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Farmers deny abuse claims

Employers say most farm workers are treated well and live in clean conditions
I

Celebrate
peaches

with two ‘ b | \‘
festivals ¢ 9" =B .
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Niagara-on-the-Lake will
offer three days of peach-
themed treats and all-ages
fun from Friday to Sunday
as two separate festivals
take place. et e Y A 1 i

The Niagara-on-the-Lake ol eSSy " i i
Chamber of Commerce will Farmer and Niagara-on-the-Lake counullor Erwin Wiens stands outS|de his farm'’s worker housing. The workers were not home at the time,
host its 2025 Peach Festi- but Wiens allowed The Lake Report to tour the interior. No photos were taken inside, pending the workers’ permission. PAIGE SEBURN
val on Friday, Aug. 8, and
Saturday, Aug. 9.

Events will begin in

Paige Seburn | Local Journalism Initiative | The Lake Report

Simcoe Park on Friday and
expand onto Queen Street
on Saturday, where vendors
will sell a variety of goods.
On Sunday, Aug. 10, St.
Vincent de Paul Parish will
host its own Peach Festival

survey detailing worker mis-
treatment and concerns over
five proposed federal program
changes, farmers point to their
long-standing relationships with
temporary foreign workers,
strong housing standards, health

say already works — and can be
improved, if need be.

The Migrant Rights Net-
work’s report, released July 30,
shared input from 514 migrant
workers across Canada with an
average of 6.2 years of experi-

foreign worker programs.

It aimed to reflect how workers
felt about the changes proposed
by Employment and Social
Development Canada, and, from
its point of view, states that tied

iagara-on-the-Lake
farmers say they’re
proud of how they treat

their workers — and frustrated
by national reports that, they
feel, don’t reflect what’s really
happening on their farms.

In the wake of a cross-Canada  care access and a system they ence in the country’s temporary Continued on Page 4

Continued on Page 3

First impressions of town’s new official plan bring hope and concerns

Norm Arsenault, a direc-
tor with the NOTL Resi-
dents Association, said his
group was “quite pleased it
was moving forward.” His
colleague, Steve Harda-

Association, said the draft
“tried to give something
for everyone,” which she
expected from a compre-
hensive planning document.

“I wouldn’t say I've read
every page,” Staz said. “But
I did scan it.”

crossed out in red), those
who spoke with The Lake
Report were fairly encour-
aged by what they’d seen at
first glance and plan to dig

refinement, said the council-
lors and taxpayer associa-
tion leaders who spoke with
The Lake Report.

This latest draft, now
available for public review
and feedback, marks a
major milestone following

Dan Smeenk

Local Journalism Initiative
The Lake Report

six years of setbacks, after
the province and the region
rejected the previous draft.
While many admitted
they haven’t read through
the 313-page document yet in further.
in detail (a redlined draft, Ardeth Staz, president
with parts from the old draft  of the Village Community

Niagara-on-the-Lake’s lat-
est draft of its new official
plan is a solid starting point
— one that has room for

Continued on Page 2

Curious about the
new proposal for the
Old Hospital Site?

Ask questions and share your
thoughts in person on
August 14, 2025.

Wellness Estates Information Session

Scan the QR Code or visit
wellnessestates.ca/NOTL
to save your seat!
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Farmers say bad actors are the exception, not norm

Continued from Front Page

permits, poor housing, wage
deductions, health care bar-
riers and limited transpor-
tation coverage all enable
exploitation.

The coalition consulted
workers from the four
streams within the program,
but each stream has its own
regulations, says William
George, labour section chair
of the Ontario Fruit and
Vegetable Growers’ As-
sociation.

Most farmers in NOTL
— including all those
interviewed for this story —
operate under the seasonal
agricultural worker program,
says George, a grape grower
in the Beamsville area.

“A gold standard,” he
said, “and a program that
should be modelled after,
not discarded.”

“If it’s not broken, why try
to fix it?” he said. “Govern-
ment wants to streamline
stuff, and we’re just working
through that process.”

George and his committee
commented on the federal
discussion papers that were
distributed to groups in May
2024.

