
How good employees can 
save me money and make 
my farm more profitable.

A guidebook to human resources management in agriculture



I’m a farmer, I don’t have 
to worry about HR, right? 
Wrong!

Let’s face it: HR management is a subject many of us find dry and boring. We like to think it’s 
something for office people to worry about—and not something that’s applicable to our business of 
growing crops and raising livestock. 

Well, not exactly. It actually does apply to farm businesses and, given the seasonal nature of 
agriculture and the fact that you’re dealing with live animals and perishable products, it can be one of 
the most important things to consider on your farm.  

People are what keep your operation running smoothly, efficiently and profitably. So, like any other 
aspect of your farm, from spraying decisions to crop rotation to buying fertilizer, if you do it wrong or 
don’t pay attention to it, it has the potential to cost you some serious money. 

If this page is the only part of this booklet that you read, we’d like to leave you with this key message:

Employees and HR management are important to your profitability and the smooth running of your 
operation. If you don’t have the time or the interest to deal with it, hire someone or get someone in your 
family to look after it. The ultimate payoff in dollars—and in reduced stress for management!—will be 
worth it.

If you’re committed to continuing to read, let’s start with some perspective on why HR management 
and labour are causing farmers stress.

Dr. Sara Mann,
Associate Professor, Strategic 
Human Resources Management and 
Organizational Behavior, University of 
Guelph

“While it’s hard to link HR to the 
bottom line…devoting resources 
will result in workers that are more 
motivated, more committed, perform 
higher on the job, and there is less 
turn-over. Spending money on 
attracting, selecting and retaining 
the best employees will result in 
improved profitability.”



Finding and keeping good workers has long been an issue for farmers and 

as the sector expands, so will the need for more employees. According 

to a 2009 study by the Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council 

(CAHRC), over 330,000 people worked on farms in Canada in 2008. Three 

in four employers surveyed reported at least one vacant position in their 

operation, which translates into more than 25,000 unfilled non-seasonal jobs 

across the entire sector. By 2013, it is estimated that 50,900 non-seasonal 

positions, and an additional 38,800 seasonal positions, will need to be filled.

“Access to labour and increased competition for skilled labour amongst all 

sectors is a key issue for agriculture,” says Portia MacDonald-Dewhirst, 

CAHRC’s Executive Director. “In Canada we have an aging workforce and 

boomers reaching retirement age. There is a general lack of awareness 

of agricultural jobs and careers amongst young people, so there is 

considerable concern over filling labour shortages on small and large 

operations.” 

The study also confirmed that the sector is lagging when it comes to HR 

management. For example, only one quarter of farm employers have a 

human resource plan and one third are not engaged in any specific activities 

to attract or keep employees. 

Agriculture’s labour challenge
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Paying attention to HR can make your farm more profitable
“Competing for workers has always been an issue in farming,” says Gary 

Mawhiney, an agricultural HR consultant and retired Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) labour specialist. “We’re 

competing for the same worker that GM is but we can’t afford to pay or 

offer benefits the way GM can.” 

As farm businesses are getting larger, farmers are increasingly finding 

themselves also wearing the hat of employer. For many, used to working 

on their own or only with family members, it can be a daunting prospect 

navigating the many responsibilities and regulations that face employers. 

“Generally farmers do not think about their labour until they absolutely need 

it and they certainly don’t think of it in terms of an input cost into their 

farming operation,” says Mawhiney. “They can tell you to the cent their 

cost for fertilizer but can’t tell you exactly how much they pay for labour. It 

doesn’t rank as a priority, especially in some seasonal operations where 

labour isn’t needed the whole year.” 

Hiring employees is a significant investment of time and resources, one 

that is crucial to your farm’s business success. Good labour management 

can help you avoid serious problems, lower your costs and ensure a 

profitable and healthy work environment for you, your family and your 

employees. 

“Producers need to get away from the idea that money is a major 

motivating factor in ag and instead look for creative ways to compensate 

workers,” suggest Mawhiney. “The farmers that are the most successful 

in labour force stability are those that find a way to make the employee an 

integral part of the operation, whether giving them some authority or a title, 

or including them in some of the discussions around the farm operations.” 

EffEctIvE HumAn REsouRcE mAnAgEmEnt In fARm 

busInEssEs IncludEs:

Understanding your role as an employer and manager and upgrading 

your skills in HR management 

Establishing recruitment and hiring policies to enable you to attract 

qualified workers

Putting HR policies in place, including regular performance appraisals, 

compensation structures and job responsibilities and expectations

Identifying key considerations when hiring family members

Matching your labour needs to your workforce

Complying with the Employment Standards Act, the Occupational 

Health and Safety Act and the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act for 

all paid employees, regardless of how long they are in your employ or 

whether they work part-time or full-time on your farm

Attracting and keeping qualified workers will bring stability to your farm 

business and boost the overall profitability of your operation. 

