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Dairy goats in Ontario: a growing industry

by Mallory McGonegal

In Canada, the word “milk” is often synonymous with cow’s milk, but farm 
operators are taking advantage of an increasingly diverse consumer demand 
to produce a broader range of products, including goat’s milk and cheese. 
Whether because of increased ethnocultural diversity or simply because of a 
changing Canadian palate, production of goat’s milk in Canada is on the rise 
(Canadian Dairy Information Centre, 2017).

Although the Census of Agriculture does not differentiate between goats 
for milk production and goats for meat production, estimates for goat’s 
milk production in Ontario can be obtained by combining census data with 
administrative data sources supplied by the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 
Food and Rural Affairs. 

The number of dairy goats on agricultural operations in Ontario is increasing 
as farmers expand and optimize production. Gross farm receipts of goat type 
farms in Ontario increased from $31.6 million in 2011 to $41.7 million in 2016, 
although they remained considerably lower than those of dairy cattle and milk 
type farms, which reported $2.4 billion in 2016.

This document analyzes the characteristics of agricultural operations 
identified as possessing goats for milk production in Ontario in 2011 and 2016, 
and considers how they compare with other agricultural operations in the 
province.

Trend in goats in Canada

The number of goats in Canada increased 2.0% from 225,461 in 2011 to 
230,034 in 2016 (Chart 1). The increase was largely driven by Ontario, where 
the number rose 12.0% to 130,219, representing 56.6% of all goats in Canada 
in 2016. The province with the second highest number of goats was Quebec, 
with 15.5% of the national total in 2016. 

Conversely, the number of agricultural operations reporting goats in Canada fell 5.4% during this five‑year period. 
The average number of goats per farm reporting goats remained relatively stable at 41 goats per farm in 2016, up 
from 38 goats in 2011. This follows the trend of consolidation seen across the agricultural sector.
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Chart 1
Goats and agricultural operations reporting goats, Canada and Ontario, 1981 to 2016
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Terms:

• Known dairy goat farms 
refers to operations which 
were successfully linked 
to the Statistics Canada 
Business Register and 
possessed goats at the time 
of data collection. It does not 
necessarily constitute the full 
universe of dairy goat farms.

• Other farms with goats 
include all operations in 
Ontario that reported goats 
in the 2016 Census of 
Agriculture and were not 
linked to a registered dairy 
goat operation.

• Goat-type farms, 
dairy-type farms and 
others are classified using 
the North American Industry 
Classification System 
(NAICS).

• The expense-to-receipt 
ratio is the average amount 
incurred in operating 
expenses per dollar in gross 
farm receipts.
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In 2016, 83,841 goats were reported on known dairy goat farms in Ontario, identified using administrative data. 
They accounted for approximately 64.4% of all goats in the province—an increase of 23.1% from the 68,123 
identified in 2011.

Known dairy goat farms accounted for 206 farms in Ontario in 2016, little changed from 204 farms in 2011. 
However, analyses of farms exiting and entering the sector indicate that smaller operations have exited and have 
been replaced by larger operations. The result has been an increase in the average number of goats per known 
dairy goat farm, from 334 in 2011 to 407 in 2016. The average number of goats on any farm reporting goats was 
much lower because of the large number of farms that reported a small number of goats. This would not occur on 
farms specializing in goat dairy production.

Demographics of operators of known dairy goat farms in Ontario

The average age of dairy goat farm operators in Ontario decreased from 43.1 to 42.8 years, with farmers aged  
50 to 54 accounting for the largest share of farm operators (Chart 2a). The average age of a dairy goat farm 
operator in Ontario in 2016 was 12.5 years younger than the average operator age in Ontario, at 55.3. This may be 
because of the lower cost of entry compared with other livestock farming, such as dairy cattle farming.
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Chart 2a
Age distribution of dairy goat farm operators and all farm operators, Ontario, 2016

The decline in the average age of operators of known dairy goat farms stands in contrast to the overall trend of 
Canadian farm operators, who have shown an increase in age since 1991.
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Chart 2b
Age distribution of dairy goat farm operators, Ontario, 2011 and 2016

In 2016, Ontario dairy goat farm operators reported a higher proportion of younger operators than average farms 
in the province. The proportion of operators younger than 35 years of age on known dairy goat farms was 30.0%—
more than three times higher than the proportion of all operators younger than 35 in Ontario (9.4%). It is possible 
that younger farm operators wishing to enter into milk production turn to dairy goat farming as an alternative to 
dairy cattle. 

