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● (1400)

[English]
The Chair (Mr. Pat Finnigan (Miramichi—Grand Lake,

Lib.)): I call this meeting to order.

Welcome to meeting number 10 of the House of Commons
Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri-Food.

I'd like to outline a few rules to follow. Most of our MPs are now
familiar with them, but I will go through some of them for our wit‐
nesses.

Interpretation in this video conference will work very much like
it does in a regular committee meeting. You have the choice at the
bottom of your screen of floor, English or French. When you inter‐
vene, please make sure that the language channel is set to the lan‐
guage you intend to speak, not the floor channel. This is very im‐
portant. It will reduce the number of times we need to stop because
the interpretation is inaudible for our participants. It will maximize
the time we spend exchanging with each other.

Witnesses, could I get a nod from you that you understand how
to change the channel if you want to change your language. Mr.
VanderHout, Mr. Keenan, Mr. Lemaire and Mr. Gilroy, are you
good with that? Okay.

Also, before speaking, please wait until I recognize you by name.
When you are ready to speak, you can click on the microphone icon
to activate your mike.
[Translation]

Make sure your microphone is off when you are not speaking.

We're ready to begin now.

I'd like to welcome our witnesses to today's hearing.
[English]

Today, for our first hour, we have, from the Canadian Horticul‐
tural Council, Mr. Brian Gilroy, president, and Mr. Jan VanderHout,
vice-president. Welcome to both of you. From the Canadian Pro‐
duce Marketing Association, we have Mr. Ron Lemaire, president.
Welcome, Ron. From the United Potato Growers of Canada, we
have Mr. Ray Keenan, chairman, and Mr. Kevin MacIsaac, general
manager.

I know we're working to reduce statements from 10 minutes to
seven minutes, but because we did not have time to do that before
the meeting, we will have a 10-minute opening statement from each
organization.

Let's start with the Canadian Horticultural Council, with up to 10
minutes between Brian Gilroy and Jan VanderHout. Go ahead.

Mr. Brian Gilroy (President, Canadian Horticultural Coun‐
cil): Thank you, Mr. Chair, for the opportunity to be here.

Thank you to the committee members for working under these
extraordinary circumstances on behalf of Canadians.

My name is Brian Gilroy. I am the president of the Canadian
Horticultural Council. I am also an apple grower from Meaford,
Ontario.

The Canadian Horticultural Council is an Ottawa-based volun‐
tary, not-for-profit, national association that represents fruit and
vegetable growers across Canada. They are involved in the produc‐
tion of over 120 different crops on over 14,237 farms with farm
cash receipts of $5.7 billion in 2018.

As you can appreciate, with 120 different types of crops, our in‐
dustry is very diverse; so too are the challenges we are facing in
light of the COVID-19 pandemic. Certain subsectors in the fresh
fruit and vegetable industry, such as potatoes and greenhouse veg‐
etables, are facing very acute and immediate challenges while oth‐
ers are making decisions on the future of their business. What is
common among all commodities is that the impacts felt this year as
a result of COVID-19 will have a lasting impact on their operations

I want to start off by saying that CHC recognizes that the safety
of Canadians and the integrity of our health care system remain the
government’s number one priority. We're fully supportive of that.
We appreciate the great efforts that the government has made to
keep us all safe, as well as the measures to keep our country and
economy afloat during this crisis.
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However, we are here today to point out that, like most countries,
Canada faces serious challenges on an issue that is essential to a
strong health care system and a healthy population. It's our national
food security. We think this is an opportunity for the Government
of Canada to continue to demonstrate how critically important our
food security and supply is to Canada and to underline that govern‐
ments have farmers' backs, to paraphrase the Prime Minister.

Early in the pandemic, access to temporary foreign workers was
the single most significant threat to our sector. We are grateful to
the federal government for its actions exempting international farm
workers from travel restrictions and for providing some financial
support to employers of foreign workers to help cover the extraor‐
dinary costs of the two-week isolation protocol; however, a number
of obstacles have made the flow of critical workers untenable.
Many farms will receive merely a portion of the workers they gen‐
erally rely on.

Again, we do recognize the work that ESDC and IRCC, along
with Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, have put in to getting
workers into Canada. We appreciate that, but the government has
been using statistics in their briefings that do not reflect the situa‐
tion on the ground. For example, the government has pointed out
that in the month of April, Canada received 10,066 workers com‐
pared to 13,000 in April 2019; however, that 10,066 includes work‐
ers who were supposed to arrive in March but were delayed when
the travel restrictions were put in place.

Based on the numbers we have found internally, the data that we
have compiled show that, so far, Ontario, which also coordinates
arrivals for the Atlantic provinces, has received 78% of the request‐
ed workers; Quebec has received just 50%, and B.C. has received
54%.

May and June are busy months for our growers. That's when they
would typically be expecting a lot of their workers to arrive. We are
very concerned with the small numbers of workers we are seeing
who are fully processed to arrive. Without the guarantee of a reli‐
able workforce, many growers are making decisions as to whether
it’s practical, let alone possible, to tend crops, prune trees, harvest
greenhouse vegetables, etc.

Compounding these difficult decisions is the knowledge that they
do not have a sufficient safety net behind them. Growing fruit and
vegetables has significant input and overhead costs. It is not for the
faint of heart. Many growers just can’t take on those extra costs
without a guarantee that the risk will not push them into bankrupt‐
cy.
● (1405)

COVID-19 has also had a significant impact on potato growers
in Canada. The closure of food services triggered the collapse in the
demand for frozen processed potato products, resulting in a huge
on-farm surplus of processing potatoes from the 2019 crop that will
no longer be utilized. In addition, the 2020 processing-potato con‐
tract volumes have been reduced by 15% to 25%, and unsold seed
potato inventories remain on farms as a result of the significant re‐
duction in 2020 plantings. Over 700 million pounds of surplus pro‐
cessing and seed potatoes remain in storage on Canadian potato
farms, valued at around $110 million.

The United Potato Growers of Canada will be speaking a little
later. They've asked the Minister of Agriculture for immediate ac‐
tion to compensate for losses from the surplus perishable potatoes
that cannot be sold due to COVID-19.

Growers are not immune to risk and uncertainty. Year after year,
they take on risks associated with Mother Nature, pests, infestations
and market volatility to make sure that Canadians have an abun‐
dance of healthy fruits and vegetables. With the record cold temper‐
atures over the past fortnight, Mother Nature has been especially—I
wrote “difficult”—cruel so far this season. In these extraordinary
times more than ever, growers need concrete assurances that the
government will have their backs.

The government has announced several measures, such as the
emergency wage subsidy and the emergency business account. Un‐
fortunately, many family farms will not meet the eligibility criteria.
The $5 billion going to Farm Credit Canada is not beneficial, as
taking on additional debt will not help our growers recover our
backstop losses.

We understand that business risk management programs are there
with the intention of protecting farmers from disastrous losses, but
cuts to program funding and changes to the eligibility criteria have
rendered the programs, namely AgriStability, ineffective for most
farmers. The changes made in 2013 to the reference margin limits
and the limitations of what expenses can be deemed eligible make
it very difficult for even very devastating scenarios to trigger a pay‐
ment.

CHC—together with AGgrowth Coalition members which repre‐
sent various sectors across the agriculture industry—has outlined its
recommendations to the Minister of Agriculture and the Minister of
Finance for immediate changes to these business risk management
programs. These are needed to help see farmers through this crisis
so that they know that Canada supports those who grow Canada's
food.
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We have requested that the AgriStability trigger be increased to
90%, beginning for the 2020 program year or, more generally, the
program year that covers the 2020 crop year for edible horticultural
farms, and that the program cover 85% of losses below this trigger.
To cover any immediate extraordinary costs for growers, we have
also requested an immediate injection of a minimum of 5% of a
producer's 2018 allowable net sales into their AgriInvest account,
and waiving the requirement for the grower to match the contribu‐
tion. This would help give confidence to growers in the short term.

We have recommended that these emergency coverage measures
be coupled with the review of the reference margin limit. It's out‐
dated. If a farm is forced to reduce farmed acreage and/or reduce
output per acre as a result of delayed or insufficient labour or value
chain supply disruptions, CHC has stated that particular considera‐
tion should be given to waiving structural change provisions for ed‐
ible horticultural farms.

The Canadian Horticultural Council is prepared to work with
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada to refine any of these recom‐
mendations and minimize the risk of any unintended consequences
or moral hazard. What is important to note is that we are not asking
the government for a blank cheque. Making improvements to a pro‐
gram like AgriStability will allow for a mechanism for farmers to
recoup at least some of what has been lost.

Again, I'd like to thank you for the opportunity to speak to all of
you today. I look forward to any questions you may have.

I will now turn it over to my colleague Jan VanderHout.
● (1410)

The Chair: Sorry. We're up to 10 minutes, so we have to move
on to our next witness. On this one, you might have a chance to
come back later through the questions.

For the Canadian Produce Marketing Association, we have Mr.
Ron Lemaire.

Mr. Lemaire, you have up to 10 minutes.
Mr. Ron Lemaire (President, Canadian Produce Marketing

Association): Thank you, Mr. Chair and honourable members of
the committee. On behalf of the Canadian fresh fruit and vegetable
sector, I welcome the opportunity to share our comments regarding
the financial repercussions that the COVID-19 pandemic poses for
the fresh produce industry and its supply chain.

The CPMA represents the entire fresh fruit and vegetable indus‐
try, from farm gate to dinner plate. Our comments are reflective of
a wide array of members who work daily to provide Canadians
with the fresh and healthy fruit and vegetable options they demand
and who have continued to do so during these extremely challeng‐
ing and stressful times.

To begin, the CPMA would like to recognize and express our in‐
dustry’s appreciation for the high level of engagement and collabo‐
ration the federal government has shown in working with industry
during these challenging times. In particular, I would like to thank
the government for their flexibility and collaboration with industry
in granting exemptions to international travel restrictions for tem‐
porary foreign workers and in providing some financial support to

employers of foreign workers to help recover costs for the two-
week isolation protocol.

We look forward to an ongoing working relationship to find solu‐
tions to mitigate the impact of the outbreak on Canadian families
and to ensure they will be able to continue to put our safe, healthy
and nutritious fruit and vegetable products on their tables through‐
out this crisis and afterwards.

With Canadians staying home and buying patterns shifting dur‐
ing the pandemic, we have seen retail sales up 8% for vegetables
and 5% for fruit, but at the same time, consumers are spending less
time browsing grocery stores for unique items, and sales for shorter
shelf-life products and specialty items are lower.

