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Executive summary

Across Canada, farmers are experiencing declining mental health. Produ-
cers have higher rates of stress, depression and anxiety compared with the 
general population. The issue is so pervasive that it has been described as 
a mental health crisis. Efforts for improving the crisis have predominantly 
focused on increasing access to mental health care, providing education 
and resources, as well as campaigns aimed at reducing stigma, in addition 
to other efforts. While these efforts are crucial for improving the health and 
well-being of farmers, they remain focused on the downstream impacts 
of the problem and as such are inadequate to address the underlying or 
upstream causes of poor farmer mental health, particularly with regards to 
economic and financial uncertainty and climate breakdown. The purpose 
of this report is to provide an overview of the key upstream contributors to 
the mental health crisis in order to inform future research and policy action.

To understand the key underlying, or upstream, causes of poor mental 
health in the farming sector, a literature review followed by interviews 
and focus groups with members of the National Farmers Union (NFU) was 
conducted. Participants who were not able to attend focus groups were 
invited to contribute input via survey (n=21).

At the heart of the farmer mental health crisis is pervasive economic 
uncertainty and precarity. Key factors contributing to the economic precarity 
of farmers and farm workers include unfettered corporate concentration in the 
food sector, consolidation and financialization of farmland, climate change, 
and trade liberalization. Input from the National Farmers Union revealed 
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additional factors contributing to poor mental health, including economic 
and knowledge barriers to farming, intensified political polarization within 
rural communities, racism, and violence against women. Burnout and lack of 
ancillary and core health care services were also noted contributors to stress.

Based on these findings, this report makes the following six recom-
mendations:

Recommendation 1: Implement policies that enhance economic stability 
for farmers and farm workers. Since economic instability is a key driver of 
poor mental health, implementing policies to enhance economic stability 
for farmers and farm workers is critical. These include policies that address 
key drivers of economic uncertainty, including the cost-price squeeze, com-
modity volatility, corporate concentration and the climate crisis. Stronger 
competition policies, in particular, would foster a more equitable distribution 
of power within the food system.

Recommendation 2: Continue and enhance supports to farmers 
transitioning to sustainable farming practices. Support farmers as they 
transition from the current industrial agri-food system towards one that is 
sustainable and resilient in the face of the current climate crisis. Promoting 
the adoption of sustainable farming practices and agro-ecological approaches 
would reduce greenhouse gas emissions and enhance crop productivity, soil 
fertility, and biodiversity.

Recommendation 3: Include food sovereignty in the federal goals for 
agriculture. The Canadian government should be facilitating the growth 
of sustainable and local food systems. One such way is to support food 
sovereignty, which would help create a sustainable and local food system 
that prioritizes the health and well-being of farmers, farm workers, com-
munities, and the environment.

Recommendation 4: Rebuild rural infrastructure. To counter inten-
sifying rural de-population in agricultural communities across Canada, 
governments at all levels need to revitalize and rebuild rural infrastructure, 
including schools, hospitals, and transportation and communication systems. 
Regional investments and programs aimed at repopulating and sustaining 
rural infrastructure will help promote mental health and social cohesion.

Recommendation 5: Address on-going discrimination and violence 
in the farming sector. In order to make an inclusive farming environment, 
governments must take meaningful action against violence towards Indigen-
ous, Black, and racialized groups as well as 2SLGBTQ+ individuals, women, 
and other equity-deserving groups. Every farmer deserves dignity, respect 
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and to feel safe and secure in their work. Considerable effort is needed to 
make farming a more inclusive and equitable industry.

Recommendation 6: Expand access to mental health care for farmers 
and support existing farm organizations that are providing support, advocacy, 
and research. To support farmers while making the systemic changes needed 
to address the upstream causes of poor mental health, governments should 
significantly increase investment in mental health supports, and ensure 
inclusivity for all farmers and farm workers, including Black, Indigenous, 
and 2SLGBTQ+ communities.

Meaningful action is needed to improve the living and working condi-
tions of Canadian farmers. A comprehensive approach that considers the 
upstream drivers of farmer mental health will help foster a more resilient and 
sustainable agricultural sector while improving the well-being of farmers 
across Canada.
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Introduction

Across Canada, farmers are experiencing declining mental health. 
Farmers face high rates of stress, depression and anxiety and a number of 
challenges, including climate change, economic precarity, debt, overwork, 
isolation and lack of access to appropriate mental health services. Poor 
mental health among farmers is so pervasive that it has been described 
as a mental health crisis,1 one that has gained the attention of federal and 
provincial governments, the media and farm organizations.

In response to the crisis, efforts are underway to help improve the mental 
health of farmers, including providing increased access to mental health 
services through programs like Agriculture Wellness Ontario, Manitoba Farmer 
Wellness and other counseling or help line programs, as well as education 
and resources for farmers and community members. Media campaigns from 
Do More Agriculture, for example, have been helpful in reducing the stigma 
surrounding mental health in farming communities and advocating for more 
resources and supports. At the federal level, the Canadian House of Com-
mons Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food’s report, Mental 
Health: A Priority for Our Farmers, included a list of 10 recommendations 
for the government to respond to the issue, some of which have been acted 
upon by provincial and federal governments.

While these efforts are crucial for improving the health and well-being 
of farmers, they remain focused on the downstream impacts of the problem, 
emphasizing individual self-care or mental health care interventions for 
those who are struggling. These approaches, however, do little to change the 
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underlying or upstream causes of poor farmer mental health, particularly 
with regards to systemic economic and financial uncertainty and climate 
breakdown. At the heart of the mental health crisis is a much larger issue 
of economic uncertainty and precarity, in which farmers are faced with 
increased debt and are vulnerable to volatile global markets. Financial 
uncertainty is a well-established driver of poor mental health, but the root 
causes of financial uncertainty are often left out of larger discussions. Too 
often, financial and economic uncertainty, as well as extreme weather, are 
treated as just another ‘fact of farming’ and not seen as something that has 
been created and worsened by both active policies and policy inaction at 
all levels of government.

