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Orange 1s the new white

Southbrook steps back in time to create one of its most popular wines

Ceto Reid.

Investigation:
A confusing
hodge-podge
of laundry rules
for farmworkers

Somer Slobodian

Local Journalism Initiative
The Lake Report

Some NOTL farmers
unknowingly might not be
living up to federal con-
tracts with their seasonal
workers thanks to confusing
rules over something most
Canadians take for granted
— doing the laundry.

Guidelines from federal
and provincial governments
differ regarding laundry
facilities and, in turn, Ni-
agara’s regional public health
department is the agency that
handles inspections. And it
follows Ontario’s rules.

An investigation by The
Lake Report into farmwork-

ers’ laundry facilities was : i
prompted after Niagara-on- Jorge Fragosa and Emily Lacey start production of orange wine by stomping grapes at Southbrook Organic Vineyards. DON REYNOLDS

the-Lake seasonal worker
Ceto Reid was badly injured Jill Troyer come harvest time at South- rubber boots and clamber in. explains Southbrook proprietor
while riding his bike in St. The Lake Report brook, you’ll find cellar master Not for the fun of it, because Bill Redelmeier.
Catharines. Emily Lacey and farm worker it’s hard on the legs by all ac- After the grapes are stomped,
He was returning from Everything old is new again Jorge Fragosa literally stepping counts. They stomp the grapes as  to squeeze out just enough juice
a laundromat, toting his when it comes to producing one back in time. part of the time-honoured pro- to allow fermentation to start, the
laundry, when he was struck of the most popular white wines Once the handpicked Vidal cess of making skin-fermented grapes are dumped into enor-
by a car on Oct. 6. at Southbrook Organic Vine- grapes come in from the vine- white wine. mous, seven-ton open tank fer-
Migrant workers come to yards. yard, Lacey and Fragosa dump Today, it’s known as orange menters, made of either neutral
Niagara-on-the-Lake every The wine industry in Niagara the yellow picking boxes into big ~ wine. “Orange wine is new, but
is high-tech in many ways, but blue quarter-ton totes, don their it is made in the oldest way,” Continued on Page 14
Continued on Page 4

By the numbers: How Zalepa scored a dominant election victory

Kevin MacLean A ha |y [ i S string together consecu- Since then, it’s been a neck this time, with only
The Lake Report tive wins was Gary Bur- revolving door: Eke win- a percentage point or two
mayor after just four years roughs (re-elected as a ning in 2010, Darte in 2014,  between them, when the

Dave Eke, Patrick Darte in office. councillor again this year). Disero in 2018, Gary Zalepa  rubber hit the prover-
and now Betty Disero — one Why and how remains He used to dominate in 2022. bial road on election day, it
term and done as lord mayor  to be seen and we’ll leave the mayoral races, victori- While confidential poll wasn’t even close.
of Niagara-on-the-Lake. that to the political pundits ous three times, including numbers from one of the Change ruled again.

In the Oct. 24 vote, NOTL  and campaign insiders to once by acclamation. He campaigns (and popular Those survey sample
extended its recent history debate. won in 2000, 2003 and wisdom) had Disero and
of ousting the sitting lord The last lord mayor to 2006. Zalepa running neck and Continued on Page 8 Gary Zalepa.
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Some field workers only have plastic tub to do laundry

Continued from Front Page

year through the Seasonal
Agricultural Workers Pro-
gram to help area farmers
with the intensive work of
planting, caring for and
harvesting various fruits
and vegetables.

Under the federal pro-
gram’s contracts, farmers
are required to provide ac-
commodations and a series
of amenities that go with
them — including laundry.

The terms of these
contracts are negotiated
between the Canadian
government and the home
country of each worker.

A federal official said
employers who don’t com-
ply could be penalized or
banned from the program.

However, the standards of
the accommodations pro-
vided to these workers are
enforced and monitored by
the provincial government,
with some inspections by
the region’s public health
agency.

And the rules about laun-
dry are different at every
government level.

According to the con-
tracts issued to all par-
ticipants in the program,
“laundry facilities, includ-
ing an adequate number
of washing machines and
where possible, dryers,”
should be provided to the
worker by the employer.

The Niagara Region
public health department
gives its health inspectors
a different set of standards
when they’re assessing
worker bunkhouses for
compliance.

Niagara’s public health
department inspects up-
ward of 430 bunkhouses
each year.

Public health has not
updated its guidelines for
worker housing standards
since 2010.

Those guidelines say
bunkhouses need “at
least one laundering tub
for every 15 bunks or the
equilvalent.”

Peter Jekel, manager of
environmental health for
Niagara’s public health de-
partment, said, “These are
guidelines that are provided
across the province.”

According to the inspec-
tion report public health
uses, the workers’ employer
should provide “one laun-

-
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This 2020 photo shows a wash tub at P.G. Enns Farms.
Inconsistent guidelines about laundry facilities allow
farmers to only provide a wash bin. SUPPLIED

dry tub or washing ma-
chine per 15 persons.”

Jekel described laundry
tubs as “deeper tubs with
ribbed edging that you can
sort of scrub your clothes
on. Similar to a washboard.
And has hot and cold run-
ning water.”

“That would be consid-
ered a laundry tub,” he
added.

According to the prov-
ince, if bunkhouses are not
equipped with the appro-
priate laundry facilities,
the employer must provide
weekly transportation to the
nearest laundromat.

“If the laundry tub is pro-
vided to the workers then
there is not a requirement
for the employer to provide
transportation to the laun-
dromat,” said Jekel.

Some bunkhouses lack
dryers as well, so many
workers will hang their
clothes out to dry in the
sun.

