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STRATEGIC AGRIWORKFORCE PLAN NEEDED FOR HIGH GROWTH 

CANADIAN AGRICULTURE AND AGRI-FOOD SECTOR 
 

Agriculture and Agri-Food High Growth Sector  

 

We all enjoy the benefits of abundant, healthy, safe and affordable food in Canada due to a world-class 

food system: a system that feeds 36 million Canadians.  As the 5th largest exporter, the Canadian 

agriculture and agri-food sector also feeds a multitude of 

people around the world. It is an important industry to our 

country, not only for nourishment but also because it 

employs 2.3 million Canadians (Canadian farmers, food 

processors and workers) and drives a significant part of the 

Canadian economy, contributing $100 billion, over 6%, 

toward Canada’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  

 

The Canadian government recognizes the importance of 

this large industry sector and believes that Canada can grow 

its position as an agri-food leader, by increasing its output 

of high quality and trusted agri-food products for global 

consumption. Budget 2017 and the Federal Advisory Council on Economic Growth identify the 

agriculture and agri-food sector in Canada as a high growth sector, one that is evolving and expanding 

due to increasing population growth and increasing consumer demands for the Canada brand.  

 

The Federal Government’s 2017 includes the objective to grow Canada’s annual agri-food exports from 

$56 billion to $75 billion by 2025. All indications are clear that there is enough demand for Canada’s 

products to achieve this ambitious target within the next 10 years. However, our agri-food system relies 

on people—farm and food businesses and their workers—to grow, harvest, prepare, and package its 

delicious and sought after products. Unfortunately, the business of farm and food production is already 

struggling to find enough workers, and straining to deal with the impacts of job vacancies on production. 

The labour shortage situation is already dire, the industry’s future sustainability is currently in jeopardy, 

and future growth will be challenging. 

 

Agriculture is Star Productivity Performer in Canadian economy 

 

Ensuring the agri-food sector remains competitive is a priority area for the Federal Government and 

industry. That means figuring out ways to address labour shortages. Modern farm operations adopt and 

implement innovation and technology as it is available.  Farmers are making extensive investments in 

labour saving technologies such as: GPS-guided combines used on grain farms (combines are like the 
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cockpit of an airplane and can cost over half a million 

dollars); self-milkers for dairy cattle; precision seeding 

machinery; and drones to monitor crops and orchards.  

Primary agriculture producers have invested much more 

capital per worker than other Canadian sectors 

(significantly more capital has been invested since 

2009). The agriculture industry realized a 45% increase 

in productivity, meaning each worker is producing 45% 

more today than they did ten years ago, due to 

advances in technology and production. According to 

the Conference Board of Canada and the Canadian 

Agricultural Human Resource Council, this makes 

agriculture the star productivity performer in the Canadian economy.  

 

Agriculture and Agri-Food Labour Shortage and Vacancies 

 

Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council (CAHRC) research clarifies that ten years ago the 

agriculture industry was 30,000 workers short, and today that figure has doubled to 59,000 workers 

with clear expectations that it will double again in ten years to 114,000 workers. On-farm job vacancies 

are exceptionally high at 7%; the national average is 1.8%. 

 

These vacancies are costing the farming industry 

$1.5B each year. These vacancies exist despite 

extensive efforts by business owners to recruit 

and attract workers and are resulting in delays 

or the cancellation of expansion plans by large, 

growth oriented agri-food business owners. 

Agriculture commodities with vacancy rates 

higher than the national average include: Grains 

and Oilseed (9%); Beef (8%); Dairy (8%); Sheep 

Goat and Lamb (15%); Aquaculture (10%). The 

Swine vacancy rate is 6% which is also very high. 

 

Recent research which CAHRC has conducted in 

2017 shows that: 

 rural meat processing vacancies at 9.3%; 

and  

 mushroom growers’ vacancy rate is at 9.4%.   
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Statistics Canada’s Job Vacancy and Wage Survey also continues to show this labour shortage trend: 

 The percent of jobs that are vacant on plant production farms ranks 4th among all industry sectors 

in Canada.  

 Across the provinces, British Columbia has had the highest vacancy rate among plant production 

farms in 7 of the last 8 quarters.  

