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MAKING FRIES  | NEW POTATO PLANT
OPENS IN ALBERTA P60

SEE CASH COWS, PAGE 4 »

ANALYSIS BY ROBERT ARNASON  |  WINNIPEG BUREAU

The typical dairy farmer and the average canola 
grower in Sask at chewan have similar goals. Both 
want to produce the highest quality food, while 

maximizing their profit. But there is one important dif-
ference.

The typical dairy farmer in Saskatchewan pays about 
$33,000 in annual levies to the provincial dairy asso-
ciation, SaskMilk. The average canola grower pays $325 
annually to SaskCanola, the provincial commission. 

CASH 
COWS
The well-funded world 
of dairy promotion

BY BRIAN CROSS
SASKATOON NEWSROOM

A Saskatchewan farmer says prairie grain 
growers are at risk of losing big money — poten-
tially hundreds of millions of dollars every year 
— because no one is asking tough questions 
about the way grain is graded and sold in West-
ern Canada.

Grain growers across the West sell tens of mil-
lions of tonnes of grain to commercial buyers 
every year, says Jim Germain, a farmer and 
landowner from west-central Saskatchewan.

But hardly any farmers know the important 
details about how grain is graded or how dock-
age is properly calculated.

Even grain buyers at major elevator compa-
nies have only a limited knowledge of the pro-
cedures outlined in Canada’s Official Grain 
Grading Guide, a 500-page document that 
details all of the steps involved in grading West-
ern Canada’s major crops and determining 
dockage, said Germain, a former grain buyer.

Formal training for grain graders and com-
mercial grain buyers should be mandatory in 
Canada and should be offered by the Canadian 
Grain Commission, he added.

Provincial grain and oilseed commissions 
should also be lobbying on behalf of farmers to 
ensure that grain is being graded properly and 

Grain grading  
not well understood
A farmer says inaccuracies in grain grading and dockage 
determination could cost growers millions of dollars

SEE GRAIN GRADING, PAGE 3 »

RURAL ALTA. EYES PROVINCIAL BROADBAND STRATEGY   P.48

CLIMATE CONTROVERSY:
P. 54 A university billboard about 

climate change provokes 
 public backlash.

WHEAT RALLY? 
P. 9 Drought decimates Australian 

exports, which will shrink 
spring wheat supplies and 
possibly raise prices.

2019 FEDERAL ELECTION
P. 13-15 In the week before Canadians 

head to the polls, we take a 
look at three prairie ridings. 
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SASKMILK VS. SASKCANOLA
SaskMilk levies:
• In 2017, 161 dairy farmers paid 

$3.9 million in promotion levies 
to SaskMilk and $1.7 million in 
an administration levy, for a 
total of $5.6 million.

• The average Saskatchewan 
dairy producer paid $24,223 in 
promotion levies and another 
$10,000 in administration levies 
to SaskMilk.

SaskCanola levies:
• In 2018, Saskatchewan’s 

23,000 canola growers paid 
$7.4 million (before refunds) to 
SaskCanola.

• The average canola grower paid 
$325 in levies to SaskCanola. The 
actual average may be higher 
because a percentage of those 
23,000 canola growers may not 
have seeded canola in 2018.

Source: SaskCanola and SaskMilk

These figures are based on data 
from the organization’s annual 
reports for 2017. 

The story is similar in other agri-
cultural provinces. In Manitoba, 
Alberta and Ontario, dairy farmers 
contribute $10,000, $20,000 or 
$30,000 a year to provincial and 
national dairy groups. 

Grain, oilseed and pulse growers 
contribute 75 cents to $1 per tonne 
of grain to their respective associa-
tions and commissions, which 
equates to about $1 per acre of land. 
A 3,500 acre farm would pay around 
$3,500 in levies, divided among the 
various commodity groups.

The dollar difference between 
grain and dairy producers might 
explain why dairy organizations 
appear to have a notable influence 
over the public and politicians 

across the country.
This summer, a percentage of 

canola, grain, pork and beef pro-
ducers were outraged when the 
federal government announced 
$1.75 billion in support payments 
for dairy farmers. The cash was 
compensation for the potential 
market loss from the Comprehen-
sive Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership and 
other trade deals signed in the last 
couple of years.

The dairy farmers were paid in a 
year that’s been tough for canola, pork 
and beef producers because China 
has banned or slowed the import of 
those commodities from Canada. 

