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 Abstract 

 

THE SOCIOECOLOGICAL LIVES OF SMALL-SCALE ORGANIC FARMERS AND 

FARMS: AN EXPLORATION OF DIFFERENCE 

 

Alyssa Hubert      Advisors: Professor Adam Sneyd 

University of Guelph, 2013          Professor Alice Hovorka 

 

Organic farming has often been described as a single unified entity. Further, this unified 

praxis is often discussed as an alternative approach to agriculture and as a particular 

social and environmental movement. There has been increasing acknowledgement in 

academia that there are many different organics, or versions, or knowledges of organic, 

but what this means to individual farmers and farms remains to be explored. This is the 

point of departure for this work. This is an interdisciplinary project situated at the 

intersection of human geography, cultural anthropology, and political science, informed 

by and engaged with actor-network theory and visual methodologies. My methods 

include ethnographic participant observation, interviews, and photovoice. For this project 

I visited 17 small-scale organic farms in southern British Columbia. My findings indicate 

that different ideas, opinions, and narratives of organic abound, but most importantly that 

reconciling difference and nostalgia amid vast change was an overwhelming theme for 

the farmers and farms in this project.  
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Introduction   

 

If  we accept that geographical knowledges throughout which commodity 

systems are imagined and acted upon from within are fragmentary, 

multiple, contradictory, and often downright hypocritical, then the power of 

a text which deals with these knowledges comes not from smoothing them 

out, but through juxtaposing and montaging theméso that audiences can 

work their way through them and, along the way, inject and make their 

own critical knowledges out of them. (Cook and Crang, 1996: 41, as 

quoted in Cook, 2004). 

 

Sixty years have changed everything [é] This isnôt what we meant. (Joan 

Dye Gussow, 2002) 

 

 

 Organic farming has often been described in academic literature, and more 

popularly, as a single unified entity. Further, this unified praxis is often discussed as an 

alternative approach to agriculture and as a particular social and environmental 

movement. However, it has been increasingly acknowledged in academia that there are 

many different organics, or versions, or knowledges of organic. This is not to say that 

organic is not an alternative approach to agriculture or a particular social and 

environmental movement, but what that praxis means to individual farmers and farms is 

worth exploring. As Goodman and Dupuis (2002) have suggested, this is not just a 

question of how food is grown, but how it is known.  

Despite increasing acknowledgement of this difference within/of organic and 

further, despite the popularity and success of organic foods that has brought with it an 

often conflicted and contested sense of identity between organic as a socioecological 

movement on one hand, and ñthat of a rapidly and steadily growing industry on the other, 

with lines blurred between the two,ò (Vos, 2007: 2) what some of these differences are as 

described by organic farmers and farms remains to be explored. This project seeks to fill 
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that gap. This work also seeks to move beyond the polarization of small-scale 

philosophically committed farmers and large-scale commercially minded growers by 

articulating the different ideas and practices of small-scale organic farmers in British 

Columbia.  

Additionally expressed in the organic movement is, ñan oppositional political 

praxis,ò (Goodman, 1999: 32). While this project does not specifically detail or address 

the politics of the organic certification and other agrofood policies, or the political 

economy of the increasing industrialization and marketization of organic land, farm 

labour, and farm produce, it is located within these politics
1
. This work is mainly 

concerned with the everyday socioecological lives of individual farmers and farms 

within/of /despite this political locality. Further, because organic is often described as an 

economic activity, a livelihood, a way of life, a movement, and an expression of social, 

environmental, and political values in local places, and global spaces all at once, this 

work is intended as a jumping point for future research that asks how organic can 

ameliorate our agro-food system and our nature-society relationship. 

For this project I employed inductive qualitative ethnographic research methods to 

explore the socioecological lives of small-scale organic farmers in British Columbia. This 

thesis argues that organic agriculture can be understood as a continuum of different ideas 

and practices. Further this thesis argues that an articulation of specific differences can 

benefit a discussion of what organic and the organic movement are, and can further the 

discussion of how organic can ameliorate our agrofood system and our nature-society 

relationship. The project was driven by the notion that we needed to learn from organic 

                                                
1
 For excellent works that explore and detail these see: Allen et al., 2003; Belasco, 2007; Goodman, 1999; 

Goodman and Dupuis, 2002; Guthman, 1998; Guthman, 2004; Mansfield, 2004; Tovey, 1997; Vos, 2000; 
Vos, 2007. 
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farmers and farms, what they do, and how and why they do it. Using participantsô own 

words and photographs these practices, ideas, and narratives have been laid out, 

montaged and juxtaposed in this report.  

Specifically, the following questions were asked: 1) Who is the organic farmer; 

what is their social, political, and environmental identity? 2) What is the organic farm; 

what is their social, political, and environmental identity? 3) What is the organic 

movement with respect to these farms and farmers? 4) What is organic with respect to 

these farms and farmers?  

The goals of this project have been: 

¶ To provide an answer to calls from the literature to discuss difference in organic by 

exploring the different socioecological ideas and practices of organic farmer and 

farm. 

¶ To provide an answer to calls from the literature to use actor-network theory in 

alternative agrofood research. To bring together human and nonhuman, nature and 

society and to present farm and farm as individual creative and relational actors. 

¶ To provide an answer to calls from the literature to use more in-depth and 

participatory methods in agrofood research that enable ethnographic stories to be 

told. 

¶ To add to the limited amount of photovoice literature that explores rural livelihoods, 

life, and settings. 

 

This report begins with a chapter briefly detailing the relevant literatures and 

approaches used throughout the project. Followed in Chapter 2, I detail the study areas I 

travelled to in British Columbia and why these areas were chosen, while Chapter 3 
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discusses methodology. Chapter 4 explores the projectôs first two questions: who is the 

organic farmer, and what is the organic farm through the presentation of the participantsô 

own words and photographs. Chapter 5 addresses the projectôs second two questions: 

what is organic and the organic movement with respect to these farmers and farms, again 

by detailing patterns, themes, and differences using the participantsô own words. Chapter 

6 discusses these results and in the last chapter I conclude the project and suggest areas 

for further research. 
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Chapter 1: Literature and Approach 

My approach to the subject matter in this thesis is intended to be interdisciplinary, 

particularly bringing together literature in human geography, cultural anthropology, and 

political science. This work is informed by a number of influential scholars and bodies of 

theory: David Harvey (1996), Anthony Cohen (1989), actor network as described 

primarily by David Goodman (1999), and visual methodologies. All of the 

aforementioned are not consistent theories or frameworks, but rather connect research of 

similar methodologies and interests. How they inform the interests and methodologies of 

this work is described below. 

 In the following pages I explore the socioecological ideas and practices of small-

scale organic farmers in British Columbia. It is thus important for me to describe what is 

meant by socioecological. Socioecological is a term taken from Harvey (1996). This term 

aims to transcend the false dialectic, or antinomy, of society/nature. óOrganicô is often 

described as calling this dualism into question, as organic farming is characterized as 

both, ñan economic activity, i.e. a livelihood and a way of life; an expression of social 

and environmental ethics; and an environmental social movement with political 

ramifications,ò (Vos, 2007:6). In this work socioecological embodies the environmental-

economic-political-and-otherwise-social lives of farmer, farm, and organic itself.
2
 

1.1 Commonality and Militant Particularism 

Organic farming is often described in academic literature and more popularly, as a single 

unified entity.
3
 Though, it has been increasingly recognized in academia that there are 

                                                
2
 The hyphen is used here to symbolize that theses are not separate (i.e. an environmental life, an economic 

life, a political life, and a social life) but rather connected as one. 
3
 See anything written by Michael Pollen. With three books on food, farming, and organic on the New York 

Times bestsellers list, as well as his reviews on the jackets of numerous other books related to food and 
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many different óorganicsô, or versions of organic, emerging and existing simultaneously 

in different places in North America, and around the world.
4
 As Guthman (2004) notes: 

In truth, it is impossible to divine a singular argument and meaning for 

organic agriculture. The unification of themes into an organic movement 

has not been without contradictions and exclusions, and many 

contemporary understandings of organic agriculture are not even 

complementary, (Guthman, 2004: 3). 

 

However, Vos explains that organic is a continuum of knowledges, ñany given expression 

of organic agriculture will demonstrate its own unique blendé[that] however varied they 

may be, do present a substantive set of common values,ò (Vos, 2000: 252). Despite the 

thorough acknowledgement of this difference within/of organic what some of the 

differences in ideas and practices as described by organic farmers and farms remains to 

be asked. This work seeks to fill this gap. 

 To help explore this difference, a first point of departure is taken from Cohen 

(1989) an author who has discussed the polysemics of ósymbolsô within a communityðin 

this case organicðñthe commonality which is found in community need not be a 

uniformity. It does not clone behavior or ideas, it is a commonality of forms (ways of 

behaving) whose content may vary considerably among its members,ò (Cohen, 1989: 20) 

[authorôs emphasis and parentheses]. James (1993) uses Cohenôs work to explore 

different discourses of organic in consumer-based public media in the UK. She notes that 

in a culture where ideas and attitudes are sold along with goods in the market it canôt be 

presumed that buying an organic good signifies, ñbuying into the environmentalist cause.ò 

She reveals that there are other discourses in which organic food is located, ñalthough the 

                                                                                                                                            
organic farming, it is clear there is a mainstream audience for his writings. Other writers like Barbara 
Kingslover, Joel Salatin, Michael Ableman, Michael Smit, and himself, have become North American organic 
food órock starsô (See Petrusa, 2012). 
4
 Allen et al., 2003; James, 1993; Belasco, 2007; Guthman, 2004; Kaltoft, 1999, 2001; Mansfield, 2004; 

Stock, (2007); Vos, 2000. 
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consumption of organic food may symbolize a commitment to environmentalism, quite 

different meanings may be invoked,ò (James, 1993: 205). Here, some differences within 

which organic agriculture is located will be explored. 