On the following pages, we have some case study examples, practical HR 

management hints and tips, and a variety of Canadian resources for further 

information and support. 
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taking charge—developing HR tools for farmers
Many farmers, especially smaller, family-run operations don’t have access 

to HR expertise and although they may be interested in implementing some 

tools, they often don’t know where to start. Many members of the Ontario 

Farm Fresh Marketing Association (OFFMA), for example, were reaching out 

to the organization’s head office to ask where they could access a template 

to create a staff manual or employee handbook. 

That’s when OFFMA decided to take action and apply for funding to develop a 

series of HR templates for its members, says Executive Director Cathy Bartolic.  

“Many of our members have growing businesses and they’re at the stage 

now where they are needing to look at these kinds of things,” she explains. 

“So we decided to apply to the Agricultural Management Institute for some 

project funding to develop these resources.” 

The booklet will be a staff manual template with customisable forms for 

everything from overtime, absenteeism, dealing with customers, dress 

codes, compensation, acceptable conduct and behaviour and use of social 

media. It will also include a variety of sample job descriptions covering 

various positions that might be found. 

“Sitting and looking at a blank page makes it hard to get started, especially if 

you haven’t had staff before, so this will be a cut and paste kind of resource 

that members can customise for their own needs on their own operation,” 

says Bartolic. “They won’t have to use the templates word for word but it will 

definitely serve as a starting point.” 

OFFMA is also developing an employee standards checklist that will list all 

the legislative requirements for direct on-farm marketers and where they can 

go for more information to ensure they are compliant. Bartolic anticipates  

the booklet and checklist will be available electronically by late fall. 

“We should have this ready in late fall so it could make a good winter project 

to use the template to develop a staff handbook for their farm business,”  

she suggests. 

OFFMA has approximately 330 members across Ontario, including on-farm 

marketers, pick your own operations, community-supported agriculture 

initiatives, and people involved in agri-tainment. For more information, visit 

www.ontariofarmfresh.com

dId you know…?
toolkits are available online  
from the following organizations:

Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (all farm types) 

Mushrooms Canada (mushroom farms) 

Ontario Pork Industry Council (hog farms) 

AgriSolutions HR: Canadian Agricultural Human Resource Council 

www.cahrc-ccrha.ca/skills-training/agricultural-hr-toolkit. This toolkit 

will be a one-stop shop for HR management information for producers  
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To access these and other resources,  
visit www.TakeANewApproach.ca/farmers



Hints and tips to be successful at hiring good workers and keeping them
As farms get larger and families get smaller, turning to outside help is a 

logical next step for many farm businesses. 

From Gary Mawhiney’s perspective, based on years of working with 

farmers on labour issues, a few fundamentals are critical for farmers to 

consider when they become employers—whether they’re hiring family 

members or arms-length staff. 

“New regulations mean people have to do things in their business they’ve 

never done before, so it’s important to pay attention to these things,” says 

Mawhiney. “Nobody likes to pay for anything but it can save you money in 

the long run.”

gARy’s HR fundAmEntAls foR fARmERs:

Job interview and skills test

“On most farms you need some reasonable skills connected to 

farming, like driving a tractor, making minor repairs or diagnosing 

problems and finding solutions. When you’re talking with a potential 

employee, design a few simple tasks to test their skills. This will 

quickly weed out whether you have the right candidate or not and 

you can do this quite simply no matter what the job is you have 

available on your operation.”

first day orientation session and employee handbook

“Conduct an orientation session with new employees on their first day 

on the job. Cover even simple things like where the washroom is, what 

time lunch is and how long the lunch break is and who to call when 

something happens and you can’t come to work. There are some 

producers who can fail to take this into account and it can be a real 

challenge if something happens and someone can’t come to work.  

An employee handbook is a good resource for workers to have on 

hand to remind them of these things, and it’s not something a lot of 

producers do.”

training and documenting 

“Farmers often tend not to formally document things. They should 

have an employee handbook that lays out things like training and 

document that workers have been properly trained. With the new 

Occupational Health and Safety Act, proper training on all aspects 

of the job is critical. Documenting is also important for insurance 

purposes in case something does happen.”

consider what doing nothing will cost you

“This requires work and training; you’re not just born with these 

skills, like how to write an ad, how to hire, or how to devise a simple 

work test. It’s a global village, so you’re competing with that guy 

growing in BC, California or Mexico. You have to be competitive 

and good business management is top of the list for that, including 

HR management. Ignoring your HR responsibilities can result in 

workplace accidents, higher WSIB premiums, penalties for failure to 

comply with regulations or losses and decreased farm productivity 

due to lack of staff or high turnover.”
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otHER consIdERAtIons on How you cAn HIRE EffEctIvEly 

And HAvE youR fARm busInEss bE An EmPloyER of cHoIcE:

general

Take hiring employees as seriously as you do getting the best deal your 

farm inputs. Labour is as big an investment in the prosperity of your farm 

as the quality and price of your inputs.

