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  Ontario Farm Products Marketing Commission 

Vegetables for Processing Industry Consultation Sessions: “Growing a 
Competitive and Prosperous Processing Vegetable Industry in Ontario” 

August 2017 
 

Purpose of Sessions  
As part of the Minister’s Directive, the Ontario Farm Products Marketing held consultation 
sessions with the processing vegetable sector to provide the Commission with an opportunity to 
hear input from processing vegetable stakeholders on what is needed to help their industry 
become more competitive and prosperous in Ontario. The sessions were led and facilitated by 
MNP LLP.  

Attendance Overview by Session 

Session Date Location Total Number 
of Attendees 

No. of 
Growers 

No. of 
Processors 

No. of Other 
Interested 

Parties 

 

August 14 

 

Chatham-
Kent 23 21 1 1 

 

August 15 

 

Chatham-
Kent 14 11 3 0 

 

August 16 

 

London 8 7 1 0 

 

August 18 

 

Guelph 28 7 2 19 

Total N/A 73 46* 7* 20 

*some growers and processors attended more than one session 

The Process 
• The thematic approach (a method used to seek perspectives on key themes contained 

in the discussion paper which was provided to participants) worked very well and 
allowed participants to focus on ideas which impacted all stakeholders in the sector 
(growers, processors, and the commission);  

• Participants appreciated the opportunity to speak freely and to have their perspectives 
heard; and 
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• Discussions included plenary (full group) and small group (table) discussions, with 
highlights and key points shared with the group and facilitator. 

 

Consultation Sessions with Vegetable Processing Industry  
August 14, 15 & 16, 2017 

 

Summary of Stakeholder Discussions/Feedback  
 
Positive Sector Relationships:  

• The sector must begin focusing on succession planning as the average age of 
owners/operators increases. 

• There has been a disconnect between growers and the previous Ontario Processing 
Vegetable Growers (OPVG) board, processors and others within the industry. Growers 
and processors need to have their actual opinions represented – many feel they haven’t 
had a voice previously. 

• OPVG has not been transparent, more grower/processor interaction needed.  There is 
no trust between OPVG and processors – time to build it 

• Growers would like to understand processor costs (e.g. packaging). Since growers 
disclose costs, so should processors. This way trust will be established and a fair 
distribution of margin will occur across the sector.  

• As soon as a new OPVG Board is chosen, it will help to create an environment where 
growers will once again see the industry as a good place to invest their time and money. 

• Time to grow the industry. Markets are changing and it is a different game now. 

•  OPVG mandate has been “fair to all-treat everyone equally,” which rewards everyone 
equally even though others may be doing more, investing more. 

• Confidentiality and trust will take at least two years to establish.  

 

Industry Advisory Committee (IAC): 

• Broad support for an IAC - the majority preferring one IAC with the Commission 
facilitating and chairing 

• The IAC must recognize each crop has its own unique issues and challenges (i.e. 
tomatoes are very different from peas).  There could be sub-committees to deal with 
crop-specific issues 

• Smaller crops need a platform to have a greater voice so they are not overshadowed by 
larger crops. 

• Keep the IAC simple to start off with, in order to build a strong foundation.  Could 
introduce other players such as retailers at a later time 

• Relationships/communication between growers, processors and OPVG need to be 
improved to support an IAC. 
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• Some participants felt the IAC is a “dog without teeth” as it will not have any authority. 

• IAC should provide advice to the Commission (i.e. big picture issues, regulatory issues, 
etc.).  

• Sub-committees are required and should not be comprised of only OPVG board 
members. There needs to be fair representation from all crops, processors, as well as a 
retail presence. 

• The greatest risk of the IAC is that the committee would fail to meet. 

• The IAC will be successful if it can see how their input influences change and builds 
trust. 

• The IAC is a good forum to have one industry voice. 

• Committees should be customer specific (i.e. processor). It is of utmost importance to 
maintain a good relationship with customers. Should connect every month or so to have 
a “state of the nation”. 

• Focus of committee should be “how to make the industry better”. 

• Many indicated price should not be a focus/topic of IAC discussions. 

• The IAC needs to have a clear mandate and governance structure. 

• Committee members need to support the dissemination of information. Leverage 
technology if possible.  

• Meetings held bi-monthly would work well for the committee. 

• The committee should play an advisory (think tank role) only. It shouldn’t make 
decisions. 

• Have the committee work on something achievable to build relationships and trust. 

 
Crop Negotiations:  

• Current system is about preserving what is in place versus stimulating growth.  