The purpose of this report is to explore some of the key underlying, or 
upstream, causes of poor mental health in the farming sector using recent 
literature and input from members of the National Farmers Union (NFU) from 
across Canada. This report begins with an overview of the mental health of 
Canadian farmers and looks at economic uncertainty, a key driver of poor 
mental health. It then looks upstream at some of the main factors contribut-
ing to economic uncertainty, including increased corporate concentration in 
the food sector, consolidation and financialization of farmland, as well as 
other factors, including climate change and racism. Finally, recommenda-
tions for improving farmer mental health are provided and include enacting 
policies for enhancing economic stability for farmers, increasing supports 
for farmers transitioning to ecologically sustainable practices, rebuilding 
rural infrastructure, incorporating food sovereignty in the federal goals for 
agriculture, addressing ongoing discrimination and violence in the farming 
sector and expanding resources to support farmers’ mental health.
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Social determinants  
of health: a framework 
for understanding 
mental health

This report uses a social determinants of health (SDH) framework for 
understanding farmer mental health. Briefly, the social determinants of 
health refer to a broad range of societal factors in which people are born, 
grow, work and age—factors that shape health.2-4 Inequalities in health 
are understood to exist because of the unequal distribution of the social 
determinants of health.5 Increased economic resources, for example, will 
allow a person to access better housing, food, and experience less overall 
stress which will lead to better health overall.6

The concept of SDH is perhaps best exemplified in John McKinlay’s 
analogy of upstream and downstream approaches to health—inspired by 
the sociologist Irving Zola’s anecdote about a doctor who would jump in a 
river to save a patient, but never went up the river to understand why the 
patients fell in the river in the first place. As such, the term downstream 
is an analogy for medical and patient care, while upstream refers to the 
larger determinants that shape people’s living and working conditions.7 
This paper seeks to examine the upstream SDH, which, as Braveman and 
colleagues (2011) note, are the factors that play a “fundamental causal role 
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and represent the most important opportunities for improving health and 
reducing health disparities.”

Methods

This research was conducted in two phases. The first phase included a 
comprehensive literature review on the topic of farmer mental health in 
Canada, drawing from both academic and grey literature. Next, focus groups 
and interviews with farmers belonging to the NFU across Canada were 
conducted (n=6). Participants who were not able to attend focus groups were 
invited to contribute input via survey (n=15). Although the data collection 
was open to all members of the NFU, a majority of the respondents were 
from the NFU’s BIPOC, and Women’s & Youth caucuses. This sample is likely 
skewed towards farmers and farm workers from predominantly small- and 
medium-sized farms, although demographic data was not collected. Their 
input was instrumental in uncovering additional themes and issues related 
to farmers’ mental health and they helped identify areas for future policy 
change and action (see Appendix).
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A snapshot of the 
mental health of 
Canadian farmers

Recent research by Jones-Bitton and colleagues,8 reveal that 57 per cent 
of Canadian producers surveyed met the criteria for having anxiety and 
34 per cent met the criteria for depression. This study also found that 
45 per cent of farmers had high levels of perceived stress. These rates were 
noted to be higher than both the general population of Canada, as well as 
farmers in several other countries. A separate nationwide study on farmer 
mental health found that 62 per cent of farmers who participated were 
categorized as having mid-level stress scores, and 14 per cent had high 
stress scores. Women were more likely to report having high stress, as were 
younger farmers.9 The COVID-19 pandemic proved difficult for farmers, who 
fared worse than the general population in terms of stress and anxiety and 
other mental health measures, and this effect was again more pronounced 
in women farmers.10

Mental health is an important part of our overall health and well-being. 
Having good mental health is associated with happiness, work satisfac-
tion, positive self-esteem and helps individuals realize their potential and 
contribute to society.11 Poor mental health, however, can lead to a variety of 
health problems, including high levels of anxiety and depression, as well as 
headaches, difficulty sleeping, memory loss, and difficulty with decision-
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making.12, 13 Stress in farming populations has been linked to an increase in 
the rate of farm work injuries,14, 15 increased risk of suicide16 and it can have 
negative impacts on the welfare of farm animals.9 Anxiety and depression 
may impact the ability of producers to work effectively, lowering farm 
productivity,8 which can cause further stress and anxiety. Finally, chronic 
stress can lead to burnout—a condition that gradually develops and may 
cause mental and physical exhaustion, a cynical attitude towards work, and 
a decrease in professional self-esteem.13 In Canada, research has found that 
12 per cent of farmers surveyed were classified as experiencing burnout and 
many more were on the verge of burnout. Among other attributes, burnout 
may negatively impact work life because it is associated with absenteeism 
and presenteeism (working while ill) and lowered job satisfaction.17

Farmers have also been found to have higher rates of suicide compared 
with non-farming populations in numerous countries, including18 Australia19 
and the United States.20 Statistics Canada, however, does not include oc-
cupation when reporting rates of suicide. For this reason, it is difficult to 
estimate the true scope of farmer suicides in Canada. Anecdotal evidence 
from news articles and other sources provides a powerful testament to the 
problem of suicide in the farming population.21, 22 The Canadian House of 
Commons Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food released a 
70-page report entitled Mental health: A Priority for our Farmers, delivered 
to the Canadian House of Commons in 2019. The report was a culmination 
of 12 public meetings with testimony and written briefs from stakeholders 
across sectors, including farm organizations, mental health groups and 
researchers regarding farmers’ mental health and included testimony from 
farmers who spoke about the “pervasiveness of suicide in their community 
or family.” In one testimony, an agriculture producer recounted that in a 
meeting with approximately 400 other producers, the majority had raised 
their hand when asked if they had lost a friend or family member to suicide.23
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Economic uncertainty: 
a key factor impacting 
farmers’ mental health

Farmers face a variety of challenges that can adversely affect mental 
health, including increasingly unpredictable weather exacerbated by the 
climate crisis, volatile prices, high debt, other financial stresses, isolation, 
and overwork, as well as a lack of services, including mental health servi-
ces.8, 23-25 Financial difficulties and economic uncertainty are often primary 
contributors to poor mental health among farmers.26-30 Financial stress is 
not uniform and can be caused by a number of different factors, including 
increased costs of inputs, difficulties with cash flow, debt, fluctuating market 
prices for crops and livestock, as well as increases in non-farming issues 
including health care costs, and taxes.13

Financial stress, however, is not uniform across Canadian farms due to 
the wide diversity in farm size, type, operation and other factors. As a result, 
different farms are encountering very different financial situations. For 
example, over the past decade, many larger, established grain-and-oilseed 
farms (though certainly not all) have been profitable—earning positive 
returns in most years. Although this does not indicate a lack of structural 
economic problems in the sector, since much of this seeming prosperity has 
occurred as a result of billions of dollars annually being transferred from 
taxpayers to farmers via Business Risk Management (BRM) payments: Crop 
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Insurance, AgriInvest, and related programs. Also, these same farms, even 
as many reaped positive returns, were also burdened with rapidly rising 
debt loads and buffeted by often high and volatile input prices. Even on 
farms where the profit picture is generally positive, large financial losses 
are possible in any given year.

