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YOU MEAN I HAVE 
TO LET GO?!?

Farm succession – or transition – can be a tough subject to tackle. For the older 
generation, it is often hard to think about preparing an exit strategy and facing 
the idea of life beyond the farm. Letting others start to make decisions and take 
responsibility for the family farm business is not easy. For young people wanting 
to get started, there are also many considerations, including availability and 
affordability of farm businesses, lifestyle and how to start becoming part of the farm’s 
management processes. 

Farm transition can mean passing it to the next generation in the family, selling it to 
new owners who aren’t family members or looking at innovative ways of bringing 
new partners into the business. 

According to Statistics Canada, the average age of a Canadian farmer is 54, but 
many farms don’t have a transition plan in place. A 2011 study by Ipsos Forward 
Research for AMI showed that in Ontario, for example, only 19 per cent of farms had 
completed a succession plan. There are many reasons for this: thinking that the next 
generation might not be ready or not interested in taking over, wondering whether 
buying into the business is affordable for young people or simply just not being ready 
to start thinking about ending a life-long farming career.

The average age  
of a Canadian farmer 
is 54, but many farms 
don’t have a transition 
plan in place.
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This booklet will help start the conversation around farm succession by looking at why it’s good to have a plan in place, what 
potential minefields to watch out for, how to get started and where to go for more information.  

It will also provide some hints and tips for young people who want to enter farming but don’t have a family farm to grow into by 
exploring some options for mentorship opportunities, farm incubators and other entry programs.
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What does starting early mean?
You’ve spent a life time building up your farm business and you know that 

at some point, you’re going to have to make some decisions about what 

to do with it. For the next generation, entering a profitable business is 

important and you need a stable, financially secure retirement. The farm 

business has to be large or sustainable enough to support several families. 

HERE ARE SOME KEY IDEAS TO CONSIDER AS YOU GET STARTED:

Look at how you can finance a new generation entering the 

business without negatively impacting cashflow and profitability. 

Diversify your operation and add value to bring in extra income. 

This could be through things like energy generation, farm gate retail, 

alternative crops or livestock, expanding acreage, on-farm processing, 

renting out buildings or facilities you’re not using or are under-using. 

Start early to give your expanded business ventures time to mature 

before you retire. 

Assess your farm to determine its value as your business grows. 

Knowing its value and profitability makes it easier to sell or transition it 

to someone new or expand to take on new partners. 

Work with an advisor to help you integrate different business 

planning processes, such as the farm assessment, business plan and 

succession plan. 

Developing a new business venture starts with a strong idea and a 

solid business plan. The benefits of planning include reducing stress, 

establishing a better lifestyle of the exiting party, having a business 

continuity plan in place if disaster strikes (such as death or divorce), and 

discovering alternative business structures to help suit your needs. 

BEING PREPARED WILL HELP YOU AVOID SOME COMMON  

SUCCESSION PLANNING MINE FIELDS: 

Indecision—not knowing what you want to accomplish with your 

plan. Is it retirement, long term asset maximization, maintaining the 

status quo or something else?

Equality vs. equitability—how do you treat both your farming and 

non-farming children? 

Family emotions and dynamics—what do you do if not everyone 

agrees with your approach?

Divorce—how do you protect family assets? 

Taxes—what are the tax implications of your decisions? 

Flexibility—age does not always equal wisdom!

Advice from a farm family coach  
(Grain Farmers of Ontario, Ontario Grain Farmer Magazine, December 2012)

“Succession planning starts with communication and conversations 

with yourself, your spouse, and with your successor,” says Elaine 

Froese, a farm family coach with a certificate in conflict resolution and 

mediation. “It’s a process, not a quick fix. 

“Succession planning starts with communication 
and conversations with yourself, your spouse, 
and with your successor,” 

Elaine Froese
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The problem Froese has observed is that many farmers don’t want to 

begin the conversation because they want to avoid conflict. “But they have 

to understand conflict isn’t bad, conflict needs to be resolved.”

Froese says many farmers have an ‘all or nothing’ thinking that prevents 

them from transferring some of the farm management because they feel 

they’ll no longer have a role. At the same time, the next generation is 

looking for a timeline that will decrease their own anxiety over the future. 

“They want clarity as to who is doing what when, they want certainty as to 

when they will have some equity, and they want a commitment to action.”

