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ABSTRACT 

Our food systems, once controlled by community and built for regions, 

are now global in scale and serve the interests of international financial 

organizations and multinational agribusiness corporations. Financialization, 

the term referring to the increased presence of financial actors, markets, 

institutions and incentives have gained importance in the organization and 

functioning of the economy, including agriculture & land, is an issue of 

increasing attention in academic and policy circles. This new trend, an 

increasing role of these actors in financing agriculture, means agricultural 

production’s primary goal has shifted from food production to cash production. 

Current agricultural finance habitually chooses projects based on potential for 

asset development rather than community benefit. Those who are most likely 

to opt into diversified and sustainable production such as women, people of 

colour, of those new to the industry struggle to fund their projects. Current 

unsustainability is underpinned by work dynamics and social relationships that 

only further perpetuates gender inequity. In this paper I argue offering trust-

based loans to under-represented farmers transforms power imbalances 

created by financialization. The research asks: to what extent do farm women 

in Canada use trust-based lending to grow and sustain their farms; how does 

informal lending influence how women farm; and in what ways does access to 

informal lending shape rural communities and their food systems in Canada? I 



   

         

      

     

      

         

        

         

    

        

 

used purposive snowball sampling to identify and interview ten participants, six 

farmers and four lenders, using semi-structured interviews. Results show 

farmers using trust-based loans indicates the way they farm includes 

community benefits and meet personal environmental and social outcomes, 

including local economic development. The farmers noted a strong sense of 

trust between lender, borrower, and customer. Many indicated without such 

trust as collateral loans, they would not be in business. As researchers, 

community activists, and not-for-profit organizations seek resolutions to our 

financialized food system, trust-based loans may be of significant import. 
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Chapter One 

Financing Agriculture 

Agricultural lending is always risky. The act of farming is riddled with 

uncontrollable factors such as weather, pests, and speculative commodity markets. 

Speculating used to be reserved for non-foodstuffs. Still, in the past several decades, as 

markets gained volatility and expanded to all corners of the world, this new tool for 

financing food is shaping agricultural production and is at the heart of rising concerns 

about a phenomenon called financialization. The term refers to an increased presence 

of financial actors in all aspects of the food industry through price markets, complex 

insurance packages, new debt and asset expectations, and international trade 

relationships (Clapp, 2020). Financialization positions itself to offer solutions to farmers' 

production and financing issues in a new globalized food system. But agricultural 

finance suffers from more than a lack of investment and newly lengthened supply 

chains. The four significant factors that make farming uniquely difficult are the 

unpredictability of weather, fluctuations in prices, low rates of return, and the 

perishability and seasonality of its products. Such speculation-based solutions to these 

issues have been unsuccessful, not for lack of effort from financial actors, and generally 

address the issue second to fiscal returns (ibid). The result is a financialized food 

system used to increase the role financial actors and the private sector more broadly 

has in decisions and outcomes about the agriculture industry (Clapp, 2014), rather than 
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developing democratic or effective public finance mechanisms that serve the farmer and 

their community. 

Financing agriculture projects and businesses is necessary: the products 

increase a farmer’s profitability, reduce risk, and offer liquidity during uncertain seasons. 

Without financing, insurance, or access to credit, many farms would not expand or 

make it through the financial highs and lows of production and marketing. While dealing 

with local uncertainty like weather, farmers also take into account international price 

fluctuations. The price of wheat and oil are closely linked, seasonal climates in growing 

regions, strength of relevant economies, and nation-state agriculture or food aid 

packages (Enghiad et al., 2017). Famously, nation-state agriculture aid packages 

commit a significant portion of their budget to ensure stable food production (Lencucha 

et al., 2020), but amounts offered and to whom change based on political winds. To 

cope with ever-changing offerings, financial markets provide insurance and credit to 

farmers of all sorts. In the last century, governments in Canada typically imposed some 

controls over financial institutions and provided credit through public institutions such as 

Farm Credit Canada. The grandeur of potential agricultural loss is often too great for 

small to mid-sized insurance organizations to offer services. Indeed, because of these 

factors, agricultural lenders face high transaction costs, great information asymmetry, 

and vast competition (Fiechter & Ifft, 2020). Managing the business of food production 

has long been complex, with solutions offered by public, private, and community-based 

institutions. 

2 



   

              

         

           

           

       

          

 

 

          

          

           

              

       

 

          

       

      

      

         

        

        

  

DEFINITIONS 

Transaction Costs: the cost, either real or imaginary, required to complete a 

transaction. Think about what it takes for you to purchase food at a grocery store: 

you may use up gasoline driving to your destination; maybe you spend money on 

a babysitter to watch the kids; and don’t forget about the value of your time. These 

are all additional costs you incur to purchase groceries. 

Information Asymmetry: the uneven allocation of information or data between two 

parties interacting in an economic transaction. This is most easily understood with 

car insurance. Your insurance company knows very little about your driving habits, 

except for any previous issues like accidents or tickets. You know better than 

anyone what kind of driver you are. This is an information asymmetry and 

insurance companies do their very best to shrink the gap between their knowledge 

and your knowledge to ensure they are protected from your potentially poor, and 

hidden, habits. 

The rise of financialization in agriculture is much to do with a changing balance of 

who is offering financial services to farmers and profiting from speculation. There is a 

significant body of research about the financialization of agriculture, referring to the 

financial gains to be made using agriculture tools such as land and crop inputs (Martin & 

Clapp, 2015). Political economists argue this is the case for several reasons but 

principally because as the state has reduced its role in supporting food producer’s 
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production of food over the past 50 years, the vacuum has been filled by international 

private actors. Reduced regulation, a trend associated with neoliberalism more 

generally, also offers more opportunity for financialization. Such actors seek to make 

capital gains by pushing the frontiers of production and minimize the democratic and 

local nature of food production (McMichael, 2016). In addition, research continues to 

show farmers face greater and greater trade-offs: while feeling the pressure to invest in 

assets or products that add significant financial pressure to their business (Clapp, 

2014), financiers offer higher interest rates with greater chance of defaulting on the loan 

entirely or a lower interest rate with a greater chance of losing built up collateral (Shee 

and Turvey, 2012). The public sector has transferred responsibility for securing a 

volatile industry to the private sector, and with it has come serious implications. 

The values a private sector organization invests in are different than that of a 

government entity and so, the shape of the agriculture industry and the values the 

industry holds dear too have shifted in the past century. The famous and contentious 

Canadian example is the Canadian Wheat Board (CWB) dissolution, a government-run 

monopoly marketing board for wheat producers across Canada. The organization was 

formed to protect producers from global volatility in the wheat markets during the 1930s. 

Japan and Australia formed similar entities. In 2015, in keeping with the neoliberal turn 

of the federal government at the time, and despite strong opposition from the majority of 

Canadian wheat farmers, foreign entities purchased the CWB for multi-billions of 

dollars, and Canadian wheat farmers now sell their product on the open market. 