While the CPMA members within our national retail category
have navigated COVID effectively to meet consumer demand for
produce items, there are many other companies within the supply
chain that are not so fortunate. Food service represents 30% of our
value chain, and the catastrophic impact to this sector and those
who supply it will be felt for years to come.

While meal delivery and curbside pickup have lifted food service
produce sales from zero to 20% and sometimes 30% of traditional
volume, it will be a long recovery, as physical distancing and con‐
sumer fear will play a role in how restaurants reopen. For many, the
physical space available, which cannot be changed to accommodate
new social distancing requirements while also allowing sufficient
customer capacity, will be a major factor in the economic decision
on whether to reopen.

Those operators who still owe distributors for product ordered
when they closed their doors will not be serviced when they try to
reopen until they pay these bills. Many of our members are also be‐
ing dramatically impacted due to the rising costs of inputs, access
to labour and operational changes. For a sector that works with a
very small margin and limited available capital, we are at a point
where more effective programs to access operating capital without
going into unmanageable debt are paramount. I will touch on this
more later in my comments.
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In a post-COVID world, business continuity will be challenging
as we transition. It is crucial that the government ensure the supply
chain is supported from farm gate to dinner plate. Government pro‐
grams created or adjusted to support the produce industry must pro‐
vide the necessary flexibility, adaptability and longevity to mini‐
mize losses to the industry. The impact to businesses in our sector
is happening not only today but will continue for the next 12 to 24
months. The complexity and seasonality of our industry mean that
both large- and small-scale operators must have access to programs
and tools developed by government for both the short term and the
long term.

The CPMA recognizes and commends the speed at which the
Government of Canada operated to create macro level programs to
support industry at the outset of the pandemic in Canada. Many of
the programs created have provided support to segments of our sup‐
ply chain. Yesterday's announcements are a good example, but
moving forward it will be important to provide a more focused ap‐
proach to reduce the unintended consequences and impacts to some
businesses, which include increased debt, challenges in accessing
domestic labour, and more.

In addition to foreign workers, the produce supply chain relies on
a steady supply of domestic labour. The CERB has created unin‐
tended consequences in the short term for many packers, distribu‐
tors, wholesalers and small retailers, which are facing greater chal‐
lenges to hire at a time when Canadians are relying on them to pro‐
vide the food they need. The Canada emergency response benefit
must be adjusted to support unemployed Canadians without creat‐
ing a disincentive for Canadians to work, as the $1,000 allowable
monthly income amount is not enough encouragement during these
unique times.
● (1415)

Additionally, the Canada emergency student benefit has the po‐
tential to impact seasonal and summer employment opportunities
within our sector. I would encourage greater flexibility for students
to collect the benefit and work for essential service providers like
agriculture and agri-food.

On a positive note, programs like the Canada emergency wage
subsidy have been key for those of our members who qualify. They
were able to maintain staffing during the initial food service market
shift, but now we must review this tool and potentially extend it be‐
yond September for targeted essential services like the produce
supply chain. This will help alleviate the economic stress compa‐
nies are forecasting under the new normal.

Early in the pandemic, access to temporary foreign workers was
the single greatest threat to our production, food security and in‐
tegrity of the food supply chain in Canada. While some of the in‐
dustry's key labour concerns have been addressed to a point, logisti‐
cal and financial challenges remain. CPMA would like to echo the
concerns of our partners at the Canadian Horticultural Council
about the significantly reduced number of workers who have been
able to come to Canada, particularly looking ahead to harvest.

CPMA also supports the recommendations made by the Canadi‐
an Horticultural Council in relation to the government's business
risk management programs, including additional support for farm‐
ers through AgriStability and AgriInvest. We all know there will be

winners and losers during this pandemic. As members of the com‐
mittee are fully aware, the Canadian produce industry has been re‐
questing for many years that a financial protection tool for produce
sellers be implemented.

Unfortunately, over the next two years, the COVID business en‐
vironment has driven and will drive businesses into bankruptcy, and
our sector has no effective protection. Canadian produce sellers
now more than ever are at risk in the event of a bankruptcy. With‐
out a limited statutory deemed trust, we will potentially see more
companies dragged into economic hardship. At a time when food
security is second only to health care in terms of priorities for all
Canadians, it is crucial that the government provide all possible
safeguards for the Canadian food supply chain, including a deemed
trust mechanism for produce sellers and farmers.

From growers to packers, shippers, processors, wholesalers and
retailers, our industry has incurred unprecedented costs to develop
COVID-related business plans and new procedures to ensure busi‐
ness continuity and to prepare for the eventual return to work.
Many CPMA members are addressing, and will need to address,
employee concerns by implementing physical and social distancing
measures and ensure access to PPE.

Why is this important? In B.C., one greenhouse packing opera‐
tion had 30% of their workforce not show up to work one day fol‐
lowing the announcement of a suspected COVID case. The need
for PPE is recognized as necessary to ensure business continuity
and staff morale while working to keep absenteeism low.

In a survey completed last week, 87% of our members reported
they are actively purchasing PPE and other health screening tools.
However, challenges pertaining to the access of these essential sup‐
plies have been noted by many CPMA members. A shortage of
supplies and long lead times to order products like hand sanitizer,
gloves and N95 masks have only added to the complexity.
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I must note that the added costs of purchasing this equipment
cannot sustainably be absorbed by the industry. While the an‐
nouncement by the minister yesterday was encouraging, CPMA
recommends that the government implement a PPE tax credit to
support industry in securing the equipment needed to keep workers
and the public safe.

Additionally, the inconsistency of a harmonized delivery of iso‐
lation protocols and measures at a local level is also causing frus‐
tration across the industry. The need to have common risk-based
models is vital to provide and enable competitiveness and public
safety.

Finally, we must also recognize trade and regulatory flexibility.
This pandemic has clearly demonstrated the need to bolster our
food security to ensure the ongoing viability of our food system and
strong domestic global strategy. The supply chain linked to trans‐
portation, border access, ports of entry and exit must all be main‐
tained. The regulations such as hourly service for truck drivers
should be harmonized wherever possible, specifically with the U.S.

The produce supply chain is a globally integrated model that re‐
lies on both domestic and international networks. Recognizing the
government's efforts to provide some flexibility in the enforcement
of non-food safety labelling requirements to ensure that the smooth
flow of essential products continues is needed more than ever.
● (1420)

Further flexibility to allow nutrition facts from other countries,
especially the U.S., and to allow English-only mandatory labelling
information in provinces other than Quebec would help to ensure
that grocery stores can continue to provide food.

I apologize for being long.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Lemaire.

We will now move to the United Potato Growers of Canada, Mr.
Keenan and Mr. MacIsaac.

Your organization has up to 10 minutes to make your statements.
Go ahead, please.

Mr. Kevin MacIsaac (General Manager, United Potato Grow‐
ers of Canada): Thank you very much.

Good afternoon, honourable members of the Standing Commit‐
tee on Agriculture. I am speaking today with Mr. Ray Keenan from
United Potato Growers of Canada.

Our organization has been in existence since 2006 and was creat‐
ed to help growers improve profitability by sharing data based on
the economic principles of supply and demand. We are funded by a
per-acre levy from growers across the country, from Prince Edward
Island to British Columbia. We would like to thank you for inviting
our organization to share our thoughts on how this pandemic has
affected the Canadian potato industry.

First of all, we must look to see how the potato industry was do‐
ing before this pandemic began in the second week of March. Sim‐
ply put, it was doing very well. We did have some harvest issues
last fall, particularly in the provinces of Alberta and Manitoba, but
overall our supply was fairly well matched with demand. If any‐

thing, it was a bit short, creating a need to import potatoes from our
neighbours in the United States.

Our fresh sector saw strong demand and resulting good prices.
Our processing sector, based largely on pre-season determined con‐
tracts, was in an enviable position, responding to increased demand
for the insatiable taste for french fries. Export markets were grow‐
ing and domestically, plant expansions in the province of Alberta
by Cavendish Farms, in Manitoba by the J.R. Simplot Company, in
Quebec by Saint-Arneault, and in New Brunswick by McCain
Foods all required additional supplies of potatoes for 2020. The
seed potato sector was increasing as well largely to service the
needs of the expanding processing sector.

However, on Monday, March 16, after our country began to self-
isolate, we saw immediate changes in our potato markets, begin‐
ning first of all with table potatoes. Demand for fresh potatoes in‐
creased substantially and packers were challenged to keep shelves
stocked, as consumers, now staying home, stocked up on staple nu‐
tritional foods like potatoes. It was commonplace to see produce
managers in grocery stores moving empty pallets as they waited for
new skids to come into the store. Demand for table potatoes is still
strong and has become more stable in recent weeks as consumers
have learned to cook again and enjoy the experience. Potato chip
producers also saw increased sales, as consumers selected their
favourite comfort food for the pandemic.

It did take more time for the processing sector to react, but even‐
tually, with the sit-down portions of restaurants closed and only the
drive-throughs open, the large volume of processed potatoes that
enter the food service side of the industry was affected. French fry
companies quickly realized that their freezers were becoming full
from the factories that are designed to run 24 hours a day, seven
days a week. Fryers began by taking downtime and shift layoffs to
mitigate the effects but had to eventually close plants at various
times.
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The excruciating pain for growers then began as french fry com‐
panies began calling and advising that they would not be buying all
of the potatoes that they had earlier contracted from them. Growers
were advised to sell those potatoes to another market. In the follow‐
ing weeks, the situation became even worse with fry companies ad‐
vising growers that they would be cutting volume for next year's
crop. Cuts are dependent on what market each one of these facto‐
ries supplies but range anywhere from 10% to 35%. The
COVID-19 pandemic has had similar effects on french fry sales in
the United States and in European countries like Belgium and the
Netherlands.

Seed potato growers in Canada became the final victim of this
COVID-19 pandemic as they began to receive calls from growers
cancelling their seed orders due to 2020 crop volume cuts from the
processors. It is difficult for any segment of the supply chain to re‐
act to market adversity, but it's definitely hardest for seed growers
as they are at the bottom of the supply chain. In addition, many of
these growers had started multiplying varieties three years ago that
are only now reaching the commercial stage.

Our organization has the difficult task of trying to determine
what supply of potatoes is needed to feed our country and export to
others in the coming year. We can run several models, but we need
to know two important input factors that are right now unknown:
When do we start and how long will it take us to get back to pre-
COVID-19 consumption levels? It will perhaps not return to what
we know as historical consumption.

