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I work as a researcher and policy analyst with the Prince Edward Island Advisory Council on

the Status of Women.  This is an arms-length government agency that works for equality

and supports women’s full and active participation in social, legal, cultural, economic, and

political spheres of life.  We have nine appointed Council members from around the Island

and a small staff and none of us know anything about the hog industry.

We do know about Island women, though, and we want to make sure that women’s unique

circumstances and contributions are remembered in this discussion around the impact of

the hog crisis.  

We know that all Island women subsidize our province’s economy.  We make up half the

paid labour force, but are still doing most of the household and caregiving work.  At the

same time, we make at least an equal contribution to community work and there is no

telling what we are contributing to the lives of our friends and neighbours.  In our paid

workplaces, we find that jobs that have been traditionally labelled as “women’s work” are

assigned a lower market value than so-called  “men’s work.”  And, when government cuts

services or the economy shrinks, as in the current agricultural crisis, women shoulder most

of the responsibility for the tasks that get downloaded to households and the voluntary

sector.  

We know that the Island’s economy is driven by tourism, farming, and fishing.  As in the

household, women’s work in these sectors is largely unpaid and diminished as part of their

husband’s or father’s occupation.  Although vital, women’s contributions to these

endeavours are often invisible and are usually provided without any assurance of financial

security.   Rural women themselves may struggle with recognizing their own contributions,

often devaluing their work by calling it “helping out” or “running errands.” 

But, their work has real value.  Statistics Canada reports that women do two-thirds of the
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2.5 billion hours of unpaid work performed in Canada each year.  And, depending on how

you measure it, that work is worth between $235 and $374 billion annually.  But, the value

of that work does not get considered in economic and social policy.  As such, budgetary

and policy processes are incomplete and women are left to absorb the demands on their

time, energy, and skills as best they can.  

Given their considerable contributions and their unique position on the farm and in their

communities, no examination of the hog crisis will be complete without thinking about the

part that women have played to date, the particular impact on women in this time of crisis,

and the needs of women who may be facing displacement and an uncertain future.

To help us look at the issue from the women’s perspective, I would like to tell you the story

of one woman farmer who, in the midst of very trying circumstances on her family-owned

hog farm, took the time to tell me about her life as a woman living and working on the

farm.  She also talked about the things that concern her now and what she sees for the

future.  She took this difficult step so that the voices of farm women could be heard during

this discussion. I have the privilege of telling you what I heard and I hope that farm women

feel that I am giving a clear representation of their experiences. 

I travelled to the farm on a lovely winter morning last week. As I was driving down the lane,

it struck me that it had been a long time since I had actually visited a working farm. For the

first time in years, I felt the loss of the farms I had known as a child here on the Island.  As I

pulled into the yard, I was reminded of them by some of the things that never change on

farms.  There is always less lawn and more yard.  You’ll always be greeted by one or two

dogs who bark like this is the first visitor they’ve seen for ages.  And, of course, the smell

has pretty much stayed the same!

I moved out of  that nostalgic mood, though, when I got past the dogs and into the kitchen

and I realized that this was a place very much centred in the present.  My hostess (I’ll call
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her Janet.), could spare a bit of time that day before she began volunteering at the Special

Olympics for the rest of the week.  While I was there, she got a call from a neighbour who

needed some help sorting out a personal issue.  Then, she got a call from another

neighbour and they talked about  organizing the upcoming soccer season.  Clearly, this

kitchen was not only the centre of the farm but it was also central to the community as well. 

 

Unfortunately, there was another call and this one was from the Farm Credit Corporation,

just checking to see if Janet was okay because, after almost twenty years in operation, 

Janet and her husband have had to make the very difficult decision to sell their farm and

use the proceeds to manage their debt load.

Here’s what I heard from Janet about the situation and her role in it: 

Her husband always wanted to farm and she supported him in that goal.  When they

bought the farm, it was not strictly a business decision.  Yes, they wanted to earn a living

but, they also wanted a partnership for themselves, a stable home for the family that they

planned, and a place in the community.  The decision required some sacrifice from Janet

as she moved from her home and family and gave up a career for which she had received

specialized training.

She and her husband started from scratch.  They worked together on the farm to manage

and improve the operation and to renovate the old farm home where they were living.  Both

of them did the work and both of them took the risks.  Some years were not so great

financially; other years made up for those losses.  Janet knew the financial situation well

because she was the one who did the bookkeeping. They started a family and had two

children.  That meant that she spent more time in the house looking after the children but,

soon, the kids were out in the barn too, so she could contribute to farm work, along with

her household responsibilities and child care.  In other words, she was putting in what
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amounts to triple duty - farm, home, and children.

As the children entered school and hog prices started to drop, she added another role and

re-entered the paid workforce, taking a job that was somewhat related to her original field

but not exactly what she had been trained to do.  This was seasonal work which meant that,

during the busier summer season, she was working full-time and also working on the farm

and in her home.  Ironically, during the less active winter season, she could no longer

contribute to the farm operation because she was receiving Employment Insurance

benefits.  

