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Like many other human activities, farming has changed since early 
homesteads were established. These changes also affected the growth 
of communities. 

Fast Facts about Change in Agriculture 

In 2016, there were over 193 000 farms in Canada that produced 
materials and products. These materials and products range from 
grains and oilseeds to vegetables, fruits and animals. 

However, the number of farms across Canada is decreasing. In 1921, 
there were over 700 000 farms. In 1981, there were over 300 000 
farms. 

Although the number of farms is decreasing, the size of farms is going 
up. As farm size increases, farming needs more than a single farmer 
and part-time family help. This means that skilled farm workers are 
needed. Not all communities have enough workers. 

The total number of dairy farms has also decreased over time. 
However, the size of the farms and the number of dairy cows on a 
farm has increased. 

Dairy farmers have learned to use technology and better farming 
methods to increase their production of milk. This means that while 
the number of farms has gone down, milk production has gone up. 

THE face OF progress

LEARNING SOURCE change WITH THE times

Do you think 
agriculture is 
important for the 
future of your 
community?   
Why or why not? 

38



project AGRICULTURE change WITH THE times 83

 Changes in Farming   

The infographics and charts on this and the following pages share some 
statistics that tell us about farms and farmers. Statistics are numbers that are 
used to describe amounts, measurements or other data. All of these statistics 
describe a change in agriculture. 

About a hundred years ago, over half of Canada's population was farmers. 
Today, Canada has a population of about 35 million. However, there are less 
than 730,000 farmers. These farmers produce food that feeds many more 
people in Canada and around the world. 

What statistics 
can you identify 
on this and the 
following pages? Talk 
about them with a 
classmate. 
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More Fast Facts 

In 1931, one out of every three Canadians lived on a farm. In 2016, 
about one out of every 58 Canadians lived on a farm. 

The total population of Canada is increasing. More and more people 
are moving to cities and towns, which are becoming larger in size. 
Cities and towns now cover much of the land that was once used to 
farm.

Farms are still owned by families. Over 97 percent of farms in Canada 
are family farms. 

Farm families are getting smaller. In 1971, the average size of a farm 
family was 4.3 people. In 2016, the average size of a farm family was 2.8.

 Changes in Farming   

Statistics in the original have been updated. Used with permission from Farm and Food Care Canada (2016). The Real Dirt on Farming: pp. 2-3. 
www.realdirtonfarming.ca/assets/docs/PDFs/2016-DIRT-ENG.pdf
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 Changing Populations    

1931 1941 1951 1956 1961 1966 1971

Total population in Canada  
(x 100 000) 

104 115 140 160 182 200 215

Farm population in Canada  
(x 100 000) 

33 32 29 27 21 20 16

1976 1981 1986 1991 1996 2011 2016

Total population in Canada  
(x 100 000) 

229 243 252 272 288 327.5 352

Farm population in Canada  
(x 100 000) 

13 12 10 9 9 6.5 5.9

In 1900, one farmer produced enough food for 10 people. More 
recently, that same farmer feeds more than 120 people. New and better 
technology and farm equipment plays a big role. 

The average age of farmers has gone up. Fewer young people are 
involved with farming or are starting farming at a later age.

Changing interests and “tastes” of people who buy dairy products have 
also resulted in change. Different types of dairy products, such as yogurt, 
frozen yogurt, flavoured milks, dairy desserts, gourmet ice cream flavours 
and special cheeses, have become more popular over the past 20 years. 

People are also becoming increasingly concerned about their health and 
the nutritional value of the foods they eat. Many want to know how and 
where that food is produced.

What patterns 
can you see in the 
population charts? 
Identify and describe 
two patterns. 
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Information and statistics from 
Farm & Food Care (2017). 
Real Dirt on Farming. www.
realdirtonfarming.ca; Statistics 
Canada (2016); Canadian Dairy 
Commission (2016). Production. 
www.cdc-ccl.gc.ca/CDC/index-
eng.php?id=3801.  

Changing Technologies 

Technology allows farmers to produce the same amount of plants or the 
same number or, or more, animals with fewer people. These larger farms 
also mean that some rural people now live further away from an urban 
community. 

Many farmers today manage their farms with a computer or smartphone. 
On farms of the future, computer programmed machinery may even 
prepare the soil and plant the crops. There are already computers that 
make sure crops get enough water and fertilizer. 

On dairy farms, technology is also changing. Farmers use new 
technologies like cow monitors, that work like a fitbit. The cows wear 
them to help farmers keep track of their movement patterns, body 
temperature and eating patterns. They also can tell the farmer if a cow 
could be getting sick. More and more, dairy producers use robots to milk 
cows. About 22 percent of Alberta farmers are using automated milking 
machines. These machines allow cows to enter and exit a milking stall 
anytime they want. Each cow has an electronic neck tag that is read by 
the machine. The tag tells the machine in the milking stall that the cow 
can be milked and collects information about the cow's health. Watch a 
video that shows an automated milking machine at https://albertamilk.
com/food-stuff/voluntary-milking-system/. 

Did it surprise you 
to know that First 
Nation foods make 
up 60 percent of the 
world’s crops?  
Why or why not? 

What examples of 
change can you 
identify?  Which 
example do you think 
has the strongest 
effect on ways of life? 
Why do you think 
this? 

Would you 
consider changes 
in agriculture to be 
progress? Why or 
why not?  
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