Even as some larger farms have managed to earn positive returns, many 
smaller or newer grain farmers have struggled financially, grappling with 
high and fast-rising land, machinery, and input costs and heavy debt loads. 
Key to understanding farming and farmers’ mental health is to understand 
that, as in the larger economy, inequality is increasing. Thus, even in years 
when the largest and richest farms experience significant prosperity, others 
struggle or are forced to give up. While it was once true that most farmers 
in a region experienced roughly comparable financial stresses, there is now 
an increasing divide between the haves and have-nots.

And it is not just farm size that plays a role: farm type is also key. While 
many larger grain-and-oilseed producers have been able to generate posi-
tive returns over the past decade-and-a-half, many cattle producers—even 
large and long-established operations—have struggled (Figure 2). Partly as 
a result of corporate concentration and resulting low prices, cattle farmers 
have struggled in most years over the past four decades. Stress and mental 
health impacts have predictably followed. Many farmers have been forced 
to exit cattle production and, as a result, the Canadian herd is contracting.

Many small and new farms—often operations with a diverse mix of crops 
and livestock or those producing fruits and vegetables—also continue to 
struggle, facing multiple financial challenges: exorbitant land prices, burden-
some debt, volatile prices, difficulty accessing markets, labour shortages, 
and cash flow crises.31

Canada is home to hundreds of thousands of farms, ranging in size, 
production systems, and locations: from small goat farms in B.C. to large 
potato farms in P.E.I. Many of those farms face financial challenges. Partly 
as a result, tens of thousands of farmers will decide (or be compelled) to exit 
agriculture in coming decades. Many of those who stay will face significant 
anxiety, stress, depression, and other mental health impacts.

The linkages between economic uncertainty and its impact on farmers’ 
stress and mental health is not new. Studies on the 1980s farm crisis in the 
U.S. found financial strain was significantly associated with poor mental 
health, including depression.32 In the Canadian setting, researchers have 
found that financial uncertainty had the biggest negative impact on the 
physical health and physiological well-being of farm families, leading 
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to high levels of stress and overwork.33 Indeed, financial and economic 
uncertainty, including rising cost of inputs and variability in commodity 
pricing, is a commonly cited stress for farmers23 and current research has 
shown that financial stress was the single most significant factor associated 
with increased perceived stress in Canadian farmers.34

Debt load “combined with the risk farmers are taking on their own 
livelihood to continue farming” was reported by one survey respondent 
to be a root cause of poor mental health for farmers. Furthermore, they 
elaborated: “All of the risk of producing food is put on the farmers, while 
all of the protection and profits go to large corporations. It makes the hard 
work feel futile some days…” (SR 03).
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The Canadian situation

Farmers also face the “cost-price squeeze”: the price of the inputs that 
many farmers need to buy (fuel, fertilizer, chemicals, veterinary drugs, 
machinery, repair parts, etc.) rises faster than the price of the agricultural 
products that farmers sell (with those latter prices often falling rather than 
rising). Over the past 50 years, the price of farm inputs has increased nearly 
twice as fast as farm product prices, resulting in farm products often being 
sold below the cost of production.35 Even when products can be sold at a 
price that covers costs, farmers’ margins (i.e., the amounts they have left 
over after paying all expenses) are diminishing with each passing decade. 
As farmers’ per-acre margins fall, farmers must farm more acres in order to 
stay on their land. Farmers’ margins have been cut by about four-fifths over 
the past five decades (from about 35 per cent to less than seven per cent) 
(see Figure 1) and those falling margins are part of what pushes farmers 
to expand their farms. If farmers are able to keep fewer dollars per acre to 
support themselves and their families, they are forced to farm more acres. 
This, in turn, can lead to increasing debt loads and subsequent anxiety. As 
margins fall and farmers are pushed to cover more acres, farmers are, in effect, 
on a treadmill—relentlessly spurred to run faster and faster (see Figure 1).

Figure 1 illustrates the results of the cost-price squeeze in terms of falling 
margins. Although farmers have doubled and redoubled their revenues, 
rising input costs have meant that farmers’ net incomes have risen little or 
not at all. For every dollar farmers earn, they keep on average only about 
seven cents, and the remaining 93 cents goes towards paying costs. Farmers 
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are keeping a smaller and smaller share of revenue and their margins are 
falling.36 On such thin margins, economic reversals and large losses are 
always a real possibility, fueling ambient anxiety.

As margins have fallen, debt has risen. Canadian farm debt was $139 
billion in 2022—more than double the 2011 amount.37 Although debt is not a 
new part of farming, the amount of debt taken on by farms is. For example, 
the debt-to-income ratio for farms in the 1970s was only 3.4, but in the early 
2000s that ratio rose to 23, i.e., for every $1 of net income farmers had on 
average $23 of debt.38 Though ratios have moderated somewhat in recent years 
as average net income has rebounded, overall debt burdens remain high. 
Furthermore, the average interest farmers pay to lenders is roughly equal to 
what farmers receive through government support programs, meaning that 
taxpayer money is effectively subsidizing banks and lenders.36 To manage this 
increasing debt, 48 per cent of farmers reportedly worked off-farm in 2020 as 
a means of supplementing their income.37 Even with a second income, farms 
are left in a precarious financial position, particularly now as interest rates 
continue to rise. Furthermore, one interviewee discussed how debt was eroding 
the equity of their farm. They said “even inheriting land does not secure your 
ability to stay viable” because farmers are taking on large amounts of debt to 
manage the rising costs of inputs and the need to expand operations (IR 01).

Figure 1  Total farm revenue and net income, from the markets, 1926-2022 ($billions)
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Corporate concentration 
and the cost-price  
squeeze

Corporate concentration is a significant contributor to the cost-price 
squeeze:39 a few firms control a sector, with the result that their prices and 
profits are not disciplined by competition and they can profiteer at the expense 
of farmers. Corporate concentration is occurring in nearly all sectors of the 
agri-food system, including wholesaling, retailing, food production, farm 
inputs (fertilizers, equipment, seeds and others) and transportation.40, 41

Corporate concentration drives the cost-price squeeze as a concentrated 
food system results in few choices for farmers with regards to purchasing 
inputs and few choices for selling farm commodities. Prices for farm inputs 
have steadily increased while prices paid at the farm gate have often stag-
nated or declined. With the exception of individual farms and producers, 
nearly all sectors of the food system are becoming controlled by fewer and 
fewer corporate firms. In 2020, for example, only four companies controlled 
51 per cent of global market seed sales, and 62 per cent of agrochemical sales. 
For farm equipment, the top four companies account for over 44 per cent 
of global market share, with Deere & Co. alone accounting for 17.5 per cent 
of market share.44 The ETC Group reports that only 25 years ago, the top 10 
seed companies owned 46 per cent of the seed market share. In 2022, only 
two companies, Bayer and Corteva Agroscience, now control 40 per cent of 