 

These vacancies are occurring despite the fact 

that the primary agriculture industry brings in 

approximately 45,000 temporary foreign workers 

each year (35,000 SAWP workers, and 10,000 Ag 

Stream workers), which represents 12% of the 

AgriWorkforce.  These are the jobs that cannot be 

filled by Canadians after producers and 

processors participate in vigorous recruitment 

efforts; many of these recruitment efforts are 

regulated and tracked within current 

programming. These important international 

agriculture workers which make up 12% of the 

overall on-farm workforce, are in fact, the choke-point for the sector, securing so many Canadian jobs 

up and down the value-chain. 

 

Agriculture and Agri-Food Sector Workforce Challenges 
 

Worker vacancies exist despite 

extensive efforts by business 

owners to recruit and attract 

workers. There are lots of reasons 

for this. The work typically happens 

in rural Canada where very few 

Canadians live.  There is a high 

degree of seasonality; roughly half 

of the work is seasonal as Canada’s 

climate is not conducive to growing 

produce outside in the winter (the 

other half of the work provides full-

time, permanent, year-round jobs 

for commodities that include 

commodities such as hog farms, mushroom farms, and cattle feedlots).  The work is also physically 

demanding and people in urban centres are more and more removed from their farming roots. 
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Addressing the Agriculture and Agri-Food Sector Labour Challenge 

 

A number of industry leaders have come forward through Canada’s Agriculture and Agri-Food Value 

Chain Roundtables to create Canada’s national Labour Task Force. Together with the support of CAHRC 

they have researched and documented an Agriculture and Agri-food Workforce Action Plan (WAP). This 

plan is supported by eighty-five leading industry organizations, agri-food companies and municipal 

leaders across Canada.  

 

The Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food  

Workforce Action Plan 

 

The Canadian Agriculture and Agri-food Workforce Action Plan 

includes clear short, medium and long term solutions to ensure the 

industry can get ahead of workforce shortages, so that it can thrive 

and grow into the future. It is a strategic roadmap forward, that has 

been well researched and documented by Canada’s national Labour 

Task Force to tackle pervasive labour challenges.  The industry 

supports a balanced approach through the Workforce Action Plan with two overarching priorities to: 

 

1. Increase the supply of labour , both domestic and international workers 

2. Improve the knowledge and skills of workers and employers. 

 

Agriculture and Food National Career Awareness Initiative Required 

 

Focused attention is needed to highlight the 

extensive and exciting work opportunities the 

industry has to offer through a national career 

awareness initiative. This needs to be directed at all 

segments of the general public and connected to 

building consumer confidence and trust in Canada’s 

agriculture and agri-food industry. If we clarify how 

our food is produced (with a focus on safety, 

environmental stewardship and innovation), then 

we have an opportunity to get people excited 

about who is involved and what a great industry it is to work in. We can harness the growing foodie 

movement and connect with the public’s growing interest in food. In this way we can build trust in the 

people, process and products of Canada’s agri-food sector.  
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A national career awareness initiative should also celebrate TFWs who come to Canada to help the 

industry thrive. They are a key component of our Agri-Food success. Ensuring farmers and food 

producers have access to international workers when Canadians are unavailable is a priority. Clarifying 

their contribution and value will support public trust and 

highlights that this is an industry that values diversity. 

Additionally, securing pathways to permanency for those 

TFWs who are interested in immigration is also key to 

retaining Canadian trained talent. Currently those pathways 

are limited for agricultural workers many of whom are 

classified as “lower-skilled”. There are many success stories of 

foreign workers becoming new Canadians and building long 

and successful careers in the industry in the select provinces 

that allow immigration.  

 

The Canadian agriculture industry has always been based on 

support from a strong immigration plan. This is the foundation of what this country was built on and 

needs to be celebrated.  