Starting the succession planning process can be overwhelming admits 

Froese. “The best advice I can give to farm families is to start talking and 

sharing with each other; and then make it a top priority to put your plans 

into action.”

www.elainefroese.com

STEPS TO IMPROVE YOUR TRANSITION COMMUNICATIONS

Have regular family business meetings that are separate from family 

social events to discuss and address farm-related issues. 

Deal with conflicts. The majority of farm succession failures result from 

family and human dynamic issues. 

Consult with outside advisors. Seek the advice of financial, tax and 

legal experts to help you develop and implement your plan. 

Start your planning process early and set a timetable for 

implementation. 

A resource to help  
you get started

The Agricultural Management Institute has developed a video 

series on farm succession and transition. AMI’s e-Team videos 

feature leading business experts and farm families who will guide 

you through key parts of the transition planning process, including 

starting the conversation with a family meeting, setting goals 

everyone can agree on, readying your business for transition, 

establishing the transition process and implementation.  View the 

videos at www.takeanewapproach.ca/farmers/eteam-videos.aspx
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Case study: Planning for the next generation
David Crowley knows the value of a good farm succession plan. He farms 

in Norwood, Ontario with his father Joseph, wife Jennifer and young 

children Mitchell and Ashlynn. Joseph, now in his late sixties, bought the 

farm when he was young and raised his family there, and although he 

moved off when David and Jennifer married, he’s still a very hands-on part 

of the operation. 

The Crowleys had put a lot of work into the farm over the years as a regular 

mixed farm with pigs and beef cattle, exporting Holstein heifers and 

eventually diversifying into broiler chickens. 

“It was always my dad and I and when Jennifer came, we had to figure out 

how to bring her into the farm. She has an off-farm job but is very much part 

of the operation and supportive of me and my father,” says David. “So we 

knew we had to rip the bandage off and get a succession plan together.” 

For David that meant taking a Growing Your Farm Profits (GYFP) course 

that a friend of his recommended. This helped him gain an understanding 

of succession and the plan he completed during the two-day workshop 

helped him qualify for some funding to help cover some of their transition 

planning costs. The GYFP gave them the framework and timelines to get 

the job done, including updating their wills, establishing power of attorneys 

and seeking the help of their accountant to provide advice. 

“This program helped us establish a game plan and set a good foundation 

for a really smooth transfer,” he says. “My dad for years had given me the 

reins but kept one hand on them. Now he knows where the reins are and 

can pick them up if needed, but he also knows he’s protected financially. 

We have that element of trust between everybody that made it easy.” 

A lot of families can break up over succession, which can bring a lot of 

hardship and unnecessary negativity, but programs like GYFP are a great 

resource for farmers, he says. 

“We were able to get expert advice from our lawyer who helped us realize 

that leaving our farm transfer in my father’s will wasn’t the right option for 

me and wasn’t the best way to ensure that the contributions Jennifer and I 

were making to our operation would be recognized long term,” he adds.

Having their plan and share agreement in place has brought peace of 

mind not only to his family but also to his lender, which will help the 

Crowleys secure financing for future farm expansions. And taking the two-

day course alongside many other farm business operators also had an 

unexpected side benefit for David.  

“We are a very diverse industry and the course helps you meet people 

off the beaten path. You never know who you’re going to meet and 

where that might lead,” he says, explaining that one of his fellow course 

participants was involved in a business growing organic Portobello 

mushrooms, which helped open his eyes to the growing market for 

organic food, especially in urban areas. The Crowleys now produce locally 

grown organic chicken for the Yorkshire Valley Farms brand. 

What’s a “Growing Your Farm Profits” course?
A two-day interactive course to assess current farm management 

practices, identify priorities and develop action plans. Successful 

participants may be eligible for cost-share funding for advisory services 

or skills training. www.ontariosoilcrop.org/en/bdfbhome
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I want to farm but…
Not everyone who dreams of a career in farming is lucky enough to have 

a viable farm business in the family to enter into. The path into agriculture 

is a little different for these new entrants, but there are programs to help 

them get started. 