Cohenôs work is of particular importance to this project, as with the increasing 

success and popularity of organic foods in the marketplace along with the federalization 

of certification standards, a conflicted and contradictory sense of the identity of organic is 

often described.
5
 However, this project aims to move beyond contestation and conflict. 

By articulating differences this project aims to move beyond the polarization of small-

scale philosophically committed farmers and large-scale commercially minded growers. 

As Allen et al. (2003) suggest, to further understand the alternative socioecological ideas 

embedded in organic we are now required to look past their similarities and examine their 

differences. Kaltoft (1999) explores the different values of nature embedded in the 

practices of small-scale organic producers in Denmark. Though my project is related it is 

differentiated primarily by scaleðKaltoftôs study includes only six farmsðand 

methodðinformation was collected solely through interviews. Qazi and Selfa (2005) too 

examine the different politics and perceptions of alternative agriculture in Washington 

State ðthough of local agriculture, not organic agriculture. Further, Mansfield discusses 

the differences between a more ethical-based organic and a more scientific-based organic 

(inputs and outputs) in light of the debates surrounding the potential aquaculture organic 

certifications. Following Cohen, then, I argue that organic can be understood as a 

continuum composed of different ideas and practices. Further, that an understanding of 

                                                
5
 Organic certification standards became federal rule in 2009 in Canada, and 2002 in The United States. 

Additionally, in 2009 the Canadian organic market was valued at $2 billion CND, and in 2011 the US and 
global markets were valued at $29 billion CDN and $63 billion CND, respectfully (AAFC, 2011). 
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some of these differences can benefit my exploration of what organic and what the 

organic movement are. 

 Various authors have remarked that organic is ñinevitably entangled withò 

Harveyôs (1996) concept of militant particularism and global ambition (Vos, 2007: 6).
6
 

This concept embodies the idea that ñlocally generated and embedded movements, 

engaged in emancipatory or transformative political projects, are of necessity always 

confronted by challenges of translation and abstraction whenever they endeavor,ò (ibid.) 

to reach beyond the place in which they are formed. ñAnd here is the rub,ò states Harvey: 

The move from tangible solidarities understood as patterns of social life 

organized in affective and knowable communities to a more abstract set of 

conceptions that would have universal purchase involves a move from one 

level of abstractionðattached to placeðto another level of abstraction 

capable of reaching out across space, (Harvey, 1996:33). 

 

Organic farming provides an extremely fitting example of Harvey (1996) and 

Williamsôs (1989) concept of militant particularism and global ambition. It is from the 

local character of organic farming and organic farming movements that the normative 

standards of organic were originally developed, but as an idea and movement with 

socioecological ramifications, organic farming reaches beyond its local contexts and is 

ñalways mixed with ideas and influences that have originated elsewhere,ò (Vos, 2007: 7). 

It is located, and yet, simultaneously, ñbeing networked (at times more of less cohesively) 

into a movement of (at least potentially) global importance,ò Vos (2000: 252) [authorôs 

parentheses]. Additionally, Allen et al. (2003) in their study of the definitions of food-

system problems and solutions from alternative food initiatives in California suggest that 

most work thus far has explored the global ambitions shared by alternative food while 

leaving out the militant particularisms. And that, ñthere is now a need for a more explicit 

                                                
6
 This is an expansion of Williamôs (1989) concept of military particularism. 
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consideration of their differencesò (Allen et. Al., 2003:62). My research seeks to fill this 

gap: what are the socioecological lives of organic farmers and farms?  

There is continuum of organic attached to place but capable of reaching out across 

space. Within each exist differences. The differences of organic in place are worth 

exploring because of the emphasis that is placed on the ability of organic in space to 

ameliorate, even change the agro-food system, and nature-society relations. It is with 

these concepts, Cohenôs commonality not uniformity, and Harveyôs militant particularism, 

then, that I began to ask: what are the socioecological lives of organic farmers? What are 

the socioecological lives of organic farms? What is the organic movement and what is 

organic with respect to these farmers and farms?  

1.2 Agency, Actor-Network Theory and Nature 

Cohen and Harvey open the door for me to begin exploring the differences within organic. 

That said, it is with actor-network theory and photovoiceðwhich is described in the next 

sectionðthat I will examine theses differences. Actor-network theory (ANT) is an 

emergent set of ideas and methodologies, rooted primarily in the works of Latour (1993) 

Callon (1986) and Law (Law and Hassard, 1999). Actor-networks are made up of human 

and non-human actors that are ñco-produced performative identitiesò (Callon and Latour, 

1992). In recent years there has been a significant reviewing by social theorists who 

argue that ideas of óagencyô are much too narrow. These ideas often define agency in 

terms of the human subject, and many of these ideas have, ñtended to ignore the agency 

and materiality of nature, leading to the social and scientific construction of nature in 

human terms,ò (Jones and Cloke, 2002: 50). I join the argument alongside Fitzsimmons 

and Goodman (1998) and Demeritt (1994) that ANT is able to provide a new metaphor, 
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ñto imagine nature as both real material actor and socially constructed object without 

reducing it, ultimately, to a single pole of the nature/culture dualismò (Demeritt, 

1994:163) [my emphasis].
7
 In this project I use ANT to view both farmer and farm as 

individuals asking not only who is the organic farmer, what is their socioecological life 

but also, what is the organic farm, what is their socioecological life? This idea was 

inspired by my time spent working on organic farms prior to this project. Most farmers 

often discussed the farmðas well as many different organisms on the farmðas their own 

individual entity with an active quality of which they, the farmer, are a part but is 

ultimately its own. 

 For my purposes here it is important to describe two aspects of ANT. First, as 

noted above, ANT has recognized the agency of non-human actors and that the natural 

and the social flow into one another. As Jones and Cloke (2002) note in their 

comprehensive research on the agency of trees, ANT does not argue that non-humans 

possess the particular capabilities of humans but that they do possess significant forms of 

active agency, which has usually been ignored or assumed to exist only in the human 

realm. In his seminal work with ANT Callon (1986) treats the scallops of St Brieuc Bay 

as active agents, rather than passive subjects the researchers and fisherman act around.  

 The second, and perhaps the key contribution of ANT, has been to reject the 

human/non-human, nature/society distinction so prominent in modern thought. Latour 

calls this the hybrid collective (Latour and Callon, 1995), and notes that agency should 

focus on the ñproduction of nature-culturesò instead of the binary of external ñthings in 

themselvesò and society as ñmen-among-themselves[sic]ò (Latour, 1993: 106-107). This 

                                                
7
 Also see Fitzsimmons and Goodman (1998); Goodman (1999); Jones and Cloke (2002); Kaltoft (2001); 

Whatmore (2000). 
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too is argued by Harvey (1996) as he emphasizes that non-human actors should be seen 

as óactive subjectsô in order for, ñthe artificial break between ósocietyô and ónatureô [to] 

be eroded, rendered porous, and eventually dissolved,ò (Harvey, 1996:192). Agency in 

these networks is conceived as the collective capacity of humans and non-humans. Here 

agency is viewed as a relational effect spun between different interacting actors rather 

than as a solitary intent or act. Stemming from this idea of hybrid collectives is Latourôs 

notion of symmetry, which rejects categorical notions of nature and society. Additionally, 

the notion of symmetry refers to óa summing up of interactionsô. There is no change of 

scale, no switching from the local to the global and back again, no ñBig Societyò, or 

environment and society. Rather, all is happening at the same time, on one flat plane. 

Further, Latour informs us that, ñactor is not here to play the role of agency and network 

the role of society,ò (Latour, 1999:19). This may seem initially to be at odds with 

Harveyôs militant particularism and global ambition described above but both exist on the 

same plane, simultaneously discursive, social and real extending through time and space 

(Fitzsimmons and Goodman, 1998).  Further it is important for me to note in a project 

that asks what organic farmers and farms do, how, and why, that Latour states: 

For us ANT was simply another way to be faithful to ethnomethodology: 

actors know what they do and we have to learn from them not only what 

they do, but how and why they do it [é] Far from being a theory of the 

social or even worse an explanation of what makes society exert pressure 

on actors, it always was, and this from its inception a very crude method to 

learn from the actors without imposing on them an a priori definition of 

their world-building capacities,ò (Latour, 1999:20) [authorôs emphasis]. 

 

Goodman and Fitzsimmons observe that organic farming calls into question this 

divisive ontology that keeps nature and society separate (Fitzsimmons and Goodman, 

1998; Goodman, 1999). And Kaltoft (2001) notes that the nature-society relationship is a 
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central tenant and issue of organic farming and the organic movement. This works then 

answers Goodmanôs pointed call to bring ANT into agrofood studies: 

The theoretical framework of agro-food studies, fettered by modernist 

ontology and epistemology, cannot respond fully to the new ethical and 

relational issues raised by environmentalist groups and urban food 

movements, understand their social resonance, nor grasp the biopolitics 

they engender, (Goodman, 1999: 25). 

 

As this work seeks to fill the gap, noted by Goodman and others, to bring ANT into 

agrofood studies, the literature that I bring together here is primarily based in human 

geographyðor the rethinking of human geography. The literature discussed in this 

section covers a variety of ideas on farming, farms, food production, production of place, 

and the agency of organic nonhumans. Goodman (1999) uses ANT to analyze food scares, 

agro-biotechnologies, and the contemporary debates surrounding, at the time, the 

proposed regulation of organic farming in the US. Together, Fitzsimmons and Goodman 

(1998) use ANTðagain to dissolve the nature/society dualism, and to discuss how this 

materiality is to be conceptualizedðto look at the agricultural history of corn in the US. 

While working with one of Latourôs foundational ideas from We Have Never Been 

Modern, that nature and culture have never been separated, Kaltoft (2001) uses ANT to 

understand and describe the organic farming movement in terms of modernization. 