In the meantime, our growers need assistance. Planting time is
now here for the 2020 crops, so there is a real sense of urgency.

The United Potato Growers of Canada supported the Canadian
Potato Council in a letter of April 23 to the Honourable Marie-
Claude Bibeau requesting assistance to deal with the effects of
COVID-19 and preserve food security in Canada.

On May 5, the Government of Canada announced an industry
support program, of which an initial $50-million fund would be
used to purchase unsold inventories, such as potatoes, poultry and
other agricultural products. There are no details yet as to how this
program will work. However, our organization thanks Prime Minis‐
ter Justin Trudeau and Agriculture Minister Bibeau for acknowl‐
edging in that announcement that our sector needs help. At this
time, it is clear that it falls short of our urgent needs, unfortunately.

● (1425)

Specific to our industry, the Canadian Potato Council has con‐
tacted each province in Canada and identified the surplus potatoes
on Canadian farms to be valued collectively at $105 million. The
components of this big pile of potatoes include processing potatoes
valued at $92 million and seed potatoes valued at $13 million. Con‐
verted to pounds, this pile is about 760 million pounds. This is a
massive quantity of potatoes to move in a short time.

These surplus potatoes have a shelf life, so action must be taken
now.

UPGC has looked specifically into the option of running more of
these potatoes into the fresh market, but unfortunately, that market

is now approaching saturation levels, in addition to our difficulty in
locating sheds with additional run times.

Dehydration would also be an option, but our three plants in
Canada are currently running at full capacity and their markets have
been hit by food service restrictions as well. Cattle feeders are an‐
other possibility, but basically they only return trucking costs to the
potato growers.

Food banks are an attractive option to avoid food waste, but lo‐
gistically require extensive time to organize transportation, delivery
and receiving. We simply do not have the infrastructure to handle
the volume that must move. Many of our growers do support food
banks now and are familiar with some of these difficulties.

The final option for these surplus potatoes would be composting
or burial, both of which need to meet environmental and plant
health guidelines.

All of these scenarios point to a series of options that growers
cannot handle at their own risk and expense. Outside help is needed
to begin removing this product now, with completion over the next
three months to avoid environmental and plant health risks to the
2020 crop. We need help now, not in three months' time.

Your input and assistance as the Standing Committee on Agricul‐
ture and Agri-Food is critical to the future food security of Canada.
Given all of the negative situations created by the COVID-19 pan‐
demic, one positive has been a greater appreciation of the food pro‐
duced in Canada and an increasing desire of consumers to support
the producers who put it on their tables.

Thank you for the invitation and the opportunity to address you
today.

● (1430)

The Chair: Thank you.

Would you like to speak, Mr. Keenan?

Mr. Ray Keenan (Chairman, United Potato Growers of
Canada): Yes.

The Chair: You have almost three minutes left. Go ahead.

Mr. Ray Keenan: Mr. Chairman, thank you for the opportunity
to speak with you here today.

I am the chairman of the United Potato Growers of Canada. Our
farm operates a growing and fresh pack operation delivering pota‐
toes on a daily basis to chain stores and, in the past, to food service,
when it existed.
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I echo the comments that have been made today. Although we
are grateful for the dollars that the Prime Minister has allocated to
the potato and poultry industries, unfortunately the potato industry
has less than half of what it needs to facilitate moving to market the
flood of potatoes that we now have available.

As the government searches for methods of doing things, there
was an announcement to put these potatoes through food banks or
in cattle feed, but I'm not certain that the logistics on that have been
worked out very well. Certainly, as Kevin mentioned, potatoes have
a shelf life and have to be.... If we bring processing potatoes into
our packaging plant, about 50% to 70% of the yield will be pack‐
aged. In other words, there's a huge shrink to them, so we have a lot
of potatoes that don't have a home in a fresh pack that make it into
processing, because they have more uses at the processing level.

Having said that, with the problems they have had in western
Canada with the feedlots or the meat packing plants, there's a back‐
up of cattle on the farms, so I think we need to be careful about
making assumptions that these potatoes can go to cattle. Some of
them can, but some must be disposed of.

The more important thing is that the money gets distributed fairly
among the provinces. I would like to make a recommendation that
the fastest and most effective way to do this is through the provin‐
cial governments, in turn through the potato boards in the various
provinces. We should take their advice on how to use the money,
because each province has a different situation. Certainly, one size
does not fit all clear across the country, especially today in the
heavy processing sectors in, for example, New Brunswick, Manito‐
ba and Alberta. They have been especially hit hard with processing
extra potatoes.
● (1435)

The Chair: Mr. Keenan, unfortunately, that's all the time we
have. Thank you very much.

Now we'll go to our round of questions.

We'll start with Ms. Rood for up to six minutes.
Ms. Lianne Rood (Lambton—Kent—Middlesex, CPC):

Thank you, Mr. Chair

Thank you to the witnesses for their presentations today.

Perhaps this is for the Canadian Produce Marketing Association,
and the Horticultural Council may want to jump in as well.

Our seasonal agricultural workers and temporary foreign workers
play an integral part in the produce industry especially. I know that
you were pleased to see the exemption for our TFWs and our sea‐
sonal workers after our party really did help push the government
for this exemption.

In growing fruits and vegetables, we have a significant input and
overhead cost going in. It's obviously a critical time of year. In my
riding in particular, we have a lot of our farmers out planting their
vegetable crops. As you alluded to, we've had some downright bru‐
tal weather. This past week our fruit tree growers have been trying
to avoid frost right now with where they are in their production.
There are also some farmers who are ready to go out and harvest
their crop; for example here in Ontario it's asparagus.

I know where we are in receiving workers, but how is this going
to affect, for instance, our asparagus farmers and those who have
early crops? We're still missing a lot of workers. There are issues
with paperwork for some of our workers coming from some places.
How is that going to affect our food supply down the road as we
look into the fall with volume that we may or may not see as farm‐
ers may cut back on their acreage this year?

Mr. Ron Lemaire: I will defer some of this to CHC, as they are
definitely in a strong position to talk to boots on the ground, but I'll
make a quick comment. Everything you said hits it right on the
head relative to your question.

We're not really seeing issues now—and I feel horrible for the
asparagus industry, which I understand will see 50% of their crop
not come out of the ground and, in some cases, there will be even
more of an impact—but when you look down the road, it's impor‐
tant to ensure that we have the workers for midsummer, the end of
summer and for the fall harvest. That's going to be fundamental, so
it's not just an immediate issue; it is the long game also, which was
alluded to by the other speakers.

I'll hand it over to the Horticultural Council to continue.

Mr. Jan VanderHout (Vice-President, Canadian Horticultur‐
al Council): One of the things that I think is being overlooked is
the exposure we have as producers to a large exodus of workers if
there's an outbreak on our farms.

Imagine asparagus growers, because that's the imminent one
right now, who go through all of this process to get their workers.
They go through the isolation period. They go to work and then,
two weeks later, there's an outbreak on their farm. What will the
impact of that be? We need to ensure that growers have confidence
that they're going to be supported by the federal government when
this is all over.

Ms. Lianne Rood: We still don't know what all of the impacts
are going to be when all of this is over, like post-harvest. As a
farmer myself, I know that I wouldn't want to be taking on more
debt during this, because we don't know what's going to happen.
How can the government support farmers post-harvest at this point?

Mr. Ron Lemaire: I'm going to start with that.
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I mentioned the tax credit model as one potential tool, and there
are a few other pieces of current input costs. We're looking down
the barrel of a regulatory change under the safe food for Canadians
regulations, where lot codes of consumer packed goods will require
new packaging for many growers. The packaging costs alone under
this current environment will add additional economic burden as
we move forward. What we would ask is that the government post‐
pone the implementation or delay that implementation of the lot
code requirements on consumer packed goods for produce items to
give the growers an opportunity to adjust to the current market,
maintain current inventories of packaging, and continue to roll out
and meet consumer demand.

I mentioned the tax credit, and the other piece of that also starts
looking at creative models that enable wage subsidies. We've heard
that the provinces look at how we enable essential services, and
food seems to be missed out. On a call earlier today, there was a
note that Quebec, B.C. and P.E.I. may be the only provinces.... How
can the federal government support and enable the provinces in a
federal model that can have some additional wage top-up for farm‐
ers and produce supply chain operators to take some of the burden
away from the costs and stress they're under for production?
● (1440)

Ms. Lianne Rood: Thank you very much.

Mr. Chair, how much time is left?
The Chair: You have one and a half minutes, Ms. Rood.
Ms. Lianne Rood: Okay. I'll be quick.

Turning to the potato growers, I understand that you're sitting on
a lot of inventory. Growing up on a potato farm myself, I'm very
familiar with how this industry works. I'm still involved a little bit.
We have a lot of input costs. It costs a lot per acre. In the U.S.
we've seen some of the processing potato farmers having to disk
under their crops.

You mentioned, I believe, around $90 million worth of process‐
ing inventory. The government has come out with $50 million,
which obviously is a drop in the bucket and won't even touch near‐
ly half of what's left over for the processing sector. Do you see
them cutting back a lot of acres this year, then, just because of the
decrease in demand on the commercial versus retail side of things?

Mr. Ray Keenan: Yes, the retail business today is very insecure.
The number that we don't even pay a lot of attention to is the food
service potatoes that are not going anywhere right now and are sim‐
ply being saturated into the fresh market. That's causing great con‐
cern. The reduction in the processing contracts is significant. That
will have a huge effect on the bottom line of our growers.

It is huge concern going forward, Lianne, yes.
The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Keenan and Ms. Rood.

[Translation]

Mr. Drouin, you now have the floor for seven minutes.
[English]

Mr. Francis Drouin (Glengarry—Prescott—Russell, Lib.):
Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Mr. Lemaire, it's great to see you at our committee. It's not our
first meeting. We've had the opportunity to have this discussion.
Thanks for the call; as Ms. Rood talked about, we're all in this to‐
gether. It was a global effort to try to resolve the TFW issue.

You and I have certainly had our fair share of calls—already
about a month and a half ago, on this particular issue—but now I
want you to talk to me about the challenges of your industry. We
announced $77.5 million to help the sector adapt to COVID-related
issues. I visited some plants, and some are automated. Are you
speaking to some of your members about that? Are they looking at
potentially automation to fight COVID? Plants are not designed
now to respect physical distancing, for instance, so that has an im‐
pact on production.

Mr. Ron Lemaire: We are appreciative of the $77 million for
the process industry. Our supply chain does fit within that portfolio.

