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Fruit and vegetable farmers weather the COVID-19 storm

Along with facing the usual weather challenges, Canadian fruit and vegetable farmers had to contend with labour
shortages in 2020 as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, farmers adapted: compared with 2019, fruit
and vegetable sales were down 0.8% to $2.5 billion, while harvest area was down 1.4% to 180,815 hectares.

The horticulture sector is labour-intensive and relies on temporary foreign workers. The COVID-19 pandemic
delayed the flow of these workers into the country, resulting in labour shortages. In 2018, for
example, 54,734 temporary foreign workers were employed in the agriculture sector. That year, slightly more than
half of these temporary workers were employed at fruit and tree nut (27.1%) or vegetable and melon (24.1%) farms,
while one-third worked at greenhouses, at nurseries and in floriculture (33.6%).

Vegetable sales rose 2.5% to $1.3 billion in 2020, with the increase attributable mainly to higher farm-gate prices,
while, for some commodities, yields were slightly above their respective five-year average yield. The sales increase
was driven by higher sales of cabbage (+9.6%), sweet corn (+7.4%) and tomatoes (+6.4%). According to the
Consumer Price Index, annual fresh vegetable prices rose at a much slower pace in 2020 (+3.0%) compared
with 2019 (+12.7%).

Fruit cultivated area was stable in 2020 at 129,800 hectares, while bearing area fell 1.4% to 86,463 hectares. Fruit
sales fell 4.3% to $1.2 billion, attributable mainly to lower sales of sweet cherries (-18.9%), grapes (-13.1%) and
blueberries (-10.0%). Conversely, cranberry sales rose 16.1% to $154.9 million, primarily because of a rebound in
sales in British Columbia, where the farm-gate value had fallen by 40.1% in 2019.

Sales of first spring vegetables and early summer fruits down from 2019

Asparagus, one of the first vegetables to be harvested in the spring, was the first crop affected by labour shortages
resulting from travel restrictions in March and April. Production fell by one-quarter (-24.3%) to 7.7 million
kilograms—well below the five-year average of 9.0 million kilograms. The decline in asparagus sales was less
pronounced (-7.7% to $41.6 million) because farm-gate prices rose by over one-fifth (+18.4%).

Strawberry production (-11.4%) and sales (-2.3% to $127.5 million) were down compared with 2019, despite the
popularity of u-pick activities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Census data show that over two-thirds of strawberry
farms (69.0%) reported farm-gate sales as well as stand, kiosk and u-pick sales in 2016.

Strawberry farmers in Nova Scotia (-16.9%) and Ontario (-10.2%) reported large sales declines in 2020, while sales
in British Columbia were up 7.5% from 2019 and above the five-year average.

Fruit production hampered by spring frost and inclement summer weather

In British Columbia, fruit farmers reported lower levels of production for raspberries (-19.2%), sweet cherries
(-18.6%), vinifera grapes (-15.2%), highbush blueberries (-13.7%) and apples (-12.1%). The declines were
attributable to a late spring frost, followed by cooler summer temperatures in the Okanagan Valley.

Spring frost and summer drought conditions reduced wild blueberry production in the Maritimes, which affected
national production downward by almost one-fifth (-18.9%) compared with 2019. Although farmers received higher
prices for their crops, sales fell 8.3% to $112.2 million.

Wild blueberry production in Quebec rose 10.7% to 34.4 million kilograms, accounting for half of the national crop.
Sales were up 1.2% to $53.0 million.

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/top-ten-weather-stories/2020.html
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Fruit farmers in Ontario, who grow most of Canada's tender fruits, reported lower marketed production of sweet
cherries (-17.5%), peaches (-15.5%), sour cherries (-14.7%), plums and prunes (-13.8%) as well as pears (-7.4%).
Despite higher prices, farm-gate values were down for sweet cherries (-15.7%), peaches (-12.9%), sour cherries
(-10.7 %) and pears (-3.0%).

Chart 1
Farm-gate value of fruits and vegetables
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Source(s): Tables 32-10-0365-01 and 32-10-0364-01.

A warm, dry fall helped apple farmers but hurt root and storable vegetable farmers

Apple production rose 2.1% to 391 million kilograms, while sales rose 5.4% to $259 million, in part because of the
popularity of u-pick apple orchards, considered a safe family outing during the pandemic.

Conversely, the mild fall weather was bad for root and storable vegetable farmers, particularly in Quebec, where
farmers reported root suffocation problems related to dry and warm soil.

Nationally, carrot harvested area (-5.8% to 7 531 hectares) and marketed production (-6.0% to 333.9 million
kilograms) were both down from 2019.

Dry onion production (-8.5%) was also down, but sales rose 1.0% to $113 million as a result of higher prices.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210036501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210036401
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Note to readers

As of 2018, kale is included in the "total cabbages" category. Prior to 2018, it was included in "other vegetables."

Prior to 2018, eggplants, other herbs and sweet potatoes were included in "other vegetables."

Prior to 2018, blackberries, currants (black currants, red currants and white currants) and haskaps were included in the "other fruit"
category.

Farm-gate value is the value received by producers at the point of first transaction, when ownership first changes hands. This value
excludes any separately billed costs such as delivery, storage, marketing and administration.

Changes in methodology were made to the Fruit and Vegetable Survey beginning in 2018. For more information on the methodology
changes, consult the Integrated Business Statistics Program, available in the Behind the data feature of our website.

The Agriculture and food statistics portal, accessible from the Subjects module of our website, provides users with a single point of
access to a wide variety of information related to agriculture and food. Data users can also visualize survey data results with the
interactive Crop production: Visualization tool.

Available tables: 32-10-0364-01 and 32-10-0365-01.

Definitions, data sources and methods: survey number 3407.

For more information, contact us (toll-free 1-800-263-1136; 514-283-8300;
STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca).

To enquire about the concepts, methods or data quality of this release, contact Serge DesRoches
(613-866-6924; serge.desroches@canada.ca), Agriculture Division.

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/dai/btd/ibsp
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/subjects-start/agriculture_and_food
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/71-607-x/71-607-x2020025-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210036501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210036401
http://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=3407
mailto:STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca
mailto:serge.desroches@canada.ca

