
Farmers facing mental health crisis 
 

In 2015, Professor Andria Jones-Britton from the University of Guelph surveyed 
1100 farmers across Canada regarding their mental health.  What she discovered 
was staggering and created such a stir in the farming community that Jones-
Britton was invited to Ottawa to present her findings in 2018 to a House of 
Commons Agricultural Committee that was looking into the challenges faced by 
Canadian farmers and ranchers. 
 
Britton told the House Committee, “We cannot have a sustainable food system in 
Canada if we do not have sustainable farmers.  Canadian farmers are dangerously 
stressed out and this puts farm families, rural communities and the entire farming 
industry at risk.” 
 
Britton presented the following statistics to the Committee to back up her 
assertions that Canadian farmers and ranchers are truly struggling with mental 
health issues all out of proportion with any other line of work in Canada. 
 

1. 45% of the farmers surveyed fell into “high stress categories” 
2. 58% of the farmers surveyed met the definition of anxiety 
3. 48% of farmers surveyed met the definition of depression 
4. Canadian farmers have a suicide rate 20-30% higher than any other 

industry in Canada 
5. The risk of farmer burnout is extremely high 

 
Britton shared that, “farmers are exceptionally vulnerable to poor mental health.” 
 
Statistics from Farm Credit Canada, the country’s main agricultural lender, 
showed the same worrying trend being identified by the University of Guelph 
professor.  In 2017, FCC was involved with 287 emergency bailouts over twelve 
months with two familial suicides.  In a three month period leading up to June 
2018, the bank had been involved with 67 emergency bailouts featuring eight 
suicides. 
 
The Committee also heard that the Centre for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia 
concluded that American farm suicides rates were five times above the national 
average, and trending higher. 



North American statistics presented to the Committee suggest that the typical 
farming suicide is a white male between 35-54 years of age.  These men are in 
their physical prime but are choosing to die by their own hand. 
 
Dr. Jones-Britton shared with the Committee the following disquieting data about 
the impact this mental health crisis is having on farm families.  Britton told the 
Committee, “Farm children are choosing not to take over the family farm because 
they have seen their parents suffer.” 
 
When questioned about what kind of mental health programming should be 
implemented to assist Canada’s farmers and ranchers Jones-Britton was blunt.  
She argued, “New programming needs to be passionate and effective.  Programs 
need to be coordinated with all three levels of government and designed so 
farmers will actually use them.  You get one shot with farmers, and if you waste 
their time we risk not getting them back to the table (for help) again.” 
 
Committee members heard that failing crops, staggeringly high debt loads,  work 
related injuries, living in isolation and the inability to access mental health 
services often leave farmers feeling alone and helpless.   
 
American researcher Ashlinn Flood’s findings on farm mental health were also 
shared with the Committee. Flood reported that in the United States, “Farming is 
a lonely occupation that has negative impacts on the mental health of farmers.” 
Flood discovered, “that farmers were willing to talk to friends and family but were 
reluctant to seek counselling even if it was available.” 
 
Canadian rural depression expert Tezzia Farka further reinforced the work of 
Jones-Britton and Flood when her work was shared with the Committee, and it 
concluded the following, “We have idealized farming as an easy occupation,  In 
reality farming is characterized by high stress.  You live your profession 24/7.  A 
farmer is both the boss and the employee.  Often they don’t qualify for 
employment insurance during tough times.  They deal daily with issues of 
financial pressure, livestock disease, poor harvests, climate change, government 
policies and legislation (which they have virtually no control over).” 
 
Local agricultural producers I spoke to were not surprised by anything Jones-
Britton, Flood and Farka postulated. 



One beef producer shared, “It costs more to raise the animal than I get when it is 
butchered.  All you are hoping to do is recoup some of your costs and if you are 
lucky prices will be better next year.  Farmers are mortgaged to the hilt and 
making minimum payments on their bank loans, FCC loans and lines of credit.  
Spouses almost have to work off the farm and their income is the difference 
between keeping and losing the operation to the debt collectors.” 
 
Another producer added, “There are two tiers of farmers in Victoria County.  
There are the folks with diary quotas or niche operations with goats or alpacas 
and they are doing just fine.  You can include with that group that handful of 
producers who inherited an operation debt-free from a parent or grand-parent.  
They are few and far between, but they have it made.  Then there are the rest of 
us trying to make it through another season.  You have to have side hustles to 
make a go of it today.  Do you weld?  Can you fix equipment?  Do you have a stall 
at a Farmer’s Market?  Do you sell at the end of the laneway?  Some guys drive a 
gravel truck or work construction and then come home and put another eight to 
ten hours on the farm.  Days are too long and the enjoyment is not there.  You are 
just surviving.  That is not a life anyone would choose.  Try to convince your kids 
that farming has value.  The smart ones turn their backs on farming and go to 
school, and they are a real loss to the industry in the long run.” 
 
A retired farmer told me the following, “People from Lindsay drive by some of the 
farms in the area and point and say that those farmers are rolling in the coin.  
What they don’t know is that many of the most prosperous looking farms in the 
area are now at best hobby farms owned by rich Toronto people so they can have 
a few horses for their kids.  Those operations are no longer productive.  Every 
farm auction is like a funeral for a family farm.  You would have to be crazy to 
want to farm today.  The stress can destroy a man and cripple his family.  But 
farmers don’t like to talk much.  It’s a lonely job and I can absolutely understand 
the mental health problems that might lead to suicide.  Back in the day the police 
for the sake of the family wrote up a number of “killed while cleaning his gun” 
reports.  Life insurance wouldn’t pay out on suicides.  His neighbors knew what 
really happened.” 
 
Parliament is still waiting for the Committee’s formal report almost a year later, 
and farmers and their loved ones will be waiting to see what recommendations 



are proposed to deal with the mental health crisis facing Canada’s farmers and 
ranchers. 
 
  
 
        
 
  
 
 