Because, she suggests, organic farming, the movement, and its ideology challenges the 

way sociological theory conceives of the nature-culture relationship. While it is easy to 

agree that a reconceptualization of nature-society and the relationship between nature and 

society is needed, it is much harder to try and do this, as even posing the issue as one of 

dissolving the dualism, ñseems to still reproduce the dualism which we are seeking to 

resolve. If nature and society are active partners locked in an irreversible, continuing 
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process of mutual determination, how is the materiality of these conjoined natures to be 

theorized?ò (Fitzsimons and Goodman, 1998:219; Murdoch, 1997). It is the suggestion of 

these authors, that ANT is a way, a new metaphorical tool (Demeritt, 1994) to avoid 

balancing on both poles at once (Haraway, 1991) and that food, especially organic 

farming and the organic farming movement is a good place to start since it is through 

food, that everyone around the globe has been most consistently and concretely 

connected with nature (Fitzsimmons and Goodman, 1998; Williams, 1980; Worster, 

1990). 

 There are a number of ANT works that influenced the detailing and discussion of 

farmer and farm in this project. Callon (1986) writes on the agency of scallops in St. 

Brieuc Bay in France. The principle actors in this work are the scallops, three scientific 

researchers, and the scallop fisherman. While these are the actors to whom Callon gives 

the most discussion it is made clear that there are many other human and nonhuman 

actors: the French consumer, the tourists, the weather, the bay, the market, all interacting 

together. A single questionðdo the scallops in St. Brieuc Bay anchor themselvesð

establishes a whole series of actors all with identities and agencies, and all linked to each 

other. Cook (2004), though never mentioning ANT in his piece, explores the lives and 

inter-connected actions of papayas, farmers, importers, grocers, the international papaya 

market, and the papaya consumer. Both authors have done away with confining agency to 

only the social realm and describe humans and nonhumans as mutually determined.  

These authors demonstrated how to write about human and organic
8
 nonhuman 

relationships, something that Jones and Cloke (2002) note has so far been less common in 

                                                
8
 Here organic refers to carbon-oxygen-hydrogen based lifeforms as opposed to having anything to do with 

organic farming. 
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ANT research; using language and phrases like ñkiwi was ripping them offò (Cook, 

2004:638) and ñthe scallops became dissidentsò (Callon,1986:220). Hunt (2010) 

demonstrates how ANT can work to give life to farms through farmerôs words and 

actions as she discusses how kiwi orchardists in New Zealand experience and talk about 

the active quality of their orchards, and Holloway (2002) discusses farmers relational and 

ethical understandings and conceptualizations of nature and place by exploring their 

relationships with the humans and nonhumans they encounter. These authors provided 

me an example of how I might explore farms as individuals through talking with farmers. 

My project is differentiated from these two as all farms in the project are organic. 

Additionally, Hunt (2010) explores only on-farm practices, behaviors, and habits, and 

Holloway (2002) focuses on the construction of relational and situated ethical identities, 

while I explore the different socioecological lives of farmer and farm.  

 The ideas and substance of ANT have been critically reviewed elsewhere, and 

while critiquing ANT goes beyond the scope of this paper there are important works and 

critiques that I have considered in this project.
9
 Of particular importance was Jones and 

Cloke (2002) and their exploration of the agency of trees that co-constitute places and 

cultures in relationship with human agency. They discuss the lives and actions of trees in 

four places in England: an orchard, a cemetery, a heritage trail, and a city square, and 

suggest that, ñnot only is there a need to move away from treating the human realm as 

separate, privileged and ontologically unique in terms of agency, but also that there is a 

                                                
9
 See particularly Haraway (1991, 1994); Law and Hassard (1999); Murdoch (1997); Thrift (2008); 

Whatmore (1999) Whatmore and Thorne (2000). Haraway deserves special mention here as her 
comprehensive work, like ANT, starts with trying to bring together, or acknowledge that they are not 
separate, human and nonhuman. However, for Haraway this is a much messier task, where agency opens 
up possibilities for discussing the relationality of human and nonhuman but where, ñactors fit oddly at bestò 
(1991:3) and where, ñthe mythic, textual, technical, political, organic, and economic dimensions implode [é] 
they collapse into each other in a knot of extraordinary density.ò (1994: 63). 
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need to disaggregate the notion of agency itself,ò (Jones and Cloke, 2002:54). They 

differentiate between three different forms of agency that are important in this piece: 

relational, transformative, and reflexive agency.  

Relational agency is what ANT describes, the hybrid collective, the relational 

interacting hybrid that is human-nonhuman, nature-society; shaping and shaped by each 

other. Transformative agency is creative action; actions that disrupt, divert, and create 

(Harvey, 1996; Jones and Cloke, 2002). Harvey suggests that this action, ñarises out of 

contradiction, [and] it follows that it can in principle be found anywhere and everywhere 

in the physical, biological and social world,ò (Harvey, 1996:55). Whatmore (2002) too 

suggests the need to consider the creativity of actors, rather than the intentionality, which 

is a very social understanding of agency and action. Jones and Cloke (2002) provide this 

example: in the practice of planting trees to avoid desertification, it is human action and 

human actors that have enrolled trees and dedicated them to a particular end,  

In line with ANT, it seems more appropriate to suggest that the agency is 

relational in that trees bring to the process skills which humans could not 

otherwise acquire and deploy [é] However, trees can of course, act 

autonomously, outside the confines and expectations of human actions. 

They frequently seed themselves; they grow in unexpected places and in 

unexpected forms. These actions, when remixed with the social, have what 

can only be described as creative transformative effects, (Jones and Cloke, 

2002:57). 

 

The key idea in transformative agency then, is to remember the individual creative action 

of nonhuman actors. 

 Additionally, Jones and Cloke (2002) describe reflexive agency. Reflexive agency 

is different from relational agency as it embodies what Mol (1999) and Whatmore and 

Thorne (2000) question of ANT, ñare the crucial moments not those where ópatientsô act 

as agent, but rather those where they (we) are defined, measured, observed, listened to, or 
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otherwise enacted,ò (Mol, 1999:87) [authorsô emphasis]. Not only do actors act 

relationally, and transformatively, but they are also enacted by the other actors who 

surround them. This is an extremely important point for this project as the farms were 

discussed and seen through the farmers, photographs, and myself. As Ingold notes, 

Farmers [in] the work that they do, in such activities as field clearance, 

fencing, planning, weeding, and so on, or in tending to their livestock, do 

not literally make plants and animals but rather establish the environmental 

conditions for their growth and development [é] Instead of thinking about 

plants or animals as part of the natural environment for human beings, we 

have to think of humans and their activities as part of the environment for 

plants and animals,ò (Ingold, 1997 as quoted by Jones and Cloke, 2002: 68). 

 

Given the literature explored above I present both farmer and farm as individuals. 

In order to present farmer and farm as individual, the patterns, themes, and differences 

discussed in conversation are presented primarily in the participantôs own words. The 

photovoice literature described in the following section further informs this style of 

presentation. Additionally, to set this work apart from that of Kaltoft (1999), Duram 

(2005), and Hunt (2010) and to best present organic as a continuum of differences, 

farmers and farms will not be typified. Rather, as noted above, the patterns, themes, and 

differences that arose in conversation have been categorized and presented. 

1.3 Using Photography and Doing Participatory Research 

One of the goals of my research was to contribute to organic and agrofood literature 

using more in-depth and participatory research methods.
10

 To do this, photovoice and 

photography as illustration were used. Both made photography an integral part of the 

research project, in data collection, data analysis and data presentation. The inspiration 

                                                
10

 This is a response to calls made by Cook et al. (2006); Goodman and Dupais (2002); Goodman (2003); 
Morris and Evans (2004); Philips (2003); Winter (2003, 2005). 
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for using photographs and photovoice throughout this project evolved from my time 

spent on farms prior to this project. While working on or walking throughout the farm, 

looking out the window, or at past photographs, farmers would point to some óthingô and 

proceed to tell a story, to describe an event, to contextualize, talk about the what, how 

and why of that óthingô, of themselves. A story or conversation could start on one subject, 

and veer off on another, equally edifying; I wanted to somehow encapsulate this in a 

method in the project. Many researchers have also remarked on the capacity of 

photovoice to yield information that would otherwise have been difficult to ask about, or 

even information that had not been considered by the researchers. Moore et al. (2008) 

comment: 

It was also felt that the use of photographs during the interview led to the 

expression of thoughts and comments that would not be accessed through 

answering the semi-structured interview questions alone [é] We did not 

specifically ask about historical or unique features of the environment but 

found that the photographs enabled us to access detailed local knowledge 

on these subjects, and others, which may have been missed by undertaking 

interviews alone, (Moore et al.,2008: 55-56). 

 

Further, Sherren et al. (2010) note that in studies regarding environmental 

values/practices/perceptions it is important, though difficult, to avoid problems of face-

validity: where the answer to a question is so evident that participants know to provide 

the best answerðor even if suitable questions can be asked. They suggest that photovoice 

is a method that can help to overcome these difficulties. 

 Photography has been used as a research method throughout a range of social 

science and humanities disciplines: anthropology, sociology and human, cultural, and 

urban geography, albeit differently (Rose, 2012). Photovoice is increasingly being 

adopted in geography as a participatory method (Kearns, 2010; Rose, 2012) and my 
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research continues in this vein; McIntyr (2003) uses photovoice as a participatoryïaction 

research method, while Harper (2002) comments on the participatory, and even 

collaborative (between participant and researcher) aspect of photo-elicitation. 