19 Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives

the seed market,44 indicating that corporate 
concentration is at an unprecedented high. 
Although producers with large farms may 
have some ability to negotiate prices for 
inputs as they purchase in higher volumes, 
on the whole, farmers have little to no bar-
gaining power. They are considered price 
takers on both the cost of inputs and the 
price at which they can sell their products.45

One survey respondent noted the pre-
carity farmers are faced with due to the 
cost-price squeeze. They wrote: “Expenses 
that are high and always rising means the 
farm is at stake with every growing season.” 
(SR 03) In addition, members of the NFU 

Youth Caucus discuss how increased corporate control in both the food 
system and of land from companies like Loblaws and Bill Gates’ Cascade 
Investment are creating stress and “feelings of hopelessness against such 
huge forces.” (SR 02)

In Canada, the beef processing sector is highly concentrated. Only two 
packing plants—one owned by Cargill and the other owned by JBS—account 
for 95 per cent of the beef processed in the entire country.46 This highly 
concentrated industry came to public attention during the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which saw closures of these key beef processing plants. 
The closures created delays and backlogs up the beef supply chain, which 
cost farmers millions in lost revenues and extra costs.47

Furthermore, in order to gain efficiencies throughout the supply chain 
and capture more profit, agri-food corporations are becoming more and 
more integrated into the food supply chain.48 The beef sector is no excep-
tion. Beef processors have what is called captive supply, where they have 
acquired feedlots that supply their slaughter facilities, allowing them to 
depress the price of cattle that are sent to their packing plant. Farmers, who 
are already faced with few choices of buyers for their beef, have little choice 
but to accept these depressed prices.49 Figure 2 demonstrates the disparity 
between what farmers receive for the cattle and the price consumers pay at 
the grocery store.

What defines  
a concentrated market?

The measurement CR4, or concen-
tration ratio, is used to gauge the 
level of concentration in a given 
market. If the top four firms control 
at least 40 per cent of the market 
share, it is considered a concen-
trated market, while controlling 
60 per cent of market share is 
considered a highly concentrat-
ed market.42, 43
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Farm labour

Difficulties associated with farm labour emerged as another prominent 
theme in the discussions with farmers, particularly with regards to wages 
and accommodations. Agriculture work is often low paid. In the province of 
Ontario, for example, farm labour is not regulated by minimum wage laws 
and farmers are not covered under the Ontario Labour Relations Act, meaning 
they do not have the same rights as other workers to unionize and collectively 
bargain.50 Survey respondents from the NFU Youth Caucus noted that low 
wages are particularly difficult for young farmers who grapple with whether 
it is viable for them to stay in farming. This uncertainty is captured by one 
farmer, who wrote, “…definitely something impacting my mental health is 
the inability of my employers to offer me living wages and benefits. When 
I think about the future, I get scared because I know I’m wearing down my 
body and not putting enough away into savings—but I love it so I keep doing 
it.” (SR 04) Another survey respondent wrote:

“Although I usually feel financially secure enough once I’ve found a farm 

job for the season, it’s hard to find farm work that pays a living wage, let 

alone to be able to put money aside for future dreams of buying land to 

Figure 2  Concentration in the beef sector: farm gate cattle prices and retail beef prices, 1980-2022
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farm, and knowing how hard it would be to ever find land and to start a 

farm if I decided to do that. That uncertainty has certainly impacted my 

mental health.” (SR 08)

The inability to pay a living wage is also a source of stress for farmers who 
employ farm workers. As one farmer wrote, “It’s nearly impossible to make 
a living as a farmer without exploiting workers or the land. Even then…we 
need to find off-farm jobs to supplement incomes.” (SR 06)

Accommodations and housing were another important determinant of 
mental health for farm workers, as housing was described as inadequate and 
unaffordable. As noted by one farmer, “My on-farm accommodations were 
partly un-insulated and pest-ridden. This took an enormous toll on my mental 
health.” Furthermore, finding affordable off-farm housing was difficult and 
described as being “super stressful.” (SR 04) These findings echo previous 
research in Ontario, which found that one in eight farm operators and one in 
four farm worker respondents believed a lack of quality, accessible housing 
was a barrier to pursuing a career and hiring in agriculture. They note that 
the shortage of on-farm and rural housing is, in part, the result of municipal 
and county bylaws and regulation that prevent on-farm housing.50

Farm consolidation and rural de-population

One way of overcoming diminishing margins has been to increase farm 
operation capacity by renting or buying additional land and additional 
equipment. This has contributed to the significant growth in the average 
size of Canadian farms, which was 820 acres in 2016, compared to 463 
acres in 1971.51 Larger farms now capture a majority of operating revenue, 
with the top 10 per cent generating over two thirds of all.52 While farms are 
becoming bigger in terms of employees, land and sales, the number of small 
and mid-sized farms is continuing to decline (Figure 3).37 Between 1981 and 
2021, the number of farms has decreased by 40.4 per cent.53

The aging farming population has also accelerated the decrease in the 
number of farms. In 2021, the average age of the Canadian farmer was 56 
years and the median age was 58 years, compared with a general popula-
tion in which the median age was 41.6 years. Operators under the age of 35 
represent only 8.6 per cent of the Canadian farming population. Between 
2011 and 2021, the number of farm operators declined by 11 per cent.37, 54 
Fewer farms, coupled with changes in technology—which have reduced 
labour requirements, further increasing the share of farming returns going 
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to the corporate sector—have contributed to de-population in rural and 
farming communities. Rural de-population increases the geographical and 
social distance between neighbours55 and is a significant contributor to poor 
mental health in the farming population. In Australia, farmers living in 
remote areas had worse mental health and overall well-being compared with 
non-farming populations, regardless of other factors, including isolation, 
financial hardship or recent adverse events.56 In Japan, researchers found 
that regardless of type of farm, farmers living in neighbourhoods where 
farm density was low had a higher prevalence of depressive symptoms.57 In 
the Canadian prairies, rural de-population was found to decrease farmer’s 
social capital, including a decrease in social relationships, networks and 
connections, all of which can be assets to draw upon in times of need.55 
The decrease in social capital was especially problematic in face of climate 
change, where, for example, one would have previously drawn on the support 
of neighbors in times of emergency, such as an on-farm fire. Social isolation 
and rural de-population make this kind of mutual aid more difficult and has 
also impacted the informal economies of reciprocity that are often essential 
to sustaining these communities.

