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It’s not just in offices where 
more and more women 
are breaking through the 

metaphorical glass ceiling – it’s 
happening in agriculture, too.

Take Kim McQuhae, Linda 

Grimo and Rose Bartel, for 
example.

They are three Niagara-on-the-
Lake women – along with others 
such as Maureen MacSween 
(MacSween Farms) and Emma 

Thwaites (Thwaites Farms) – 
who have taken charge of their 
own path in the agriculture 
industry.

McQuhae has her fingers in 
many pies, including cattle farm-

ing and an award-winning jam 
business. Grimo runs a success-
ful nut farm (Grimo Nut Nurs-
ery) started by her father, Ernie.
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Anything you can do ...
NOTL female farmers part of a rising tide of women in agriculture

Kim McQuhae of Gryphon Ridge Highlands and Breeze, one of her herd of 10 Highland cattle at the Larkin Road farm. RICHARD HUTTON

Long-term care residents can thrive on love and attention

Divide grows over using heritage trail in Solmar subdivision work
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My father-in-law was a 
good-natured, outgoing man 
with a sunny disposition and 
gifted with a lively sense of 
humour.

One of the many games 
he used to play with his 
daughter Jan and grand-
children was the four-liner, 
which began with holding 
Jan’s hand and her father 
asking, “Do you love me?”

Jan was expected to 

respond, “Yes I do”, after 
which Bob, would ask, How 
much? to which Jan would 
respond with a crushing 
grip, or for fun, a weak grip 
or none at all, at which point 
both would laugh – to be 
followed by another round, 

this time with a more satis-
fying grip.

Last September marked 
four years for Jan in long-
term care. Before that there 
were two years in day care 
and before that several years 
of cognitive decline marked 

by progressive forgetfulness 
of the storylines of books 
she was reading, appoint-
ments and names, more 
errors creeping into her 
weaving, some of which she 
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After a long meeting 
held behind closed 
doors on Dec. 15, 
Niagara-on-the-Lake’s 

council emerged with 
a public stance on how 
development should take 
place on the historic Rand 
Estate in Old Town.

The town’s position puts 
it on a slightly different 
path than that of the 

residents’ advocacy group 
Save Our Rand Estate.

Town clerk Grant Bivol 
announced the town is 
prepared to allow for the 
construction of a new road 
entrance into the historic 
lot from the Upper Canada 

Heritage Trail to facilitate 
the building of new homes 
on the former estate.

“SORE doesn’t support 
that access,” said 
Catherine Lyons, a lawyer 
representing SORE. 

Solmar Development 

Corp., which owns 
the property, has a 
subdivision plan on the 
books, which proposes 
to build 172 units on the 
historic property.

The proposal has been 
the subject of an ongoing 

dispute between SORE, 
the town and Solmar 
owner Benny Marotta 
since it was first brought 
forward in July 2020. 

Marotta’s development 
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With new development 
proposals from Old Town 
to Glendale sparking con-
troversy, the resignation of 
the town’s chief administra-
tor, and the first year of the 
town’s newly elected council, 
2023 was a year of change 
in Niagara-on-the-Lake. And 
a $10,000 cash donation 
from a developer to a town 
councillor made headlines, 
however police and integrity 
commissioner probes found 
no criminal intent. But plenty 
more happened in NOTL in 
2023. Read on:

January
Jan. 5 edition: Niagara-

on-the-Lake council creates a 
special committee to oversee 
how hundreds of thousands 
of dollars generated by the 
new municipal accommoda-
tion tax will be spent, mainly 
on tourism-related projects.

Former Shaw Festival artis-
tic director Jackie Maxwell is 
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Bartel, meanwhile, leads 
Bartel Organics with the 
help of her husband, Ken, 
and has been diligently 
working three acres of land 
to grow organic fruits and 
vegetables as well as flow-
ers.

“In my case, I just love 
animals,” McQuhae said. “I 
bought my first two cows in 
1996 before I had a farm.”

She now owns the 10-acre 
farm, Gryphon Ridge High-
lands, where she maintains 
a small herd of 10 Highland 
cattle. She spends her days 
tending to the herd and 
making jams, jellies and 
preserves.

Data from the 2021 Cen-
sus of Agriculture showed 
that female farm operator 
numbers increased for the 
first time since 1991, when 
the Census of Agriculture 
started collecting data. 