Additionally, photovoice research in rural studies is rare (Beilin, 2005; Sherren et al., 

2010) and I hope to fill some of that gap with this project.
11

 

Photo-elicitation, the process whereby photographic images are used to stimulate 

and guide an interview, was first described by Collier (1967), while a more recent 

description and example can be seen in Harper (2001, 2002). The photographs used can 

be existing imagesðin Harperôs case, those taken by the researcherðmuch of visual 

anthropology, or those taken by research participants. Clark-Ibanez (2004) and Rose 

(2008) clearly distinguish between these different methods of photo-elicitation, Clark-

Ibanez states that the participant-driven photographs provides an inductive research 

approach for gaining insight into the realms of participants. This is photovoice; the name 

taken from a seminal piece on photography as participatory research by McIntyr (2003).
12

 

 Photographs are bounded views of reality that provide a manageable entry point 

for discussing complex issues (Harper, 2002), especially when the participants capture 

the images themselves (Moore et al., 2008: 50). Moore et al. (2008) state that this self-

directed photography, ñcan potentially expose their personal priorities ïthe ówhatôðand 

following up with interviews allows the basis of those perceptionsðóthe whyôðto be 

explored,ò (Moore et al., 2008). This project then relied on the photographs taken by 

                                                
11

 Much of this research takes place in urban settings cf. Bijoux and Meyers (2006); Clark-Ibanez (2004); 
Latham (2002); McIntyr (2003); Moore et al. (2008) 
12

 Other authors refer to this as self-directed photography: Bijoux and Meyers; Moore et al. (2008); or just 
photo-elicitation that uses participant photographs: Beilin (2005); Rose (2008, 2012) and Sherren et al. 
(2010 
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participants, but also the narrative that was provided by the discussion of the photographs, 

as is explained in full detail in the methods section.   

 The photovoice works that were influential to me in the development of this 

project were predominantly geography-based studies of land and ecosystem management. 

Balzquez researched community understandings and perceptions of ecosystem services in 

Costa Rica, and though Harper (2001) uses historical photographs for photo-elicitation 

not participant photographs, his book Changing Works: Visions of Lost Agriculture was 

influential because of his farmer/farm/farming focus.  However, the most influential for 

this project were Beilin (2005), Sherren et al. (2010), and Moore et al. (2008). Beilin 

(2005) explores farmer-land-community relations and land management practices in 

southern Australia and asked the farmers in her study to photograph ñsignificant 

landscapes.ò This phrasing inspired my wording in asking farmers to ñtake 10 

photographs of something that was significant to them with respect to them being on the 

farm.ò Further, her emphasis on the participatory aspect of photovoice, the accessibility 

of photography, and the ability of the photograph to be both action and reflection, ñto tell 

a particular story and to affirm a particular politic,ò (Beilin, 2005:66) cemented to me the 

benefit of using this method in such a project. Sherren et al. (2010) also discussing land-

management practices with farmers in Australia, though by triangulating photovoice with 

more quantitative-based methods, helped me realize that the photographs could not only 

be an active and reflexive method of data collection but also of analysis and presentation. 

Following Sherren et al. (2010), I have analyzed the contents of the photographs for the 

frequency at which certain óthingsô have been captured in addition to analyzing the 
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common words used and sentiments evoked by participants while discussing the 

photographs.  

 Moore et al. (2008) explore environmental conditions and everyday perceptions in 

three major UK cities. Their work was particularly important to my project as it became 

clear to me as I read it that ANT and photovoice would work very well together and that 

through farmers words, actions and photographs (and my own) we could explore the 

agency, life, identity of the farms.
13

 They describe that, ñcontext can be multi-faceted, as 

a photograph can have many different viewpointsðthe taker, the viewer, and the takenð

all have positions, interests and relationships,ò (Moore et al., 2008:56). Here the work of 

Balog, though not traditionally academic, helped me to further realize how this could be 

done with my visual methods. In Tree: A New Vision of the American Forest Balog 

(2005), a photographic journalist, whose work revolves around exploring the relationship 

between humans and nature, shows trees as individuals, or the individuality of trees. Each 

tree was photographed numerous times from a multitude of anglesðeven whilst dangling 

on ropes meters in the airðand were shown in composite to try and show the life of the 

tree, the tree in life, the actions of the tree. 

 Discussed so far has been literature that helped me decide why and how to use 

photovoice as a method for data collection and analysis. However, it is of equal 

importance, as noted by Rose (2008, 2012) and Goin (2001) to discuss why/why not 

and/or how photographs might be presented in a report. Throughout my fieldwork I 

received permission to take photographs at all the farms I visited in addition to the 

participants taking their own photographs. There are two issues that I have taken into 

careful consideration given my decision to include photographs in the report. First, Rose 

                                                
13

 I have found no research so far that bring together these two theories of approach and method.  
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(2008, 2012) notes that in presenting photos one must ask whether or not the presentation 

of those photographs replicates, even if unintentionally, a power relation between 

researcher and participant. Taking this into consideration I decided that the only 

photographs presented in this report were taken by the participants and for the most part 

are explained using direct quotes from them. Second, Goin (2001) critiques that in 

research we tend to present photographs simply as fact, but, he warns, that photographs 

are more than just fact, they are fact and fiction, and truth, and emotion, they are lyrical, 

and yes, they are illustrational, but they are more than ñprinciple, objective, and verifiable 

fact,ò (Goin, 2003: pg). Harrison et al. (2004) seem to answer Goinôs critique by 

encouraging the reader to óreadô the book by, ñcharting a path based on the images alone 

[é] we would argue that the visual is more than the obvious what is seen,ò (Harrison et 

al., 2004: xx). With these in mind I decided the only captions I would include in the 

report were the names of the participants who took a particular photo. This will insure 

that the photos are in some way connected to the text. 

Given all of the literature explored above I argue that organic is a continuum of 

different ideas and practices and that an understanding of some of these differences will 

benefit a discussion of what organic and the organic movement are, and further the 

discussion of how organic can ameliorate our agrofood system and our nature-society 

relations. Using the ideas encompassed in ANT and photovoice and the questions asked 

at the outset of this project, farmer and farm are presented as different and individual 

actors, primarily presented with the participantôs own words and photographs. In this 

project, then, I present a brief snapshot, a peak, into the socioecological lives of organic 
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farmer and farm. Following in Chapter 2 I detail the study areas I travelled to in British 

Columbia and why these areas were chosen. 
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Chapter 2: Organic in British Columbia  

There are a number of reasons why I chose to undertake this research in British Columbia. 

First, to provide an example of and research on organic agriculture in Canada, and BC 

provides a great research example. From 2001-2005 the number of organic farms in BC 

increased at the highest rate of any province or territory in Canada so that by 2006 20% 

of the organic farms in Canada were in BC. This was second only to Ontario with 23% of 

the organic farms in Canada. However, the number of organic farms in BC amounted to 

16.3% of all the farms in the province. This percentage was approximately 10% higher 

than any other province in Canada, with Ontario a far second at 6.8%.
14

  

 Second, the governance model and organic certification system runs differently 

and as such is more diverse in BC than it is in other provinces.
15

 British Columbia runs 

their own accreditation system as opposed to a provincial COG chapter, as in the other 

Canadian provinces. In BC the accrediting organization is the Certified Organic 

Association of British Columbia (COABC).  

Last, but not least, I had initial contacts to speak with in BC. The previous 

summer I had worked on three organic farms in the province, and I also had contacts 

doing other jobs in the organic scene. This enabled me to start asking around about 

participants. I would not have had this starting point with potential participants in any 

other province. 

                                                
14

 Data from the 2006 Agricultural census was used to get these statistics. It may seem dated, however, the 
most recent Agricultural Census, 2011, was not published until May of 2012, after I had already begun this 
project. More importantly, reporting regulations were changed by Statistics Canada prior to the 2011 census. 
In 2006 a farmer was allowed to choose from three categories: organic but not certified, organic in transition, 
and certified organic; but in 2011 this was reduced to two categories: organic in transition, and certified 
organic. This change makes the two censuses incomparable. As is explained in section 2.3 below I included 
farmers that may not be certified, but self-identified as organic, thus I thought it the best fit to stick with the 
data from the 2006 Agricultural Census. 
15

Quebec uses a similar governance model and certification system.  
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2.1 Study Areas 

Originally the following BC regions were chosen for this project: the west Kootenays, the 

southern Okanagan, the lower Fraser Valley, and Vancouver Island.
16

 British Columbia 

often gets broadly divided into the regions found in Table 1. Though these are broad and 

can be divided further still, these were the regions of BC considered by this project. The 

decision to visit the aforementioned areas was based on a review of the 2006 Agricultural 

Census, the Agricultural Land Reserve, and by mapping information from COABC on 

the location of organic farms, and from the BC Association of Farmers Marketsðthis 

information is found in Table 1ðas well as particular historical and geographic 

differences between the regions.
17

 

Table 1: Regional Comparison 

REGION NUMBER 

OF 

FARMS 

NUMBER 

OF 

ORGANIC 

FARMS
18

 

PROPORTI

ON OF ALR 

LAND 

FARM 

RECEIPT 

PERCENTAG

E 

POPULAT

ION 

FARMERS 

MARKETS
19

 

North Coast 152 3 2.3 0.1 57 663 2 

Nechako 886 6 2.6 2.05 39 352 11 

Peace River 1729 16 32 5.24 64 411 

Caribou-Central 1781 13 31.4 4.24 154 454 

Vancouver 

Island and the 

West Coast  

2855 151 2.6 6.17 727 422 23 

Mainland and 

the Southern 

Coast (Fraser 

Valley) 

5410 134 4.1 62.61 2 436 596 31 

Thompson-

Okanagan 

5700 249 17 17.0 491 479 25 

Kootenays 1349 32 8 2.60 142 110 10 

 

                                                
16

 Though as will be explained later in this section this decision changed throughout my time the field. 
17

 To view a map of these regions and the locations they encompass see Appendix A Figure 1 
18

 These numbers are an approximation based on my mapping out the locations of all certified/transitional 
organic members listed on the COABC website. It is important to note that these numbers do not include 
non-certified organic growers, whereas the 2006 Agricultural Census does include non-certified farmers as 
organic. Further it is important to note that this data was taken in March, 2012 and the rest of the data is 
from 2006 (except the market informationðsee below).  
19

 These numbers are taken from the BC Association of Farmers Markets website. This information was 
taken in May 2012. It is also important to note that these markets do not cater only to farmers, but often 
other craft-workers, nor do they cater solely to organic farmers. 
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 The Thompson-Okanagan was an obvious choice. The region has the most farms 

of any in the province, and the most organic farms (though not proportionally). 