4 



   

          

      

             

            

       

          

              

         

         

        

     

        

       

          

          

               

            

      

          

 
                

   
  

      
      

           

Researchers like Raj Patel and Jason Moore argue the constant demand for a 

financial return on investment causes issues for the sustainability of our food economies 

(Patel & Moore, 2018). They note the ‘amount of capital [available in the world] tends to 

grow faster than the opportunities to invest it’ (27). This, alongside the rise of 

shareholder capitalism1, means agriculture is a new target for capital investment. The 

volatility of food prices, which impacts our most vulnerable, peaked between 2010 and 

2012. At the same time, five of the largest investment banks in the world made over 

US$2.7 billion speculating on food prices (Clapp & Isakson, 2018). Researchers argue 

the spikes in food prices associated with the speculation reduced food access for 

millions of the world’s poorest people. The desire to produce returns for shareholders is 

directly associated with global food insecurity.2 

The rise of financialization in the grocery store industry also influences food 

insecurity. The supermarket business is highly competitive, presenting net margins 

around two percent per year (Richards et al., 2018); the market solution has been 

consolidation, resulting in four firms – Walmart, Carrefour, Schwarz Group, and Tesco – 

owning 56 percent of revenue of the top ten food retailers. In Canada, the top four food 

retailers own 62 percent of the market share (Clapp, 2020, 117). In search of wider 

revenue margins for their shareholders, supermarket conglomerates act to reduce their 

overall product line and their number of suppliers (Burch and Lawrence 2009). The 

1 A theory that notes that a corporation's sole purpose is to increase capital gains for financial 
shareholders, and to engage in financial matters that may obfuscate the maximization equation is 
unethical (Friedman, 1970).
2 Dr. Jennifer Clapp’s Food offers an in-depth analysis of the relationships between large corporate 
power, international food markets and speculation, global trade, and its connections to everyday food 
insecurity. This book changed my life and I encourage all to read it. 
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result is a higher number of processed foods relative to whole foods; the latter boasts a 

higher price tag but also a more significant cost to the grocery store (Isakson 2013). The 

foods offered begin to look less like their source, with each dollar created added to the 

shareholder's pocket. This abstraction of food - extracting all culture, relation to Farmer 

or whole product, and reducing nutritional value – creates a novel commodity and new-

found capital gains. To further tap revenue generating programs, many food retailers 

have begun to offer credit options to their customers. Loblaws in Canada partnered with 

MasterCard to offer grocery shoppers a new avenue for financing food needs while 

ensuring a new revenue stream for the retailer (Clapp & Isakson, 2018). The size of 

these organizations means they set the price of most food products we consume, set 

industry standards like worker wages and food safety, and shape public and 

government debate about the products we eat and the future of our food (Clapp, 2020, 

130). Exacerbating our dependency on a financialized food system, debt and a highly 

competitive international food market are powerful tools. 

Finally, institutional financial actors demonstrate their power by engaging right in 

the farmers’ fields. Federal law restricts some foreign ownership of land in Canada, but 

the nation and its farmers are not immune from the implications of the practice in other 

parts of the world. Over the last twenty years, the value of farmland worldwide has risen 

more than 13 percent year over year (Savills World Research, 2018). Canadian 

farmland values jumped up from $880 per acre in 2000 to $3393 per acre in 2020 

(Statistics Canada, 2021). As with food retailers, seed and crop input corporations are 

also guilty of major consolidation. The top four agricultural trade commodity houses, 
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known with the beguiling acronym ABCD (ADM, Bunge, Cargill, and Louis Dreyfus) are 

responsible for the relatively new agriculture hedging markets that manage highly 

volatile markets for farmers to sell to onto while bolstering overall revenue for 

themselves (Clapp & Isakson, 2018). For similar purposes, BlackRock, Capital Group, 

Fidelity, Vanguard, State Street, and Norges Bank Investment collectively own 15 

percent of the five major seed input companies (ibid). 

Farmers in Canada, and around the world, are given few options to make their 

business profitable; they are squeezed from both ends, suppliers and buyers asking for 

a greater share of revenue. The implication is the treadmill effect: farmers must keep 

borrowing capital and accruing seemingly necessary yet shockingly expensive assets 

just to keep their head above water. To compete in the global wheat market, a farmer 

has little choice but to go big: own upwards of 10,000 acres of land, and lease 

production equipment worth hundreds of thousands of dollars each. Similar realities 

face livestock farmers, who in Canada have almost two options for federally inspected 

slaughter: JBS and Cargill. These two organizations slaughter 85 percent of all meat in 

Canada in three facilities across the country. In the face of such little control and slim 

profit margins, the Alberta Pork Producers voted in favour of pursuing a single desk 

sales system, similar to the defunct Canadian Wheat Board, in December 2020 (Glen, 

2020). To be discussed in more depth later, agriculture that produces capital instead of 

food makes markets more volatile and the industry more hostile to small-scale 

producers (whose production is responsible for a significant portion of the world’s 
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foodstuffs, are more likely to grow diverse crops, and are significant actors in the fight 

against the climate emergency (Ricciardi et al., 2018)). 

To solve both the issues of unique financial barriers and the fallouts of 

financialization, organizations and individuals worldwide have engaged in (more and) 

more social financing, or finance that offers societal outcomes and solidarity actions. 

Much of this work falls under the banner of non-traditional lending. When Fiechter & Ifft 

(2020) ask “What makes non-traditional lending non-traditional?” they note two central 

themes: the institution’s structure and original form, and its delivery method. The new 

methods of finance do not look like the lending desk in a small, rural community. Now 

more than ever, the financing choices we make shape the communities around us. 

From infrastructure needs, gender and racial equity, and environmental disaster, 

agriculture finance is about investing in a sustainable future. 

Informal Lending 

Mendell & Nogales (2011) review the numerous ways social financing takes 

shape around the world, from B-Corporations to impact investment and microfinance 

institutions. While all these models have their place and fund development projects, 

their missions often move away from social capital finance, and few are based on 

community objectives. Academics define the work as: 

8 



   

        

       

      

         

       

          

       

      

        

          

           

        

   

 

      

          

          

        

     

        

       

        

          

         

     

“collecting savings (both private and public); receiving subsidies and donations; 

allocates loans; and bringing capital investments to businesses. It finances 

businesses that rate highly on the social-utility spectrum (environment, education, 

social welfare, and social insertion through economic action) or are aimed at 

specific, often vulnerable, publics (women, jobseekers and businesses creators). 

The main aim of solidarity finance is to facilitate access to financing for those who 

create, develop or take over an income-generating activity. Only productive 

financing is eligible for solidarity finance, as the business generated is what makes 

reimbursement possible. Unlike traditional banking relationships, SSF does not 

stop at an anonymous commercial exchange. It is part of a paradigm that differs 

from the capitalist logic: making profit is not the be-all and end-all of the business, 

and solidarity and reciprocity values lie at the fulcrum of the relationships between 

lenders and borrowers” (Artis, 2017, 1). 

The founding principles are “responsibility, transparency and cooperative 

governance, as well as financing the ‘real economy’ and a fair allocation of profits” 

(Artis, 2017). The key difference between formal impact investing or finance and 

informal finance is its relationship to global financial mechanisms. The former offers 

access to capitalist systems that immediately create dependency relationships and 

support individualist, vertical relationship building. The latter offers horizontal and place-

based relationship building, offering empowered, not dependent, social links. In 

agricultural industries around the world, farmers and rural communities have developed 

unique ways of financing food production or managing the unique cash flow challenges 

farmers face. Whether through a bank or with a neighbour, food producers associate 

these transactions with trust and community. 

9 



   

       

         

        

       

         

        

         

         

          

          

            

         

         

 

          

            

            

         

            

            

           

       

Financial options offered today are sterilized of relationships and closeness, 

despite research linking relationships and finance to successful market development. 