In 2021, there were 79,795 
female farm operators in 
Canada out of a total of 
262,455 farms, up from 
77,970 in 2016, an increase 
of 1,825 or 2.3 per cent.

By comparison, male 
farm operator numbers 
dropped by 5.8 per cent over 

the same period.
Grimo, meanwhile, thinks 

the fact more women are 
taking charge in farming 
shows how society has 
changed when it comes to 
accepting women in leader-
ship roles.

“The old view was that 
women were taking care of 
the kids and the home front 
to support their husbands,” 
she said.

“The new view is that we 
are equal partners in the 
farm operation, or running 
them on our own, with our 
partners, if any, supporting 
us.”

Women are thriving in 
this environment, she said, 
and enjoying their work 
and agricultural leadership 
roles, both on and off the 
farm.

Bartel, meanwhile, said 
Bartel Organics is a small 
player in the agriculture 
business, with most of its 
products being sold directly 
from the farm, or at the 
NOTL Farmers’ Market 
on Saturdays at Garrison 
Village.

She and Ben have been 
fixtures there for 17 years.

“The first time we went, 
we made $50,” she said, 

adding that with the farm 
now more established, it’s 
more common for her and 
Ken to come away from the 
market day with 10 times 
that amount – $500 – in 
their pocket. 

In a news release, the 
Ontario Federation of Agri-
culture said that despite the 
increasing numbers, women 
still face several barriers in 
the industry.

“We often still have to 
fight to have agricultural 
service providers, from 
animal nutritionists and 
agricultural lenders to farm 
equipment service managers 
and agronomists, view us 
as equal farm partners and 
informed decision-makers,” 
Sara Wood, a director with 
the federation, said in an 
online statement.

“It can also be intimidat-
ing to step forward to take 
on a leadership position, 
particularly in organizations 
where women haven’t previ-
ously played very visible 
roles,” she wrote.

Additionally, she said the 
women in agriculture, just 
like women in other sectors 
of the workforce, face chal-
lenges like child care.

All three women said they 

have been fortunate to have 
not experienced some of the 
issues described by Wood.

“I have a really strong 
personality,” McQuhae said. 
“I exude a lot of confidence, 
so people don’t boss me 
around.”

Bartel agreed and said her 
dealings with seed suppliers 
– Stoke’s Seeds in St. Cath-
arines, William Dam Seeds 
in Dundas and American 
company Johnny’s Selected 
Seeds – have all been posi-
tive.

“We haven’t really had 
much that was negative,” 
she said, adding that being a 
small operator helps.

Grimo, meanwhile, said 
she hasn’t noticed much bias 
in her sector, as many nut 
farms are led by women.

“When I am working with 
suppliers I personally don’t 
find barriers, but maybe Ni-
agara suppliers are ‘with the 
times’ more than perhaps 
other locations in Ontario,” 
she said.

There have been occa-
sions, however, where she 
feels she may have been 
treated differently if she 
were male.

“But honestly, this is rare 
for me,” she said. “I had 

an old farmer once tell me, 
‘Listen sweetheart blah, 
blah, blah.’ He lost me at 
‘listen, sweetheart,’ and I 
was angry. I knew far more 
about the industry than he 
did, but he was ignorant and 
misogynistic.”

She chose not to stew 
over it.

“I took it for what it was: 
an old man who couldn’t see 
a woman running a farm,” 
she said. “Fortunately, I 
didn’t have to work any-
where near him and elimi-
nated contact with him.”

Wood said there is a new 
federal government initia-
tive for female farmers 
called the Agri-Mentor pro-
gram that offers six months 
of individual coaching for 
women in the agri-food sec-
tor, matching mentees and 
mentors.

She encouraged women in 
agriculture to take advan-
tage of resources and to take 
more chances in their line 
of work in order to prosper.

“It won’t always be easy, 
but when it comes to farm-
ing, I believe we can do 
everything a man does – we 
just may do it a bit differ-
ently,” she wrote.
hutton@niagaranow.com

More and more women are taking up agriculture

Linda Grimo of Grimo Nut Nursery said that more 
women taking leadership roles in farming reflects what is 
happening in other business sectors. RICHARD HUTTON


