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CHANGING CROPPING PATTERNS OF ONTARIO'S AGRICULTURAL LAND

I. SUMMARY

According to the 1981 Census, Ontario had 11,466,000 acres of

improved land. The area planted to crops has been increasing by

1 percent per annum. Acreages planted to corn, soybeans, wheat and

barley have been increasing, while hay, oats and mixed grain acreages

have been declining.

The regional differences from the provincial norms are: a decrease in

barley acreage in Southern Ontario, significant growth rates in

soybean production in Western and Central Ontario; an increase in

mixed grain acreage in Eastern Ontario; and in the North an increase

in hay acreage and no soybean production.

II. INTRODUCTION

Agricultural land use in Ontario has been changing since Confederation

times and its use will continue to do so as the structure of Ontario

agriculture changes. Structure changes due to differing market

demands and technical production possibilities. This paper describes

agricultural land use in Ontario on a crop and on a regional basis and

indicates the changes that have occurred in agricultural land use

across Ontario.

The paper is organized as follows. The next section provides data on

agricultural land use for the province. The following section looks

at land use by crop production. The remaining section discusses land

use in each of the agricultural regions in Ontario.
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III. AGRICULTURAL LAND USE IN ONTARIO, 1981

The province's land area is 227 million acres (Table 1) with

6.6 percent of this area on farms (14.9 million acres). The improved

land area was 11.2 million acres in 1981, with 80 percent of this in

crop production (8.9 million acres). Currently, hay is the largest

crop in terms of area utilized at 29 percent, grain corn is second at

24 percent, mixed grains third at nine percent and soybeans fourth at

eight percent of crops under cultivation. Soybeans and corn have

experienced the largest growth in land area between 1971 and 1981, at

188 percent and 172 percent, respectively.

The improved area under crop cultivation varies by region in Ontario

(Table 2). The geographical distribution of the five agricultural

regions is illustrated in the map on page 2. For the province,

improved land under crop cultivation is 80 percent, with a high of

90 percent in Southern Ontario and a low of 68 percent in Northern

Ontario. Correspondingly, the pasture share of improved land is

lowest in Southern Ontario and highest in Northern Ontario (5 and 25

percent, respectively). Southern Ontario accounts for 37 percent of

the land in crops, Western Ontario 32 percent, Central Ontario

13 percent, Eastern Ontario 14 percent and Northern Ontario 4 percent

(Table 2).

IV. ONTARIO CROP ACREAGES

The amount of improved land in agricultural use has increased by

0.3 percent per year between 1973 and 1983. During that period, the

land devoted to the seven major crops has increased from 7.37 million

acres to 8.18 million acres, a one percent per annum growth rate

(Table 3). The seven major crops are corn, soybeans, wheat, barley,

oats, mixed grains and hay. As a percent of improved crop land, this
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acreage has increased from 68 percent in 1973 to 73 percent in 1983,

or 0.8 percent yearly growth rate. As shown in figure 1, Corn,

soybean, wheat and barley acreage has been increasing since 1973

(3.3 percent, 6.7 percent, 4.2 percent and 4.1 percent annually,

respectively), while oats, mixed grain and hay acreage has been

declining (5.4, 2.4 and 1.5 percent, respectively). The remaining

improved land of pasture, summerfallow, and speciality crops has

decreased from 32 percent of improved land in 1973 to 27 percent in

1983.

IV.1 Corn

Corn is currently the largest Ontario crop, in terms of agricultural

land use. In 1983, it accounted for 2.6 million acres, which was

32 percent of the land in the seven major crops and 23 percent of the

improved land (Table 3 and Table 4). Corn acreage has been growing at

3.3 percent per year and its share of the seven major crops has also

been growing at 2.3 percent.