Trust-based economies are more likely to see sustained community development than 

bureaucratic or institution-led growth (Fukuyama, 1995 in Turvey & Kong, 2008). As 

opposed to international and formal financial systems, a solidarity economy and 

informal lending is built on community actors ‘engaged in market activity while 

committed to and meeting larger societal objectives’ (Mendell & Nogales, 2011, 7). 

Trust-based lending also has greater societal impacts. When developing a region or 

nation’s economic and political stability, trust plays a significant role. This is, in part, 

because trust works to develop human and social capital. For the purposes of this 

paper, social capital is the use value and assets created between and within group 

settings such as trust, cooperation and reciprocity. Human capital is the intrapersonal 

skills and knowledge held or developed through education, interaction or engagement in 

community. 

Relationship as collateral lending, also known as trust-based lending, is a sort of 

belief in the borrower’s vision. In informal markets, the lender must have a foundational 

relationship with the borrower and believe in the project they are financing enough to 

know they can retrieve their capital in the near future without traditional collateral. As 

Kropp et al. (2009) describes, two schools of thought describe the informal finance 

sector. First, the formal credit market is not meeting lenders’ demands, creating a 

spillover into an informal market. The second school of thought argues informal lending 

carries lower transaction costs and therefore, both lenders and farmers develop the 

10 



   

             

         

     

 

 

          

           

          

       

         

         

        

            

	

  

sector to save time and money. I argue that both arguments may co-exist and add that 

informal lending may speak to human behavior and a lending dynamic that offers social 

and human capital growth opportunities. 

Solidarity	Economy 

Figure 1: Tree structure describing relationships between solidarity economies and trust-based lending. 

Lending based on trust is not always synonymous with informal lending. Trust is 

the foundation of arguably all informal loans but not all trust-based loans are informal. In 

addition, while trust is necessary in nearly all micro-finance loans, not all loans are 

micro in nature. Studies show banking institutions do transform their lending behavior 

once a trust-based relationship is formed (Berger & Udell, 1995; Petersen & Rajan, 

1994). Similarly, peer-to-peer lending is a form of trust-based lending that is defined by 

its lack of mediator but does not always constitute collateral-free lending, small loans, or 

informality (Septiani et al., 2020). In most cases in North America, the transaction takes 
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place through an online forum rather than in person (Ge et al., 2017). Some formal 

lending behaviors also have trust components. The institution may use soft information 

to partake in rent seeking behavior, forgoing intermediate cash returns for long term and 

return client business (Everett, 2015). Only informal lending uses an existing 

relationship as the sole source of collateral; all other three forms of trust-based lending 

lean on additional forms of asset backing or research to mitigate the information 

asymmetry. 

Generally, lending that uses relationships as collateral is most successful in small 

amounts with relatively short loan periods. As Ghosh & Ray (2016) note, credit-rationing 

microloans causes significant bureaucratic hold-up for the growth of a sustainable food / 

anti-financialization movement. A key question in this research why the finance industry 

micro-rations new, small or diversified farms when literature plainly states microloans 

and first-time agriculture borrowers have an industry-high repayment rate, and their 

incentive to do so is also clearly stated (Menkhoff et al., 2012)? 

Most farmers use a multitude of ways to fund their personal and professional 

credit needs (Septiani et al., 2020) and despite a reduced level of control and power 

over their financial resources, this will likely not change. Relationship-based lending is 

not a replacement for formal lending but may act as a mediator for farmers who seek to 

transform their abundance of social or human capital for their lack of physical capital like 

land. Land grabs have become centre stage in the academic literature and research 

notes such coordinated and international behavior means prices of all these goods have 

sky-rocketed (Barrett et al., 2018; Clapp, 2020; McMichael, 2012). Since the 1990s, 
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physical agricultural resources like land, crop inputs and seeds have been the target of 

financialization (Martin & Clapp, 2015) and when considering a credit market, limited 

access to such physical assets makes lending difficult. As Turvey & Kong (2008) note, 

the past twenty years have been difficult for low income farmers. The poverty trap (a 

cycle of poverty exacerbated by lack of capital and credit) widens this inequity and re-

defines the poor as not ‘creditworthy, having limited or no collateral, and do not 

generate sufficient income with which to repay a loan’ (4). Therefore, the inequity is not 

a lack of agency, but a structural wealth gap perpetuated by those seeking to gain on 

agricultural assets. While the finance industry may not transition all loans to trust as 

collateral loans, relationship lending does act as a bridge (Behr et al., 2010). One may 

understand why trust is a valuable social asset in agriculture. The power of the solidarity 

economy is that it cannot, because of its very nature, be a new frontier for capitalist 

development at the hands of financialization’s actors. 

Microfinance 

Lending and credit for food systems date back to Chinese economies as early as 

27 B.C. (Fu & Turvey, 2018); cooperative lending has been shown to date back to pre-

colonial Ethiopia, India, and Canada in forms called Equub, Chit, and potlach, 

respectively; Caribbean nations have used ideas of informal finance as an alternative to 

international finance tools for decades (Shenaz Hossein, 2016, 5). Ideas of cooperative 

knowledge stem from around the world but in Canada, much of our understanding of 
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micro-finance and solidarity economies come from Black and Indigenous communities 

((Shenaz Hossein, 2016, 136). Microfinance as we know it today is based on social 

objectives, normative investments in communities or industries that work to change the 

world around us for the better, especially alleviating deep poverty (Khandker et al., 

2016). In our food industry, that means creditors offer small loans to small farms, 

farmers who are new to the industry, or producers who have little to offer in the way of 

collateral. The business seems risky but study after study shows small loan repayment 

rate is well above 90 percent (Escalante et al., 2013), and the history of solidarity 

economies is long. 

Governments implemented farm finance as a tool to support mercantilist food 

production after the First World War and its associated global economic recession 

(Clapp, 2020, 28). American, Canadian, British, and Australian governments offered a 

combination of domestic support programs that act as subsidies, such as production 

controls, crop insurance, and farm credit. Of note, Canada offers one of the lowest 

subsidisation rates (the amount of financial support offered to farmers by governments 

as recognition of inherent risks associated with farming) for their farming industry of any 

of the OECD nations. Yet, these support programs account for nearly 10 percent of all 

cash receipts (compared to 62 percent in Norway and Switzerland) (Heiberg & Syse, 

2020) and represents USD $4.3 billion each year, in Canada alone. (OECD, 2021). 

Despite this, Canada’s agriculture industry is infinitely linked and competes with 

American and European agriculture systems that subsidize their industries 1.5 and 2 

times more than Canada, respectively. The only industries that are protected from a 

14 



   

         

          

         

         

       

     

       

         

     

              

             

          

            

         

      

           

       

           

       

         

  

global food economy are Canada’s foods protected by the quota system: dairy and 

poultry products. Those also happen to be the most highly subsidized products. Surplus 

production export plans that further supported farm production in these nations, beyond 

national demand, followed the above policies. Farm finance of this era focused on 

international trade, export-oriented economies, and further entrenching nation-state 

power imbalances. While major industrialized nations managed their agriculture 

industries as a foreign policy tool, non-industrialized nations or those subservient to 

financial and food aid packages, developed their own domestic finance tools like 

microfinance (Copestake et al., 2016). 

As Copestake et al. (2016) point out, microfinance in agriculture did not begin in 

one place, rise from one nation, or happen overnight with one organization at the helm. 