Janet’s income from her job and her off-season EI benefits were necessary to run the

household and put food on the table.  Essentially, her work was subsidizing the farm

operation.  The farm itself went deeper and deeper into debt but they persisted in the hope

of a better year that would turn things around.  

The stress on Janet, her husband, and their family was enormous.  Janet worked to keep

the children’s lives as normal as possible.  She says that their children certainly had work to

do on the farm.  In fact, she believes that the farm was an excellent place to raise their

children.  Someone was always there to care for them and they had early and constant

training in the values associated with working together, developing one’s skills, and making

contributions.  But, she recognized that these were children and, as such, they did not need

to be burdened with adult worries about financial survival.  So, Janet kept up a solid front

for her children.

At the same time, she was serving as what she calls a “sounding board” for her husband. 

The way she sees it, men who work in other professions likely have colleagues with whom

they can discuss their work.  On a farm, there are no colleagues.  Even in good times, there

isn’t much social contact.  The farmer’s partner becomes the only person that he talks to

about his frustrations and his fears while, at the same time, with his wife out at work and
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possibly no money for paid help, he is likely putting in longer and longer hours in the barn

and, thus increasing his social isolation.  So, Janet felt that she needed to be strong for

him, as well.

So, where did that leave her?  A strong, caring, intelligent, hard working woman with a lot

on her plate.  And, nobody to turn to because no other farm families were coming forward

to say, hey, we are struggling too.

Last year was the breaking point.  She and her husband put their retirement savings into

the business and said, one more year.  And, when nothing improved, they made the

decision this winter, both of them at mid-life, that this is the end of their farming dream. 

So, now they are parting with their land, their buildings, their home, their community, their

lifestyle - everything.  They will leave with only their personal belongings, heading into an

uncertain future.  

In some ways, Janet says that this decision has been a relief.  At least they know that the

strain they have been under for the past eight years will be behind them.  During that time,

they worried constantly, not only about themselves but also about their livestock and the

suppliers who were depending on them to keep up with their payments.  But, as anyone

would, now they worry about the future.  And, they look to the past, questioning their initial

decision to farm and all the decisions that followed.

Their decision to sell has had one positive outcome.  It’s meant that other farm families

have felt comfortable coming forward and talking about their own difficult circumstances. 

Janet knows now that they are not alone in their situation and that many other women have

experienced the things that have happened to her.  They, too, have sacrificed their own

careers, they have invested heavily in the farm while also doing the bulk of the household

and child rearing work, they have contributed greatly to their communities, and they have

seen little or no tangible reward for all that effort.  In fact, they have been punished for their
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decisions.  Janet stresses that these were decisions that she made willingly and gladly but,

nonetheless, the outcome has been distressing. 

Janet says that she and her family need support in making this transition.  For twenty years,

they have done the work needed to supply others with a food staple and she wonders, who

will think of farmers and their families now?  And, do consumers even know where their

food comes from?

These are heartbreaking questions and while we try to grapple with them, Janet has some

things  for Islanders to consider.

Janet has twenty years experience in the hog industry and she speaks knowledgeably about

the industry and its sustainability within a trend towards monoculture and changing global

markets.  She wants the issue of sustainability to be on the table and she wants women

included in that discussion.  After all, it has been women’s contributions that have helped to

sustain the industry thus far.

How will farm families be supported in coping with the frustration, uncertainty, and despair

that they are experiencing and have been experiencing for some time?  She sees a need for

a crisis line, especially for women, the sounding boards who need their own sounding

boards. 

How will farm families be supported in the transition from farming to other forms of

employment if and when it comes to that stage?  Women will need specific programs if they

have worked on the farm and at home for most of their lives or if they have interrupted their

own careers for farm work and for child rearing.  Certainly, women develop skills on farms

but how will they transfer those skills to other workplaces?  

How will women recover their self-esteem lost along with their entire life’s work?  What will it
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take to rebuild a strong woman who gave so much to other people along the way? How will

a couple develop a new relationship that is not based on day-to-day survival?  It is possible

that the loss of the farm could be even harder for women than men because of the value

that they have placed in the home and their considerable emotional investment in the

family.  Women-specific counselling and support programs would certainly play a part in

the recovery process.  

During our morning conversation, Janet used one phrase that summed up her situation.

She said that she felt “caught in the middle.”  And, I thought, yes, she is, in so many ways. 

For years, she has been caught between the needs of her family and the needs of the farm,

caught between her husband’s needs and her children’s needs, caught between her own

wishes and the demands of her life.  And, now she’s caught between the past and the future

- suspended there until she knows what’s coming next for her and her family.

We know that most women face the dilemma of trying to balance conflicting needs but it is

clear that farm women face extra demands.  Perhaps this time of crisis will help us pay

attention to what they have already contributed and will force to us to think about how we

can keep these women strong - for themselves, their families, and their communities. 

When thinking through this crisis, please keep women in mind.
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