There were 350 operators of known dairy goat farms in Ontario, of whom 35.1% were female and 64.9% were 
male. The female‑to‑male ratio was higher than that for all remaining Ontario agricultural operators, of whom 
29.7% were female and 70.3% were male. 

Of the 206 known dairy goat farms in Ontario, 41.3% were operated exclusively by male operators, compared with 
58.3% of total operations in Ontario. Fewer dairy goat farms were operated exclusively by female operators (2.4%), 
compared with 7.1% of total Ontario operations. More than half of known dairy goat farms (56.3%) reported at 
least one male and one female operator, compared with 34.5% of total Ontario operations. 

Dairy goat farm operators in Ontario were more likely to report working more than 40 hours per week on the farm 
than the average Ontario operator (Chart 3). However, dairy goat farm operators and operators of dairy cattle type 
farms saw similar trends in reported working hours, highlighting a similarity in how farms producing milk function 
in contrast with other farm types. 
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Chart 3
Hours worked on the farm by operators of known dairy goat farms, dairy cattle farms and all farms, Ontario, 2016
percentage of operators

Dairy goat farm operators Dairy cattle farm operators All Ontario farm operators

With more hours worked on the farm, dairy goat farm operators were less likely to report working off the farm; 
69.4% reported no off farm work. Dairy goat farmers were more similar to operators of dairy cattle type farms in 
this regard than to the average agricultural operator in Ontario.

Land tenure for dairy goat farms followed the same general pattern as the agricultural population as a whole in 
Ontario. The area owned comprised 67.2% of total tenure for dairy goat farms, compared with 67.6% of tenure for 
all Ontario farms. The area rented from others comprised 31.1% of tenure for dairy goat farms and 27.4% of tenure 
for all Ontario farms. Dairy goat farms with 1,000 or more goats reported more rented land than owned overall, 
while those with fewer than 1,000 goats owned more land than they rented overall (Table 1). A higher number of 
goats requires more growing area for hay and feed. Operators of larger dairy goat farms may need to rent land to 
meet their goats’ dietary needs.

Table 1
Land tenure for known dairy goat farms, Ontario, 2016

Number of goats

Area owned Area rented

Farms Acres Farms Acres

Fewer than 200 44 5,586 9 716

200 to 399 78 11,558 47 4,557

400 to 999 58 8,873 24 3,272

1,000 or more 12 3,859 9 5,263

Total 192 29,876 89 13,808

Source: Census of Agriculture (3438).
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Location of dairy goat farms

Many of Ontario’s dairy goat farms were concentrated in census agricultural regions 1 and 2, which encompass 
most of southern Ontario (Map 1). 

Map 1

Finances on dairy goat farms

A higher proportion of dairy goat farms were in the middle and upper sales classes, compared with the distribution 
of all other farms in Ontario. Farms reporting sales between $100,000 and $249,000 accounted for the largest 
proportion of known dairy goat farms in the province.
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Chart 4
Proportion of farms and gross farm receipts of known dairy goat farms, by sales class, Ontario, 2016

The majority of known dairy goat farms in Ontario had fewer than 1,000 goats in 2016. Those with fewer than 
1,000 goats were also more profitable, with an expense‑to‑receipt ratio of 0.85, while the expense‑to‑receipt ratio 
of those reporting more than 1,000 goats was less favourable, at 0.88 (Table 2). The ratio for agricultural operations 
in Ontario as a whole was 0.85.

Table 2
Expense-to-receipt ratio on known dairy goat farms, by size class, Ontario, 2011 and 2016
Number of goats 2011 2016

Less than 200 0.89 0.85

200 to 399 0.89 0.83

400 to 999 0.88 0.86

1,000 or more 0.81 0.88

Source: Census of Agriculture (3438).

According to the 2016 Census of Agriculture, there were 1,730 other farms with goats. These operations were 
more likely to have fewer than 200 goats (Table 3), and this is probably attributable to the common practice of 
keeping one or two goats for non‑industrial purposes. Other farms with goats were more likely to have a more 
favourable expense‑to‑receipt ratio if they had more goats, unlike dairy goat farms, but in keeping with the trend of 
larger farms being more profitable.

Table 3
Number of other farms with goats, number of goats and expense-to-receipt ratio, by size class, Ontario, 2016
Number of goats Farms Goats Expense-to-Receipt Ratio

Fewer than 200 1,691 32,717 0.87

200 to 399 29 7,353 0.82

400 or more 10 6,308 0.82

Source: Census of Agriculture (3438).