In terms of the gaps that we will see, yes, industry can automate
some areas but not everything. The costs that have been incurred
relative to plexiglass barriers, a drop in production or an impact on
production because of physical distancing, personal protective
equipment that's hard to come by but is essential and is being pur‐
chased by the sector to protect employees—all of these pieces do
qualify, we understand, under the blanket of funds. The challenge is
that it won't be enough. We're one sector amongst many processors.
Take pork as an example; that industry could eat it all up in one fell
swoop. I know that's not the intent. I know they are looking at
small, medium-sized and large businesses.

Will we be able to automate? Yes, but look at the greenhouse in‐
dustry as an example. It's only for elements within a greenhouse,
which Jan can talk to, that the automated approach can apply. Ev‐
erything else is hands-on.

Mr. Francis Drouin: I think you mentioned that $77 million
probably won't be enough. I think the minister has been clear that
it's the first step. The Prime Minister has been clear, announcing on
live television to Canada that it's just the first step.
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In those discussions, are provinces jumping on board? Are you
having good discussions? We talked about essential services and
providing subsidies to essential workers. I know that we've an‐
nounced $3 billion. I think you got cut off earlier; was P.E.I. men‐
tioned as one of the provinces where agricultural workers are essen‐
tial workers?
● (1445)

Mr. Ron Lemaire: That's right. That's what I've heard. I have to
confirm that, but I was on a call today where it was identified by
Agriculture Canada. As well, in Quebec and B.C., there are begin‐
ning approaches to identifying the agri-food sector. I have to gather
further details.

How do we get the provinces on board? Well, we are in discus‐
sion with the big provinces, and there is a slow pickup and a recog‐
nition that, yes, we need to be included in that wage subsidy or
wage top-up, but—I hate to say it—it is a slow boat, and our guys
can't wait any longer.

As for how the federal government can support in the federal-
provincial-territorial calls, it's essential to encourage the provinces
to recognize that this sector is what makes the country operate.
Without us, no one is going to eat and we are going to see a
COVID environment that will be much more challenging.

Mr. Francis Drouin: I certainly agree. We're all in this together,
and everyone needs to step up to make sure that Canadians can eat.
Thank you, Mr. Lemaire. I appreciate that.

Mr. Gilroy, in your opening statement, you mentioned that you're
advocating what I think is the same position as that of the Grain
Farmers of Ontario, which is a 5% investment in the AgriInvest ac‐
count. Have you done an analysis on what that represents in terms
of cost or a dollar figure attached to that?

Mr. Brian Gilroy: I'm sorry. I haven't. I'm certain that I could
get that number to you fairly rapidly.

That would be a number that Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
would be able to supply rapidly, I would think.

Mr. Francis Drouin: Okay. If you do have that number, you can
provide it to the committee. If you don't, no big deal, but I would
certainly appreciate it.

Mr. MacIsaac, I have only one potato grower in my region, so I
would never overestimate my knowledge on potato growing, but I
think you've touched on a really good point in terms of the industry
having to readapt and how consumers are changing. Are you look‐
ing at how, with COVID, Canadians are eating at home more? Po‐
tentially, they may not go back to restaurants because of X, Y or Z
and different reasons.

How does your industry adapt to that? Are you having those dis‐
cussions with McCain, Cavendish and other processors in that par‐
ticular market and in the direct restaurant market? Essentially, how
is that going to impact your farmers?

The Chair: Very quickly, please.
Mr. Kevin MacIsaac: We do have those discussions, certainly,

but our industry is so largely driven by the processing sector that it
has really been our bright shining star in the past few years when
we've had other issues with consumption of our fresh product. We

really need to perhaps retool the way some of that's done, but the
reality is that it's about 70% of our business in Canada currently.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. MacIsaac.

[Translation]

Mr. Perron, you have the floor for six minutes.

Mr. Yves Perron (Berthier—Maskinongé, BQ): Good after‐
noon everyone.

Thank you to the witnesses for being here.

Mr. Gilroy, you spoke about the AgriStability program. You
asked that the intervention threshold be increased to 90% for 2020.
We all know that the agricultural community had already asked that
it be increased to 85% before the crisis. So I imagine that you are
asking that it be increased to 90% specifically because of the crisis.
This demonstrates the importance of securing the crops.

What will the consequences be if the government doesn't move
on this?

[English]

Mr. Brian Gilroy: Thank you for the question, but I apologize. I
have rural Internet and your question was a bit fuzzy.

Is it what is the effect this will have if it doesn't happen? Grow‐
ers are reducing—

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: I will repeat my question.

If the AgriStability program is not improved, what will be the
impact on horticultural production in Canada and Quebec?

[English]

Mr. Brian Gilroy: Well, we've already heard that asparagus pro‐
duction is estimated to be down by 50%. A lot of people who are
planting annual crops are reducing the amount they're planting to a
“for sure” manageable level. What I hear more often than not is that
they're reducing plantings by 20%. Mother Nature has added to the
complications this year by wiping out close to 300 acres of trans‐
planted onions in the Holland marsh this past week.

Yes, there are pressures on the—

● (1450)

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: If we don't improve the AgriStability pro‐
gram, Mr. Gilroy, could we summarize by saying that if there is no
intervention in terms of crop insurance, we can seriously worry
about food self-sufficiency at the national level? Would you agree
with that statement? What will be the impact on horticultural pro‐
duction in Canada and Quebec?

[English]

Mr. Brian Gilroy: It's certainly a possibility. Yes.
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[Translation]
Mr. Yves Perron: Perfect, thank you very much.

The second question is also for Mr. Gilroy, or perhaps Mr. Van‐
derHout, if he has less trouble with the Internet.

With respect to the arrival of foreign workers, the government
has said that about 86% of workers would have arrived. However,
in your statement earlier, you talked about 78% in the Atlantic,
39% in Quebec and 47% in Ontario. There may be some errors in
my figures, because I was writing them down at the same time as I
was listening, but we are far from the 86%. Fears of worker short‐
ages are real.

Is that right?
[English]

Mr. Brian Gilroy: We updated those numbers from the original
brief. Quebec has received just 50% and British Columbia 54%,
with Ontario and the Atlantic around 78%, but, yes, there is still a
critical shortage of workers on some farms.
[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: Thank you very much for confirming these
numbers.

The other question I'm going to ask you is also about foreign
workers.

The federal government announced direct assistance of $1,500
per foreign worker some time ago because it decided to ignore its
responsibility to manage quarantines and delegate the task to pro‐
ducers. In the presentation, the $1,500 was announced as a kind of
lump sum: you get a foreign worker, you get $1,500.

However, according to comments received from producers, there
is a deadline for submitting the application. Invoices and proof of
expenses would have to be provided, and the $1,500 would now be
a hard maximum to obtain.

Could you talk to me about that? Have you heard anything from
your producers about it?
[English]

Mr. Jan VanderHout: I'm a greenhouse cucumber grower, and
we hire Mexican workers through both the SAWP and TFW pro‐
gram, and even today we have workers in isolation.

There are a few parts to that question. One part is we are paying
the workers while they're in isolation. That comes to about $900.
The other $600 is difficult to assign very specifically. I believe it
should be a $1,500 flat rate per worker. This would help us deal
with offsetting some of the hidden costs associated with isolating
the workers.
[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: From what I understand, farmers are already
having a tough time of it right now. They wouldn't want to have to
fill out the paperwork. They do not need that. They would like to
receive $1,500 every time they receive a foreign worker, to com‐
pensate not only for the fact that they had to pay him during the
quarantine, but also for all the organization that this requires, not to
mention the airfare that was more expensive and the arrival of the

workers that was delayed. We agree on that very well. I hope the
government people will get that message, because I am a little dis‐
appointed with the opinion of the producers on this issue.

My next question is for Mr. Keenan.

Mr. Keenan, you mentioned that the money that would be grant‐
ed should be distributed to the provinces, including Quebec, be‐
cause they are the governments that are closest to the people and
are aware of the needs.

Can you explain to me what you mean when you say that?

[English]

Mr. Ray Keenan: I think the problem is that the vehicle the fed‐
eral government uses to move money quickly and efficiently gets to
be very cumbersome. About a year ago, we had a situation in
Prince Edward Island when we had applied for AgriRecovery. It's a
long process to get that money, but when you do get it, it's a very
efficient way of distributing the money because it comes to the
province.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Keenan.

Now we will go to Mr. MacGregor for up to six minutes.

● (1455)

Mr. Alistair MacGregor (Cowichan—Malahat—Langford,
NDP): Thank you very much, Chair.

Thank you to our witnesses for appearing before our committee.
It's good to see some familiar faces in our virtual world.

I'll start with the Canadian Horticultural Council

Concerning the temporary foreign workers, in your opening
statement you gave different figures from what the government pre‐
sented because you said the government's figures seem a little high‐
er than they should be because March and April are combined. Did
I hear that correctly?

Mr. Brian Gilroy: Yes, that's correct. The April numbers that are
quoted, when compared to last year, aren't the same. It's not apples
and apples. On March 17, I think, the workers stopped coming, and
those workers from March 17 to the end of the month, plus the
April workers, were due to come in.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: The government has painted a slightly
rosier picture than the reality on the ground for your members;
however, we want to look at ways we can address this problem ef‐
fectively.
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Where in your mind is the main problem coming from? Are we
finding the delays because airline travel has collapsed or because
our workers are afraid of coming to Canada because they're afraid
of risking exposure to the virus? Is it still too much paperwork?
Where can we find room for more improvement to ensure that we
have a reliable labour pool for our producers in the upcoming
months?

Mr. Brian Gilroy: From my point of view, the Canadian govern‐
ment has really focused on how important these workers are and is
doing everything it can to get the workers here. Some of the issues
are related to supply countries. Mexico is in a real mess; its com‐
puters were hacked just before COVID hit, and that's created all
sorts of issues. Guatemala is used a lot, and they were very slow
coming on stream, but that has started.

I give a big thank you to Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and
all related ministries for the work on that file. We're just stating that
it's not quite as good as they say it is.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Okay, that's good to know. We need to
deal with the facts.

Ron, I'll turn to you and the Canadian Produce Marketing Asso‐
ciation. I'm glad to hear in your opening statement your mentioning
the deemed trust, the Perishable Agricultural Commodities Act.
Correct me if I'm wrong; I believe in the last Parliament we had
unanimous recommendations for such a body from two standing
committees.

Mr. Ron Lemaire: Yes, we did, and the industry thought we
would be moving forward. We're hopeful with the current govern‐
ment and the current pandemic situation that people will see the
need.