FarmStart www.farmstart.ca 

FarmStart was launched in 2005 to help bring new and young 

entrepreneurs into farming. Their first initiative was a start up farm near 

Guelph to provide people from non-farm backgrounds a supportive and 

relatively risk-free way to enter the sector. Since then, they’ve expanded 

into various other programs to help prospective and current start-up 

Ontario farmers; their work focuses primarily on new Canadians, young 

people from non-farm backgrounds and second career farmers. 

CRAFT Ontario (Collaborative Regional Alliance for 
Farmer Training in Ontario) www.craftontario.ca 

CRAFT Ontario is an informal network of farmers that provide internships 

on their ecological or organic farms. There are several regional nodes, 

each with their own network of farms that offer internships. 

FarmLINK www.farmlink.net

FarmLINK helps connect new and established farmers and people 

who don’t farm but own farmland with the goal of developing creative 

solutions to share farmland and farming knowledge. 

STEP UP Mentorship Program  
www.fmc-gac.com/step-up 

STEP UP is an on-farm mentorship program for those interested in 

learning farm business management skills in a hands-on setting.

Sen$e conferences  
www.4-hontario.ca/youth/opportunities/conferences 

4-H Ontario runs a series of conferences for young people focused on 

the business management side of farming. Called Sen$e Conferences, 

programming is available for beef, dairy, equine, sheep and goats. 

Everdale Organic Farm and Environmental Learning 
Centre www.everdale.org 

Everdale is a 50-acre organic teaching farm near Hillsburgh, Ontario 

that provides hands-on learning programs dedicated to food and 

farming. This includes farmer training, school programs, workshops 

and special events. Their “Farmers Growing Farmers” program offers 

courses in everything from food growing skills, visioning and planning 

to sustainable farming and farm plan development.
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Case study: Mentorship program teaches 
farming from the ground up
Tarrah Young and Nathan Carrey own Green Being Farm near Neustadt, 

Ontario. It’s a consumer-direct operation, selling hens and meat birds, 

grass fed beef and lamb and pasture-fed Berkshire hogs. They also run 

a market garden and winter CSA that feeds 100 local families with root 

crops, squash and greenhouse-grown greens. 

Tarrah got her farming start about 10 years ago as a farm intern, followed 

by management positions on other farms. She and her husband started 

their farming business in 2007 on land they rented through FarmStart, 

buying their own farm the following year. Now, they’re part of the STEP 

Up mentorship program, offering new farmers the chance to learn about 

farming in a hands-on way. 

“We had heard about STEP Up through FarmStart and decided to become 

a part of it because that’s how I had learned about farming,” says Tarrah. 

“You learn to farm by doing and not everyone has the great fortune to grow 

up on a farm. I love to teach and share what I’ve learned and it’s rewarding 

to have people who are interested.” 

One of those interested people is Seb Ramirez, who connected with STEP 

UP when he was enrolled in the sustainable agriculture program at Fleming 

College in Lindsay. He moved to Green Being Farm in April 2012, living 

and working with Tarrah and Nathan for seven months. 

“I became interested in agriculture through learning about ecological and 

environmental issues. My introduction was an interest in how to be a good 

steward of the environment, and that helped me realize I wanted to farm,” 

says Seb, who grew up in Guelph.  

Tarrah and Nathan had three mentees in 2012, their first year participating 

in STEP UP, having previously hosted interns on their own. It can be 

hard to find a lot of people living in rural areas who need mentor-mentee 

farming experience, so mentees live right on Green Being Farm. They 

spend three and a half days a week working alongside Tarrah and Nathan 

to learn about farming first-hand. The other half of their week is theirs to 

do with what they please, with Tarrah and Nathan offering the opportunity 

to pilot their own farm business. Any profit mentees make is theirs to keep. 

They also help the mentees work through their learning plans to ensure 

their mentorship goals are being met.

“Many will do small plot market gardens, where they do their own crop 

planning and marketing and see the whole thing through start to finish,” 

explains Tarrah. “There’s a big leap from being introduced to farming to 

running your own. We provide everything they need so there’s very little 

start-up risk involved. We also let them see the behind-the-scenes as well, 

the bookwork and the planning that’s involved.” 

For Seb, the mentorship helped him gain a solid understanding of cost of 

production and what to charge for product, knowing how to interact with 

customers to meet their needs but remaining realistic about what farmers can 

do, and learning effective decision-making skills to help manage both day to 

day events as well as larger farm decisions. Post mentorship, Seb and his 

partner are now exploring a new arrangement with a farm near Guelph. 

