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Farmers expect bumper cranberry
crop from pricey agricultural land

Scarce B.C. farmland forces B.C.’s largest cranberry grower to expand to Quebec

GLEN KORSTROM

B c cranberry farmers

have started har-
vesting what they expect will
be their biggest yield in years
— one large enough to return
B.C. to being the top-produ-
cing cranberry province in
Canada.

B.C. annually produces
about 26 million kilograms
of cranberries, worth $12 mil-
lion, according to the B.C.
Ministry of Agricultureand
Lands.

Quebec’s total output
slightly exceeded B.C’s last
year because rainy and cool
West Coast weather led to a
poor harvest, say both grow-
ers and Ocean Spray Cran-
berry Inc.’s B.C. manager
Rick Bell.

This year’s dry June and
warm July, conversely, pro-
vided ideal pollination con-
ditions.

La Belle Province has
been quickly expanding its
cranberry acreage in part by
luring B.C. growers who are
frustrated by this province’s
high agricultural land prices.

B.Cs largest cranberry
grower, Peter Dhillon, bought
350 acres of farmland located
a 45-minute drive south from
Quebec City last year for ap-
proximately $40,000 per acre.
He estimated that, in B.C., he
would have to pay twice that
much for similar land.

Vancouver Island, Dhillon
believes, has some of the only
affordable farmland in B.C.

Dhillon said he’s close to
buying some of thatland in a
transaction that Rennie Mar-
keting Systems principal Bob
Rennie is helping to broker.

“We’ve been focusing on
cranberry expansion. It re-
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Cranberry source: high B.C. agricultural land prices prompted cranberry farmer Peter Dhillon to
expand operations to Quebec last year

quires a lot of infrastructure
when you build things from
scratch, but, to be frank, it has
been a very good business for
us,” said Dhillon, who owns

about 650 acres of cranberry
fields in B.C. in addition to
800 acres of local industrial
land.

“The beverage business is

in decline, yet Ocean Spray
has been growing year over
year,” he said.

Dhillon owns about 4%
of Ocean Spray, which is a

co-operative that generated
USs1.5 billion in 2008 and
controls more than half of
North America’s cranberry
market.

He sells his entire cran-
berry crop (nearly 10 million
kilograms) to Ocean Spray
and aims to increase sales
20% by 2014.

According to Bell’s es-
timates, about 95% of B.C.
cranberry farmers similar-
ly sell their entire yield to
Ocean Spray.

Bremner Foods Ltd.
owner Terry Bremner is a
rare holdout. He annually
produces about 48,000 litres
of pure cranberry juice that
he sells under the Bremner’s
brand.

“There's greater return
in cranberries than there

are in other crops”

- Terry Bremner,
owner,
Bremner Foods Ltd.

“There’s greater return in
cranberries than there [is] in
other crops,” Bremner told
BIV. “Farmers have to maxi-
mize the value of their land
so they have to go where the
paying crops are. Right now,
cranberries generate a lot
more than potatoes.”

The pursuit of lucrative
crops is spurring the Delta
farmer to plant an extra five
acres of cranberries to add
to his 10 acres. He current-
ly buys from other growers
about half of the 68,000 kilo-
grams of cranberries that he
needs to make his juice.

Bremner said his

dependence on other grow-
ers will drop as his cranberry
production rises.

The cranberry sector has
historically been boom and
bust for farmers.

Longtime growers such
as Bremner and Courte-
nay, B.C.-based Hamilton
Cranberries owner George
Hamilton have lived the
roller-coaster of the late
1990s, when cranberry prices
plunged more than 50%
thanks to overproduction
and two consecutive years
of bumper crops that filled
freezers and created a mar-
ket glut.

Ocean Spray sets one
purchase price for all North
American growers. May-
berry Farms principal
Derek May expects that the
co-operative’s price this year
will be about US$1.32 per
kilogram. That’s marginally
up from last year, he said.

May owns one of the 72
B.C. cranberry farms that
Statistics Canada counted
in its 2006 farm census. The
report notes that total B.C.
cranberry acreage dipped
slightly, from 4,053 planted
in 2001 to 4,048 in 2006.

May wants to expand his
300 acres of cranberry fields
split between Richmond and
Burnaby, but he has had a
tough time finding farmland
to buy at a price that will al-
low him to make a profit.

So far May’s solution has
been to plant high-yield hy-
brid cranberry bushes en-
gineered in the U.S. The
downside of this strategy is
that May will have to make
do with substandard yields
until the bushes reach ma-
turity after five years.

Young bushes produce
edible berries, but yields are
low.

“Going to Quebec would
be a great idea, but it’s hard
to find someone to go and
manage operations,” May
said. “We’re more of a
hands-on farm so I'd like to
stay here.” m
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