Use the off-season to develop your human resources plan so you are 

ready to go when the busy season hits. 

Recruitment

Look at the competing industries in your area and what kind of 

compensation and working conditions they are able to offer. Be 

creative in putting your compensation package together—a high hourly 

wage is not the only thing that might appeal to a prospective employee.

Retention

Offer incentives that will give employees a sense of ownership of their 

work. Reward employees for meeting your farm’s goals, such as 

successfully weaning a certain number of piglets per sow or selling a 

certain volume of produce at a farmer’s market. 

Develop protocols and procedures for human resources. Treat your 

employees the way you’d like to be treated. 

Encourage employee innovation and initiative. Engagement drives 

performance. Canadian farms need to stay ahead of tough global 

competitors to remain profitable. 

Schedule regular performance reviews with your employees. This 

doesn’t have to be a long or complex process but take the time to 

check in with them on a regular basis to let them know what they’re 

doing well and where they could improve.

Regulatory compliance

Make sure you know your legal employment obligations and 

responsibilities.  Familiarize yourself with requirements for wages 

and payroll, occupational health and safety, Workplace Safety and 

Insurance Board, and others.  

Use this handy checklist developed by the Ontario Federation of Agriculture 

to learn about the regulations that are out there and may apply to your 

farm: www.ofa.on.ca/issues/overview/farm-labour-safety-issues.aspx
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Marianne Domm knows HR from both sides of the employer-employee 
table. She’s a long-time staff member at a local bank, and together with 
her husband Brian, has helped run their family farm in North Dumfries near 
Cambridge for the past 28 years. 

The Domms cashcrop around 4,800 acres with the help of four year-round 
staff members and one seasonal employee. Their eldest son, Branden, 
is looking forward to coming home to farm when he graduates from the 
agriculture program at University of Guelph Ridgetown Campus in 2013. 
Bringing a family member into a farming business can be challenging, says 
Marianne, and that’s one reason the Domms decided to start focusing on 
human resources in their operation. 

“It‘s not always easy to mix the next generation in with long-tenured, 
experienced staff, so we want to make sure we have things in order to 
have Branden transition in,” she says. “If farming is something he wants to 
do, we want him to see that it’s not just planting and harvesting, but that 
there are business compliance issues that come along with owning your 
own business too.”

The other catalyst came when agriculture was brought under the umbrella of 
the provincial Occupational Health and Safety Act. Safety had always been 
important in their operation, but this helped reinforce their philosophy of 
being proactive. They introduced a Code of Conduct that included company 
values, professional behaviour, treatment of others and progressive discipline. 

“The Code is simple, easy to understand and focuses on clarity and 

learning from each other—
one farm’s approach to HR 
management and labour 
compliance

six steps to effective  
first-time hiring

Conduct a needs assessment for your farm business. Identify 
the tasks you need help with and what kind of skills you’ll  
need to hire.

Write a job description even if you don’t plan to post or place a 
job ad. It will help you keep your end goal in mind and assess 
whether prospective candidates are qualified to do what you 
need them to do.

Start searching for your employee(s) two to three months before 
you need them so you won’t be left in a bind at the last minute. A 
quick decision can result in hiring the wrong person for the job.

Prepare some interview questions and, depending on the 
nature of the job you’re hiring for, consider some practical work 
tests. This will show you whether your applicants have the skills 
needed to handle various aspects of the job you’re offering.

Always check references, particularly from previous employers.

Put a job offer in writing and include compensation, any benefits, 
expected work hours, breaks and days off, and dress code so 
the prospective employee is clear about your expectations from 
the beginning.
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transparency. There are just as many personalities as people in your 
business, so the key for your business to be successful is to ensure that 
you can work in harmony,” says Marianne. 

Last year brought the opportunity to work with Cargill’s People Sense 
program, which helps farmers implement HR tools on-farm. This led to the 
development of an employee handbook for the farm that covers everything 
from recruitment, sample interview questions and job descriptions to 
compensation, retention, performance reviews, enhancing management 
skills and discipline. Each staff member received a copy and had a one-
on-one chance with the Domms to review the document and provide 
feedback, some of which is now being incorporated into the handbook. 