Additionally, the Similkameen Valleyðthe southern-most area of the region on the 

Washington boarderðhas more organic producers than any other area in BC, likely in 

Canada, with 60% of the farms in the area producing organically (BCO industry 

overview, 2007). The Lower Mainland has the second largest amount of farms, 

approximately 60% of the provinceôs population, and access to a much wider array of 

markets and just generally more market access. Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands 

were chosen because proportionally they have the highest percentage of organic 

agriculture of any region at 5.2%, and approximately 18% of the population. Additionally, 

while having the smallest proportion of land dedicated to faming (53 765ha) of any of the 

eight regions, the region still brings in 6% of the provinceôs farm receipts, and itôs an 

island. The Kootenays rounded out the study areas as it has a relatively large proportion 

of organic farms and farmers markets for the population, and the longest consecutive 

running organic coop in the province
20

. 

 Despite lacking a general history of BC agriculture, all four regions chosen do 

have a history of agriculture,  with some of the earliest farms in the Lower Mainland and 

Vancouver Island, and the Okanagan is historically the largest agricultural exporter 

(interprovincial and international) of any region in BC.
21

 Additionally, each region 

                                                
20

 To view a map of the study areas, please see Appendix A, Figure 2. 
21

 See Demeritt (1996). Margaret A. Ormsby's two articles, "The History of Agriculture in British Columbia," 
Scientific Agriculture 20 (1939): 61-72, and her "Agricultural Development in British Columbia," Agricultural 
History 19 (1945): 11-20, are still the most recent all encompassing histories on agriculture in British 
Columbia. Further, there is a limited amount of literature published on organic farming (geographical, 
historical, anthropological, political) in Canada. Most research with a Canadian focus uses research on US 
organic, see, Egri (1993, 1997), Maxey (2006). 
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presents slightly different physical environments for growing. These are described in 

Table 2.
22

 

Table 2: Growing Environments 

REGION  

Vancouver Island and the 

West Coast 

Mild, moist climate. Suitable for long-season specialty 

crops including: kiwi, figs, and even bananas. Landscape 

also highly suitable for livestock, fishing and seafood 

harvesting.  

Frost-free days: 158-201 

Annual Precipitation: 873-2123mm 

Average Temperatures (Yearly): 9.7-14.1
o
C 

Total Hours of Bright Sunshine (Yearly): 2086.4 

Mainland and Southern 

Coast (Fraser Valley) 

Very wet climate; low-lying and prone to flooding. 

Highest frost-free days and rainfall of any region in the 

province. Suitable for a range of vegetables and berries. 

Frost-free days: 174-200 

Annual Precipitation: 921-1500mm 

Average Temperatures (Yearly): 10-14
 o
C 

Total Hours of Bright Sunshine (Yearly): 1928 

Thompson-Okanagan Mild climate, dry. Highest number of degree days over 18
 

o
C make it ideal for fruit production. Rolling valleys make 

it highly suitable for orchards/vineyards and livestock. 

Frost-free days: 148-175 

Annual Precipitation: 257-534 

Average Temperatures (Yearly): Summer 12.6-26.7
 o
C; 

Winter -3.4- -7.8
 o
C 

Total Hours of Bright Sunshine (Yearly): 1954.4 

Residential Elevation Range: 340-1440m 

Kootenays Moderate climate, humid. Supports a wide range of crops: 

orchard fruit, cereals, vegetable, and berries. Elevation 

range is extreme; made up of intermittent valleys, land 

area per farm small. 

Frost-free Days: 110-160 

Annual Precipitation: 370-569mm 

Average Temperatures: Summer 12-27.7
 o
C; Winter -2.7- 

-5.1
 o
C 

Total Hours of Bright Sunshine (Yearly): 1854.8 

Residential Elevation Range: 430-1300m 

                                                
22

 All information for this table was taken from BC Agricultural Education and Environment Canadaôs 
National Climate Data and Information Archive. This is a very brief description of some of the basic 
geographical and environmental differences between regions, for more information please contact me. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

I conducted my primary fieldwork for four and a half months, between April 18
th
 and 

August 31
st
, 2012. As mentioned in Chapter 2, I had worked on three organic farms in 

BC the previous summer; these farmers were my initial contacts. They were contacted in 

early April to ask if they were interested in being participants, all said yes. Upon arriving 

in BC, I made contact with two previously known key informants: a coordinator at an 

organic farm coop in Richmond, and an apiculturist who lends out his bees to farmers in 

the Nelson area. These individuals helped me develop a list of farmers they thought 

might be interested in participating. This list was supplementary to the ópopulationô 

database I gathered as described in section 3.3. Participants were contacted 

approximately a month before a proposed farm visit.  

3.1 Cycling 

As mentioned above, I had originally proposed that I do this research while cycling 

across the province and it was important for me to reflect on how the method would add 

to and affect the research. Before leaving for my field research I had looked into other 

ways I might get around between farms. I thought about renting a car or traveling by bus 

and public transit, but in the end there were a number of reasons why I thought cycling 

across BC from farm to farm would enable and inform my research methods in a unique 

way.
23

  

First, it added a much needed flexibility to the research for both the participants 

and me. Though it was important that the research not be seen as casual, this adaptability 

was of great value. Dates of my arrival and departure, and the length of my stay were 

adjustable; I did not require anyone to pick me up or drop me off at a bus stop; if for 

                                                
23

 For a map of my bike route, please see Appendix A, Figures 3-5. 
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whatever reason I felt unsafe I could leave right away; and I could visit more than one 

farm at once.
24

 Second, as will be fully explained in the data collection section of this 

chapter, while I was visiting the farms I was also working on them and I found that 

telling participants that I was cycling across the province demonstrated that I was capable 

of doing farm work. Many participants initially wondered at my ability to do work on the 

farm and do the research. This came both out of concern for me; would I be able to get all 

the information I needed with everything going on; and a curiosity about the ability of a 

researcher to be physically able enough to do farm labour. Many participants noted that 

once I explained that I was cycling and how the research would work, these concerns and 

doubts were quelled. Finally, and perhaps most importantly given the type of research I 

wanted to do and how I wanted to do it, I noticed that my biking carried with it certain 

socioecological perspectives and practices of my own without my having to talk about 

them. I found that this made participants open to talking about their own without my 

having too much impact on the direction conversations. 

3.2 Participant Recruitment 

Participants were selected based on the criteria described below. Each farm I deemed a 

prospective participant was sent an initial email, or was spoken with over the phone, or in 

person.
25

 I sent out emails to 40 farms, and spoke with 20 farms at various community 

activities about potentially being involved in the research.
26

 All farms and farmers were 

chosen with the goal of obtaining a variation in the following categories. These categories 

                                                
24

 For information on how this was done see section 3.4.4 of this chapter. 
25

 The majority of participants were contacted a month before I proposed to visit them, and were contacted 
initially by email. Initial contact was only made in person or by phone if I had previously introduced myself to 
them, either at a farmerôs market or through another participant. 
26

 To see a copy of the information letter I sent to participants please see Appendix B Item 1. This was 
additional to the letters developed with the Research Ethics Board, which were shown at the outset of my 
farm-stays. 
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are based on those used by Julie Guthman (2004) in her examination of the 

conventionalization of organic farming in California, Agrarian Dreams: The Paradox of 

Organic Farming in California, and my own additions. 

¶ Locationðall farms chosen were in one of the study areas discussed in the previous 

section: the West Kootenays, the Similkameen Valley, and the Lower Fraser Valley. 

¶ Farm Sizeðall farms chosen had to between 2-100 acres in size.
27

 

¶ Family Ownershipðall farms chosen had to be family owned. If produce was sold to 

a non-family-owned business they were still included.   

¶ Edible Food or Food Productðall farms produced food or an edible food product. 

Additionally farms were chosen to obtain the most variation in crops/products as 

possible.
28

 

¶ Saleðall farms had to sell a product. All methods of sale: farm gate, wholesale, 

packinghouse, farmers market or otherwise were sought after and included.  

¶ Certificationðfarms chosen could be certified by a certification body or self-identify 

as organic. Unless only a portion of their farm is organic, then the farm must have a 

split certification. Farms that identified as or have additional certifications, such as 

biodynamic, heritage land, salmon safe, and nature conservancy certifications will 

also be included. 

Further, farms were chosen to obtain the most variation possible. Differences that 

were not included in these categories were considered in my decision as well. As 
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 This criterion changed when I started looking for and initially contacting potential participants. In my 
proposal for this project I noted that I would look for farms that cultivated 10-300 acres of land. When I 
began to seek out participants it was clear that that was not going to happen. The number of organic farmers 
cultivating that much land in BC was quite low and those who do were more specialized operations and 
were not inclined to have a visitor that would get in the way. 
28

 Though farms with non-edible crops as part of their operation were included. For example a number of the 
farms sold decorative flowers. 
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examples; two farms were for sale, one farm was a part of a cooperative, one farm was 

intergenerational though they were not family members, one was vegan as well as 

organic, another was a part of an Eco village, and one pair of farmers had converted from 

conventional to organic. 

I got access to the above information as well as contact information for the farms 

through the following: 

¶ Certified Association of British Columbia (COABC)ðCOABC is the organic 

accreditor for the province of BC. It is an umbrella association representing all 

organic certifying bodies in the province. Their website includes a database of all 

certified organic farmers in BC, their certifier, crops/products, and their contact 

information. 

¶ Certification/Organization websitesðI consulted the websites of certification bodies 

and other organic farming organizations to gather additional information and initial 

contacts. 

¶ World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF)ðI am a member of this 

organization and have previously worked on organic farms in BC through this 

program.  The program connects organic farmers with individuals interested in 

working on and learning more about organic farming. Farmers post a farm profile on 

the WWOOF website and individual members respond to those profiles. Online 

profiles were great to see if farms fit my criteria and any farmer involved in the 

program was already expecting a farm stay.
29
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 It is important for me to note that not all the participants in the project were WWOOF members. About half 
were and half were not.  
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¶ Farmers Marketsðanother way I met potential participants was at farmerôs markets. 