 

More Training Needed 

 

In addition to increasing the supply of labour through various means including career promotion, the 

Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food Workforce Action Plan also recommends improvements to 

affordable and accessible training (including on-line learning opportunities) to ensure all workers in the 

industry get access to the latest and most effective production and management techniques no matter 

how busy or remote their location. A skilled and knowledgeable workforce that includes top production, 

top business and top staff management skills for supervisors, managers and owners, is key to the 

success of this industry.  
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Obstacles for a Pathway to Permanency  

The Labour Task Force has clarified the obstacles the 

agri-food sector is encountering within the Temporary 

Foreign Worker Program and immigration 

programming.  These obstacles are affecting rural 

immigration growth, hindering job creation for rural 

agriculture and food companies where expansion is 

necessary in order to meet Budget 2017 targets.  Rural 

abattoirs and on-farm employees are facing many 

obstacles when they try to find a Pathway to 

Permanency.  These obstacles are restricting growth and competitiveness for 

rural Canada and restricting agricultural employers from accessing the global 

talent with the skills they need to get the job done. Although some of the 

obstacles identified are specific to meat processing, many of these 

restrictions are also affecting on-farm employees from many agricultural 

value chains including horticulture 
 

 Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) Cap: restrictive to both 
increased value-added production and business expansion; 

 

 Labour Market Impact Assessments (LMIAs) and Visa Work Permit 
Processing Issues:  processing of paperwork is unreliable, takes too long, 
and a lack of industry knowledge by officials that results in delayed and 
inappropriate decisions; 

 

 Work Permits: 1 year is not long enough for TFWs to transition to permanency; 
 

 National Occupation Classification Codes (NOCs): are restricting access to provincial and 
federal immigration options; 

 

 Federal Express Entry: "arranged employment" points decreased in 2016 restricting 
immigration options for special-skilled “retail” butchers (NOC B) and other agricultural NOCs 
which are excluded from Express Entry; 

 

 Lack of immigration options in many provinces: improved immigration options for TFWs both 
provincial and federal needs to be a priority. 
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LTF Suggested Outcomes for the TFWP and Immigration Consultations 
The Labour Task Force suggests that the following outcomes for the TFWP review to support sustainable 
growth for the agriculture and agri-food sector.  These recommendations are aligned with the Human 
Resources, Skills and Social Development (HUMA) Parliamentary report’s recommendations.   

 

 Implement the Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food Workforce Action Plan (HUMA page 9). Provide 

requisite funding for industry to address critical and chronic labour shortages with action items such 

as a National Career Awareness initiative for Canadians and outreach to new immigrants being 

settled in urban centres, to better connect and match them with agricultural career opportunities.  
 

 Establish an Interdepartmental Advisory Council (ESDC/Service Canada, IRCC/CBSA, AAFC) to 

support better ongoing communications (HUMA Recommendation 17).  
 

 Change the TFWP name to better reflect agriculture’s use of program: The LTF recommends the 

program be called: Canadian Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Workforce Program.  If Canadians cannot be found, within this 

program the Agriculture and Agri-Food sector needs 3 distinct 

streams to support its unique workforce requirements (HUMA 

page 9).   

1. Seasonal Agriculture Worker Program – remain an 

identifiable standalone program that deals with seasonal 

workers and employers in agriculture 

2. Agricultural Stream – fixes needed 

3. Agri-Food Stream for primary processors (Meat and 

Seafood) – new proposed stream with fixes needed 
 

 Speed up the processing of Agricultural Stream & Agri-Food 

LMIAs and Work Permits (HUMA Recommendation 2): 

Implement a Trusted Employer Program with the objective of 

reducing LMIA processing timelines for employers who have 

demonstrated trustworthiness in their use of the TFWP. (HUMA 

Recommendation 3). 
 

 Improve Pathways to Permanency: remove identified obstacles 

allowing access to immigration for agriculture and agri-Food employees. (HUMA Recommendation 

17 and supported by Ministerial Mandate Changes February 2017). 
 

 Remove TFWP Cap for Agri-Food Primary Processing (HUMA Recommendation 12). 
 

 Revise the National Commodities List: Broaden Access to Workers For All Commodities (HUMA 

Report page 29). 
 