Many believe China’s actions are 
connected to Canada’s detention of 
Meng Wanzhou, an executive with 

Chinese-owned Huawei. The U.S. 
justice department wants Canada 
to extradite her to the United States, 
where she will face charges of break-
ing sanctions on Iran. 

Grain growers l ike Stephen 
Vandervalk of Fort Macleod, Alta., 
were shocked that dairy producers 
received a cheque and other Cana-
dian farmers got nothing.

“At what point do you say this is 
absolutely ridiculous?” Vander-
valk asked when the compensation 
was announced. “Why would an 
industry (dairy) that has guaran-
teed income, a guaranteed market 
… (need financial support)?”

Others were more tactful.
”The Government of Canada 

needs to provide support to farmers 
facing the impact of escalating global 

trade volatility,” Ontario farmer 
Markus Haerle said at the time.

“Equitable treatment is expected 
and reasonable. This isn’t about 
dividing farmers, this is about con-
sistency in policy.”

How much do they have?

Having millions to spend on com-
munications and lobbying is no 
guarantee of public sympathy and 
political support. However, when it 
comes to money, Canadian dairy 
farmers operate at a different level 
than the groups that represent 
canola, pork, pulse, wheat and beef 
producers.

The Western Producer contacted 
the Dairy Farmers of Canada multi-
ple times, asking for its financial 

reports. Many commodity groups, 
national and provincial, include 
detailed financial statements in 
their annual reports. Dairy Farm-
ers of Canada provides an online 
link to its financial statements in its 
annual reports, but the link did not 
work as of writing. 

Even without a DFC financial 
statement, it’s possible to calcu-
late its budget using reports from 
provincial dairy groups.

Dairy producers pay two pri-
mary forms of levies, which sup-
port provincial organizations. 
One is usually called a promo-
tion levy, or the marketing, nutri-
tion and education (MNE) levy. 

“All levies come from produc-
ers, including the promotion 
levy,” said Joy Smith, policy and 
communications manager with 
SaskMilk. 

“The levy is applied based on 
production, so a smaller farm 
pays less than a larger farm (it’s 
all in proportion). All dairy farm-
ers across Canada pay a consis-
tent MNE levy rate of $1.50 per 
hectolitre of milk.”

The annual reports show that 
producers also pay an adminis-
tration checkoff. The rate varies 
from province to province. In 
Alberta, the administration 
assessment is 50 cents per hecto-
litre of milk.

The levies add up, quickly. 
In 2017, Canadian dairy farmers 

produced about 90 million hecto-
litres of milk, which generated 
$135 million in promotion check-
offs and possibly another $45 
million in administration levies.

Quebec dairy farmers paid 
about $61 million in levies to the 
provincial association, Les Pro-
ducteurs de lait du Quebec, in 
2017. Les Producteurs trans-
ferred more than $27 million of 
those levies to the DFC.

Ontario, the other big dairy 
province, used to transfer about 
$30 million in levies to the DFC, 
but a couple of years ago Dairy 
Farmers of Ontario opted out of 
that arrangement. It now keeps 
its levies and runs its own pro-
motion and other programs.

The remaining provinces trans-
fer about $20 to $25 million to 
DFC. So, its annual budget is likely 
in the range of $50 to $55 million.

A DFC spokesperson said the 

estimate is “not far off the mark.”
The DFC budget is an order of 

magnitude larger than compa-
rable organizations in Canada. 
In 2017 the Canadian Cattle-
men’s Association received $3.7 
million in check-off revenues, 
while in 2018 the Canola Council 
of Canada had $5.7 million in 
levies, with $2.8 million coming 
from growers.

That’s a possible explanation for 
why national television ads for 
canola growers or beef producers 
are a rarity because the groups 
don’t have the millions needed 
for such campaigns.

Does money make a difference?

Dairy producers have a political 
advantage over other farmers 
because the majority of them are 
located in Quebec and Ontario 
with dozens of swing ridings in 
federal and provincial elections. 
Most of the grain is produced in 
Western Canada, where one par-
ty, the Conservatives, win many 
seats with 70 percent of the vote.

Voting patterns aside, having 
$50 million to spend on promo-
tion and education doesn’t hurt. 
Plus, Dairy Farmers of Ontario 
has $45 million of its own for mar-
keting and promotion efforts.

The education aspect of DFC 
activities is a gray area, a repre-
sentative of a national commod-
ity group said. 