“It is great working with people who have the desire to farm. They have 

a great commitment to farming, which keeps me on my toes and helps 

me be a better farmer too,” says Tarrah. “Our mentees are like a loose 

extended family now. Many have started their own operations or are very 

employable on other farms and we’re always here to answer questions.” 

Learn more about Green Being Farm at www.greenbeing.ca. 
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From Left to Right:  
Tarrah Young (farmer), Seb Ramirez (mentee), Bethany Klapwyk (mentee),  
Rob Campbell (mentee), and Nathan Carey (farmer)

Tarrah’s tips—mentorship 
advice from someone who’s 
been there:

As a mentee, the more you get into the farm experience, 
the more you’ll get out of it.

Mentors have to be committed to the mentee’s learning 
process and have to enjoy teaching. If you are just looking 
for farm help, there are better avenues for that.

Good communication needs to come from both sides in 
order for the relationship to be successful.
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I’d like to get started – where do I go for more information? 
SUCCESSION

Farmlink.net:  http://bit.ly/AyyS5w

TOOLS FOR STARTING A TRANSITION PLAN

Farm succession dos and don`ts, Ontario Ministry  

of Agriculture, Food & Rural Affairs (OMAFRA):  http://bit.ly/14a2mOJ  

Online survey: where are you? Len Davies :  http://bit.ly/14a1I3Y

TRANSITION HOW TOS

Will we ever get succession planning  

right? Realagriculture.com:  http://bit.ly/O6hV3R

Incorporation and succession planning, FCC:   http://bit.ly/V0apsF

Succession planning article overview, Penn  

State University:   http://bit.ly/WX9G9r 

Farm Succession Planning Steps and  

Checklist, OMAFRA: http://bit.ly/WX9Iy9 

Components of a Succession plan, OMAFRA:    http://bit.ly/z6p6Wb

GET INVOLVED: PROGRAMS AND TRAINING

Learning events, FCC:  http://bit.ly/YqkTpL 

 RESOURCES FOR LEARNING MORE

Blog, Allen Trusts & Estates:  http://bit.ly/10DOZly

New Entrants
CONNECT WITH FARM ORGANIZATIONS

Organisations for young farmers list, Agriculture  

and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC):  http://bit.ly/huAicr

GET INVOLVED: PROGRAMS AND TRAINING

Jeunes Agriculteurs & Innovative young farmers,  

Innovative Farmers Association of Ontario:  http://www.ifao.com

FarmOn community of social learning,  

FarmOn.com:  http://bit.ly/uThZcs

Search engine, AgPal:  http://bit.ly/YlWM67
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Disclaimer: This book and any resources and links contained herein are not intended to be used as a substitute or replacement for accessing professional advice.

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

Sustainable Agriculture Program, Fleming College:  http://bit.ly/XzrnMn 

Farmer training programs, City of Hamilton:  http://bit.ly/11UosVU

Career focus program, AAFC:  http://bit.ly/WiCSvp 

GET INVOLVED: PROGRAMS AND TRAINING

Options for starting a farm, AAFC:  http://bit.ly/hzkL9Q

Financing options, AAFC:  http://bit.ly/eDExro

Starting a farm in Ontario,  OMAFRA: http://bit.ly/14ep7jP

Organic farming, OMAFRA: http://bit.ly/WxbpEg

Generation Ag, FCC: http://bit.ly/ran3HD

Farm Organizer:  http://bit.ly/11UoSeY 

Beginning and young farmers, Farm  

Management Canada:  http://bit.ly/VvAtvO 

Resources for SMEs, Ontario Ministry  

of Economic Development and Innovation: http://bit.ly/hIty2H

Start up: access to capital, AAFC:  http://bit.ly/eDExro

Selling food to Ontario and Added Value videos:  http://bit.ly/V0aeNZ

http://bit.ly/XzrK9Q

Selling directly to consumers, OMAFRA: http://bit.ly/XCYEH6
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AMI is part of the Best Practices Suite of programs for 

Growing Forward, a federal-provincial-territorial initiative.

For more information about transition and farm succession resources, visit  
www.TakeANewApproach.ca or call the Agricultural Management Institute at 519-822-6618. 

AMI can help!