We've identified how amazingly quickly legislation can move
forward and be approved. I think this is essential; I think our sector
needs it immediately; and, as I mentioned earlier, we're going to see
bankruptcies. We're seeing them already in the U.S., if we look at it
in a North American scope. We will see them start coming down
the pipe as companies cannot meet their commitments, cannot open
their doors or decide not to plant; there are a range of variables
here. We need to have some backstop there so that they are able to,
if selling into a company that's gone bankrupt, be considered a se‐
cured creditor.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Can you very briefly, because I want
to get another question in, tell me why the existing government pro‐
grams are not adequate? When we asked the government in the pre‐
vious Parliament, they said that they were working on something
and that there were existing provisions. Why is that inadequate, and
why do we have to move to a deemed trust?

Mr. Ron Lemaire: In short, the other programs don't satisfy the
bankruptcy issue.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: I will happily remind the government
that we still have this issue and hopefully we can use this crisis to
really illustrate the position that your industry is in and really move
ahead with that, so thank you for those comments.

My last question will be to the United Potato Growers of Canada.
Mr. MacIsaac, you really illustrated the tremendous hurdles that
your industry is facing right now. There are a lot of options, and

none of them look really good. I know the government has come
forward with that $50 million, and it's welcome, but we may need
to see more.

I'm just looking at the Herculean efforts we need to employ to
move 760 million pounds of potatoes. How do we go about doing
that? Do we need to employ a large-scale freight service? It may
not all be able to be used as food, but one thing is for sure: those
potatoes can't remain where they are.

● (1500)

Mr. Kevin MacIsaac: That's very true. The issue is that it has to
be done right now, because we're heading into another growing sea‐
son. Potatoes like this are being removed from storage and used in
some other way, and it can cause problems for our new crop com‐
ing on. That's our concern, but it's a task that can be done. It's a
costly one to do, but that's why we need some funding to do it.

The most important thing is that we need to get that material re‐
moved from the marketplace now. New crop will soon be coming
on in B.C. and in Ontario in a very short amount of time, so we
need to have that gone.

The Chair: Time is up, thank you.

That's it for this panel. I want to thank the Canadian Horticultural
Council, the Canadian Produce Marketing Association and the
United Potato Growers of Canada for this very interesting conver‐
sation.

If everybody can set their clock and be back in five minutes,
we'll start the second panel.

Thank you all.

● (1500)
_____________________(Pause)_____________________

● (1505)

The Chair: Welcome back, everyone.

I'd just like to make a few comments for the benefit of the new
witnesses.

Before speaking, please wait until I recognize you by name.
When you are ready to speak, you can click on the microphone icon
to activate it.

Also, interpretation in this video conference will work very much
as it does in a regular committee meeting. You have the choice at
the bottom of your screen of either floor, English or French. When
you intervene, please make sure your language channel is set to the
language you intend to speak, and not the floor. This is very impor‐
tant. It will reduce the number of times we need to stop because the
interpretation is inaudible for the participants, and it will maximize
the time we spend exchanging with each other.

When you're not speaking, please put your microphone on mute.
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I would now like to welcome our witnesses for this second hour.

We have from Bio-En Power Inc., Mr. Earl Brubacher, manager.

From Food & Consumer Products of Canada, we have Carla
Ventin, senior vice-president, government relations.

From Whyte's Foods Inc., we have Elisabeth Kawaja, president;
and Philippe Blondin, vice-president.

Welcome to you all. We will start with up to 10 minutes for
opening statements, beginning with Food & Consumer Products of
Canada.

Ms. Ventin, go ahead, please.
Ms. Carla Ventin (Senior Vice-President, Government Rela‐

tions, Food & Consumer Products of Canada): Thank you, Mr.
Chair and members of the committee for the opportunity to present
to you today to provide insights into the study on the Canadian re‐
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic. My name is Carla Ventin, and I
am the senior vice-president of government relations for Food &
Consumer Products of Canada, based here in Ottawa.

For nearly 60 years, our national industry association has been
representing the companies that manufacture and distribute the ma‐
jority of the food, beverage and consumer goods found on store
shelves, in restaurants and in people’s homes.

Our member companies range from small, independently and
privately owned companies to large global multinationals, together
making about 85% of the products available on grocery and drug‐
store shelves. FCPC’s membership is truly national, providing val‐
ue-added jobs to urban and rural Canadians in almost every federal
riding of the country.

The food and beverage manufacturing sector is the largest manu‐
facturing employer in Canada. The industry employs more than
300,000 Canadians in high-quality middle-class jobs from coast to
coast.

We commend the government on its openness and timeliness in
its response to the exceptional circumstances presented by
COVID-19. Throughout the pandemic, we have appreciated work‐
ing collaboratively with the government, and we look forward to
playing a central role in Canada’s economic recovery.

We appreciate the government’s public recognition at the highest
levels of the importance of the 300,000 workers in the food manu‐
facturing industry across Canada and its formal recognition of gro‐
cery, pharmacies, convenience and pet food stores as critical infras‐
tructure. This helps to motivate workers in our industry, and it pro‐
vides the necessary reassurances to our members to allow them to
plan and operate during this unpredictable period.

With our highly integrated North American industry, we are
pleased with the government’s commitment to keeping the border
open to allow for the free flow of ingredients, products and essen‐
tial workers. Our members also welcome the government’s efforts
to allow for the entry of temporary foreign workers and equipment
technicians.

In response to COVID-19, our member companies have pivoted
and stepped up to the plate to provide essential products on Canadi‐

an grocery and drugstore shelves. However, since March, our mem‐
bers have faced immediate and unprecedented challenges, costs and
uncertainties that jeopardize the industry’s long-term viability.

Costs associated with the compliance of new health and safety
measures for workers, the purchasing of personal protective equip‐
ment, the closure of restaurants, and training of new employees
have all risen significantly. As well, the growing uncertainty in se‐
curing access to ingredients, packaging, people and PPE has re‐
vealed significant and deep-rooted vulnerabilities in the supply
chain. These mounting costs and growing uncertainties are not sus‐
tainable.

We recently conducted a survey with our members that captures
these concerns, costs and impacts. Let's consider a few. Over 50%
experience up to a 25% reduction in productivity due to COVID-19
mitigation measures. Seventy-five per cent experienced moderate to
significant input cost increases. Twenty-five per cent to 30% antici‐
pate raw material shortages. Thirty-five per cent reported experi‐
encing PPE shortages. Seventy-five per cent are experiencing in‐
creased absenteeism in plants, and 40% expect significant training
costs as a result.

We are pleased that some of these concerns have been addressed
by the government’s $77.5 million announcement on May 5. We
believe that this a positive step forward.

We are also pleased that the Prime Minister acknowledged that
this represents an initial announcement and that more remains to be
done. However, we are really concerned that the $77.5 million
won't even cover the costs already incurred by the primary meat
processors, leaving nothing else for the rest of the industry that re‐
lies on these very ingredients.

● (1510)

We need to work urgently with the government to secure addi‐
tional and immediate funds to cover mounting pandemic-related
costs, which are needed now for our members to keep the doors
open and provide food for Canadians.
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The challenges that existed before COVID-19 have only gotten
worse. Access to labour is the prime example. Before the pandem‐
ic, there were approximately 10,000 vacancies in the food and bev‐
erage manufacturing sector, and this has only gotten worse. While
we appreciate the efforts of the government to introduce relief for
affected Canadians, the Canada emergency relief benefit, or CERB,
has had an adverse impact on members' ability to fill positions. We
wish to partner with the government on a program to help incen‐
tivize Canadians to work in our industry.

We'd also like to see additional financial incentives, like a wage
top-up or hero's pay for workers in our sector, as well as a retroac‐
tive removal of income tax for wage top-ups provided by the pri‐
vate sector. While we appreciate the government's financial com‐
mitment of $3 billion on May 7 to provide a wage top-up to essen‐
tial workers, we also urge the federal government to encourage the
provinces to include our industry.

In order to improve our industry's productivity levels, we not on‐
ly require readily available labour, but we also need to ensure that
the workforce we recruit is properly trained. We require support to
offset these training costs, which can vary from $2,000 for a pro‐
duction line worker to $5,000 for a highly skilled specialized work‐
er. We therefore suggest an employer training tax credit worth $29
million.

In order to ensure that Canadians continue to have access to es‐
sential products on store shelves, we need to work together on a
whole-of-government economic recovery plan. With such a signifi‐
cant economic footprint in Canada, it will be critical for our indus‐
try to play a central role in rebuilding Canada's economy. The gov‐
ernment will need to focus on investments that help build a robust
and competitive food and consumer product manufacturing sector,
in addition to creating domestic capacity to supply the ongoing in‐
creased need for PPE and hand sanitizer.

Part of this will need to involve a serious conversation about the
significant government-imposed regulatory costs. We are specifi‐
cally referring to proposed labelling costs, including front-of-pack‐
age labelling and potential service fees.

Prior to COVID-19, Health Canada was proposing unprecedent‐
ed changes to the way our industry makes, packages and sells prod‐
ucts. While we support regulations that improve public health and
product safety, we are concerned about the host of costly regulatory
proposals that do not contribute to these objectives. A comprehen‐
sive re-evaluation or rethink of the regulatory agenda in Canada, in
collaboration with industry, will be needed.

It's important to note that in the weeks ahead it will be harder
than ever to attract and keep investment here in Canada, as other
countries are looking to repatriate manufacturing and become more
self-reliant. We are already seeing growing pressure for companies
in Canada to leave and take their jobs with them. We can't let this
happen. Canada needs to step up and build a robust manufacturing
sector that provides incentives for companies to stay and create jobs
for Canadians.

In summary, our recommendations include the following:

Number one is for emergency funds to help offset COVID-relat‐
ed costs incurred by our industry, the food manufacturers.

Number two is to develop a program to incentivize unemployed
Canadians to fill the existing 10,000 vacancies in the food manu‐
facturing industry.

Number three is to work together to upskill and transition unem‐
ployed Canadians with the creation of a $29-million employer
training tax credit.

Number four is to ensure that international trade, especially with
our southern partner, is rules-based and science-based, and allows
for the predictable flow of ingredients, products and people.

Number five is to develop a domestic manufacturing strategy in
collaboration with industry and provincial governments that builds
a robust consumer products and PPE manufacturing sector in
Canada.

Thank you.

● (1515)

The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Ventin.

Now we'll go to Whyte's Foods Incorporated. Elisabeth Kawaja
and Mr. Philippe Blondin, between you, you have up to 10 minutes.
Go ahead.

Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja (President, Whyte's Foods Inc.): Thank
you, everyone.

First, I would like to thank the members of the committee for
inviting Whyte's Foods here today. It's an honour for Philippe
Blondin and me to be able to share this information with you and
hopefully represent the voice of our industry.

We are the largest pickle and pepper manufacturer in Canada,
and are also sadly one of the last. Our company began just outside
Montreal in 1892. Since that time, we have not only been manufac‐
turing and selling food to the Canadian market, but we have been
employers, buyers and charitable givers to our community.

Since our company was founded, we've purchased the Mrs.
Whyte's brand, the Coronation brand from Kraft Foods, and finally
the Strub's brand in 2012 out of bankruptcy. Each of these pickle
and pepper manufacturers struggled to remain alive in Canada for
decades prior to our acquisition of them. In 2011, the Bick's brand
left Canada and moved to the United States. We are, in effect, the
last one standing in our industry.
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Two years ago we decided to open a new facility. We saw many
advantages to operating south of the border, including lower mini‐
mum wages and often less restrictive business environments; how‐
ever, we chose to stay in Canada. We have always chosen Canada.
We are now, as I said, more or less the only ones left in Canada in
our industry, and we are so proud to still be here.

Our relationship to the communities in which we work runs
deep. In Saint-Louis, we are the town's largest employer. In Wal‐
laceburg, we're providing jobs in a previously extremely underem‐
ployed region of Chatham-Kent. We buy from local farmers and
view ourselves as members of the community. We have always tak‐
en our role as corporate citizen extremely seriously. We support lo‐
cal charities both financially and with our human resources. With‐
out us, jobs in the cities in which we operate would be lost. Many
Quebec and Ontario farmers would be unable to sell their crops,
and the communities we call our own would suffer significantly.

The agriculture and agri-food sectors are Canada's largest em‐
ployers. It's easy to forget this from our urban centres, but we are
the engine of our national economy and we are rooted in our na‐
tional identity. Imagine the Canadian landscape without our farmers
and without our rural communities. We're here today to make clear
that an omission to help us during this challenging time will make
that sad vision a reality: a Canada with far fewer farmers, with sig‐
nificant unemployment, with rural decay, and with an entirely im‐
ported food supply.

Starting a business like ours takes significant investment and, for
those who are not as committed to Canada and to our farmers as we
are, there is little reason to be here. Operating out of Ohio or Michi‐
gan is cheaper and provides easy access to our markets. Without the
support of our government, losses that result from the pandemic to
the agri-food sector will not likely be gained back in years to come.
As we at Whyte's are pivoting to be retail packers, Canada will be
forced to pivot into being exclusively an importer of agricultural
goods. I hope you agree with us that this is not the Canada any of
us recognizes or desires.

As a company that views itself as a community member, we pri‐
oritize the safety of our team above all else. We have slowed pro‐
duction in order to maintain social distance, bought as much PPE as
we could and engaged in training and safety precautions every‐
where possible. This is costly and time-consuming. We, like all of
you, are aware not only of the closure of meat-packing plants in
Canada, but also of many non-meat food manufacturers in the Unit‐
ed States that have closed due to COVID but have received less
press.

The risks of the virus hitting our plant, and us having to shut our
doors during crop, are very real. We are doing all we can to avoid
this, and to make our team feel safe coming to work each day. We
would have it no other way, but we need help to continue to do this.
We have invested $52 million in our facilities in Canada in the last
few years, including $23 million in our new facility in Chatham-
Kent.

Prime Minister Trudeau recently said that more needs to be done,
when he referred to the programs being offered to sustain the agri‐
cultural industry in Canada. We are here to echo very clearly that
yes, indeed, more needs to be done. We have lost our food-service
sector, which has left companies like ours to fight in a crazy game

of survival in which we are forced to become almost entirely retail
providers.

● (1520)

As anyone who understands food manufacturing knows, this is
neither easy nor cheap. We are facing staggering wage increases to
combat current unemployment subsidies, and receiving notifica‐
tions from retailers about their commitment to maintaining current
prices. We have inventory that was planned for restaurants but that
will go to waste. We are awaiting a rapidly approaching single an‐
nual crop in Canada and have neither the manpower nor the re‐
sources to equip ourselves to process it in time. This likely means
that the shelves of our grocery stores will see shortages as we move
into the fall. I would encourage you to look through the middle
aisles of your grocery store and note how many items require prod‐
uct from local farmers and food processors like us. Any company
like ours that produces both retail and food service, which is most
of us, is very likely to be unable to transition quickly enough to fill
those shelves and replace the food service business we have lost.
Add to this that profits from food service sales are gone and you
can begin to imagine our reality: lost margins, massive operational
expenses as we transition, increased wage costs and wage short‐
ages, inventory going into the garbage and little room to increase
prices.

The natural conclusion to this is empty shelves, the destruction
of our agri-food industry, significant damage to growers and even‐
tually the loss of rural life. I don't mean to sound bleak, but hungry
Canadians and deserted rural towns are the inevitable final chapter
of this story if we are not afforded assistance. This assistance needs
to be both generous and swift. Our crop is around the corner, and it
doesn't come back for another year.
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As a result of our large investment in a new plant in southwest‐
ern Ontario, we were proudly able to bring a great deal of business
back to Canada that was lost to the United States many years ago.
Due to this recent growth, and the metric currently used to assess
wage subsidies, we cannot qualify for programs like the 75% wage
subsidy. We have lost over 40% of our sales compared with last
year, but this truth is hidden by the growth brought from our new
facility; in other words, what appears to be sales growth is in fact
not growth at all when one considers the expenses incurred in the
last few months to accommodate much greater growth. Our costs
continue to be in line with this anticipated growth from our new fa‐
cility. We have lost almost all food service sales and are therefore
left at a very significant loss, with no government help.

We ask that the parameters around certain programs be more
flexible so they can be fair to everyone. Companies like ours that
have invested in growth in Canada and are providing more jobs and
supporting more growers in Canada than last year cannot be mea‐
sured against last year’s pre-expansion sales. We need to be mea‐
sured against what the reasonable growth expectations were when
we built a new facility and invested so heavily in Canada. The cur‐
rent metric effectively penalizes us for providing additional jobs
and buying more from our farmers. Companies with no planned
growth are rewarded for cutting jobs and losing sales. This was not
the intent of the wage subsidy, but it is certainly the result of the
current system.

In conclusion, we are asking our government for help to cover
the costs of wage increases, the changes we made to our operations
to accommodate more retail production, the crop we paid for and
cannot use, the lost food service inventory and for keeping our team
safe. I am asking for help not because this is all about money, but
because this business is full of people that my family have worked
with for 20, 30, and even 40 years in some cases. These are people
I consider friends and care about deeply. This is not just a numbers
game: These are human beings who have worked hard their whole
lives, who love their work and the community of growers and cus‐
tomers we have all known for a lifetime.

I received an email recently from a colleague who has worked in
our plant in Laval for over 30 years. She asked us not to give up on
them, because they need us right now, so today I pass along her
message: We need you, the Canadian government, on behalf of the
Canadian people, to decide that agri-producers, growers, rural com‐
munities and the Canadian food supply chain matter enough to keep
us alive, and that we, as a company full of loyal, hard-working,
smart people, deserve to survive this pandemic.

Thank you for your time.
● (1525)

The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Kawaja.

Go ahead, Mr. Brubacher, for up to 10 minutes.
Mr. Earl Brubacher (Manager, Operations, Bio-En Power

Inc.): We're a private company, and we're at the other end of the
scale of what everybody's talking about, which is supplying food to
the population. We are on the other end, where we receive food
waste, organic waste, from agri-food waste, processors, grocery
stores, outdated products and curbside green bin waste. We put it
through a process to extract all the inorganic material. We use the

food slurry to make renewable energy under the renewable energy
program. It's the same as windmills, solar systems, etc.

We get all this food waste, and our volume has actually gone up
with COVID-19, because more people are eating at home. We get
more curbside waste than we did before. We've isolated our shifts
to two different shifts to separate the workers, and we've locked the
plant so the delivery trucks and our people are never in the same
space—

● (1530)

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: On a point of order, Mr. Chair.

I apologize for interrupting the witness.

The Chair: I'm listening, Mr. Perron.

Mr. Yves Perron: The French interpretation is particularly
painful today, and we're having trouble following it. And for the
past 30 or 60 seconds, there has not been any at all.

The Chair: Yes, I just received a call from the clerk.

[English]

I'm sorry, Mr. Brubacher. We're going to have to cut it short be‐
cause the translators cannot hear with the quality of the voice at this
stage. We really apologize for that, but we're going to have to cut it
here, because we do have to provide translation.

Again, thank you for being here. Maybe we'll have a chance
some other time to hear your testimony.

Mr. Earl Brubacher: Okay.

The Chair: With that, we'll go to our rounds of questions.

Ms. Rood, you are up for six minutes. Go ahead.

Ms. Lianne Rood: Thank you, Mr. Chair, and also to the wit‐
nesses for their presentations today.

Ms. Kawaja and Mr. Blondin, I just want to say, coming from
Lambton-Kent-Middlesex, where you've opened your new plant,
your new facility, in Wallaceburg in my riding, that I know it's been
a great addition to the economy there. Wallaceburg has been hurt‐
ing for many years. It was great to see that kind of investment. I be‐
lieve you said that $23 million was invested in that processing
plant.
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The community was excited about these direct new jobs that
would come from this processing plant. Also, it was not just about
jobs in the processing plant. The farmers were then able to supply
you with the produce—like you said, the cucumbers for pickling,
the peppers—and they were so excited. I've heard from some of the
farmers in my riding who have said that it's great because they can
cut down on their costs and they don't have to freight their products
to the United States any longer.

As you said, most of the pickling cucumbers go to the U.S. to be
processed, so to be able to ship them in Canada and keep our crops
here in Canada has been great. We've seen huge reductions on
freight from this. It's great to see it freshly harvested from the field
and going straight from the field to the factory, whether it's in Wal‐
laceburg or Quebec. Thank you for that investment in our commu‐
nity.

I just wanted to touch on what you said, which was that you've
had a hard time with labour, and that's also been a bit of a factor.
I'm wondering, with the new programs that have been announced....
I'm not sure how much you rely on students for your labour, but we
as a party proposed a plan to try to get students involved in agricul‐
ture or agri-processing, because we obviously want to secure our
food supply and keep businesses such as yours here in Canada.
Would that program be helpful for you if we could match students
with jobs in the industry? What is it looking like as far as getting
the labour force out there goes?