I was often working a market during my farm stays and I would walk around and 

speak with other vendors and ask if they were interested. Additionally, while 

travelling on my bike I would consult the BC Association of Farmers Markets to see 

if I was travelling through or near anywhere with a farmers market. 

¶ Previously know contacts and key informantsðfrom June-August 2011 I spent time 

working on three organic farms in BC. These were the first farms I contacted to see 

if they would be interested in participating in the project.
30

 Additionally, I have other 

contacts in the organic farming world in BC and I asked them if they might be able 

to recommend any farms based in my criteria and/or put me in contact with those 

farms. 

¶ Other participantsðbased on my previous experience working on organic farms I 

was confident that participants would, without request give me the names of other 

farmers to check out or contact. It was discussed between my supervisors and me 

before I left that I would have to be careful as people often recommend like-minded 

individuals in snowball sampling situations. However, once my intention of 

obtaining difference was described, participants got it and recommended farms that 

they thought were different from them in this way or that way. Even recommending 

farmers that they had not spoken to for years because of disagreements about their 

differences. I would be given names to search out myself, given phone numbers to 

contact, or be introduced in person.  
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 All three farms had said yes, though I ended up cancelling my visit to two of them as they are on 
Vancouver Island. 
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3.2.1 Who is the Farmer? 

Before the field process of the project began it was important to think about who was 

going to be the farmer. When initially asked this question, I said, ñthe owner.ò However, 

my supervisors had a number of follow-up concerns, what if I get to the farm and the 

only people I end up getting to talk to are the ownerôs son or daughter; what if the 

majority of the farm organization and work is done by a farm manager and not the 

owner; and what about farm workers or interns, are they farmers? It was discussed that 

the decision of who the farmer was might have to be assessed in the field, and that it 

might be a bit different at each farm. This was deemed acceptable for this study. But, if 

the son or daughter, or farm manager is so integral to the farm that they are the ones I 

am working with, should they not be considered a farmer? 

 It was a very important discussion to have, although as I embarked on the 

research I was quite lucky, as on all the farms I visited the owners were the primary 

organizers, labourers, and creators of the farms both in the field and elsewhere (ie: the 

market). These are the farmers in this study. However, there were other individuals on 

and off the farms that were involved in collective discussions with the farmers, and 

about the farms who added greatly to these collective discussions. I refer to these people 

as key actors and have taken some quotations from them.
31

 

3.4 Data Collection 

The field process of this research lasted four and half months, from April 18-August 31, 

2012. Seventeen farms and 32 farmers participated in the project. I stayed at each farm 

for an average of one week to ten days.
32

 During the field process participant 

                                                
31

 This is explained in full in section 3.4.1. 
32

 There were some variations. These are discussed in section 3.5.4: Exceptions. 
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observation with informal interviews and collective discussions, photovoice, and semi-

structured interviews were carried out. 

3.4.1 Participant Observation 

Participant observation occurred throughout my stays on the farms: in the fields, at the 

market and other events, in the home, and especially at mealtimes. During my stays I 

would work in the fields, go to market, and help prepare meals. My previous experience 

working on organic farms and in my own personal garden allowed me to participate 

with the perspective of someone who was not completely new to the various activities I 

took part in. I got to be involved in planting, preparing soil, turning compost, building 

irrigation systems and greenhouses, weeding, harvesting, processing, and selling. I 

worked with the farmers, with employees or interns, and occasionally by myself.  

I went to every farm with a set of eleven fixed questions that I would ask the same 

way at every farm and a list of all the information I needed from each for the project.
33

 

At each farm I carried out participant observation and what I shall refer to as informal 

interviews every day over the course of the day. These informal interviews consisted of 

the eleven fixed questions and other prompting and clarification questions about the 

farmersô perceptions and practices, about their and the farmôs history, about their future 

plans; we talked about what they did and why they had decided to do it. Each night I 

would write about the day and the conversations that were had.
34

  

Participant observation and this informal method of interviewing were critical to 

the completion of this project. It would not have happened otherwise. As one participant 

noted, I was visiting farms at the worst and the best time of the year; because everything 
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 To see these questions and my information list please see Appendix B Item 2. 
34

 My ethnographic methods were primarily informed by Emerson et al., 2011. 
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was happening, if I had visited in the winter the farmers would have been less busy and 

it would have been easier to talk, but, ñin the spring and summer is when all the action is 

going on and everything you [the researcher] want to talk about is on everyoneôs mind.ò 

This informal way of interviewing and writing every night allowed me to get the 

information I needed despite the busyness of a farm in the summer. The longer farm 

stays allowed for ample clarification on my part and for the participants to clarify with 

me. The following day I could go over anything again. I made sure to ask if I got the 

wording of our conversations right, or if the participants or I wanted to expand on a 

subject from a previous day that was easily done. Additionally, with the farm stays I was 

able to better understand and document the farmôs activities as I was participating in a 

lot of them myself. 

 It is important to note that many of these discussions happened with more than 

one person present. Some of these informal interviews were one-on-one but others 

involved more than one person; I refer to this as a collective discussion. Collective 

discussion occurred between multiple participants and me. Further, I would be involved 

in collective discussions with participants and other farmers: sometimes former or future 

participants, and sometimes farmers that were not participants in this study. Additionally, 

these collective discussions occurred between non-farmers: employees, interns, and 

family members. These collective discussions generated a great deal of dialogue and 

reflection that I have included in the project. Some of these non-participants/non-

farmers, key actors, have quotations included in the report. All of these individuals are 

over 18 years of age. 



35 

3.4.2 Photovoice 

Upon arriving at the farms the participants and I went over how things would work for 

the period of my stay. I would describe the research, the reasons I was interested in doing 

it, and how I saw it working. I detailed the information in the previous section and 

explained how photovoice worked. I asked the participants to, ñtake ten photographs of 

something that was significant to them with respect to them being at the farm.ò I further 

noted that it could be anything; it didnôt have to be a picture of the farm or the landscape, 

it could be people, or animals, or things; it could literally be anything but they would 

have to explain why they wanted to include that photograph, why it was significant. I 

then left my camera in a central location for the remainder of the stay so the participants 

could grab it anytime they liked. 

I also left it to the participantsðif there was more than one farmer at each farmð

to decide amongst themselves how the photographs would be divided, taken, and 

discussed. There was a pair of farmers that decided to divide the photos in half; she took 

five and he took five, and they also decided that they wanted to talk with me one-on-one 

about their photos and not as a group. The same happened at a farm of four farmers; each 

farmer took three photos (I decided to allow twelve because that divided evenly) and I 

spoke with them individually about their choices. At another farm the pair went around 

the farm together and took photographs and we discussed them as a group. At a couple of 

farms one farmer of two took the photographs while both joined me to discuss them. 

 The method of photovoice was invaluable to this project. Not only did this 

method serve as a catalyst to generate a wealth of discussion, stories, opinions, and ideas 

that I would not have otherwise heard but it also allowed participants to engage and be 

engagedðby meðas actual participants in the field process rather than respondents. 
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Many participants noted that photovoice was a really interesting and fun activity for 

them to do. 

3.4.3 Semi-structured Interviews  

Preliminary interview questions and an information guide were developed prior to my 

first farm stay. Interview questions were designed to be very broad in order to generate a 

dialogue. The eleven fixed questions I asked at every farm were flexible in that they 

were not asked in any particular order, and that order differed at every farm, however, 

given the aim and approach to this study it was important to have some consistency. As 

such these questions were asked the same way using the same language at each farm. As 

intended these questions led to discussions in which I asked numerous other clarification 

and prompting questions which were not determined ahead of time and were not fixed.  

As mentioned in section 2.4.1 these questions were asked at all manner of 

locations and times throughout the day, the results of which were written up by me 

every night. Additionally, at the beginning of my stay the participants and I would 

arrange a time to have a more formal interview. This usually took place on the second-

to-last or last night. I left it up to the participants to decide how they would like this 

interview to be organized, whether they would like to do it together or whether they 

would like to have a one-to-one discussion with me. Some interviews took place in pairs 

while others were one-to-one and varied in time from one to two hours. During this 

interview we would go over the photographs that had been takenðdescribed aboveð

and the participants and I were able to add or clarify any information. I would prepare 

for the interviews by going over my notes from the stay, and my questions and 

information guide, as this was the time for me to fill in any missing information and 
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confirm direct quotations. Throughout this interview I recorded our discussions in 

writing in my notebook and, if the participants wished, I recorded audio with my iPad.  

3.4.4 Exceptions 

It is important for me to note exceptions to the methods described above. First, I did not 

end up going to Vancouver Island as I had originally planned and described in Chapter 2. 

By the time I had made my way across BC it was the end of August, I had been carrying 

out the field portion of my research for just over four months and I had reached a 

saturation point, in so far as the information needed for this project. Most importantly 

though, as I had been travelling through the province I was learning more and more 

about the different regions of BC and I decided that Vancouver Island, with respect to 

organic agriculture was such a particular case, even within the province, that it would be 

better not to include Vancouver and the Gulf Islands in this study. They could be a study 

entirely on their own. 

 Second, four out of seventeen farms did not participate in the photovoice methods, 

or at least did not complete them. Two of the farms did not want to participate at all, 

however, they did give me permission to take photographs. Additionally, two other 

farms had taken their photographs but on the night we were supposed to discuss the 

photos we were unable to due to unfortunate and unforeseen family accidents. I have the 

photographs taken from these participants but we did not discuss them. 

 Third, there are four farmsðdifferent from the above four farmsðthat 

participated by way of multiple farm visit rather than farm stays. For three of these 

farms multiple farm visits worked best purely because of my and their timing. The 

fourth farm did not want me to come for a farm stay as they were a more specialized 

operation and that would have meant more work for them, however, they still wanted to 
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participate. In all four cases the participants and I arranged times for multiple interviews. 

