Grow A Farmer Initiative (2012-pres-
ent), a multi-faceted project dedicated to promoting 
organic farming as a viable and empowering form of 
livelihood. This experience has informed her addi-
tional roles as Board Member of Food Secure Canada 
and Co-Chair of Food Secure Canada’s New Farmer 
Initiative. As of September 2017, she will transition 
to Toronto to pursue these interests through partic-
ipation in York University’s Master of Public Policy, 
Administration and Law program.
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