Rural de-population has had negative impacts on local economies as well, 
precipitating a loss in rural business and services,55 including the closure of 

Figure 3  Number of farms and farm size in Canada, 1951-2021
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schools, hospitals and transportation services. Without a nationalized bus 
network, for example, it is difficult for individuals to travel to work, escape 
abusive situations or access necessary health or social access services, 
particularly for those with low income.58, 59 Decreases in health services, 
including mental health services, further worsens the mental health crisis 
in rural areas. This is especially the case when one considers the health 
care needs of an aging farm population. As one NFU farmer wrote in their 
input to this report, “farmers and farm workers are often both culturally and 
geographically isolated, making it difficult to seek help when it’s needed.” 
They also noted that this is particularly the case for BIPOC and 2SLGBTQ+ 
individuals as “isolated farming communities can sometimes be uncomfort-
able or even dangerous to [their] physical and mental health.” (IR 02).

Finally, as rural populations decline, so does the political voice of this 
population.35 Declining local economies and services, coupled with a sense 
of political marginalization and feelings of loneliness contribute to social or 
regional isolation, also known as “geographies of discontent,” which can 
drive right-wing populism.60, 61

Financialization of farm land

Farm land is also subject to corporate and financial investment and specula-
tion in a process known as financialization. After the 2007-08 global financial 
crash, farm land became attractive to investors as a secure and stable asset 
and a hedge against inflation while providing steady income from rents.62 
Research on this topic has typically focused on ‘land grabs’ happening in 
the global South and the impacts on farmers there. Farm land in the global 
North, however, is also adversely impacted by financialization,62 which has 
been found to contribute to the “homogenization, flattening, and empty-
ing out” of rural landscapes.63 Furthermore, financialization of farm land 
exacerbates land inequality, increasing the barrier to entry for new farmers.64

In Alberta, Aske (2022) found that financialization of farm land increased 
the price of farm land above its agri-economic value and increased both 
tenant farming and rental rates. The practice of tenant farming was seen as 
increasing the insecurity and precarity of farmers, as well as changing the 
relationship of farmers with their land, as renting farmers were less likely to 
invest in techniques that ensured the longevity of the soil. The financializa-
tion of farm land is further entrenching current large-scale conventional 
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farming practices, which are energy and emission intensive, simultaneously 
worsening climate change while making farmers more vulnerable to it.65

In discussions with NFU farmers, land insecurity was also seen as a 
barrier to organic farming. As one farmer explained, it can take three years 
to transition from conventional to organic farming, “so if the landowner 
changes their mind or decides to break a lease after we’ve put you know, 
three to five years of work into transitioning it to organic, that’s a huge 
blow…it could completely destroy their business beyond salvation.” (IR 01)

Young and new farmers are particularly impacted by both the lack of 
access to land and secure housing due to the financialization of farm land 
and housing. Some participants from the NFU Youth Caucus discussed how 
“everyone they know ha[s] given up on the idea of ever owning land—both 
in terms of ever purchasing title to land and the colonial practice of owning 
land.” They note, however, that there is interest in alternative land steward-
ship models that are more cooperative (SR 02).

Global markets and trade liberalization

Current federal agricultural policy continues to be largely guided by the reports 
arising from the Advisory Council on Economic Growth established in March 
2016. These reports prioritize a focus on export markets in agriculture as an 
engine for the Canadian economy and Canada has been wildly successful 
in exporting these goods—the value of agricultural and agri-food exports 
was $82.2 billion in 2021.66 Despite this, net farm income has not kept pace 
with the increase in agricultural exports, suggesting that success in exports 
has not benefited farmers.49

The continuous increase in both the volume and value of Canadian 
agriculture exports has been facilitated by numerous trade agreements.35 
Trade agreements have exposed farmers worldwide to price volatility, with 
little to no mechanisms to guard against it, such as state trading boards (or 
marketing boards), production controls or trade restrictions.67 Furthermore, 
trade agreements shift the balance of power in favour of the interests of 
global corporations over the interests of Canadians and Canadian farmers.68

The Canadian hog sector, for example, experienced market collapse in 
2008 as a result of external global forces and related domestic policy, includ-
ing the removal of the single-desk selling agency, which raised the cost of 
production well above selling prices while depressing prices for hogs at the 
farm gate. As a result, the number of hog farms across Canada decreased 
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35 per cent between 2006 and 201169 and those that remain today are more 
dependent on government subsidies for survival due to export market 
volatility.70 Furthermore, farmers are now competing with other farmers in 
countries that have more favourable farming conditions, including relaxed 
labour and environmental laws, allowing them to produce the same goods 
for less. This global competition has put downward pressure on farm gate 
prices, and farmers have little choice but to absorb financial losses that 
occur as a result of fluctuating markets, which can have devastating and 
long-lasting impacts on farmers and industry.49

The negotiation of trade agreements has been noted as a significant 
source of stress for producers,71 particularly for farmers in supply managed 
sectors.23 Canada has five commodities under the supply management system, 
including dairy, table and broiler hatching eggs, chicken and turkey. Tariff 
Rate Quotas (TRQ) limit the amount of supply managed commodities that 
can come into Canada at low or zero tariff rates from other countries. Ef-
fectively, this avoids flooding the Canadian market with cheaper agricultural 
products from elsewhere.72 In the last round of negotiations of the United 
States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USCMA), however, TRQs for dairy were 
increased for the United States, allowing more exports into Canada, to the 
detriment of Canadian farmers. Canada was also asked to not set the price 
for skim milk solids lower than the price in the U.S.73 removing the ability for 
Canada to compete with U.S. sellers in export markets. Witnesses at the House 
of Commons Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food discussed 
how farmers felt “abandoned” by the latest USCMA trade agreement because 
“a good supply management system gives them a certain quality of life and 
helps them to be able to predict their income and expenditures.”23 Indeed, 
Canada’s dairy sector remains one of the few that continue to provide viable 
incomes and attract new and young farmers.49

Farmers are also susceptible to the effects of financial speculation in 
agricultural products. Commodity trading exchanges had previously existed 
as a way for farmers, buyers and food processers to hedge prices to protect 
their businesses against the uncertainties of weather and competition.74 
Deregulation of commodity markets has allowed huge sums of money to be 
invested in commodities futures, contributing to large price swings.75 This 
has contributed to precarity among farmers who now deal with increased 
price volatility.
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Climate change

Climate change is resulting in extreme and unpredictable weather 
patterns across the globe and is increasing the frequency and severity of 
natural disasters and weather events, including floods, hurricanes, and 
wildfires.76, 77 In 2022 alone, extreme weather cost $3.1 billion in insurable 
losses across Canada.78