“I’m one of the lead peo-
ple that’s been involved,” he
said. “Trying to look at how
to make the program better
for everybody involved —
not worse.”

He said it will likely be
a year or two before the
consultation process reaches
any conclusions, so the co-
alition is “drawing conclu-
sions before the process is
even half over.”

“It’s certainly not, in my
view, the right time to do it,”
he said about the report.

“Like if we’re having
big turnovers, then I can
understand it. But that’s not
the case.”

George said federal pro-
posals weren’t triggered by
reports like the UN’s, as he
said some have claimed —
they were already underway
and driven by administra-
tive efficiency.

“(The coalition) is
painting a pretty negative
picture,” he said. “Cherry
picking certain facts that
aren’t really being consid-
ered.”

“I'm not saying they’re
wrong on every occasion,
but some of the stuff I'm
seeing, I know was wrong,”
he said.

At Glenlake Orchards and
Vineyards, NOTL resident
Kevin Buis’s farm, work-
ers drink the same water
he and his family does,
so the photos provided by
Migrant Workers Alliance
for Change, which The Lake
Report ran in last week’s

Clean, commercial-style kitchen used by migrant workers at Glenlake Orchards and Vineyards, where owner Kevin Buis

says housing meets inspection standards and some workers have returned for decades. PAIGE SEBURN

edition, left him confused.

The Migrant Workers Al-
liance for Change didn’t dis-
close the specific locations
of the photos it supplied,
only the provinces in which
they were taken.

Buis said the program is
highly regulated, turnover
is low and occasional off
days are normal — but he’s
never seen conditions like
those in the photos or had
to confront another farmer
over mistreatment.

It’s also not what happens
at his farm, where some
workers have returned to
work for 20 years, he said.

“I had a couple of them
say to me, “‘Why don’t you
guys plant more fruit? Be-
cause we like working for
you,”” he said.

Occasional off days are
normal in any workforce,
Buis said, but he’s never
seen conditions like those
shown in the photos, nor
had to confront another
farmer over mistreatment.

“The program is highly
regulated,” he said, adding
that turnover is not high.

Farmer and Coun. Erwin
Wiens has not witnessed
anything like that either,
calling the photos “frivolous
and unsubstantiated.”

“This would never have
passed any housing inspec-
tion,” he said.

At Erwin Wiens Vine-
yards Ltd., workers have a
car, internet, air condition-
ing and their own rooms,
said Wiens. There’s no on-
site laundry due to a lack of
city water, but he provides
access off-site, sticking to
contract.

Wiens wants surveys to
focus on facts, not push
an agenda. He questioned
whether that was the coali-
tion’s intent.

“A survey is not meant
to presuppose the answer,”
said Wiens.

People will naturally say
yes to certain questions, but
he said that doesn’t mean
the situation is unfair.

“I didn’t see anything
innocuous in that white
paper that I disagreed with,
in the sense that, how are
we going to move things in
a different direction if we
want to?” he said.

(The coalition) is
painting a pretty
negative picture
... Cherry picking
certain facts that
aren’t really being
considered.”

WILLIAM GEORGE
GRAPE GROWER

The seasonal agricultural
worker program, as it is
now, is great, Wiens said.

Transfers possible
with or without
mistreatment claims

George said the program
was never intended as a
pathway to permanent
residency — it’s to bring
workers to Canada season-
ally, not for immigration.

Most workers he speaks
with, he said, don’t want to
live in Canada permanently.

While work permits
are tied to specific farms,
George said protections
exist for workers who want
to leave.

Those facing mistreat-
ment can apply for an open
work permit for vulnerable
workers and be moved “as
soon they possibly can.”

“I think there was quite a
few individuals that applied
for that last year,” he said.

George understands
why some workers might
worry about being labelled
a “problem,” but said he
believes the system allows

them to safely transfer
regardless of what an em-
ployer says.

Even without citing
mistreatment, workers can
request a transfer through
their liaison officer and be
moved to another farm, if
available, like “if they don’t
really like picking strawber-
ries,” he said.