These interviews would usually take place during my off time at other farms; my bike 

allowed me to book and get to and from these interviews with ease. Though they were 

all arranged a little bit differently, in each case the interview time totalled six to eight 

hours and took place on two or three different days. One photograph was taken and 

discussed by the farmers at these farms. The fact that multiple visits were had allowed 

for a similar atmosphere and exchange of information as the farm stays. As was 

reflected upon in section 2.4.1 a key aspect of the study was the time spent at each farm; 

both the participants and me were able to reflect on things said or asked each day, re-ask 

questions, ask for clarification, and ask for elaboration. The multiple visits retained 

these important elements of the farm stays.  
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Chapter 4: Farm and Farmer 

A multitude of information about individual farmers and farms has been condensed into 

six tables. Please see Appendix C for this information. I stress that viewing these tables 

prior to, or concurrently while reading the following chapter will make the discussion 

more comprehensive and engaging. This has been done due to the amount of information 

gathered on individual farmers and farms.  

The following section deals with the photovoice portion of the project. The 

farmers decided what to photograph and were conscious that they would be asked to 

explain the significance of their photographs. Further, as Beilin (2006) notes, as both 

constructor and narrator of the images farmers were not bound to discuss only what was 

in the photo. As with Beilin (2006), Harper (2001), and Moore et al. (2008) the farmers 

lead the conversations that were had about their photographs while I was observer, 

recorder, and participant-questioner. As such, the information presented in this chapter 

primarily explores the projectôs first two questions: who is the organic farmer, and what 

is the organic farm. This chapter aims to present a snapshot of farmer and farm, what they 

do, and how and why they do it. Additionally, Harper (2001) and Beilin (2006) inform 

the method of presentation in this chapter: photographs and patterns from the analysis are 

described primarily using the participantôs own words while I provide brief explanation 

and discussion.  

To analyze the data from the photovoice exercise, photographs of common 

images in conjunction with common words used and sentiments evoked in conversation 

were grouped together. Following this analysis six patterns were noted: family and 

children, labour and people, efficiency and technology, wild spaces, whole farm 

perspectives, and firsts and possibilities. Within each pattern there were common themes: 
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more popular images, word uses, and sentiments, however, there were also differences: 

very different images, word uses, and sentiments noted by some farmers. The following 

six subheadings denote the patterns from the analysis and presented in each section are 

the themes and differences within each of those six patterns. The conversations had in 

light of the photographs also connected to other conversations had during my farm stays, 

at times participants noted, for example, ñlike we talked about on Wednesday.ò As such, 

the data presented in this section is a combination of information from the photovoice 

exercise and from other conversations had throughout my stays on the farms. 

4.1 Family and Children 

ñThe reason, really for me being an organic farmer is my kids. Itôs about their health; our 

health.ò In answering my question, ñHow did you come 

to the farm?ò Sonia gave a chronological reply about 

where she was and what she was doing prior to coming 

to HF Farm. Eventually she gave the above statement. 

Family and children was the most common pattern in the 

photographs taken and was also a common topic of 

conversation when participants answered the above question. The thematic sentiment 

discussed was that being a part of an organic farm provided physical, mental, and 

emotional health especially for children but also for oneself and the family as a whole. 

Though there were differences within these conversations of family and children 

including discussions of the succession of the farm, and gender roles. All of these will be 

discussed in this section. 

Photo 1: Sonia  
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Sonia continued, ñgiving the kids good food; itôs medicine. Even though 

sometimes they donôt see it that way. [laughs] I knew it would be such a good way to 

raise kids because of how I was involved at Samôs parentôs farm from such a young age.ò 

In a separate conversation Sam echoed his partner, ñtaking a picture of the kids was very 

important. Because for Sonia and me both, having the kids and having a positive impact 

on this world through them is here on the farm.ò  

Justin and Karen had also made the decision to be on the farm in part because of 

their children. Separately they took almost the exact same photograph of their eldest child. 

Here are their descriptions: 

Justin: We had been here two weeks 

[pause] well actually, on the first day 

we came to talk with Joss and Daniel, 

Adam said, ówhy donôt we move todayô. 

And, anyway, after two weeks Joss and 

I were walking with Adam right here 

and he said óI like it here Dadô. There 

was no prompting, and that was very 

important to us. 

 

Karen: Being at a new place I donôt think I have roots here yet; no special 

tree or anything. Ask me in a year and maybe. But this one represents a few 

thingsðthe wild environment that I want my kids to grow up in. I want this 

to be their playground: a pure environment. And this is why I am here. 

 

Joss too wanted to include a photo of her family, ñFamily has always been very 

important to me. Itôs just more brains and we make a lot of decisions around the table, 

together, and I like that. It is also where you get your emotional substance from.ò This 

was a very interesting inclusion and related to conversations I had with many farmers 

about the future of the farm, and the future of farming generally, which often stemmed 

from conversations about family and farm. As one of the participants put it, ñthereôs 

Photo 2: Justin; Karen  
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going to be a problem. That, though it is very complex, at itôs simplest, my generation is 

getting old and it will get harder and harder for us to do the work, but your generation 

cannot afford the land.ò With the exception of one pair of farmers, all the farmers I spoke 

with, whenever they are done farming (if they are) they do not want to see the farm 

turned into a non-organic farm. However, that is not exactly something you can put in a 

realty agreement. As such, I encountered many different models that farmers were 

attempting with respect to farm succession. Jossôs family photo then is so interesting 

because this is not her biological family.  

Joss and Daniel have been farming together on TB Farm since 1974, and selling 

produce since 2001.  They have been looking to slow down a little bit or maybe have 

particular areas of the farm they focus on, while having help with the farm as a whole. 

They have talked with their two children about farming, or maybe eventually taking over, 

but they are not interested. They certainly want TB Farm to stay an organic farm, after all, 

Joss has been helping the land turn into a farm since 1968, and for the past three seasons 

Photo 3: Joss  
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Joss and Daniel have been trying out different forms of internships. This year though, 

Joss, Daniel, Dustin, and Karen are seeing if they might be able to work together on TB 

Farm. Justin and Karen had tried the year before to start up a small farm of their own, 

though they found it quite difficult for numerous reasons mostly related to money. 

Everyone decided that Justin and Karen would come and live on TB Farm from March 

2012-March 2013 and that they would all work on the farm together and see how that 

worked. 

 A different example is of GV Farm, Andrew said, ñit will be interesting to see 

what happens in the next few years. Shareholders are passing away and their children 

want to cash in their shares, or because they are getting older they could use the money. 

And the original farmers of the coop have gone now, this is the first year without either of 

them on the farm.ò GV Farm is a land cooperative, shares are $5000, and you must have 

a share to farm. The mortgage on the land has been paid off now, however, if 

shareholders want to cash in what does that mean for the future of GV Farm, as well as 

Andrew and the other farmers. 

 In addition to expressing that the farm was important for the health of their 

children, farmers also noted the importance, for them, in having their children around. 

The following two photos and conversations demonstrate this. Kate took a photo of the 

farmôs trailer, which they drive full of produce back and forth from the Okanagan to 

Vancouver every weekend, and which displays a big family portrait. She noted, ñFamily 

is super important to Alex and me because one of the things we thought about was that 

neither one of us would have to have a job away from the kids. Not many people have a 

job that their kids can be involved in, it represents our partnership too; and how important 
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different partnerships are have been for usðwhether itôs advertising or just letting people 

know what we believe in.ò  

While Jane and Colin also took a picture of their kids and initially expressed 

similar sentiments, the conversation went in a very different direction: 

Jane: The big reason for wanting to farm was so that I could be with the kids most 

of the time. 

Colin: Well, we never talked about it like that. We just talked about what needed 

to be done and who was going to be able to do it. I ended up doing more of the 

machinery but we have both done each otherôs jobs. 

Jane: For a while I was looking for 

work but Joel found a job first and 

it paid more than what I could 

findé 

Colin: It has rotated. There have 

been times when Tam has worked 

and I have been at home. 

Jane: We donôt have clear gender 

roles. Itôs more about what has 

made sense in certain 

circumstances. 

Colin: We live in a chaos model; 

we have talked about wanting to 

have clearer roles, but thatôs never been what happened [laughs]. 

 

Photo 4: Kate  

Photo 5: Jane and Colin  
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Conversations about family and farm also invited discussion about everyoneôs 

roles on and off the farm. At the outset of the field process I did not have a set question 

that addressed gender roles, or that asked about each personôs role on the farm. However, 

at the first farm I visited the two farmers initiated a conversation about each otherôs roles 

on the farm as it was very important to them. Subsequently I began asking, ñDo you 

discuss each otherôs roles on and off the farm? What are they?ò AW Farm is an organic 

farm and nursery; the farm is primarily Evanôs duty, while the nursery is Heatherôs, but 

they do certain things together, like the turkeys, and they give each other daily updates of 

what they have been doing on the farm. They discussed the importance of having a 

balance of working together, working apart, and communicating. They both have a 

different favourite spot on the farm, and though not included in the report, they each took 

a photo of their favourite spot noting that these check-ins with each other often happen 

while in these places. Evan noted that, ñthey can look out on their own and each otherôs 

work, and the work they have done together,ò and Heather noted that the changing of the 

way they look at the farm, going to their two favourite spots, was very important to talk 

about their roles and the farmôs. Joss and Daniel also expressed the importance of having 

things that they do separately and things they do together, and respecting each otherôs 

roles and checking-in with each other on a regular basis. Though both of laughed that 

Joss is the farmer and Daniel is the helper. These sentiments, being aware of and talking 

about each otherôs roles, whether more defined like Evan and Heather or less so like Jane 

and Colin, were common at most farms where both partners were farming. This pattern 

continued at the four farms where one partner farmed and the other and the other was 

employed off-farm. 
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GP Farm, however, was quite different. The two farmers, and the three family 

employees (sons and daughter) roles were set, but there was hardly any communication 

between family members. When asked the question above they would detail their role but 

nothing else. I noticed as I worked with all of them separately that they did not talk to one 

other about their roles or the daily happenings on the farm. The most edifying example 

was on my second day Paul said, ñif we donôt get funding next year for another barnðwe 

need more goatsðwe are going to have to think about pulling out.ò He then talked 

seriously about leaving the farm by the next couple of years. Two days later I was 

working with Clara who is in charge of the milking room and the barns. She talked with 

enthusiasm about one day taking over the farm, and mentioned that her parents had told 

her if anyone was going to take over the operation it would be her. I then asked Mary and 

got the same response, she and Paul had talked about Clara taking over the farm. She did 

not say anything about selling and I decided not to press the subject any further, but it 

was clear that roles and communication, and communication about each otherôs roles was 

much different at this farm than at all the others. 