The climate crisis is an urgent matter for the agriculture sector and 
communities as farmers and others living in rural or remote areas depend 
on their land for their livelihood as well as for the sustainability of their 
communities.79 Climate warming is not evenly distributed across the world 
and prairie regions in Canada are expected to warm twice as fast as the 
global average, potentially reaching a 6.4 degrees Celsius rise by the end 
of the 21st century. This would be devastating for farmers and their liveli-
hoods and communities, and it would significantly reduce Canada’s food 
production capacity.36 Already, climate change has reduced the productivity 
and capacity of farmers.80, 81 Recent data shows a 21 per cent reduction in 
agricultural output worldwide since 1961, the equivalent of losing seven 
years of agriculture productivity growth (estimated productivity loss in 
North America was less, at 12.5%).82 Climate breakdown has direct negative 
impacts on farmer mental health.83, 84 Severe climate events can irrevocably 
reduce farmers’ economic potential, resulting in increased anxiety, stress 
and depression85 and even suicide in some instances.86 The unpredictability 
of weather, including extreme weather, is noted as one of the top stressors 
faced by Canadian producers.87
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One farmer highlighted the difficulties of dealing with the climate crisis, 
describing it as “exhausting and traumatizing.” Furthermore, “farmers are 
on the front lines of the climate change and it’s exhausting and traumatizing 
at times—in the B.C. context, we’ve experienced several years of intense 
pressure from wildfires, heat domes, and flooding, all of which have taken 
an incredible toll on our farms and farmers.” (IR 01) Another farmer wrote, 
“…my co-workers would often come into work with dread and anxiety about 
climate collapse. We are in this work because we care about the land, and 
watching the decisions of corporate power destroy our world is scary.” (SR 
04) Farmers also noted that the ecological uncertainty of the biodiversity 
crisis, declining pollinator populations, as well as the inability of ecological 
systems to adjust to climate change as quickly as it is occurring are significant 
related concerns and areas of stress.
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Diversity, inclusion 
and reconciliation

Discussions with farmers and input from surveys revealed additional 
factors contributing to poor mental health relating to racism and colonialism 
and a desire for diversity, inclusion and reconciliation within the farming 
community.

A farmer from the NFU Youth Caucus noted that “being the only Black 
farmer in an area…, in addition to acts of racism towards them by other 
farmers and towards their families,” was a noted source of stress and a 
factor that impacted their mental health (SR 02). Academic literature on the 
topic unequivocally shows the detrimental impact of racism on both mental 
and physical health outcomes, including worsened anxiety, depression and 
stress as well as overall poorer general health.88

Another respondent discussed the stress they felt as a result of a racist 
event they experienced. In this instance, posters with hateful messages 
were put up all over the town nearest their farm as well as at the end of 
their driveway, which they felt was a direct attack on the migrant workers 
employed on their farm. An increase in hate crimes and anti-immigrant 
sentiment has been observed in the Canadian setting89 and is a pressing 
area for research and action.

Farmers also noted the role of ongoing colonialism and the “destruction 
of Indigenous ways of knowing/being.” (SR 02) Survey respondents noted 
grappling with the reality of farming on Indigenous land and not knowing 
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“how to be part of the reconciliation, justice, and healing of historical and 
present colonial harms,” the questions of which “weigh on folks.” (SR 02).

Finally, the importance of an affirming environment that values diversity 
and intersectionality was discussed as being an important component for 
mental health. As one respondent noted, “Having spaces where folks can 
be themselves, be called by their preferred names and pronouns, be safe 
with their gender and sexuality helps them feel safer and at ease compared 
to feeling on edge, hidden, and fearful in other spaces where there is not 
acceptance of diverse gender and sexual expressions.” (SR 02) On a separate 
but related note, many participants in the NFU Women’s Caucus spoke about 
domestic violence impacting on their mental health (see Appendix). Intimate 
partner violence is a longstanding problem in Canada and is recognized as a 
global public health concern by the World Health Organization.90 Although 
rates of domestic violence in rural areas are similar to urban areas, there are 
fewer resources for women in rural areas to draw upon—including health, 
economic and social resources.91



Field Notes: Looking upstream at the farmer mental health crisis in Canada 30

Conclusion and 
recommendations

Although the role of personal and individual factors cannot be ignored, 
there is reason to believe that the farmer mental health crisis is exacerbated, 
if not precipitated by, larger structural factors, including income precarity, 
climate change, financialization of farmland and other factors. While these 
factors are often acknowledged, they are generally treated as inevitable facts of 
farming when they are, in truth, the results of policy inaction and increasing 
corporate power within the agriculture sector. As such, recommendations 
to alleviate these uncertainties are absent from the larger discussions on 
farmer mental health. The Canadian House of Commons report, for example, 
dedicates an entire section to the role that financial and economic uncertainty 
play in shaping farmers’ mental health, including changes in commodity and 
input prices, trade agreements, levels of debt and access to finance, but no 
solutions or recommendations to help this situation are provided. Rather, 
approaches to improving the mental health crisis focus on downstream 
effects of the farm income crisis and not the root causes. In effect, this shifts 
the responsibility for addressing the crisis away from those who can effect 
systemic change, e.g., governments and policy-makers, to individuals and 
communities. The importance of mental health resources for farmers and 
the need to improve them cannot be understated. It is critical, however, that 
governments address structural factors to improve the living and working 
conditions of farmers.
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This report provides six broad recommendations for improving farmer 
mental health based on the above research, as well as over 50 years of 
research, policy and advocacy from the NFU.

The recommendations are:

1.	Implement policies that enhance economic stability for farmers and 
farm workers.

2.	Continue and enhance supports to farmers transitioning to sustain-
able farming practices.

3.	Include food sovereignty in the federal goals for agriculture.

4.	Rebuild rural infrastructure.

5.	Address ongoing discrimination and violence in the farming sector.

6.	Expand access to mental health care for farmers and support existing 
organizations that are providing support, advocacy, and research.

Farmers are best positioned to understand their needs and, as such, 
policies aimed at improving the farm income, climate and mental health 
crisis should be made with input and leadership from the NFU. Furthermore, 
as the policy environment for farming changes based on industry and 
location, no one-size-fits-all approach is likely to work. This highlights the 
importance of consultation with family farmers, individual and cooperative 
farmers, and farm workers, who face different challenges than farms run by 
multinational corporations.

Recommendation 1: Implement policies that enhance economic 
stability for farmers and farm workers.