Public policies in various non-industrialized nations who in the mid and late 20th century 

were struggling to sustain local agriculture moved through a series of public and private 

sphere transformations before the landscape and people were primed for microfinance 

lending, an opportunity seen by nation-states to further neoliberalism. For example, as 

the Indian nation state further divested of its commitment to support the country’s 

farmers from speculative and predatory multi-national agri-food corporations in the early 

2000s, a gap in the finance industry widened and made way for such lending 

organizations (ibid). Microfinance attempts to, and in many cases is successful at, 

alleviating poverty, empowering local agriculture, and offering finance to under-

represented groups. 
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But, the tool is not perfect and did not appear via heroic innovation “of a 

constrained optimisation problem or opportunities for Pareto gain” (Copestake et al., 

2016). Poverty and limited access to resources is not a natural process; limited access 

to tools with which one may produce food is a result of policy choices, regulatory 

inaction on issues such as market failures or monopolies, and/or exploitation of 

inequalities borne out through historical and contemporary relationships like colonialism. 

Just as the issue microfinance seeks to solve is not natural, neither is the solution. The 

well-worn narrative about microfinance as a poverty killing, food production inducing, 

gender equalizing silver bullet is powerful but not a perfect representation of the 

reasons microfinance is an admired instrument and rose to such prevalence in the 

agriculture industry. 

The relationship between international food systems and microfinance policy 

tools is a good indicator as to why the practice of lending small amounts of credit for 

farmers has not taken off in industrialized nations; farmers across Canada seemingly 

have other means of financing or insuring their business, and farms are too large to 

demand small-scale loans. I will challenge these assumptions in subsequent sections of 

the paper. Microfinance in North America, especially Canada, is offered in extremely 

limited capacities. The United States Department of Agriculture launched a microloan 

program in 2013 to: 

“better serve the credit needs of small farms, beginning farmers and ranchers, 

veterans, and farmers from historically socially disadvantaged groups (women 

and minorities). These loans are designed to be more convenient and accessible 
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to non-traditional producers, with a shortened and streamlined application and 

relaxed criteria for managerial experience, production history, and collateral” 

(Tulman et al., 2016). 

Within two years of beginning the program, the USDA carried $162.2 million in 

microloan obligations. New farmers accounted for 80 percent of borrowers, and socially 

disadvantaged farmers accounted for 35 percent of the total. A program review in 2016 

determined the program was most effectively offering loans to those who could not 

receive traditional operating loans. Almost half of the participating farmers grossed 

sales between $1,000 and $25,000; the program loan limit is $50,000. Microfinance is of 

particular interest to small and diversified borrowers, a rapidly growing sector in North 

America (Carlisle et al., 2019) as they search for effective ways of financing the massive 

expenses required to join the agriculture industry. Large scale farmers are approved for 

loans and insurance with ease, borrowing against accrued assets like land or 

machinery. As the USDA notes, their program attempts to address a credit market 

failure. Small scale, new, or socially disadvantaged farmers face far more barriers than 

lack of access to assets: no previous experience farming or technical skills training like 

apprenticeships may also limit a farmer’s ability to access loans (Tulman et al., 2016). A 

person’s gender may also limit their ability to begin or continue farming in North 

America. 
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Chapter Two 

Women in Canadian Agriculture 

The Canadian family farm, a historically nuclear unit that demands designated 

and segregated tasks for each member of its system is not a natural organization of 

roles and responsibilities (Forsdick Martz, 2006; Rosenberg, 2015). The world around 

us, even the most conspicuous of realities, is shaped by organizations of power and 

constructions of existence that dominate because they beat out other worldviews. Ideas 

of the model farm family was disseminated through organizations like national farm 

extension programs and 4-H meetings (Leslie et al., 2019; Rosenberg, 2015). Not 

coincidentally, three quarters of all farms in Canada are family owned, usually defined 

as a farm organization brought together through marriage and children (Bronson et al., 

2019). Farming is a tight margins, high risk business that, in order to be financially and 

socially viable, requires contributions from those who are not the traditional farmer 

(Leslie et al., 2019). A key aspect of a successful farm business in Canada is a 

woman’s undervalued labour. 

This research purposely focuses on financial inclusion, especially for women 

seeking a future that includes sustainable farming. Razavi (2009) argues that using a 

gender analysis creates a connection between the household's social and political 

economy and global economic tendencies. Studies of the Canadian farming context 

describe an exodus of family farms from the agriculture scene since the late 20th 

century. Many scholars assume this to be linked to increased pressure from financial 
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actors and the capital-intensive production associated with a new international 

financialized food system (Bronson et al., 2019). As discussed in the Agricultural 

Finance section of this paper, financial systems and their goals shape our global food 

system in significant ways. Over the past century, the transformation of our food system 

has transformed women’s role in, access to, and relationships with our food system. 

Their future in the industry is just as tenuous and requires both an understanding of past 

efforts for gender equity and tangible tools that may empower women in the agriculture 

industry. 

Academic literature describes women’s empowerment in agriculture through 

representation, recognition, and redistribution (Fraser, 1999; Smaal et al., 2020). These 

three pillars of social justice calls to action represent how we may allow women in 

agriculture to reach true empowerment by correcting past social, cultural, and economic 

inequities. We understand much of a woman’s role in the Canadian agriculture system 

through her gender and sexual relations, and yet her contribution spans well beyond her 

traditional domain and the bounds of her kin relationships. Indeed, the naturalized 

relationships we understand as foundational to successful agriculture in Canada were 

part of a state-mandated effort to encourage young rural women to “abandon revenue-

producing labor and focus on domestic consumption, nurturing, health, and aesthetics” 

(Rosenberg, 2015, 63). For an industry and community to offer gender equity in a 

meaningful way, one must understand past and current representation, recognition, and 

redistribution attempts. 
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Especially in the world of economics and finance, actors follow their calls for 

gender equity with a myriad of reasons why gender equity is good for the economy or 

will make a workplace more successful. This is called instrumental gender equity, a 

phenomenon used to describe the arguments offered to convince powerful actors that 

gender equity is an agenda item worth pursuing, rather than accepting fair treatment for 

all as a valid enough reason to pursue such work. In the past several decades, women’s 

role in agriculture has shifted but not always for the better, often preceded by calls for 

instrumental empowerment with limited impact on real equity. Representation is more 

than seeing oneself reflected in positions of power; it points to a balanced and equitable 

system that has limited or no barriers to entry for those who seek to join the industry. 

Representation challenges our understanding of who is and is allowed to be a farmer, 

and what producing food looks like and means for our communities. Farm women’s 

representative roles in agriculture have been both spaces of oppression and positions 

for their own equity seeking behavior. 

For example, the Women’s Institute, one of Canada’s largest organizing groups 

of the 20th century, was established to represent and educate rural women on new 

homemaking and food producing techniques (Ambrose & Kechnie, 1999). The Ontario 

Department of Agriculture and the Farmer’s Institute, a farmer education organization, 

backed the organization. After World War II, governments slowly transitioned 

agricultural production from a domestic industry necessarily so for national security to a 

business capable of transporting capitalist values and growing the global economy. In 

1953, United States Congressman Hubert Humphrey stated: 
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“We have got to look upon America’s food abundance, not as a liability, but as a 

real asset…. Wise statesmanship and leadership can convert these surpluses 

into a great asset for checking communist aggression. Communism has no 

greater ally than hunger; and democracy and freedom has no greater ally than an 

abundance of food” (Clapp, 2020, 33). 