Education may be defined as 
talking to a politician or media 
figure who publicly questions 
the supply management system. 

Still, the influence of money 

has limits. 
Knowing the right people in 

Ottawa may be more important.
An organization with a small 

budget can be effective if its rep-
resentatives have excellent rela-
t ionships with polit icians, 
bureaucrats and other policy 
makers, said Erin Gowriluk, 
Grain Growers of Canada execu-
tive director.

On the other hand, money can 
help build new relationships. 
When Dairy Farmers of Canada 
hosts a public relations event in 
Ottawa, it doesn’t serve beef on a 
bun and warm beer in a drafty tent. 
The DFC events are “done well,” a 
commodity group rep said. 

The dairy farmers spend buck-
ets of money because they have 
to, another rep said.

They have to create good will 
with politicians and the public 
because the supply management 
system is entirely political, mean-
ing it could be modified or elimi-
nated by a future government.

In the wake of the $1.75 billion 
compensation package, there is 
more resentment toward dairy 
farmers and their special status 
within Canadian agriculture.

In the last two months, canola, 
pork and beef producers have 
been asking: where is our federal 
government support?

Another question is about levies 
and money. Do national groups, 
which represent commodities 
other than dairy, need more 
funding?  Or should they direct 
more money to government rela-
tions and public relations? 

Can the canola council realisti-
cally have national influence if 
the organization, which repre-
sents a $30 billion industry, has 
2.5 staff in Ottawa? 

The tug-of-war for check-off 
dollars between commodity 
groups and grain farmers sug-
gests their funding formulas 
won’t change anytime soon.

robert.arnason@producer.com

In 2017, Canadian dairy farmers produced about 90 million hectolitres  
of milk, which generated $135 million in promotion checkoffs  

and possibly another $45 million in administration levies. » CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

CASH COWS

BY ROBERT ARNASON
WINNIPEG BUREAU

Some prairie grain farmers suffer 
from a condition called “check-off 
fatigue.” They are sick of paying a 75 
cents to $1 per tonne levy every time 
they deliver wheat, canola, barley 
and other crops to the elevator.

The levies are used to support the 
activities of provincial commodity 
groups, and a percentage of farm-
ers grudgingly pay the levy and 
another group, perhaps 10 percent, 
asks for a check-off refund.

But dairy farmers, who pay much 
more in checkoffs to their provin-
cial associations, don’t seem to 
mind levies of $20,000, $30,000 or 
more per year.

David Wiens, vice-president of 
Dairy Farmers of Canada, said he 
rarely hears dairy farmers com-
plain about the $1.50 per hectolitre 
of milk levy for promotion costs or 
the 50 cent per hectolitre checkoff 
for administration that is used to 
operate the provincial and national 
dairy groups.

Most are OK with the large levies, 
he said.

“They are…. Every farmer is obli-
gated to the same checkoff,” said 
Wiens, who farms near Grunthal, 
Man., southeast of Winnipeg. 

The dair y organizations are 
democratic, meaning farmers have 
a say in the size of the levies.

“When we increased it to a $1.50 
(per hectolitre) a number of years ago, 
of course that requires a resolution at 
the annual meeting and would 
require a majority vote,” he said. 

“Without that we wouldn’t be 
allowed to … (collect) the levy.”

Because grain, pulse and oilseed 
growers get frustrated with checkoffs 
that amount to $2,000 to $3,000 per 
year, it may be surprising to some 
that dairy farmers are willing to pay 
10 times more in annual levies.

The Western Producer spoke to 
several representatives of national 
commodity groups for this story, 
and one of them said dairy farmers 
don’t worry about levies because 
provincial milk marketing boards 
set the price of milk. It’s completely 
different for a canola grower, who 
doesn’t have control over the price 
of canola. 

Wiens said dairy farmers are 
aware of the checkoffs and know 
that they cut into farm profits.

“In (Manitoba), farmers get paid 
twice a month for their milk…. It 
(the levy) is all itemized on the 
cheque,” he said. 

“(Farmers) realize that if they 
reduce the checkoff, there would be 
more money that stays on the farm.”

The lion’s share of the levies is 
used for marketing, nutrition and 
education campaigns for dairy 
products. 

“In Canada, I would say there’s 
more than $100 million spent every 
year on promotions and market-
ing,” Wiens said. 