There are a number of policies that can be implemented to address drivers 
of economic precarity and uncertainty, including the cost-price squeeze, 
commodity volatility, corporate concentration and the climate crisis (see 
recommendation 2). Farmers are already active in lobbying for policies that 
will improve their economic well-being. This is perhaps unsurprising since 
historically farmers have been a politically active group that has worked 
tirelessly to improve their economic conditions through cooperatives and 
other means.92 In response to ongoing market difficulties, for example, 
Alberta Pork producers have voted to explore the possibility of reinstating 
the single-desk selling system for the sale of hogs and pigs in the province of 
Alberta. A single-desk selling agency would increase the collective marketing 
power of hog farmers and provide much needed market stabilization.93 On 
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the input side, the NFU has launched the Save our Seed campaign, which 
calls for the inalienable right of farmers to save, reuse, exchange and sell 
seed and for these rights to be entrenched in legislation.94 The ability to 
save seed would significantly protect farmers against rising input costs and 
allow farmers more control over what they plant. Collective action toward 
pro-farmer policy solutions, such as those advocated for by farmers through 
the NFU and other farm organizations, provides purpose and focus and can 
engender a sense of hope. To foster a more equitable distribution of power 
within the food system, enacting stronger competition policies to allow for 
more competition in the food system is critical.95 Competition in food systems 
is necessary to avoid the ‘race to the bottom’ dynamics that encourage 
corporations to externalize their costs to remain viable42 at the expense of 
farmers and farm workers worldwide. On a global scale, this would require 
that all countries cooperate in enacting anti-competitive legislation to prevent 
companies from going to another region with weaker regulations.42 Finally, 
trade agreements that prevent governments from enacting mechanisms that 
can provide stability to farmers in a turbulent market, such as single-desk 
sellers or supply management, should be changed or removed entirely.

Recommendation 2: Continue and enhance supports to farmers 
transitioning to sustainable farming practices.

Given the intimate relationship between farmers and the land, the climate 
crisis poses an enormous threat to farmers’ economic viability and mental 
health. However, our current dietary and agriculture patterns, including how 
food is processed and distributed worldwide, are responsible for approximately 
21-37 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions worldwide, contributing to climate 
breakdown.96, 97 Transitioning from the current industrial agri-food system 
towards one that promotes ecological systems is necessary. One such way is 
through using agro-ecological approaches, which harness existing ecological 
interactions to promote crop productivity, soil fertility and biodiversity 
without the use of external inputs such as industrial fertilizers.98, 99 In this 
way, agro-ecology significantly reduces greenhouse gas emissions associated 
with industrial farming.100 Furthermore, agro-ecology is distinguished from 
regenerative farming in that it encompasses social and political aspects of 
farming, including an emphasis on farmer agency and rights.101

A report by Ahmed (2022) on advancing agro-ecology policy in Canada, 
however, notes that policies to facilitate a shift to agro-ecology in Canada are 
underdeveloped. With the exception of a handful of provinces that promote 
ecological sustainable farming, there are few supports and no national 
research effort or baseline to determine the level of agro-ecological transition 
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in Canada. This is the case despite many farmers’ interest in transitioning 
to agro-ecological farming. This report recommends the implementation 
of a National Agro-ecology Strategy alongside a comprehensive national 
food policy that integrates agro-ecology into all major sectors and policy 
areas. Other supports can include financial support for transitioning, pilot 
programs and increased access to land.

Some movement with regards to transitioning to agro-ecological farm-
ing practices is occurring in Canada. For example, the implementation of 
the On-Farm Climate Action Fund, through AAFC’s Agricultural Climate 
Solutions, has been of benefit to many farmers as they work to reduce their 
carbon emissions through nitrogen fertilizer reduction, cover cropping, and 
rotational grazing. Another initiative is AAFC’s Living Labs, which provides 
five years of funding to help farmers, scientists and other collaborators co-
develop and test technologies and farming practices that foster sustainable 
agriculture.102 Continued research through Living Labs will also provide 
additional science to ensure that climate solutions are permanent and en-
able farmers on the front lines of climate change impacts to make informed 
decisions. These programs need to be continued to support those who are 
not the early adopters.

Recommendation 3: Include food sovereignty in the federal goals 
for agriculture.

Current federal agricultural policy continues to prioritize export markets. 
Domestic production, on the other hand, has been less of a focus, as have 
been other aspects of farming, including farmer well-being and ecological 
sustainability. The Canadian government should be facilitating the growth 
of sustainable and local food systems to ensure the sustainability and adapt-
ability of the domestic market. One such way is to support food sovereignty.

Food Sovereignty, a concept first defined La Via Campesina as “the right 
of Peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their 
own food and agriculture systems”103 could address economic uncertainty, 
the farm labour shortage, and the dependency on increasingly erratic global 
food production. To achieve food sovereignty, however, farmers need afford-
able access to land and they need to receive prices for their produce that 
would allow for a livable income while feeding the country.99 The costs of 
focusing on agricultural exports at the expense of production intended for 
domestic consumption are significant and contribute to the hollowing out 
of rural communities. They also make farmers and consumers vulnerable 
to supply chain fluctuations. A transition to food sovereignty is a matter of 
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national sovereignty that simultaneously addresses many of the drivers of 
poor farmer mental health:

“Food sovereignty argues that feeding a nation’s people is an issue of national 

security—of sovereignty, if you will. If the population of a country must 

depend for their next meal on the vagaries and price swings of the global 

economy, on the goodwill of a superpower not to use food as a weapon, 

on the unpredictability and high cost of long-distance shipping, then that 

country is not secure, neither in the sense of national security nor in the 

sense of food security.”99

Shifts towards food sovereignty, however, will require tailoring approaches 
to meet the unique needs of specific ecosystems, industries, landscapes and 
groups of people.

Recommendation 4: Rebuild rural infrastructure.
The consolidation of farm land and other factors have contributed to 

the intensification of rural de-population, altering the physical and social 
landscapes of rural communities and significantly impacting mental health. 
Rural policy across Canada is characterized by sectoral silos, a lack of 
integration and, to some extent, continued treatment of rural areas as sites 
of extraction detached from investment.104 Canadian governments, at all 
levels, need to put significant efforts into revitalizing and rebuilding rural 
infrastructure, including schools, hospitals, and transportation and com-
munications systems. Investments and programs aimed at re-populating 
and sustaining infrastructures will help improve mental health and social 
cohesion and potentially mitigate growing social polarization, which is a 
growing phenomenon. In the European Union, for example, rural development 
funds have placed community development and economic diversification 
at the centre of rural development agendas, complementing traditional 
focuses on agriculture (e.g., through the LEADER program).105 Rebuilding 
rural communities is not a small undertaking, but as rural communities 
decline, the issue will become only more urgent.

Recommendation 5: Address ongoing discrimination and violence 
in the farming sector.