Deductions: pushback on
‘doom and gloom’ framing

Proposed guidelines
could allow employers to
deduct up to $12,892 a year
— or 0.5 to 30 per cent of
a worker’s gross monthly
income — for housing costs.

“We’re not trying to make
the workers make any less
than they are currently mak-
ing: full stop,” said George.

“I don’t think what (the
coalition) presented was
balanced at all,” he said.
“There’s two ends of the
spectrum and they’re trying
to take everybody to the
doom and gloom.”

He acknowledged deduc-
tion figures mentioned in
the papers, but said they
were part of a range — with
the other end maintaining
the current system, which
“for most of the programs,
is zero housing deductions,
other than a very minor $2
or $3 a day that the guys
pay for incidentals.”

If deductions were ever
introduced, wages would
likely increase to offset the
cost, he said: “It’s not a one-
sided thing.”

While the job isn’t meant
to support workers year-
round, George said wages
still go a long way in sup-
porting their families.

Wiens supports the
system as it is now and said
it’s important to understand
“the small margins of agri-
culture.”

He added that, in Canada,
housing is considered “af-
fordable” if it costs less than

30 per cent of a household’s
income before taxes.

It’s fair, he said, what
workers currently pay for
housing with amenities like
air conditioning, internet,
utilities and transportation
— all of which he said he
provides — especially since
it costs farmers more to of-
fer them.

Farms must
pass inspection

The coalition raised
concerns about poor living
conditions, but George, Buis
and Wiens all said their
worker housing meets high
standards and wouldn’t raise
any concerns.

“They’re putting photos
out there that, I can’t see
that happening, at least for
sure the brown water one,”
said George. “Our houses
are inspected twice a year.”

If that’s happening it
should be reported, George
said — “and it will be cor-
rected.”

Buis said farms must pass
a housing inspection within
eight months before apply-
ing for workers.

While farmers can’t
control the heat, Wiens said
they receive regular updates
and safety guidance to pro-
tect workers during extreme
temperatures.

Full OHIP, no barriers,

say growers

Workers in Ontario re-
ceive full OHIP coverage as
soon as they arrive, George
said, unlike in some other
provinces where employ-
ers might have to provide
private insurance.

“When (the coalition) says
there’s no health care, I'd
like to know where that’s
happening,” said Wiens.

The Migrant Rights
Network says its survey
indicates that workers want
coverage from day one on
the job, paid sick days, safe
and independent access to

services and support for
workers and their depen-
dents back home.

Wiens rejected coali-
tion claims that farmers
block access to health care
through interference and a
lack of immediate coverage
upon arrival. “Who would
stop anybody from getting
health care?” he said.

“They’re saying things
without any evidence, “
he said, pointing to the
Farmworkers Hub, which
has a nurse practitioner to
support migrant workers on
Sundays.

“They also have the clinic
hours,” he said.

Buis said his workers have
no issue getting health care
when needed.

“Wherever they got to go,
we encourage them to get
it done while they’re here
working producing food for
Canadians,”’ said Buis. “We
encourage them to use our
health care system.”

“My guys go to the doctor
all the time,” he said. “We
got them driver’s licenses
and both houses have mini-
vans.”

Buis said he respects
their privacy, such as when
he’s asked to take one of
his 14 workers in for a
specialized test.

Travel isn’t free,
but it’s fair: farmers

The coalition said pro-
posed transportation options
stop short of requiring full
employer-paid travel and
overlook that workers still
cover flights, transit, food
and lodging en route.

But George said travel
costs are currently shared,
with workers typically
covering one-way airfare
and employers covering the
return trip.

“Any job you take, you're
going to have to pay some
costs,” he said.

George said the goal is for
workers to come out ahead,
but farms can’t operate
without workers covering
some costs as well.

“They’re coming here for
areason,” he said. “It’s good
for them.”

Wiens said the program
has long benefited both
Canada and developing
countries and warned
against efforts to undermine
it for personal agendas.

He said bad actors are
the exception, but their ac-
tions unfairly reflect on the
broader farming community
— especially in a place like
NOTL, where agriculture is
central.

“(Migrant workers) are
amazing employees — and
they’re happy to be here,”
he said.

paigeseburn@niagaranow.com