What began as an organization with a mandate to share new learnings in the field of 

home economics and organize rural women around issues that mattered to them, slowly 

became an organizing tool to encourage farmers to take up practices that transitioned 

the industry to harvesting abundance, offering grain for Canada’s new neoliberal trade 

policy (Ambrose & Kechnie, 1999, 227). The rise of international food production 

between 1960 and 1990s had serious consequences for farm women, which the 

Women’s Institute did little to address. Rural communities were suffering from an 

exodus of labour from rural areas; food and services became less and less readily 

available in rural areas; and public infrastructure investment slowed. In fact, researchers 

found quotes from Women’s Institute leadership blaming the failing family farm on 

inefficient homemaking and a lack of commitment to the industry or their family. 

Similarly, politicians and husbands elevated the voices of farm women in Canada 

and the United States during the Farm Crisis (Friedberger, 1993). Especially in fragile 

communities, urban or rural, women are almost always tasked with community building, 

knowledge sharing and meaning-making (Forsdick Martz, 2006). During the Farm 

Crisis, farm women became counsellors for the stressed, lobbied Congress or the 

Legislature, liaised with media and took on an additional low wage, low skill labour to 
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supplement income and necessary expenses like machinery (Friedberger, 1993). 

Instrumental gender seeking behaviour results in a lack of diversity in the roles women 

hold and does not add up to true empowerment for women in agriculture. Offering 

women the resources to occupy new roles and speak to their real concerns will result in 

a representation that transforms the agriculture community. 

Recognizing the work women do, often unpaid, to support the agriculture industry 

is a vital step towards empowerment. A farm women engages in an economy that 

blends lifestyle and business, unlike any other industry (Lobao & Meyer, 2001). She is 

likely tasked with free labour around the farm, rising early before her paid job that 

subsidizes farm labour, to work with livestock and occupied late into the night to operate 

machinery during times of seeding or harvest. Especially after the 1980s Farm Crisis, 

farm women were asked to take on more work, not less. This included generating social 

capital for her community. This is not unique to rural women; women, in general, are 

tasked with social relations work, but 82% of farm women volunteer in their community 

(Forsdick Martz 2006), more than the average Canadian woman. This is becoming 

increasingly true as rural communities lose government financial supports. Government 

fiscal policy often conflates rural and agricultural fund pools, and as subsidies to 

transnational corporations or their products rise, investment in rural community services 

fall (Forsdick Martz 2006). In an effort to limit the fraying of the rural social fabric, 

women are often encouraged to volunteer or manage community development. As 

demonstrated, sometimes representing a woman’s role in the mainstream diaspora 

does not always amount to real empowerment. Gender and agriculture researchers 
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define empowerment as “the ‘process by which an individual acquires the capacity for 

self-determination, that is, of living the life that she or he has reason to value’ (Galie & 

Kantor, 2016). Redistributing this workload is also a vital tenant in creating gender 

equity. 

Distributing power in order to cultivate empowerment may present itself in a 

variety of ways. Academics describe the ability to join and/or leave official work 

economies during times of stress as a fall-back position (Razavi, 2009). The term 

defines which member of a household is asked to be the most flexible with their labour, 

especially during times of stress. For example, a farm woman may be called on to 

perform unwaged labour in the home rather than seek waged labour in an open 

economy. While those in the fall-back position tend to compel a lower labour reserve 

price, wage is not the only factor that influences workload and fall-back positions: 

“Agarwal (1990) identified the importance of at least five factors that together 

shape the ‘fall-back position’ of different household members (rather than wages 

alone being the determining factor): private ownership and control over assets, 

especially land; access to employment and other income-generating activities; 

access to common property resources; access to external social support systems 

such as broader kinship networks and informal credit and patronage systems; 

and support from the state (such as through public employment programs) and 

from non-governmental organisations and grassroots organising” (Razavi 2009, 

203). 

A redistribution for gender equity reflects previous or entrenched inequalities in 

workload and resources. Limited access to financial resources to begin their own 

23 



   

          

  

         

            

            

           

          

         

             

            

          

         

       

 

   

 

           

           

           

        

        

         

business means young women hoping to contribute to the agriculture industry have 

limited options. 

The segregation of farm and non-farm tasks for children often matures in such a 

way that leads a young woman to be unsurprised when the conversation of succession 

arises, and she is not included. True now as it was in 1980s, succession planning is 

gendered, and the expectation is that daughters leave the farm to receive a formal 

education (Forsdick Martz, 2006). Acquiring land is nearly out of the question and 

without the guarantee of succession, work adjacent to primary agriculture or marrying 

into a new farm family may be the only option in maintaining a connection to the rural 

lifestyle. And who is there to offer an attractive salary in a rural setting? Transnational 

seed and chemical corporations. While there is limited study on the impacts 

financialization has on the shape of agri-input business in rural spaces, the 

organizations are powerful actors with significant capital to toss about. 

Linking Gender and Informal Economies in Canadian Agriculture 

Of the three pillars of justice that I describe above, this research focuses heavily 

on redistribution. I argue connecting women to informal economies will have a 

transformative impact on our financialized food system. This research shines a light on 

the embedded patriarchal structures of our 21 Century agriculture industry and the 

power of informal economies to empower women who grow food. Histories of 

disempowerment mean it’s important to recognize the heterogeneity of opinion about 
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the future of farming among women. The experience of each farm woman is unique, 

offering diverse and multitudes of solutions to the issue described here, yet each choice 

shapes the food system we have today. For example, women may maintain status as a 

disempowered farm woman for many reasons; financial security is one of significant 

influence. This is referred to as the patriarchal bargain: a trade-off between 

independence and stability (Razavi 2009). The impact of retaining disempowered status 

spans across our food system. In many ways, women of rural Canada can uphold and 

perpetuate international financialized systems. Canadian women in the agricultural 

industry are actors within, victims of, and capable of deconstructing such dynamics. I 

argue this is true based on two realities: First, the current agriculture system is 

unsustainable, and this unsustainability is underpinned by work dynamics and 

relationships that only perpetuates gender inequity. Second, the way to transform this 

power imbalance created by a financialized food system is to strengthen the solidarity 

economy, offering unique loans to under-represented farmers who are in fact more 

likely to practice sustainable farming practices and support gender equity. 

First, the way we produce food today is devastating our planet, exacerbating 

social and economic inequity, and feeding very few. Scientists expect global food 

demand to grow by 70 percent by 2050 and the climate catastrophe is only 

exacerbating the complexities of growing food (Foley et al., 2011). Land grabbing, the 

phenomenon involving massive land purchases by international corporations or large-

scale farming operations that displaces small-scale and Indigenous farming, is a good 

example of the environmental and social implications. Organizations that participate in 
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land grabbing are “often criticized for being environmentally insensitive, requiring 

agrochemicals, large machinery, transportation infrastructure, and irrigation… and can 

reinforce inequalities, which in the Global South includes a loss of local livelihoods and 

food security, especially when larger commercial farms negatively disrupt established 

local income generation patterns” (Stringer et al., 2020, 175). The shape of our food 

system begins at the farm, central to which is gender and racial dynamics. Promoting 

equity seeking behavior on farms will do so much to create a more sustainable food 

system. To date, few papers investigate the relationship between women’s land 

ownership and a reduction in poverty (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019). Still, research shows 

women more often than not carry the responsibility for family obligations related to 

survival and the success of next generations (Chant, 2008). Challenging power relations 

related to access to land and the means for food production, is in direct relationship with 

ideas of dismantling patriarchal norms. 