The Domms are still working their way through completing all the sections of 
the Cargill program and consider themselves an HR work in progress, but 
Marianne says the process has been a good business planning tool for them. 

“It helps ensure things are clear and transparent,” she explains. “If by 
chance Branden decides against taking over the farm, we have to make 
sure we have a framework in place so someone can buy the business, 
step in and take over. This HR planning is the foundation to a lot of things.” 

Their biggest HR challenge has been knowing where to go for information 
and resources, such as safety training, says Marianne. She encourages 
fellow farmers to network with each other to tap into existing advice and 
share experiences. Another challenge can be getting staff to buy into 
change, but she advises farmers not to let that be a deterrent. 

“Change is slow and some people don’t like it, but it’s important that all 
staff, including management, are respected and treated fairly,” she says. 

“It’s our responsibility as farm owners and managers to ensure our staff and 
business are looked after, not just with remuneration, but also with respect 
to legislative requirements. Our company is always striving to be on the 
leading edge of technology, equipment design and seed technology, and 
HR should be no different.”
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“There are just as many personalities as people in your business, 
so the key is to ensure that you can work in harmony for your 
business to be successful.”  

- Marianne Domm
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ok, you’ve convinced me—where do I go from here? 
The following websites and resources offer information and tools that can help you get started with building your own human resources management plan 

for your farm, help ensure you are aware of your regulatory compliance obligations as an employer and recommend sources for further advice and support. 

bEst PRActIsEs 

Creating and implementing a human resource  

management plan: http://goo.gl/oa905

HR Management handbook: http://goo.gl/y2STP

Regulatory Compliance Checklist for Employing  

Farm Workers in Ontario: http://goo.gl/HfQrB

woRksHoPs And tRAInIng 

Agri Business eCampus: A low-cost online  

learning forum for farm managers: http://goo.gl/N7OGC 

Agritalent.ca—Whether you prefer to attend a  
workshop in person or do your continued learning  
online, the Canadian Agricultural HR Council’s online  
database will connect you to the courses and  

programs that suit your needs http://goo.gl/j6Oek

FCC Learning events and workshops on  

farm business management and HR: http://goo.gl/07iiZ

HIRIng 

Hiring Employees Guide (Government of Alberta): http://goo.gl/g3l3x

Hiring Employees: Know your obligations and opportunities  
when it comes to hiring employees—from recruitment  

to payroll to tax returns http://goo.gl/W9cFM

Interview Questions http://goo.gl/gIks6

REtAInIng

Creating an employee handbook, a template  

from University of Missouri Extension: http://goo.gl/JuF4B

Why create an employee handbook? http://goo.gl/XW3kc

Effective training—finding the right  

person to fill a vacant position:   http://goo.gl/IenrN

Creative compensation,  

because it’s not all about money: http://goo.gl/y3FWc
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AgriLeadership—a self-assessment tool  
designed specifically by the Canadian Agricultural  
HR Council for agricultural producers, that identifies  
areas of leadership strength as well as areas which  

may require development. http://goo.gl/UJ4Fe

EmPloyER REsPonsIbIlItIEs

Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program http://goo.gl/r7Ya2

www.farmsontario.ca http://goo.gl/rO6gR 

How payroll works http://goo.gl/fRnMX

T4 information http://goo.gl/GzYe6

Managing your employees http://goo.gl/ESfCI

Record of Employment (ROE) http://goo.gl/OAai5

What happens when an employee leaves http://goo.gl/uh1Ir

vIdEos & fuRtHER REAdIng 

Farm Credit Canada video featuring  

Dr. Sarah Mann, University of Guelph http://goo.gl/2IdzB

Farm Business eTeam Video  

series—HR Management http://goo.gl/5lw72

Identifying new or emerging markets and 

opportunities in agriculture report http://goo.gl/n9o1a

Disclaimer
This book and any resources and links contained herein are not intended to be used as a substitute or replacement for the Acts described herein. It does not cover all situations or circumstances when you have employees 
on your farm. If your business is setup as a corporate entity, there may be different or additional obligations. This publication is intended to provide a farm owner with a simplified overview of regulations contained in these 
Acts and to provide resources should you require further information. Professional advice should always be sought from your legal representative or accountant when looking for an interpretation of the legislation.

To access these and other resources,  
visit www.TakeANewApproach.ca/farmers



AMI is part of the Best Practices Suite of programs for 

Growing Forward, a federal-provincial-territorial initiative.

For more information on human resource management resources, visit www.TakeANewApproach.ca 
or call the Agricultural Management Institute at 519-822-6618. 

AmI can help!