• Current system was built for smaller operators and the industry has now changed. 
Product mix has changed 

• Overall agreement that negotiations need to focus beyond just price (e.g. varieties, 
volumes, long term vision, quality, etc.). 

o It used to be price and now the discussion needs to focus on multiple issues. 
Growth, research, stability most important – price is secondary.  

o It was a different business compared to today – players, product mix, and 
competitors.  Price is not the only thing that matters – focus needs to be on 
terms, quotas, incentives, price/quality etc.  

• Endorsement that an upfront “rules of order” for the scope and approach to negotiation is 
important, as well as a role for the Commission or a “facilitator”.  Would like a facilitator 
to come to negotiations. 
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• Currently the negotiation process is held too late. There is endorsement to move the 
final closing date for negotiations earlier in the year so that final contracts could be 
signed way ahead of any planting. Could have a negotiating committee year round. 

• Agreement that growers should have a broader representation on negotiating agencies 
and that there should be an opportunity for processors to negotiate directly with their 
growers.  

o Current structure is not working, does not represent growers, needs to change. 

o Process doesn’t allow proper representation of growers and overall structure 
made sense 25 or 40 years ago, but for those who have more acres and volumes 
it doesn’t meet there needs now. 

o Similar to some of the 2017 negations, processors need to be in front of their 
own grower(s). Negotiations which were done this way went very well this year. 

o Growers “would like to meet face to face with the guy who writes their cheque”.  
Not enough growers have been present during negotiations. 

o There could be value in processor specific negotiations (e.g. negotiating 
agencies established per processor) 

o Processors are more inclined to work with a grower who is making investments in 
their operations. 

o Individuals sitting at negotiating table should be representing growers so when 
changes are made by processors because of “grower request” they know why 
the changes were made. 

• Create a structure to have the discussion that will stand the test of time. 

• Some participants believed there was a significant inequality as it is felt that some 
growers are not pulling their weight. This current system protects a couple but hurts 
everyone else 

• The board should only be there to “keep everything on the rails”. 

• Many growers and processors advocated for a “grower’s choice” model.  Some growers 
were struggling with understanding how this would work in practice 

• Some worry that a free market approach will have the same impacts on Ontario as it did 
in Australia (i.e. reduced growing in country). 

• What can we learn from other industries that take a direct approach? (e.g. pork industry) 

• Forward looking (i.e. 5 years out) price stability and research would provide comfort. 

• Capital costs impact price needs of growers year to year (i.e. new equipment cost). 

• Green shippers can play an important middleman role. 

• No seedling should be planted until final agreement is reached. 

• US Processors can come to Ontario for peppers and cucumbers and buy direct, so why 
do the Ontario processors have to deal with the OPVG Board? Inequality. Would like a 
direct relationship. 
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• More structure needed in negotiation process - treat people openly, fairly and 
transparently - everyone deserves the right to be heard. 

• Need a mechanism to involve all growers and solicit feedback. 

 

Mediation/Arbitration: 

• Nobody wants to go to arbitration unless absolutely necessary. Participants felt that it 
was better to try to work things out amongst themselves first. If a settlement cannot be 
reached then mandatory mediation should be the first option, followed by final offer 
arbitration. 

• Preference of mediation before final offer arbitration. More time will be needed for 
negotiations and growers should have a vote before proceeding to arbitration. 

• There should be a consistent structure, regulations and availability of market information 
provided to ensure effective negotiation. 

• Some felt mediator should also be the arbitrator to ensure that the arbitrator fully 
understands the issue at hand – has the fuller story. Others felt having the same 
individual would create a conflict of interest or bias based on mediation. Many felt that it 
would be nice to pull from a pool of qualified mediators who understand the industry.  

• Many felt having a strong IAC can help to mitigate and deal with issues early, which 
could lessen the frequency of going to FOA 

• Some felt that it is not worth the cost and time to have the final arbitration process. The 
processes encourages parties to come in with either a too high or much to low price 
point. 

• There have been examples where OPVG has abused the privilege of final offer 
arbitration.  

• Some felt that the arbitrator needed to have flexibility to consider final offers from both 
parties, not just one. 

• Terms and conditions of the arbitration should be shared upfront with consideration for 
industry growth. 

 

Research and Innovation:  

• The future of the industry depends on research and innovation. 

• Need to take a broader approach. Traditionally research has focused on agronomics. 
Market research should also be required. 

• Establishing a free market will stimulate innovation. 
• Additional funding and collaboration required. 
• Other areas of research could also focus on taste, quality and price. 
• Innovation is market driven (e.g. tomatoes that peel well). 
• Need for rebranding of the processing industry. Processing is seen as a dirty word (by 

the general public). Need to highlight the benefits of eating processed vegetables to 
drive consumers to eat more. 
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• Leverage the “grown in Ontario” factor (i.e. brand positioning on end products). 