Also, for the farmers who you deal with on a yearly basis, obvi‐
ously with production going to be down.... You've alluded to a lot
of health and safety processes that have to happen, which slow
down production and mean that you can't produce as much through
the facility. Also, you rely heavily on food service distribution
products versus retail products. How is that going to affect the
farmers and their supply chain, knowing that they planned their
crop months ago and that at this point they're getting stuff in the
ground right now?

Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: I will ask Philippe to address that, be‐
cause I think he's probably best equipped, if that's okay.

The Chair: Go ahead.
Mr. Philippe Blondin (Vice-President of Procurement,

Whyte's Foods Inc.): With regard to the supply from growers in
Ontario, so far the only thing we've changed is that we've had to
buy smaller-sized cucumbers. We've cancelled some contracts with
pepper growers, because we're carrying some excess inventory that
we cannot afford to replace right now.

In general, the requirement is more for retail. With what we've
lost on food service, we've gained some on the retail side. We're
still going to buy quite a bit of stock from Ontario.

Labour has been a big issue, and it's still a big issue, not only be‐
cause of the government program for people who don't have jobs,
but also from the fact that day care centres and schools are closed.
Some of the employees need to stay home to take care of their fam‐
ilies. That's been one of the biggest challenges we've had.

We haven't have any cases of COVID-19 in the Wallaceburg
plant, but if we get people who have symptoms of the flu, we usual‐
ly send them home. We don't want to take any chances that they

could be contaminating anybody else. We want to keep the business
going.

We've had issues with supply from Mexico. They have closed
some regions, where workers cannot go to the fields to harvest,
which is reducing our supply right now.

This is pretty much where we stand.

● (1535)

Ms. Lianne Rood: Great, thank you.

I appreciate your motto to pack as much as possible...to support
Canadian farmers. As we go through this pandemic, we are appre‐
ciative of companies that rely on Canadian product to keep our
food security going.

I have another question.

You mentioned that you sell to a lot of restaurants. We are seeing
a lot of these small businesses struggling right now to pay their
bills.

I'm wondering how are you able to cope and if you have experi‐
enced any bad debt from restaurants with their not being able to pay
their bills during this pandemic for product that has already been
shipped. I know that in this industry a lot of things are paid for lat‐
er, after consumption.

If you could fill us in on that, it would be great.

Mr. Philippe Blondin: I can give two bits of information on this.

Number one is that a lot of our customers are still not open, so
it's very hard to contact them or to get any payment. We're follow‐
ing that closely. We expect that the bad debts will probably be pret‐
ty high. We have a lot of companies in the greater Montreal area
and also in Toronto, and we still don't know when they are going to
reopen.

Also because of the summer crop, like you said, we try to pack
as much as possible.... Honestly, right now we have more orders
than we can fill, and even more orders than we have capacity in the
summertime to do. We will be running at full capacity.

We have also built up inventory that we need to move before
crop. We have a lot of inventory right now that has a shorter shelf
life—less than a year. We expect a lot of that is going to go to
waste, because we're not going to be able to sell it before we get the
food services business back.

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Blondin, and thank you, Ms. Rood.

Now we will go to Mr. Kody Blois, for up to six minutes.

Go ahead, Mr. Blois.
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Mr. Kody Blois (Kings—Hants, Lib.): Thank you, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to all of our witnesses, and certainly, Mr. Brubacher,
for the attempt....

My first questions are for Ms. Kawaja.
Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: Yes.
Mr. Kody Blois: Obviously we're seeing challenges of differing

degrees in the agriculture sector. Certainly we've had some testimo‐
ny to this committee about some success stories of local companies
and things like that.

You mentioned the wage subsidy.

Are there any other federal programs that you have been able to
take advantage of, including perhaps the Canada emergency busi‐
ness account?

Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: So far, there have not been any. I think
there was a minor wage subsidy that didn't add up to much of any
consequence—certainly not the 75% wage subsidy—and there have
been no other options in terms of government assistance to this
point.

So no, and we're in significant need of some....
Mr. Kody Blois: What is your payroll each year, relatively?
Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: I can submit that information to you lat‐

er on, if that's okay.
Mr. Kody Blois: I'm curious about the size of your company.

Obviously the Canada emergency business account is open to those
who have a wage payroll of between $20,000 and $1.5 million, and
at least that would be $40,000.

I am just curious. Certainly there have been a lot of businesses in
the agri-food industry that have taken advantage of it. Maybe your
payroll is over $1.5 million, but I certainly want to steer you to—

Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: It's over $1.5 million.
Mr. Kody Blois: It's over $1.5 million?
Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: Yes. We have about 350 employees, and

fully staffed in Wallaceburg, it will about 500 employees.
Mr. Kody Blois: I want to talk to you about the labour program.

Was labour a challenge before COVID-19 for your business gener‐
ally? You mentioned you had 350 employees, but I assume these
sectors are challenging at the best of times.

Ms. Elisabeth Kawaja: We're new in Chatham-Kent, so there's
that. It's hard to answer.

I'll let Philippe answer in terms of Quebec; he deals with it more
closely than I do. Although I can certainly answer, I'd love to hear
his thoughts on it, if that's okay.
● (1540)

Mr. Philippe Blondin: I can answer you. For Wallaceburg, I can
give you an idea. We did an open house at the beginning of last
summer in 2019, and in two days we had 600 people show up to
give their resumés for a job. It was very interesting in that region.
We were told before we were sent there that getting employees
would be much easier than in another region just because there
were a lot of job losses in the last 10 to 15 years.

In Quebec it's been hard. It's been hard on our two plants. There's
a lot of competition around, and now what it's doing is basically
forcing us to pay more money to get the employees. In the Wallace‐
burg region, the biggest challenge now is really, like I said, day
cares and schools being closed. Concerning the program from the
federal government of $2,000 per month, people would rather take
the money and stay home than come to work. We see even regular
employees we have who decided to take it. They say they're scared
to work, but we've been supplying them all the equipment neces‐
sary to work in a safe environment.

Mr. Kody Blois: We've heard this testimony from other folks re‐
garding the emergency response benefit.

What would you propose, then, in terms of the government? Ob‐
viously there may be some situations where people may be taking
advantage of the benefit, but for the most part, there are a lot of
Canadians who are in need. Is it your position that it shouldn't have
been introduced? What exactly would you have liked to see?

Mr. Philippe Blondin: It's difficult, because I think there was a
real need for people to get some money if they lost their job. In our
case, it was not necessarily people losing their job; it's people
who.... I don't want to interpret everything, but we know for a fact
that in some cases people are just taking the time off. We know that
other people have to take care of kids, they have take care of their
parents or they have people at home who may have an immune sys‐
tem that's not as strong, but we're an area where there are pretty
much no cases, and we're putting in place all the protective gear
and safety measures we can.

It's a very difficult question to answer. There's a need for it, but
there's also a need to help companies to keep their people working.

Mr. Kody Blois: Mr. Chair, how much time do I have?

The Chair: You have roughly a minute and 40 seconds.

Mr. Kody Blois: I'll move over to Ms. Ventin.

Thank you for your testimony as well. With regard to the stake‐
holders you represent, we know there are challenges. Can you
speak to how some of the businesses are pivoting or being able to
make changes as a result of COVID-19?

Ms. Carla Ventin: First of all, we've seen a huge increase in de‐
mand. As was stated earlier, there's been a loss in the food service
market, so our members have had to cope with losses on that front
and rechannel. But really, there's increased demand and they've had
to work with very difficult supply chains, disruptions to the flow of
ingredients, packaging and inability to secure PPE.
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They've been doing this in the context of already having labour
shortages within the sector. Before COVID-19 hit, there was a
10,000-person vacancy in the food and beverage manufacturing
sector in Canada. This only got worse. If you put it into context, all
of a sudden there's COVID-19, and people are stocking up and buy‐
ing a lot of products on store shelves, so our members are respond‐
ing to that at a time when their supplies coming in are unpre‐
dictable.

The Chair: Thank you, Ms. Ventin. Unfortunately, we're out of
time.
[Translation]

Thank you, Mr. Blois.

Mr. Perron, you have the floor for six minutes.
Mr. Yves Perron: Thank you very much.

I thank the witnesses for being here.

I'm sorry, Mr. Brubacher, I will try to give you the floor for two
minutes at the end.

The issue raised by the witnesses today concerns workers.

Ms. Ventin, you talked about an incentive program for the unem‐
ployed, benefits for students, and a training credit to help your busi‐
nesses.

Do you think that the benefits should be adjusted according to
people's availability, so that they don't lose the whole amount at
once? We had proposed that for the student benefit. In a nutshell,
do you think that could be a solution?
● (1545)

[English]
Ms. Carla Ventin: First of all, just going back to the Canada

emergency response benefit, the CERB, I think it was good that the
government acted very quickly and responded to the huge demand
and serious financial challenges faced by Canadians. We absolutely
recognize that. However, the impact of this is that fewer Canadians
are now applying for the jobs that are now vacant in food manufac‐
turing facilities, including production line jobs. One company re‐
cently told me that they have a 50% decrease in—
[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: Ms. Ventin, do you not think that modulating
benefits, as in the case of employment insurance, where the amount
received is gradually reduced, could have been a solution? Do you
think that makes sense?
[English]

Ms. Carla Ventin: Are you referring to the Canada emergency
response benefit in particular, that government program?
[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: I'm thinking of the Canada Emergency Bene‐
fit, including the one for students. We could modulate the amounts
instead of having recipients lose the entire benefit all at once as
soon as they earn more than $1,000. If we were to lower the
amounts progressively, as we do for regular employment insurance
benefits, would that help?

[English]

Ms. Carla Ventin: What we would like to see—and I think the
government is on the right track—is a wage top-up to incentivize
people to work in our industry. We would like to see those wage
top-ups not only go to health care workers, who are absolutely es‐
sential, but also to food workers. We understand that it's up to the
provinces to make that decision. We would like provinces to take
the lead like P.E.I. did and provide wage top-ups to workers in our
industry. In addition, we should retroactively remove the income
tax on wage top-ups provided by the private sector. Instead, we
should look at it as more incentivizing Canadians to—

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: I understand.

You also talked about the proposed $77.5 million, saying that
this amount has already been spent and that it covers virtually none
of your needs. You mentioned that it was high time the government
announced new investments. However, is it not getting too late for
that? Are you afraid of business closures?

[English]

Ms. Carla Ventin: I think we're at a critical time right now.