 Agricultural Stream: Adjust housing costs and requirements to support Agricultural Stream workers 

who are seeking Pathway to Permanency opportunities; and similar to SAWP, Agricultural Stream 

employers to participate in an annual review with a government Interdepartmental Advisory Council 

to make improvements to the program. 
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Conclusion 

 

Canada’s national Agriculture and Agri-Food Labour Task Force is appreciative of the opportunity to 

participate in this Pre-Budget consultation process and remains highly motivated to support the 

Federal Government in moving forward to collaboratively broaden workforce participation and 

improve the knowledge and skills of workers in this high growth sector of the Canadian economy.  It 

is urgent that due focus and attention be given to these activities now in order for the industry to 

remain viable, competitive and a significant contributor to the Canadian economy.  
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AGRICULTURAL ASSOCIATIONS, COMPANIES AND MUNICIPAL LEADERS SUPPORTING THE 
CANADIAN AGRICULTURE AND AGRI-FOOD WORKFORCE ACTION PLAN 

 
1 Alberta AgCoalition 44 Ontario Pork Industry Council 

2 Alberta Canola Producers Commission  45 Ontario Sheep Marketing Agency 

3 Alberta Pig Company 46 Organic Council of Ontario 

4 Agricultural Alliance of New Brunswick 47 Parkland Ventures (SK grain farm) 

5 Alberta Pork 48 PEI Federation of Agriculture 

6 Agricultural Producers Association of Saskatchewan 49 PEI Agriculture Sector Council 

7 Atlantic Grains Council 50 Saskatchewan Beekeepers Association 

8 Bayview Flowers 51 Sask Canola 

9 Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council 52 Saskatchewan Cattlemen’s Association 

10 Canadian Aquaculture Industry Alliance 53 Saskatchewan Cattle Feeders’ Association 

11 Canadian Cattlemen's Association 54 Saskatchewan Herb and Spice Association 

12 Canadian Canola Growers Association 55 Sask Pulse Growers 

13 Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters 56 Saskatchewan Pork Development Board  

14 Canadian Federation of Agriculture 57 Saskatchewan Stock Growers Association 

15 Canadian Seed Growers’ Assoc 58 Seed Corn Growers of Ontario 

16 Canadian Honey Council 59 Sunterra  

17 Canadian Horticulture Council 60 Saskatchewan Ministry of Agriculture  

18 Canadian Meat Council  61 University of Saskatchewan 

19 Canadian Nursery Landscape Association 62 University of Guelph 

20 Canadian Pork Council 63 Western Canadian Wheat Growers 

21 Canadian Sheep Federation  64 Agriculture Industry Labour Council of Alberta  

22 Canadian Young Farmers Forum 65 Bee Health Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

23 Dalhousie University 66 Beef Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

24 Flowers Canada 67 Food Processing Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

25 Fédération interdisciplinaire de l'horticulture 
ornementale du Québec (FIHOQ) 

68 Grains Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

26 Food and Beverage Ontario 69 Horticulture Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

27 Grain Growers of Canada 70 Industrial Bioproducts Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

28 Highway 21 Feeders, Double M Farms 71 Organic Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

29 HyLife 72 Pork Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

30 Keystone Agriculture Producers  73 Pulses Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC)  

31 Landscape Ontario 74 Seafood Value Chain Roundtable  (AAFC)  

32 Maple Leaf Foods 75 Seed Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

33 Mushrooms Canada  76 Sheep Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

34 National Cattle Feeders’ Association 77 Special Crops Value Chain Roundtable (AAFC) 

35 Newmarket Meat Packers 78 Municipal: Mayor Langley, BC  

36 Nova Scotia Fisheries Sector Council 79 Municipal: Mayor Trochu, AB 

37 Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture 80 Municipal: Sask. Assoc. Rural Municipalities (SARM) 

38 Newfoundland & Labrador Federation of Agriculture 81 Municipal: Former Mayor Neepawa, MB  

39 Newfoundland & Labrador Aquaculture Industry 
Association 

82 Municipal: Economic Development Office Brandon, MB 

40 Olymel  83 Municipal: Mayor of Woolwich Township, ON 

41 Ontario Apple Growers 84 Municipal: Mayor of High River, AB 

42 Ontario Federation of Agriculture 85 Municipal: Mayor of Brooks, AB 

43 Ontario Fruits and Vegetable Growers Association   

 
 

 