Governments and policy-makers must take action against the violence 
towards Indigenous, Black, and racialized groups, as well as 2SLGBTQ+ 
individuals, women, and other equity-deserving groups. As hate groups 
increase in size and prominence106 farmers within these marginalized groups, 
and the farmers and farm workers who care for them, experience increased 
stress and hostility. Every farmer deserves dignity, respect and the right to 
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feel safe and secure in their work. Considerable work needs to be done to 
make farming a more inclusive and equitable industry.

Recommendation 6: Expand access to mental health care for farm-
ers and support existing organizations that are providing support, 
advocacy, and research.

Great strides have been made in Canada with regards to providing and 
improving farmer mental health supports. The province of Ontario, for 
example, recently implemented a stress line and free counselling sessions 
through the Ontario Farmer Wellness Initiative. In Prince Edward Island, 
farmers, families and farm hands can access up to six counselling ses-
sions for free. Although these are positive developments, only two other 
provinces—Manitoba and Saskatchewan—have a dedicated help stress 
phone line for farmers, leaving the majority of Canadian farmers without 
access to emergency help appropriate to their needs. To fill this gap in 
care, a number of farm agriculture groups and grassroots organizations are 
providing nominal support, including subsidized or free access to mental 
health services, education and other resources. For example, the Manitoba 
Farmer Wellness program, started by a group of therapists who are also 
farmers, offers up to six counselling sessions for free to farmers in Manitoba. 
Farm Safety Nova Scotia provides farmers and their families with up to 
three hours of free mental health services. These organizations, however, 
should not be alone in tackling this crisis. Governments should increase the 
mental health resources available to farmers through a national telephone 
helpline and provide free psychological and other counselor services. These 
resources should be farmer-focused and farmer-informed. They should also 
be inclusive to all farmers and farm workers in Canada, including Black and 
Indigenous farmers as well members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community. These 
programs should also be regularly assessed for their impact and efficacy to 
ensure they are adequate in meeting the needs of farmers and farm workers. 
In addition, farm organizations that are on the front lines with regards to 
advocating and providing support need continued and renewed investments.

Although these efforts represent ‘downstream’ approaches to mental 
health, this work is integral to health and should be continued and expanded 
for the immediate safety and well-being of farmers. Mental health supports 
are essential for helping farmers with lived experience of stress, anxiety and 
depression to regain a sense of agency—a prerequisite for political engage-
ment and participation in collective action.



Field Notes: Looking upstream at the farmer mental health crisis in Canada 36

Appendix
What we heard from farmers

Input from the National Farmers Union, particularly members from the 
BIPOC as well as Women’s & Youth caucuses, were important in helping to 
understand key factors impacting their mental health. Although this report 
largely focuses on the economic drivers impacting farmers’ mental health, 
there are additional factors that were discussed by farmers that warrant 
inclusion.

One farmer, a member of the BIPOC caucus, discussed at length some 
of the barriers they have faced with being able to farm in Canada. Having 
previously farmed in another country before immigrating to Canada, they 
have found it difficult to farm here for a variety of reasons, including economic 
and knowledge barriers. Economic barriers included the ability to purchase 
land and inputs, while knowledge barriers included difficulty obtaining 
information and know-how for farming practices in the Canadian setting. 
This was exacerbated by high tuition costs for going to university to acquire 
this information. Ultimately, they felt that gatekeepers were controlling this 
information. They said:

“Learning the systems of land in this country and all the complexities…and 

I think sometimes you kind of feel like there is a section of people [who are] 

invisible who are trying to hide from you this kind of information.” (IR 03)
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Discussion with members of the women’s caucus revealed many addi-
tional factors influencing farmers’ mental health. One factor included their 
experiences of intensified political polarization within rural communities, 
alongside a rise in the spread of conspiracy theories, disinformation, as 
well as a perceived increase in racist and white supremacist hate incidents 
(discussed above).

The role of gender was also discussed as being an important factor 
impacting mental health. Members of the women’s caucus discussed feeling 
that they were often not taken seriously as farmers or were not entrusted 
by other members of the household and the broader community to make 
decisions about their farm. One farmer discussed how women in the family 
are often not trained in the ways of farming in the same ways that male 
members are; women are typically expected to take on other roles within 
the household, including meal preparation and other household tasks. 
Another issue that was raised was of violence against women, both verbal 
and physical. Although this problem is not limited to farming—it is part 
of a larger patriarchal problem of gender-based violence—it has unique 
impacts on farming communities as well as the lives of women on farms. 
The continued growing trend of women owning and operating their own 
farms was noted in this context.

Another issue that arose from these discussions with farmers was the 
lack of ancillary health care services, including physiotherapy or massage. 
As one farmer wrote:

“Something else that has impacted my mental health in the last few years is 

the impact that farm work has had on my physical health and knowing that 

I may not physically be able to do this work long term, especially because as 

a farm worker, I’ve never had a job that offered health care benefits to pay 

for things like physiotherapy and so on that might help me do this work in 

a more sustainable way.” (SR 08)

Some additional factors that participants said impacted mental health 
included:

•	Interpersonal issues with family or others on the farm. There is no 
separation between work, home and family life.

•	Isolation, both physically (living in rural communities) and socially. 
Being a farmer often means working alone and making business 
decisions alone. 
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•	Cheap food culture in Canada. The average consumer is not able 
or not willing to spend more on food to appropriately compensate 
farmers growing nutrient-dense foods.

•	Difficulties shifting to agro-ecological practices; farmers want to do 
the right thing for soil health and plant health.

•	The role of stigma often prevents farmers from seeking help from 
farmers.

•	Difficulties in balancing farm and administrative work; multiple 
demands of running a direct-market farm (social media, bookkeeper, 
farmer, and other tasks).

•	Canada’s complex legislative framework makes accessing resources 
and advocating for one’s needs challenging.

•	A high degree of factors outside of farmers’ control (weather, markets, 
grain transport, input costs).

•	Public perception and pressure placed on farmers re: input use, 
GMOs, and other issues, when the pressure should be placed on 
corporations controlling the agri-food system.

•	Overworking, to the point of burnout, to make ends meet.

•	Poor generation modelling of wellness.

•	Farmers feel that they are undervalued by society, both financially 
and socially.

Policies that participants said would help improve mental health included:

•	Full public access to physiotherapy, dental care and eye care.

•	Increased public transit in rural areas.

•	Creation and implementation of food security strategies from all 
levels of Canadian government.

•	Increase in homecare for elderly in rural areas so they can continue 
to live on the farm.

•	Require municipal planners to be trained in food security/food 
sovereignty, and to include these elements into their community 
planning.
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•	Increase social/affordable housing for women experiencing domestic 
violence in rural areas. This would allow them to continue farming 
but have a safe place to live.

•	Continue to build mental health supports for rural people.

•	Income supports to pay farm workers a living wage.
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