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Backgrounder on Where Do We Grow From Here: A Way Forward for Niagara’s Tender Fruit and Grape Growers

Niagara is a distinctive region with natural features, rich soils and a unique climate, all contributing to some of the best farmland found anywhere and an internationally acclaimed wine industry. The lush and beautiful tender fruit lands and vineyards of Niagara are truly a national treasure.

 

Not only do the rolling vineyards or the springtime blossoming of the cherry and peach trees attract tourists from across Canada and the United States, but they are also a vital source of jobs and investment.  In Niagara there are 27,000 acres under vine or in tender fruit tended by about 1,300 individual farmers and their farm workers and over 130 wineries. In 2006, the combined marketplace value and provincial tax revenue generated from tender fruit, grapes and wine was about $850 million.

In 2008, however, the tender fruit and grape and wine industry find themselves at a crossroads.  With the closure of Ontario's last fruit cannery, CanGro in St. David's this summer, 150 workers lost their jobs, 150 farmers lost a market and more than a century of fruit canning came to a sudden end.  About a year earlier, Cadbury-Schweppes in St. Catharines, Ontario's last large grape juice producer closed its doors stranding 105 farmers and 3200 acres of vineyards with no domestic buyer.  Shortly before that, Cherry Lane Frozen Fruit in Vineland stopped using local sweet cherries in favour of imported product.  

 

Altogether, the three factory closures meant that 6000 acres of formerly prime tender fruit and grape lands no longer have a market.  In other words, roughly 22 per cent of the total market for grapes and tender fruit in Ontario will have to find a new home or effectively remain an agricultural Brownfield.  Sadly local residents have been witness to tens of thousands of fruit trees being uprooted and grape vines being ripped out.  
 

In 2005, the Ontario Government passed the Greenbelt Act which effectively locked Niagara’s tender fruit and grape lands into agricultural production in perpetuity.  Unfortunately, the Ontario Government seems to have forgotten the popular expression:  if you want to save the farmland, save the farmer.  In its efforts to preserve high quality agricultural land, the Province neglected to complement its stringent land use restrictions with an economic plan to ensure that locked-in farmers would have a profitable market to access. 

Since the passage of the Greenbelt Act, the McGuinty Government has been an absentee landlord, neglecting to support our farmers while three value-added processors shut down.  Without provincial government action, there is significant risk that the 6000 acres of formerly productive tender fruit and grape lands will form a growing agricultural Brownfield within the greenbelt.

Where Do We Grow From Here: A Way Forward for Niagara’s Tender Fruit and Grape Growers provides a detailed overview of the challenges the industry is facing, takes a look at programs implemented by the federal and other provincial governments, and makes recommendation to help revitalize Ontario's cherished tender fruit and grape industries.

Some of the recommendations in the report include: 

BUY ONTARIO

More can be done to open the marketplace up to local growers such as a Buy Ontario policy for all government agencies and creating specialty VQA Ontario wine stores to better promote the local wines against increasing foreign competition.  This policy would be a private system parallel to the LCBO.  

ONTARIO VQA WINE STORES
The Province should take a two pronged approach to increase Ontario VQA wine sales.  First, it should set aggressive targets – the total market for VQA wines should grow roughly 20 per cent per year for the next five years – for increased VQA wine sales in the LCBO and incent LCBO employees to reach that target. This would offset any surpluses resulting from a grape replant program. Secondly, the Province of Ontario should allow for a parallel system of private retail stores that specialize in Ontario VQA wine to open up in Ontario.

REPLANT PROGRAM

The Province of Ontario should invest in a tender fruit and grape replant program similar to that currently in place in other provinces.  This will renew orchards and vineyards with varieties and rootstocks that will allow Ontario farmers to deliver higher quality fruits and grape varieties that are in higher demand in the marketplace.

IRRIGATION SYSTEM

When the next round of a Canada-Ontario infrastructure program is launched, a cost-shared universal irrigation system in Niagara should be a priority project to help with the drought conditions in Niagara which caused a decline in the volume and value of tender fruit crops (with the exception of sour cherries) in 2007.

VALUE ADDED INCENTIVES

On farm value-adding activities can generate new products and new jobs, as well as open new markets to Ontario's growers. However, in order to be successful, the grower needs relief from the almost impossibly steep tax burden. The Province of Ontario should immediately amend the Ontario Assessment Act to eliminate the tax penalty on agricultural innovation and encourage on-farm value added production.

MARKET ACCESS PROGRAM

The Government of Canada should create a national Market Access Program to help Canadian agricultural producers expand their export market.

TRUTH IN LABELLING

The Canadian wine industry should take the lead and subject Canadian wines to more clear labelling standards in the spirit of the Harper Government’s recent Canadian Food Labelling Initiative.

DIRECTIONAL SIGNAGE FOR FARMS: The McGuinty Government should pass into law

Ontario PC Agriculture Critic Ernie Hardeman’s private member’s bill (Bill 98) that would allow farmers to post seasonal directional signage on private property adjacent to a provincial highway to bring people to the farm.


The recommendations are based on the helpful advice provided by local farmers, industry organizations, municipal leaders and concerned residents in the Greenbelt and will help to address the significant challenges faced by tender fruit and grape growers.  I will continue to work with all levels of government and the industry to press for these important changes.
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