First of all, we absolutely support funding primary producers and
primary processors. Our member companies use the very ingredi‐
ents in meat processing facilities and put them into packages for
store shelves.

It is a critical time. What we are seeing now is an increasing fo‐
cus on food security and self-reliance, and not just in this country.
Other countries are doing the same thing. Policies are being intro‐
duced that are trying to repatriate manufacturing. We are very con‐
cerned about companies leaving this country and deciding to manu‐
facture in other countries. Once these companies are gone, they're
not coming back.

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: Thank you, Ms. Ventin.

My next question is for you, Mr. Blondin. It deals with the same
subject, that is, the very marginal assistance currently provided by
Canada to the agricultural and manufacturing sectors, among oth‐
ers, compared to what is being done elsewhere. Earlier, Ms. Kawaja
talked about her pride in seeing that your company is the only one
of its kind remaining in Canada and her fear that it will cease its
activities or relocate them abroad. Can you tell me about the urgen‐
cy of the need for action and the significant gap that exists between
the assistance offered in neighbouring countries and that offered by
Canada?

Mr. Philippe Blondin: I don't necessarily want to compare us to
our neighbours. Instead, I'm going to talk about the help that is
available in Canada right now.
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We talked about the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy, which
covers 75% of a company's wages. In terms of our company, we
have lost over 40% of our sales. On the other hand, we built a new
plant. When you add up the numbers, it looks like our sales are in‐
creasing, but they are not. So we're losing that portion of our rev‐
enue.

In addition, we have already increased the wages of employees at
our Ontario plant by $2 per hour. We have also added a retention
bonus of $3 per hour that is paid at the end of the month if employ‐
ees have worked the entire month. These bonuses are in excess of a
30% wage increase. So we think the criteria should be expanded a
little bit. The government should understand that companies like
ours are investing to create new jobs. As such, we should be able to
benefit from the same assistance that the government offers to pre‐
serve current jobs.
● (1550)

The Chair: Thank you, Mr. Blondin and Mr. Perron.

Mr. MacGregor, you have the floor for six minutes.
[English]

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Thank you very much, Mr. Chair.

Thank you to our witnesses for appearing today.

Ms. Ventin, maybe I'll start with you, Food & Consumer Prod‐
ucts of Canada. I'll continue along the line of questioning you've al‐
ready received. You mentioned that the CERB ran the risk of disin‐
centivizing workers. However, when I speak to workers, and not
only in my riding but across Canada, they're getting mixed mes‐
sages, especially the ones in the essential services industries. We
have seen massive COVID-19 outbreaks in some food processing
centres. They're getting messages from public health officials that
physical distancing measures are very much in place. Some of them
also may have family members at home with compromised immune
systems or may be in regular contact with elderly relatives. The
CERB is $2,000 a month. If you look at the average costs of a
Canadian household, that doesn't really stretch all that far.

I appreciate the comments you've made. I'd like to hear your
thoughts from the point of view of the workers and the awkward
position they find themselves in. They feel a lot of pressure to re‐
turn to work, but many, I think, still have very great fears. In some
provinces there are still some very large outbreaks going on.

Ms. Carla Ventin: We're absolutely on the same page here. The
number one priority is to keep Canadians safe, to keep workers
safe. For our member companies, that's absolutely their priority.
They want to keep their workers safe, and they want to keep their
doors open. I think that's really important. Our members have in‐
curred a lot of the costs of taking the health and safety measures
that are necessary, and they are very carefully following the public
health guidelines.

The way we look at it is that incentives are the way to go, so pro‐
viding those top-ups, and not just for the health care workers but al‐
so for workers who make food. It's extremely important. Also if the
private sector wants to provide those top-ups, it needs to be given
some tax incentives to provide those top-ups. We're looking at en‐
couraging those workers.

You know, it's interesting. The challenge of getting Canadians
excited about agriculture and food is really difficult, and that was
the case pre-COVID-19. It's very interesting because we see this is‐
sue only getting worse.

I do have a final point. We do appreciate Ag Canada, and some
of the provinces have really stepped up and have public campaigns
to say that this is an important industry and people should be proud
of working in this industry and to encourage Canadians. We want to
look at incentives to do so.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Thank you for that.

I appreciate also, in your opening statement, that you mentioned
the pressures that your member companies are under due to the in‐
creased costs for personal protective equipment, the training you
now have to go through, the physical distancing, and so on. You did
provide a brief overview of some measures that can be employed.

I'm just wondering. When I go to my local grocery store, I can
now see that it has pretty permanent-looking Plexiglas up. Can you
give me a sense of the gross costs that companies are starting to in‐
cur to install this equipment, any sense of that and what we're look‐
ing at in the months ahead? There is going to be a pretty hefty price
tag to get our workplaces reoriented in this way.

Ms. Carla Ventin: Well, we do represent a diversity of small
and large facilities and different types of processing, so it does real‐
ly matter whether it's vegetable processing, or meat, or further
packaged processing. We are seeing the Plexiglas and other barri‐
ers, or the staggering of shifts, or rather than just one shift having
fewer people but running 24 hours a day. The cost really would de‐
pend, but we do know it is really significant. What we are hearing
from our smaller companies is that it is definitely much more chal‐
lenging for them to pivot and to absorb these costs, which presents
cash-flow challenges.

● (1555)

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Thank you.

I want to go to your comments regarding the wage subsidy, just
to make sure I heard right. I want to make sure you were echoing
what I've heard in my own riding. A lot of the essential industries
have not necessarily seen their gross revenues go down, because
they're still operating, but their costs have absolutely shrunk their
net income. Is that really very much in line with what your industry
members are hearing and why they're still falling through the
cracks of the Canada emergency wage subsidy?
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Ms. Carla Ventin: Yes. We are absolutely seeing that very issue.
It's not necessarily showing in the revenue, but the costs are enor‐
mous and rising. One of the big things—and I think it's across the
sector and across Canada—is the uncertainty. It's very difficult in
planning, and it's not just generally. It's securing those ingredients
that you expect on time. It's maintaining your storage, maintaining
transportation and getting access to PPE. That uncertainty is really
also absorbing a lot of cost and making it a real challenge to oper‐
ate.

Mr. Alistair MacGregor: Thank you.

Maybe for my final question, I would say that I don't think it's
too early for us to start looking into the future at how we're going to
build some resiliency into this system. How are we going to design
our food supply system from farm to fork when the next pandemic
hits? Do you have any thoughts for a long-term vision of how we
build that resilience into our system?

The Chair: Be very quick.
Ms. Carla Ventin: Sure.

I would just say three broad things. First, we need to keep our fa‐
cilities open, and that includes targeted, strategic investments in a
sector as important as food. Second—to your earlier point—we
need to get the workers into the facilities and keep them safe. Final‐
ly, we need to get the product effectively and efficiently to the cus‐
tomer, whether that's the restaurant, the grocery store or the export
market.

The Chair: Thank you very much, Ms. Ventin.

Thank you, Mr. MacGregor.

That is all the time we have.
[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: Mr. Chair, I have a request.
The Chair: You have the floor, Mr. Perron.
Mr. Yves Perron: Could we give Mr. Brubacher a few minutes

to outline his testimony in one or two minutes? The sound might be
better than it was before.

The Chair: The interpreters have already said that the sound was
bad. I apologize to Mr. Brubacher, but you have to have a certain
quality of sound to be able to hear the testimony.

Mr. Yves Perron: Can the witness send us a summary of what
he wanted to tell us? Then we could benefit from his testimony. I
feel sorry for him. I think it's a shame he couldn't finish his testimo‐
ny.

The Chair: That is a very good suggestion, Mr. Perron. I will
ask Mr. Brubacher to send us a summary.
[English]

Again, Mr. Brubacher, we apologize for that. If you want to sub‐
mit a brief, we will certainly take it into consideration in our whole
study. Perhaps another time we can have you in as a witness again.

This completes our time for this panel.

I want to thank our witnesses today: Mr. Brubacher from Bio-En
Power, Carla Ventin from Food & Consumer Products of Canada,

and Elisabeth Kawaja and Philippe Blondin from Whyte's Foods
Inc. Thank you very much for appearing. You're free to go.

I just have some very short business to cover. I want to make
sure this time around, as we agreed, that we will reduce our wit‐
nesses' time for testimony from 10 minutes to seven minutes. Be‐
cause they had already submitted, we could not do it today, but the
next meeting.... It will not be Tuesday, but next Friday, May 22,
with Minister Bibeau present. I think, if that's all correct with you
and there aren't any issues.... I think we had all agreed, but I don't
know if there are any issues or questions on that.

● (1600)

[Translation]

Mr. Yves Perron: I have a question, Mr. Chairman.

Have my colleagues been able to consider my email response? I
suggested that we modify our interventions to allow us to have a
full second round of questions, even if it means having five minutes
instead of six. That would be fair to everyone. That way, there
could be two full rounds of questions.

Have you reviewed this proposal, Mr. Chair?

The Chair: Yes. Since I only received it today, I haven't had a
chance to send your message yet. I'm going to ask everyone if they
want to reduce the time for each party to allow a second round.
That is possible, but I have to have the agreement of all the parties.

Mr. Yves Perron: You can forward my email to my colleagues
for them to read. It's not a problem for me if the decision is not
made today. I invite my colleagues to consider my proposal. This
would allow us to have a second round of questions and, more im‐
portantly, to have full rounds of questions.

I have one more quick question, Mr. Chairman. I know I'm being
a pain today.

In the library document, it says—I hope this is a mistake of inat‐
tention—that the second part of today's meeting was devoted to
small business. Am I mistaken?

The Chair: I'll have to check with the clerk.

Mr. Yves Perron: I hope so, because we have heard representa‐
tives from two major companies. We didn't hear from any small
business representatives. Maybe we should check that next time.

The Chair: I'll do it, Mr. Perron. Next time, we'll add nine or
10 minutes by reducing the time for opening remarks. That may al‐
low us to get to the second round. We'll adjust.

Mr. Yves Perron: You will understand that my concern is not
that we cannot get to the second round, it is that it is incomplete
and that Mr. MacGregor and I cannot speak. I think Mr. MacGre‐
gor, at least, will have no objection.

The Chair: I'll follow up before the next meeting.
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Mr. Yves Perron: All right, thank you.
[English]

The Chair: Okay, are there any other comments or questions for
the witness?

If not, I wish you a really good weekend. Enjoy yourselves and
stay safe. Thanks so much for your participation. Goodbye, every‐
one.
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