Second, because power relationships like those presented through land grabs 

and the consolidation of farms across Canada are associated with finance and access 

to capital, a vital tenant of dismantling the supremacy is through new forms of finance. 

This work must focus on farmers and peasants who have limited, constrained, or no 

desire to access traditional financial supports. For example, there is a large wave of 

farmers in industrialized nations entering the farming industry for the first time. An 

African American whose ancestors were displaced from their land after emancipation do 

not have the same generational wealth accumulation to borrow against, in the traditional 

sense. If such individuals were to enter the agriculture industry, they have 
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disproportionately less capital assets than their white peers (Hassberg, 2020; O’Brien, 

2012). New farmers, as opposed to farmers who farm in the footsteps of their family 

members, also face credit constraints. Traditional agricultural banks design lending 

programs to use land as the primary asset and struggle to pivot to lending using other 

forms of collateral. New farmers often have full time income, an urban home or 

significant education, none of which may be used as collateral at such institutions, as is 

demonstrated in the discussion section of this paper. 

The barriers that small-scale farmers face is generally systemic, rather than a 

question of agency or choice. The limited access of credit for some producers is no 

accident. Indeed, the concept of financial inclusion is rooted in removing discrimination 

or rationing in the financial sector. Both discriminatory beliefs and global power systems 

reduce the accessibility, availability and usage of credit for such producers. Research 

pays great attention and much care to examining the connection between agriculture, 

finance, the state and now private global powers (Burch & Lawrence, 2009; Ferguson & 

Gupta, 2002; Isakson, 2014; Martin & Clapp, 2015; McMichael & Friedman, 1989). This 

paper will not review this literature except to say in the 19th and 20th century the state 

was deeply entrenched in its own project, building global trade for commodities, 

propping up export markets, strengthening settler colonies and later national agriculture 

production arrangements. Dependencies and inequities were formed, especially of free 

and available capital. As state governments (particularly the USA, the United Kingdom 

and its former colonies) pulled back regulation to liberalize agriculture, such lack 

created a vacuum only to be filled by large transnational corporations. While some call 
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the current gaps in financial accessibility a failing of the market, it is much more of a 

failing of both the state and the private sector to fully recognize the history of social and 

cultural inequities. Informal lending, based on a communal bank of social capital and 

solidarity may seem a small solution to a large market failure but lending based on trust 

is the most original form of finance there is (Shenaz Hossein, 2016, 110). 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

I interviewed ten Canadians about their relationship to agricultural finance. Four 

participants are lenders, representing large and small lending organizations across 

Canada. The other six are borrowers, all farmers who have engaged in the informal 

finance industry to support their farm business. I used a purposive snowball sampling 

system, meaning I chose my participants in a non-random fashion. Snowballing 

indicates participants lead other participants to the study; farmers referred me to their 

lender and lenders referred me to their clients. Purposive sampling is a powerful tool 

when researchers must sample a specific criteria based on your research question, for 

example a range of farmers in terms of age, geography, sexual orientation. The small 

sample size and non-random sampling mean my findings cannot be generalized to a 

larger population and the findings in this report reflect only the participants’ experience. 

The interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes; were transcribed by me; coded using 

words or phrases relevant to the literature; and analyzed for links and associations 

within and across the interviews. All data collected was anonymized and details that 

may reveal identity has been changed or removed. Borrowers are labelled between 01 

and 06; Lenders are labelled between 100 and 103. This research was reviewed by the 

Institutional Review Board of Cornell University and was granted exemption; protocol 

ID#: 2011009909. 
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All the farmers run diversified local operations, meaning they produce more than 

two products that are primarily marketed within their community or region. Marketing 

occurs online, through community shared agriculture boxes, and direct-to-consumer. All 

the farmers are women, varying in age and geography. The lenders are fifty percent 

men and 50 percent women, all varying in age and geography. Farm products include 

grain, beef, pork, poultry, flowers, greenhouse and field vegetables, and beekeeping. 

Five of the six farmers are in heterosexual relationships, one is single. Two of the 

farmers are from farming families. 

Results and Discussion 

My initial research questions focused on microfinance as a form of lending for 

farmers in Canada. I asked myself, why is microcredit so popular in India, across Africa, 

and Latin America, but not North America? I initially believed farmers in Canada, 

especially women, face similar barriers to financial tools as women in non-industrialized 

nations. While this is in part true, there is great complexity that shapes agricultural 

finance around the world, including histories of colonialism, relationality to neoliberalism, 

or associations with current food production corporations. As I interviewed women in 

Canada, some found great success in the traditional understanding of microfinance 

lending; others defined their non-institutional relationship to finance through familial 

loans or access to grants and community investment funds. What began as a deep 

search into small-scale finance tools available for farmers in Canada quickly 

transformed into questions about the size of loans offered and what happens to local or 
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diversified agriculture systems that engage with informal financing, including 

microfinance. My questions transformed from microcredit, one form of informal lending, 

to a general – to what extent do farm women use trust-based lending to grow and 

sustain their farms? I honed my questions to the following:1) in what ways does informal 

lending influence how women farm in Canada; 2) to what extent do farm women use 

informal lending to grow and sustain their farms; and, 3) in what ways does access to 

informal lending for women in agriculture in Canada shape rural communities and their 

food systems? This section sheds light on these inquiries. 

To understand the dynamic relationships between lenders and their borrowing 

clients, I must understand what motivates farmers to grow food in a manner unique to 

the Canadian landscape, why they want to borrow in a relational way, and why lenders 

work so hard to offer small loans to farmers. When asked why participants want to grow 

agriculture products for their community, respondents who did not grow up on a farm 

answered in similar ways: 

“I started looking into my environmental footprint and I realized really quickly that 

actually one thing that you as a person have the most impact on my environment 

my society and my health is what I eat…. I started looking into it from that 

perspective, how we grow fruit and if there are better ways or more and 

environmentally friendly ways of producing food. Through research I ended up 

working on farms and kind of fell in love with it, and so did my partner, so we both 

started this dream together of having a farm” (01). 

“I studied a semester in Guadalajara. I remember the people that I lived with 

always had an empty fridge. It's not because they were food insecure; it's 
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because they would go to market every day and buy what they were going to eat. 

And the people at the market weren't the growers, they are middle people. I recall 

becoming interested in just like food system stuff because, like we just went to 

the grocery store and I didn't really think about the supply chain very much. And, 

I always thought that I might work for myself that…. I might run a business” (02). 

“So, I was working like at a farmers’ market on Saturdays for like a fun job, and 

then I started I basically made the decision to leave [my full-time job]. But the 

reason that I was really drawn to it was it made me feel empowered and because 

it gave me actual control over my food” (03). 

These farmers describe a deep desire to connect with community, the environment, and 

take control of their food from international supply chains. Much research about small-

scale farms reflects their sustainability, production efficacy, or role in an equitable food 

system (McDonagh et al., 2017), rather than a farmer’s desire to farm at a small scale. 

Research that does ask why farmers choose such a commitment, one that plays a 

major role in the food system and shapes the rural landscape, notes several reasons. 

First, farmers choose to live on the land and protect the rural lifestyle consciously, 

recognizing the importance of protecting culture and anti-capitalist notions of land or 

food (Machum, 2005). Second, small and diversified farms are understood as an 

antidote to ‘fast food’ or unsustainable agriculture (ibid). For many and varied reasons, 

these farmers believe in E. F. Schumacher’s ‘Small in Beautiful.’ 