“All of this has to be done with the 
support of producers. Without 
their support, we wouldn’t have the 
approval to (have) those check-
offs…. They (farmers) feel it’s an 
important investment…. In the 
end, they have returns through 

market growth.”
Dairy Farmers of Canada spends 

significantly on marketing and brand 
building, but only a fraction of pro-
ducer levies are used on lobbying.

“As it relates to our advocacy 
efforts we rely heavily on dairy 
farmers on their own time to do 
their advocacy and this is why 
advocacy represents only a small 
portion of DFC’s budget,” said 
spokesperson Lucie Boileau.

Two months ago, dairy farmers 
were in the political spotlight. The 
federal government announced  
$1.75 billion in direct payments to 
compensate dairy producers for 
potential market losses from recent 
trade deals.

Some farm groups criticized the 
federal government over the deal, 
saying dairy farmers don’t need the 
help. 

However, the Liberal government 
was acting on a compensation 
package that was arranged four 
years ago, Wiens said.

“In 2015 when Stephen Harper’s 
government signed the … TPP 
(Trans-Pacific Partnership) deal, 
they had already worked out this 
compensation for dairy and other 
supply managed commodities,” he 
said. 

“The government got more mar-
kets for some of the exporting com-
modities (beef, pork, canola), but 
in lieu (of ) that they …. allowed 
more (dairy) imports into the 
country. That’s how the compensa-
tion worked out.”

robert.arnason@producer.com

Dairy farmers fine 
with checkoffs
Levies of $20,000 to $30,000 per farmer 
have been met with little resistance

Dairy farmers have to 
create good will with 

politicians and the 
public because the 

supply management 
system is entirely 

political, meaning it 
could be modified or 

eliminated by a future 
government.

What’s your take? Join us 
at www.producer.com or 
follow us on social media.

BUDGETS OF NATIONAL FARM ORGANIZATIONS
Most ag groups are funded by a combination of levies and memberships. The commodity groups also receive 
government funding for specific projects and activities, like marketing or research. 
We searched for levy and check-off revenues for Canada’s major ag groups. Here’s what we found:

• Dairy Farmers of Canada: $50-$55 million

• Canadian Cattlemen’s Assoc.: $3.7 million (2017)

• Pork Council of Canada: about $2 million

• Canola Council of Canada: $12.12 million (2018), 
included $5.68 million of core revenue (levies on 
growers, processors and exporters) and $6.44 
million in project and grant revenue. Levies on 
growers were $2.8 million

• Barley Council of Canada: $507,000 (2018), 
includes $418,000 in producer memberships

• Chicken Farmers of Canada:  $8.6 million (2017)

Source: Staff research

• Grain Growers of 
Canada

• Canadian 
Federation of 
Agriculture

• Pulse 
CanadaCereals 
Canada

• Soy Canada
• Canadian Forage 

and Grasslands

We couldn’t find any 
financial information 
about these groups:

MEASURING UP
A look at Dairy Farmers of 
Canada budget compared to 
U.S. commodity groups:
• DFC: Income from levies 

totals $50-$55 million 
a year.

• United Soybean Board: 
Checkoff was $102 mil-
lion in 2018, collected 
from 300,000 growers 
on 80 million acres. 

• U.S. Wheat Associates: 
Supports $7.5 billion in 
wheat exports and has 15 
overseas offices. Budget 
of $17 million ($11 million 
from government).

Source: staff research

KEEPING SCORE: THE BIG PLAYERS & WHAT  
THEY CONTRIBUTE TO CANADIAN AGRICULTURE

BEEF INDUSTRY CANOLA INDUSTRY WHEAT INDUSTRY DAIRY INDUSTRY

Source: Statistics Canada  |  MICHELLE HOULDEN GRAPHIC

In 2018 there were

10,679
Canadian dairy farms with

969,799 
dairy cows that produced

89.9
of milk and net farm cash 
receipts totalling

$6.56

million 
hectolitres

In 2018 there were

45,000
Canadian farmers that seeded

25.0 
million acres and produced

29.0
of wheat and net farm cash 
receipts totalling

$6.5

million tonnes

In 2018 there were

40,000
Canadian farmers that seeded

22.5 
million acres and produced

20.3
of canola and net farm cash 
receipts totalling

$9.4

million tonnes

In 2018 there were

60,000
Canadian cattle farms with

10,532,700 
beef cattle (July 1)  that produced

1.3
of beef and net farm cash  
receipts totalling

$9.4

million tonnes

billion billion billion billion