4.2 Labour and People 

Closely related to the pattern of family and children was the pattern of labour and 

people. The information in this section mainly addresses the question of how farmers and 

farms do what they do; presenting the intricate and different ways that come to be for 

both farmer and farm. The themes of these photographs and their subsequent 

conversations were: understanding your own capabilities, questioning what labour 

organization to use, and the amount of human labour involved in organic farming. Many 
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participants took photographs to talk about the other people involved in their farm. Here 

are two examples: 

Kate: There are multiple 

significances of this one. This is 

our farm team this year; all our 

apprentices this year. They are 

like sponges. And everyone is 

jumping for joy at a job well 

done. I really wanted a picture 

with everyone because it is such 

an important part of what we do. 

 

Kate and Alex run an apprenticeship programðusually 

running March through October. This year they have 6 

apprentices ñwho are very important to the operation of the 

farm.ò Sonia too, included a photo of people who worked on the farm: an apprentice and 

me.  

It is important here to note the different organizations and forms of labour used on 

the farms. Labour varied greatly, and it was an important subject of conversation at all 

the farms. Two farms had no workers, nor were they seeking any, but most farms had 

either employees, seasonal employees, apprentices, WWOOFers, or some combination of 

all of these.
35

 About half of the farms I visited would have WWOOFers at some point 

throughout the summer season. WWOOF (World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms) 

connects organic farmers with individuals interested in working on and learning more 

about organic farming. It is an energy exchange program. In exchange for working a 
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 Please see Appendix C and Table 3 for a detailed description of the labour organization at each farm. 

Photo 6: Kate  

Photo 7: Sonia  
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WWOOFer is given food and lodging. The program warns that WWOOFers should only 

work up to 5-6 hours/day, and suggests a minimum two-week stay. About half of the 

farms are a part of the WWOOF program, 9 out of 17, though the majority of these noted 

that they hardly use it anymore. While all of the farms that do not use the WWOOF 

program had at one point been a part of the program and have left for a variety of reasons.  

Evan and Heather were new to the WWOOF program, and becoming a part of it 

ñwas a serious decision.ò They signed up before the 2011 season and only took on one 

WWOOFer. They also have one part-time employee and occasionally contract 

specialized tradespeople: electric and construction. This season they have taken on one 

WWOOFer and they are thinking about taking on another part-time employee. Heather 

noted that they, ñwill probably not take on very many WWOOFers.ò She and Evan had 

talked for months about whether or not the program was a type of free labour and how 

could they make sure that they did not treat it as such. Further, it was important to them 

to discuss and understand how much work they and the farm were capable of, ñwe should 

be able to do it ourselves and hire people as needed. If we find we are doing more than 

that then it is too much, too much for us, and for the land.ò  

It must be stressed again that WWOOFers are not labour in the traditional sense. 

While they provide labour and labour power to the farm they are not workers, the 

program is meant as a living and learning experience. One farm was hosting 4 

WWOOFers at the time of my visit. At that point I had visited 14 farms for this project 

and had worked on 4 farms prior to the project; this amount of WWOOFers was 

uncommon. One of the other WWOOFers, who had been wwoofing in numerous 
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countries for the past 18 months, also expressed that this was unusual. I asked if it was 

common for them to host this many people at a time, following is that conversation: 

 Mary: Yes it is, we often have 4-5 people all year long. 

Son 1: It would be crazy if we didnôt. It would mean a lot more work for 

[other son and daughter]. 

Son 2: Well it would be a lot more work for me. 

Mary: Yes, well we would just have to pay someone. 

Daughter: But then we would have to pay them? 

Mary: But in some ways that would be easier. We would train one person 

and they would come and do that job everyday. 

Me: Why have you chosen to have WWOOFers? 

Mary: I like having people in my home. 

 

That was the end of the conversation. Paul, the other farmer, was present throughout the 

conversation but did not comment.  

As above with Don and Heather 

discussing labour in relation to farmer 

and farm was also very important to 

Andrew. He took this photo of 

Cameron. She is employed by Andrew 

now, but has a long history working on 

the land that is GV Farm having worked for the farmer that preceded Andrew, and the 

farmers that owned the land before it became GV Farm. Cameron has worked on this 

land since 1992, ñshe is such an important person on the farm. It is these people, here and 

others on other farmsðthey are the heroes of farm production. They do all this work and 

you donôt have to motivate them, and they donôt do it for that much, though more here 

than in most places.ò Cameron and her husband come to work for the day in addition to 

Andrewôs live-on-farm employees. Andrew stressed that these people are employees, not 

apprentices, ñI strongly dislike the use of apprentices; they are only apprentices if they 

Photo 8: Andrew  
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are involved in everything.ò Andrew would like to be able to teach, and maybe someday, 

but right now he feels there is too much work and learning that he must do first: 

They are learning something, like how to weed effectively, and tie up 

plants, but theyôre not learning how to build a resilient farm, or local 

economy, or to not rely on certain things to produce food. They are not 

learning how to breed seeds or animals, they are not even learning the 

books. I donôt run an apprenticeship. 

 

Andrew, as Evan and Heather did, also stressed the importance of doing your own labour 

and also understanding how much you and the farm can do. 

Having apprentices, though, was common. Kate and Alex run their own 

apprenticeship program and accept 4-8 people/year. Their apprentices are given 

individual tasks and fields to take care of over the course of the season. They have a 

monthly stipend and live on farm, and they take courses at the Organic Farming Institute 

of British Columbia. Others, Sam and Sonia, and Robert and Ruth took on apprentices 

from a program called SOIL: Canadaôs Sustainable Farm Apprenticeship Program. There 

is no set program to follow in taking on SOIL apprentices. Sam and Sonia have taken on 

apprentices from this program for two years but do not think they will do it again, next 

year they think they will just go with full-time employees. Robert and Ruth feel the same 

way. 

 Other discussions on labour were about how much human labour is involved in 

organic farming. About half of ZB Farmôs 11-acre orchard is cherry orchard. This season 

20 people were employed over 11 days to get the cherries off the trees. Cherries cannot 

be picked until they are absolutely ready and once they are they have to come off the tree, 

and with so much fruit you need pickers and sorters. You cannot sell them all fresh so 

other people are pitting and drying and freezing. This happens every year. This is the 
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only photograph Ruth took. She noted that she took it to represent all the people and all 

the care that goes into the cherry harvest every year.  

  

Sonia, too, in discussing how much work is involved noted, ñwhen you go to 

market like we do you are selling under your name, the customer knows who are, and you 

want to be respectful to them in what you are providing, but you also hope that they are 

respectful of the work that you have put in.ò Similarly, Jane noted, ñif I could just figure 

out a way [pause] I guess what I would really like to know is how I could make 75 

cents/hour instead of 25.ò Other statements were more like humourous exasperations, but 

they carried the same sentiments, Joss saying, ñif you never want to be bored, be a 

farmer,ò Dave, talking about why he had come to the farm, ñwell, itôs idealic isnôt it. The 

ideal lifestyle would be to have an orchard barring all the realities of organic farming,ò or 

Samðand many othersðsaying, ñweeding is everything!ò 

Photo 9: Ruth  
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4.3 Efficiency and Technology 

While this whole chapter deals with reporting on the participant-lead photovoice exercise 

this section in particular deals with a pattern that was brought up entirely by farmers, as 

opposed to resulting from any of my fixed questions: efficiency and technology. Many 

conversations that discussed and questioned how to organize labour and what labour to 

use, and what are the capabilities of farmer and farmðand what should they beðalso 

evolved into conversations about efficiency and technology. Themes addressed in these 

discussions were what kind or how much technology and machinery to use, and what is 

efficiency or farming efficiently. Falling under the first theme Jane and Colin tool this 

photo, and had this to say: 

 

Jane: The wheel hoe is the most 

incredible invention for small farms 

ever made. Without the wheel hoe I 

would not be able to do what I do. 

Colin: This just makes me think of your 

parents, on their hands and knees for 

years. And getting the tractor was kind 

of bitter-sweet. It was not quite what we 

wanted to create. 

Jane: Yes but, if there could be another thing like the wheel hoe: 

appropriate technology for small farmsðand it is so lacking, [Colin in 

background: so lacking]ðmostly for harvest and washing. If there was a 

way to harvest and wash better that would be amazing. 

 

Expressing similar sentiments of not wanting to use much machinery, but also being 

aware of the importance of technology in order to run a productive farm Andrew had this 

to say about the following picture: 

Andrew: It is important for me because it is one of those things that costs a 

lot of money and can control a lot of the farmðgas, parts etc. It kind of 

reduces your self-sufficiency in this way, so I am always thinking about 

whether or not I could have a smaller tractor, and maybe no machinery. I 

think about having to give up some of my morals to grow more food, or 

even just as much as I do grow.  

Photo 10: Jane and Colin  
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Andrew talked about the importance for him to get used machinery and to learn about 

and recycle parts as much as possible. Greg noted this as well an took the following 

photo of his collection of used machinery.  

 

Photo 12: Greg  

 

Photo 11: Andrew  