One lender told me, “Agriculture is growing at the poles: very large farms and 

very small farms. The middle-sized farms are going extinct.” Other than the seeming 
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business opportunity, when asked why lenders began offering small or informal loans, 

they responded by saying: 

“I grew up on a farm and worked in healthcare. I soon realize that we're not going 

to fix ourselves until we fix [our] food. If somebody wants to start a farm, I've 

often started conversations with people by asking what their vision is for (my 

province) and what their vision is for their business and I tell them that, if those 

two are in alignment they're probably on the right track. I think part of the vision is 

a food secure province” (100). 

“Private banks or private lenders may not want to take the first step because you 

might not make money and so it's like okay well, we still want to be profitable and 

we still want to be self-sustaining and not cause taxpayers grief, but at the same 

time is there something we can do to change or start the conversation [about 

sustainable food]. What that gives us is sometimes we make business decisions 

that aren't profit driven” (101). 

“In 2008, where there was the big [economic] crash; it was very hard for young 

producers to build a new project. For those who want to become producers, it 

was pretty hard to get into agriculture because the price of assets was too high. It 

was hard to have the minimum cash to put on your project and hard to have 

financial support. So, we created it…. There was also the fact that the number of 

farms was decreasing, year after year. We were speaking about three farms per 

week vanishing. Young people were studying and trying to get into agriculture” 

(102). 

These lending organizations across Canada seek to fill ‘market failures’ that are not fully 

accounted for in our food system. For all these organizations, their mission statement is 
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not focused on profit maximization; they were developed to serve the public in a distinct 

way. For example, conventional banks often create barriers for small or diversified 

producers. What traditional banks see as a real concern, the lending organizations I 

spoke to recognize as opportunities. Agricultural pluriactivity describes diversification in 

income streams, products marketed, or multiple tasks managed on the farm by one 

person (Forsdick Martz, 2006). Pluriactivity is both a choice to protect oneself from risk 

and an obligation because rural life requires such pursuits to survive (Machum, 2005). 

Pluriactivity is vital to a farm’s survival, especially in the face of a new financialized 

international food system and lending organizations that support small, rather than 

large, farming organizations embrace such a reality. 

During the interviews and analysis process, I asked what barriers to entry 

farmers face and how these barriers impact their credit seeking or lender’s credit 

offering behaviours. I focus on six barriers developed through a literature review: age, 

gender, asset ownership, community involvement, education (specifically in agriculture), 

and experience in the agriculture industry. A farmer’s assets (or lack thereof) are by far 

the most influential barrier to entry when farmers seek loans. All the borrowers noted 

their lack of land, the asset traditional farm lenders require farmers to put up as 

collateral. Those new to farming struggle to afford land in Canada, especially near 

cities. Below is a visualization of Canadian agricultural land's market value, spiking from 

$50 per acre in 1960 to $3400 in 2019. 
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Figure 2: Market Value of Canadian Agricultural Land. Data from Statistics Canada, 

https://doi.org/10.25318/3210004701-eng 

“The whole system is built around land” says one farmer, “I do know talking to younger 

farmers, the biggest barrier for them is finding a piece of ground to farm” (04). Another 

farmer says land is the ONLY asset traditional farming banks ask about. A lender noted 

they are willing to lend against land and anything with a farm type serial number, like a 

tractor. One farmer argued lenders see her business as successful but cannot lend to 

her because… 

“You don't have enough equity in this land, for example. But then, they also 

recognize that they're going to take a huge amount of risk on someone who's 

probably not gonna make any money. And he’s probably not running a very good 

business but has a lot of equity and that's basically what agriculture has become: 

it's become mining of equity…. You could mine out your equity completely and 

then you got to sell your farm to retire and they don't care what you do [did on the 

land]” (02). 
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Several farmers and lenders noted agriculture is a unique industry, treating the 

operation like a business and lifestyle. For those who joined agriculture through their 

family, they expressed concern about their ability to branch out and use the shared land 

as collateral to diversify or localize their operation. One farmer has a contentious 

relationship with her father, meaning she needs to find a loan that does not rely on land 

assets as collateral. Others, in the beginning, had no assets at all. But they do have a 

vision and a commitment to “building a relationship [with my lender]” (02). 

Nearly all of the women stated they were not denied a loan because they didn’t 

have formal education in agriculture, but they were denied a formal farm loan because 

they did not have skills in accounting, developing a business plan, and/or deep 

understanding of finance. As much as research shows small and diversified farmers join 

agriculture for reasons other than business, business education is a real barrier to 

success or development. Lenders told me formal education in agriculture is an 

advantage to an application, but a lack of agricultural education does not impact an 

application. A greater barrier to entry into a formal lending market than education is an 

applicant’s experience with agriculture. The women I interviewed all feel like traditional 

lenders, even agricultural lenders, do not understand their business or view of 

agriculture: 

“We find that [traditional ag lenders] don't understand our business very well 

because they're used to dealing with corporations and big grain loans. So, even 
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though we have a sound business and our debt to equity is really good, and our 

asset turnover is good, we get the feeling we don't really fit [in]” 02. 

“I went to a lender and they said well if you were to start dairy cows I would lend 

you $1,000,000 but in [local production] with the experience you have $30,000 is 

the max that I can give you” (01). 

Despite this, two farmers continue to use traditional lenders because they see their 

lending organization as a vessel for capital to flow in and out, rather than a relationship. 

They admit this reduces their ability to negotiate rates or access custom lending 

packages. 

All the farmers described their distaste with traditional lenders’ move towards 

data-based lending practices: 

“The bigger institutions have moved further away from personal relationships and 

more towards metadata. If the numbers don't add up it's like they're just not 

willing to do it even if you're a good bet, even if the model for the business is 

really sound” (03). 

“They work off a spreadsheet, so it doesn't feel personal at all. Sometimes the 

lenders are apologizing because someone else is making the decision about 

who's going to be able to access funds. They know you're known in the 

community and that you're feeding people during a pandemic, but they can’t give 

me a loan for $10,000. Whereas your neighbor is in a position to loan you 

$20,000. That’s a construction of trust outside of the institution that maybe once 

existed in an institution but it's no longer there. You know you're just of a number 

whereas in community you're still a person” (02). 
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Age was not a significant barrier to the women I spoke to, but they did feel their 

affiliation with their specific generation (generation X and millennials) did influence other 

barriers to entry like ability to accumulate assets or capital. 03 said, “I think that it's just 

hard for young people to get ahead.” The image of stereotypical farmer, “middle aged 

white men” (02) still rings true in many parts of the country but most of the farm women 

do not believe their gender influenced their ability or inability to access credit. 

There are also other conditions that necessitate farmers’ use of informal or 

relationship-based lending organizations. These are not inevitably barriers to entry but 

may be rationing behavior. All six farmers described credit, risk, and price rationing 

behaviour. 

DEFINITIONS 

Credit rationing: A condition in which financial lenders are not willing to meet a 

farmer’s maximum credit needs. 

Risk rationing: A condition in which farmers opt out of lending agreements because 

they are not willing to meet the requirements of a loan agreement for fear of risk 

conditions including losing collateral or high interest rates. 