Despite the small number of dairy goat farms with 1,000 goats or more, these operations employed the majority of 
year‑round employees on known dairy goat farms in 2016 (243 employees). In comparison, all other known dairy 
goat farms in Ontario employed 90 year‑round employees. 
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As dairy goats require year‑round daily milking, the number of seasonal employees was small in all size classes, 
totalling 57 for all known dairy goat farms.

Larger dairy goat farms were more likely to report the use of automated environmental controls for building 
management: 57.1% of operators reporting 1,000 goats or more said they used such controls, compared with 
2.2% of those reporting fewer than 200 goats.

Table 4
Use of environmental controls for building management on known dairy goat farms, Ontario, 2016

Number of goats Farms

Farms reporting 
environmental  

controls

Percentage  
of farms  

in category
Fewer than 200 46 1  2.2 

200 to 399 86 22  26.8 

400 to 999 60 22  40.0 

1,000 or more 14 8  57.1 

Source: Census of Agriculture (3438).

Ontario dairy goat farms were more likely to be reported as partnerships and less likely to be reported as sole 
proprietorships or corporations than the average Ontario agricultural operation in 2016. Farms reported as sole 
proprietorships made up 51.6% of operations in Ontario, but only 33.0% of dairy goat farms. Those reported 
as corporations comprised 22.0% of operations in Ontario and 20.4% of dairy goat farms in the province. 
Partnerships comprised 26.4% of operations in Ontario, compared with 46.6% of dairy goat farms.

Table 5
Known dairy goat farms, by operating arrangements, Ontario, 2016
  Known dairy goat farms

Operating arrangements Farms Goats Percentage of farms

Sole proprietorship 68 21,619 33.0

Partnership without a written agreement 70 26,910 34.0

Partnership with a written agreement 26 10,016 12.6

Family corporation 39 24,581 18.9

Non-family corporation 3 715 1.5

Note: Totals may not equal 100% because of rounding.

Source: Census of Agriculture (3438).
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Appendix

Ontario Dairy Goat Linkage Methodology

Linkage process:

In an effort to use administrative data to provide supplementary data regarding agricultural activities, a linkage was 
established between the Ontario Registry for Dairy Goat Farms and the agricultural frame on the Business register 
(BR).

The purpose of the linkage was to identify the potential number of dairy goats located on farms known to produce 
goat milk as established by the Ontario Registry for Dairy Goat Farms.

After cross‑referencing and updating the Statistics Canada’s Business Register with Census of Agriculture (CEAG) 
data, a snapshot was taken which identified possible linkages between census data and Ontario Registry for Dairy 
Goat Farms data.

This linkage was conducted using a program which returns probabilistic matches based on the association of 
specific matching fields such as contact names, business names, addresses and phone numbers. 

Linkages proven to be a (strong) match were accepted, while those linkages to multiple records options were 
examined to identify the most likely match. In instances where automatic linkages were not established, records 
were reviewed manually to establish a linkage when possible. 

The linkage rate between the Ontario Registry for Dairy Goat Farms and the Census of Agriculture was 86.4%. 

To ensure the integrity of the data, only records that were successfully matched were included for analysis.  
Furthermore, all goats located on what were deemed to be dairy  goat operations were, for the purpose of this 
study, considered dairy goats, as the census of agriculture lacks a breakdown of goats by specific purpose.

Sample constraints:

In cases where a linked operation reported no goats on the Census of Agriculture, a manual review was 
undertaken to confirm other potential linkage options. If another linkage was successful, it replaced the link with a 
previous operation on the Census of Agriculture.  

Linkage confrontation:

In cases where operations reported no goats on the Census of Agriculture but were present on both the Business 
Register and Ontario Registry for Dairy Goat Farms, tax data (principally, milk and cream tax indicators) were used 
to identify potential matches.  

These potential matches would then be reviewed manually in order to establish a linkage.

Instances where dairy goat operations were found on the Ontario Registry for Dairy Goat farms but absent 
from any Census of Agriculture inventory, were excluded from further analysis. As a result, the data included in 
this article represents an approximation which could be affected by linkages to the Business Register, as well 
as differences in timing between the collection of administrative data source and collection of the Census of 
Agriculture.

Terminology:

Known dairy goat farms: refers to operations which were successfully linked to the Statistics Canada Business 
Register and possessed goats at the time of data collection. It does not necessarily constitute the full universe of 
dairy goat farms.

Business Registry: comprises all units in all economic sectors involved in economic production in Canada.

Agricultural Frame: refers to any agricultural operations that is in operation and known to the Census of Agriculture 
and agricultural surveys.
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Census of Agriculture data: refers to all commodities, finances, operators and operational attributes collected to 
form a statistical portrait of Canada’s agriculture industry.
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