• Continue agronomy research as well (i.e. weed control, disease control, etc.) 

• Seek private investment into the industry. 

• Keep in mind that the processing vegetable sector is a market following industry. It will 
not be able to trump California growing. 

• There needs to be a focus on big picture trends (i.e. local food movement, environment 
sustainability, etc.). Need to help educate public on the reality of the “freshness” of food 
that comes to Ontario from around the world. Local supply should seek to overtake some 
international supply. 

• IAC should provide direction for research – could have a research and innovation 
subcommittee as part of the IAC 

• A strategic plan is required to determine research approach and roadmap for funds. 

• Deregulation required as it handcuffs processors and distracts investment. OPVG has 
far too many board regulations and this stifles innovation 

• Marketing for the industry should be done as part of Food Land Ontario. A large part of 
budget should be spent on marketing. Joint effort with retailers.  

• The Ridgetown tomato researcher has moved on. Researcher roles must be filled when 
they become vacant. . 

• Understand consumer behaviour to help create better processed products and drive 
volumes/sales. 

• Need to understand how taste, appearance, packaging, convenience, e-commerce, etc. 
drive sales. 

• More financial support is needed for research from OPVG, processors and the 
government – cost share benefits.  

• Focus on product development and product quality. 

• Opportunities have been missed in the past. 

 

Other Feedback: 

• The OPVG board needs to expand its mandate beyond price – they need to broaden 
their role and responsibilities e.g. collection/ dissemination of key industry data, 
research, better communication with growers. 

• Peppers were brought up numerous times as growers felt that the OPVG used their 
authorities to exempt peppers from the regulation to allow for direct contracting with the 
processor, however, the board was not willing to look at options for other crops to have a 
more flexible model. 

• Government imposes policies and regulations that have a massive impact on the 
industry i.e. hydro costs, labour wages, etc.  Growers can’t change the fact that Ontario 
is an expensive place to do business. 

• Industry needs to have a stance on minimum wage. 
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• No one wants to invest in an industry that is not in their control. 

• There is a definite need to move this industry forward and grow it. 

• There is an opportunity to start fresh and move the processing vegetable sector forward 
– start with a new slate. 

• Need a follow-up/feedback opportunity for all parties six weeks after arbitration.  

 

Consultation Sessions with Other Interested Parties 
August 18, 2017 

 
 

Summary of Stakeholder Discussions/Feedback  
 

Industry Advisory Committee (IAC): 

• It is always better for industry to settle its own issues amongst themselves. 

• It’s important to have an agreement before moving forward with anything (i.e. have a 
common agreement).  

• The Wine industry and eggs have effective IACs in place. IAC supports comparative 
pricing to other markets. Trends and issues that come up throughout the year. The IAC 
raises the issues with government. 

• One overarching committee with sub-committees would be the best structure. 

• IAC needs some authority or else why go? 

• IAC requires a chair – broad support for Commission as chair and facilitator 

• Governance of IAC is important as is a cohesive voice. 

• IAC should not discuss prices. 

 
Crop Negotiations:  

• Agree on a hired third party to negotiate. 

• Productivity, prices, discounts premiums, etc. Similarities between cucumbers and 
tomatoes. Peas, beans and sweet corn are independent.  

• A facilitator should help the process along the way. 

• Establish process and board policies for everyone to follow. 

• Processors should negotiate with their grower group. 

• Treat everyone fairly and create transparency. 

• Lottery to see who goes first in negotiations. 
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• Support for process specific negotiations. Regional representation required.  

• IAC may act in place of a 3rd party facilitator.  

 

Mediation/Arbitration: 

• Arbitration is redundant if the sector moves to more flexible negotiations.  

• Allow arbitrators to pick best points from each side’s proposals - not all or nothing. 

• Need a more flexible dispute resolution. 

• Negotiations must start sooner and end sooner. Multi-year contracts would be beneficial 
as well. 

• Arbitration is the “off ramp” in case problems can’t be resolved, but should be a last 
resort. 

 

Research and Innovation:  

• The Wine industry funds a for-profit research company. 
• Need to understand what the end consumer wants and is willing to pay for. Everything 

should drive from there.  
• People are interested in buying Canadian. 
• Take advantage of Scientific Research and Experimental Development and other 

credits. 
• Retail is changing dynamically every moment – those kinds of things are driving 

marketplace as are what consumers want as well as other gov’t changes.  May be 
opportunity to build on current economic analysis to look more at this as a next step 

• Look for patent opportunities.  
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