For example, 02 described her risk rationing behavior this way: “We still use cattle as 

collateral; I don't want to put up my land.” 03 noted when she went to a traditional 

agriculture lender, they offered such a high interest rate, she chose to self-finance. 
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There is a multitude of reasons why financing options for a small or diversified 

farms may be restricted, as described above. While the farmers in this study 

experienced credit rationing, they found financing through trust-based lending 

organizations. The study only reviewed loans below $50,000 that are connected to 

relationship-making or trust. Loans came from various groups: formal lending 

organizations that value trust; not-for-profit organizations; neighbours; family members; 

crowdfunds; customers; and past employers. 

“We didn't necessarily go out seeking credit for these individuals, but because we 

are in community [our neighbours] could understand there's a business here and 

they could also understand, because they're in agriculture, we maybe didn't fit 

the typical profile but that we were able to turn a profit” (02). 

“I end up making decisions based on people, I want to deal with relationships. I 

want to have it's not always about the money” (03). 

“A lot of our (lending) decision is based off our relationship with our customers 

and getting to know them a lot better. When we're approving a loan, we have a 

narrative section, where we have to justify our decision. There's a whole section 

for the management of the person, so their character, their capacity does play a 

big role in the decision” (103). 

[The lender] we had to get funding from was definitely the one where we felt the 

relationship plays a bigger role. They did take a bigger leap with us” (01). 

The participants spoke about trust and relationships in two particular ways: trust as a 

form of collateral as a replacement or addition to other forms of collateral, and 
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relationship as a means for education or business advice that was a barrier to 

accessing traditional loans. One lending organization uses “trust as collateral,” meaning 

they “need to know everything we possibly can (about our prospective clients).” After 

one farmer learned of the concept, she said, “Trust as collateral is so neat and that's 

where peer to peer accountability comes in. If you're not paying back, why not? Are you 

burnt out? Are you trying to do it all yourself? Just having other entrepreneurs with a 

peer group would be nice” (04). A lender told me it’s difficult to use a scoring system on 

small loans so it’s more important to understand a client’s vision and trust the customer, 

rather than use a traditional score sheet. Farmers who are new to the industry 

highlighted their lender’s willingness to walk them through the processes that traditional 

lending organizations expect but are unwilling to teach: 

“The great thing about [our lender] is that we were able to have conversations 

and very often and we often relied on him for advice actually. But he was very 

open to finding creative ways to helping us” (01). 

“I had many conversations with [my lender]. I knew that they were definitely going 

to support me. But I also knew I would eventually need way more than (they 

could offer). [My lender] was incredibly helpful after conversations with banks. I 

just called them; I was like I don't know how to do this. They found me a business 

advisor” (03). 

I would say, all our lenders and vendors we've maintained relationships with. I 

don't go out to the bar with them but whenever I have big financial decision to 

make or we're not sure what do, we've relied on them for advice. That 

relationship has been important to us” (06). 
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In addition to a relationship, all the farmers and lenders told me they valued flexibility 

and a lender who visits their farm: 

“Our customer, a vegetable distributor, lent us some money every time we would 

sell something to them, they would repay us 75% of the sale and keep 25% to 

repay themselves. That's because of the relationship we had with the owner. He 

saw (our) baby in my hands and he felt that we needed something. I guess it was 

just trust and transparency” (04). 

“[Our lender] came and had a long walk with us to visit and understood that thing 

that we're doing. I was pregnant with the third kid. He has five so he understood 

the people behind the project. He got the project and then allowed us to continue 

building our infrastructure. I remember, we had a rough year that year, and he 

was always so positive… he was more of a counselor at that point” (05). 

“Last spring, I got in touch with all of our clients [during the height of COVID-19 

lockdowns] and said, if you need a break for the next 2, 3, 4 months, okay. At the 

end of two months I called and said, how are you now, what do you need at this 

point, and some people actually ended up borrowing little bit more money, so that 

they could do things that they wouldn't have had time to do. Some people took 

some courses, some people did some renovations. So, it's having constant 

contact with our clients, so that they know that we are there to support them” 

(100). 

While some borrowers did not expect to change lenders any time soon, a few made 

note they are using relationship lending as collateral and experience to bridge 

themselves towards ‘a real’ finance system (102). Trust-based lending is not a solution 
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for all of the issues caused by a global financialized food industry, and for some farmers 

and lenders, the idea and practice does have faults. For example, leaning on 

community like family and friends for financial services comes at a cost. One farmer told 

me her in-laws “offered [to lend us capital] but we were worried about their health, so we 

didn't want to put that financial burden on them” (01). When I asked lenders about their 

perception of the risk inherent in trust as collateral lending, one told me “Well, of course, 

it's always riskier when you're doing unsecured lending,” (103) but when asked what the 

repayment rate on small loans and financing that is contingent on trust or relationships, 

the default rate is lower that 1%. Even at 1%, the time and financial commitment 

required to keep in community or relationship with each lender is high. 

Farmers described the most significant outcome while using trust-based lending 

practices farmers as ‘community.’ Their beliefs about local and international economies 

merged with ideas of social impact and agricultural production that is focused on their 

communities. All farmers and lenders expressed in some way that they believe lenders, 

formal or informal, are important to the viability of the business but in the end, their 

community is what keeps the organization viable. There is a strong relationship between 

developing solidarity economies and shifts in food production. While the shifts may be 

limited in scope because no farms rely solely on non-formal finance, informal lending 

does influence the ways women farm and grow their businesses in Canada: 

“Our farm business right is corn and soybeans and wheat but I’m a social person. 

My crops aren't interesting to people but my sunflowers are super interesting for 

people. People stop and they walk out into [the fields]. so I want to make sure I 
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pencil those into my rotation because they bring value. then I can engage with 

people and talk about agriculture. The practice becomes sustainable; it brings 

value to our family, both financially and emotionally and then brings value to my 

local community” (04). 

“I got to know [my lender] really well. I see other people that succeed with her are 

the people that also get to know her really well. It's about building community. 

You know at the bank you're just a number. She's really investing in like the 

people, not the math” (03). 

“Had we not formed those relationships, we probably wouldn't even be farming 

right now” (02). 

This research highlights alterative lending programs developed for Canadian 

agriculture. Financing food systems in a sustainable and equitable way requires an 

acknowledgement of past and current food systems, a nation’s relationships to global 

powers, and national or regional efforts to uplift local economies. Canadian agriculture 

is dominated by export-oriented production and has significant ties to international 

finance powers. Sustainable finance for diversified agriculture in Canada requires 

solutions that recognize such characteristics. The financial products highlighted in this 

research shape rural communities and their food systems in purposeful ways: 

“I always tell people; the business really exists because of the community” (03). 
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“I think one of the main things that we're missing in a society now is like the 

sense of community and like people supporting each other…. it's cyclical and [my 

customers] trust me” (03). 

“We decided that we want to get back to the community. In a way, having loans 

and subsidies has also been a way that we can go that extra distance to give 

(our community) our products, because otherwise I’m not sure that we would 

have had the ability to do so” (01). 

As Machum (2005) notes, “as farms have capitalised, expanded, and mechanised, they 

have disappeared at an unprecedented speed.” The antidote to such a departure seems 

to be in community development and building trust. To create effective counteraction to 

the financialization of our food systems, research and community action must begin to 

focus on solidarity finance. This research proves informal lending does influence the 

ways women farm in Canada; they grow food with their local community and 

environment in mind, and use the funds to grow their businesses in the face of 

conventional banking’s unwillingness to support such endeavours. There was limited 

data to suggest sexism was a significant barrier to borrowing capital, but the farmers did 

note the ways they farm do contest an agriculture system that was built on misogynist 

ideas of production, labour, and patronage. 
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