“They have to provide a
line, which they do have
a clothesline, but if it’s
raining or if it’s cold, it just
freezes,” said Jane Andres,
a prominent Niagara-on-
the-Lake advocate for
migrant workers.

Mila Roy, a spokesperson

for Employment and Social
Development Canada, said
“concerns have been raised
about the safety of dryers in
all circumstances.”

When The Lake Report
asked what she meant by
that, she didn’t respond
before publication.

The guidelines are just
that — guidelines. Anything
more provided is out of the
goodness of an employer’s
heart, said Andres.

“This is something that
the guys have been talking
about as long as I’ve been
getting to know them,” she
said.

Reid, who was due to
return to Jamaica the day
after he was injured, was
hurt while cycling back to
P.G. Enns Farms after doing
his laundry in St. Catha-
rines. There are no laundro-
mats in NOTL.

Andres estimated Reid’s
roundtrip on his bike was
about 16 kilometres.

Not having regular laun-
dry facilities for workers
who toil in the fields comes
as a surprise to many.

“Never expected this in a
first world country,” another
worker from P.G. Enns
Farms told Kit Andres from
the Migrant Workers Alli-

ance for Change, in a text
message from 2020.

He had to hand-wash his
clothes or go to the laundro-
mat, he said.

“I think if you comment
on those things the boss will
not make you come back
(next) season, so everyone
keeps quiet,” he told Kit
Andres.

According to the federal
government’s standards,
farms without washers need
to provide weekly transpor-
tation to a laundromat.

“Employers found to be in
non-compliance could face
a penalty or be banned from
the program,” said Roy.

But according to provin-
cial public health standards,
tubs are considered suffi-
cient for a worker’s launder-
ing needs. And regional
public health inspectors
abide by that standard.

It’s hard to fine a farm
when the province and na-
tion disagree over what’s
required.

Foreign Agricultural
Resource Management
Services (FARMS) is a
federal operation that plays
an administrative role in the
seasonal worker program.

Farmers submit a Labour
Market Impact Assessment
(LIMA) along with the
mandatory housing inspec-
tion report. FARMS vets the
application then sends it off
to Service Canada.

Every employer must fill
out an assessment, which
will determine if there is a
need for a foreign worker.

Some public health units
have modified the seasonal
farm housing guidelines,
senior communications
adviser Anna Miller from
Ontario’s Ministry of
Health said in an email to
The Lake Report. No details
were provided.

When Ken Forth, presi-
dent of FARMS, was asked
why the federal contracts
don’t match up with the pro-
vincial housing guidelines,
he commented, “We’ve got
a dumb country.”

“Local health units
actually have the ball,” he
added.

When the province’s
health ministry was asked
the same question, an of-
ficial said to contact the
federal government.

As for whether FARMS
has ever raised concerns

over the discrepancies be-
tween the accommodation
standards in the contracts
and the compliance require-
ments enforced by public
health inspectors, Forth
said, “Probably not.”

“That wouldn’t be our
place to. That’d be the for-
eign country (who) should
do that,” he added.

Forth said he doesn’t
make the contracts. He
reads them.

The lack of collabora-
tion between the provincial
and federal governments is
making the lives of seasonal
workers more difficult when
they are in Canada.

“I do know that Service
Canada has talked about
some national housing stan-
dards,” said Niagara public
health’s Jekel.

“And it was during the
height of COVID that they
had started those, at least
comments being made, but
subsequent to that we have
not heard anything at all
regarding that,” he said.

“I think it’d be nice if we
had some guidelines that
were updated.”

Since the December 2021
“What We Heard” report,
which outlined some of
the concerns regarding
employer-provided accom-
modations, Employment and
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The issue
is ‘complex
and multi-
jurisdictional in
nature.”

MILA ROY
EMPLOYMENT AND SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT CANADA

Social Development Canada
has been working on new
program requirements that
address health and safety
concerns.

The 2021 report covered
issues like overcrowding,
health and safety, inspec-
tions and access to re-
sources.

Roy said the issue is
“complex and multi-juris-
dictional in nature.”

Forth called the “What
We Heard” report a “joke.”
“I was at some of those
meetings. You had scream-
ers there, just screaming
stuff that wasn’t true,” he

said.

“Like those groups that
are around, they’ll tell you
that farmers don’t have
WSIB or OHIP and all
that,” he added.

He said WSIB is a “no-
fault system.”

“And that means that if
you're in a designated oc-
cupation, like agriculture
is, that workers are covered.
Period,” he said.

Roy said the government
can’t set national hous-
ing standards by itself and
because of that, in March a
team was put together that
includes the federal govern-
ment along with provinces
and territories to work on
the issue.

A roundtable was also
held in July, which focused
on housing standards. How-
ever, that could take a few
years to implement.

“Employment and Social
Development Canada ex-
pects to be ready to commu-
nicate program changes in
early 2023, with implemen-
tation anticipated as soon as
2024,” said Roy.

Though every case is dif-
ferent, some workers may
be in for a shock when they
arrive at bunkhouses only
to find a laundry tub and a
clothes line.

Roy noted there’s a tip
line workers can call to
lodge a complaint. Those
calls are taken seriously, she
said.

The calls are free from
any Canadian phone line.
However, many workers
don’t have Canadian phones.

Sometimes workers aren’t
even told about the tip line,
said Kit Andres.

The tip line is operated
by live agents who offer
services in more than 200
languages.

“These live agents can
help workers communicate
situations of mistreatment
or abuse, and provide addi-
tional education for workers
on their rights,” said Roy.

However, that’s hard to do
when the guidelines are dif-
ferent across the board. In
many cases, the workers
don’t speak up for fear of
being sent home as well.

“These calls for change
need to be coming from the
community. That pressure
can’t just stay on the work-
ers to speak up because that
power is taken away from
them,” said Kit Andres.
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