Southern Ontario is the major corn area, with 47 percent of total corn

acreage (Table 4 and figure 2). However, this share has been

declining at 1.1 percent per year even though acreage planted has been

increasing at 2.1 percent per annum. Corn acreage in Western ana

Central Ontario is 31 and 12 percent of the total. This acreage is

increasing faster than the Ontario average, and as a result their

share of Ontario corn acreage is growing at 13 and 1.7 percent,

respectively.
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-8

IV.2 Soybeans

Soybean production is experiencing the largest annual growth rate in

acreage (6.7 percent) and in share of crop land (5.6 percent) in

Ontario (Tables 3 and 5). Currently, soybeans accounts for 11 percent

of crop land use in Ontario, and its acreage has grown from 470,000

acres in 1973 to 900,000 acres in 1983. In the 1970's all of soybean

production occurred in Southern Ontario. However, now 15 percent of

it occurs in other areas. Western Ontario now accounts for

10 percent, Central Ontario 3 percent, and Eastern Ontario 2 percent.

Consequently, growth rates in land utilized for soybeans in these

non-traditional areas ranges between 25 and 50 percent per year (see

also figure 3)

IV.3 Wheat

Wheat acreage at 7 percent of Ontario crop acreage, has increased 'from

376,000 acres in 1973 to 565,000 acres in 1983, an annual growth rate

of 4.2 percent (Tables 3 and 6). Western Ontario is the region with

the largest percentage increase in wheat acreage at 8.3 percent, and

its share is increasing to 24 percent, an annual growth rate of

3.9 percent (figure 4). Wheat acreage has also increased in Southern

Ontario, but its share has fallen by 1.1 percent per year to

65 percent of Ontario wheat acreage in 1983. Wheat acreage in

Central Ontario has remained around 10 percent of Ontario acreage,

with acreage increasing at 3.5 percent, just under the Ontario average

increase. Wheat acreage in Eastern and Northern Ontario is negligible

and exhibits a significant growth prospect.
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IV.4 Barley

Barley production utilizes 6 percent of Ontario crop land (Table 3 and

7 and figure 5). Its current acreage is 525,000 acres and this has

grown at 4.1 percent annually. Western Ontario with 260,000 acres of

barley is the major producer accounting for 50 percent of Ontario

barley acreage in 1983. Barley acreage has increased by 4.7 percent a

year, and its share has increased by 0.5 percent annually. Barley

acreage in Southern Ontario has trended downward by 4.1 percent per

year and in 1983 was 72,000 acres or 14 percent of Ontario acreage.

In Central Ontario barley acreage has increased by 3 percent per year

but its current share of 13 percent of Ontario barley has been

decreasing by 1.1 percent a year. Barley production in Eastern

Ontario has been increasing significantly by 15.9 percent per year

since 1973 and 1983 acreage at 79,000 acres represents 15 percent of

Ontario barley acreage. In 1973 Eastern Ontario accounted for only

5 percent of provincial acreage. Northern Ontario barley acreage has

shown significant increases over the period (18.2 percent per annum)

with 1983 acreage of 48,000 acres at 9 percent of the Ontario total.

IV.5 Oats

Oat acreage in Ontario has been declining by 5.4 percent per year and

currently accounts for only 4 percent of Ontario crop land use at

331,000 acres (Tables 3 and 8). Oat acreage has also declined in each

region (see figure 6). Western Ontario accounts for the largest

amount of oat acreage at 28 percent. The share has been increasing at

4.4 percent per year even though oat acreage in Western Ontario has

decreased by 1.2 percent per year. Oat acreage has decreased most

significantly in Southern Ontario, 8.3 percent annual on acreage to

80,000 acres and its share by 3.1 percent per year to 24 percent. Oat

acreage in Central Ontario has more that halved since 1973 and is now
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only 14 percent of the provincial total. The Eastern Ontario share was

virtually the same in 1983 as in 1973 even though acreage fell by

50,000 acres, or 5.3 percent per year. The share of oat acreage has

increased in Northern Ontario by 2.6 percent per year and •it- now-

represents 11 percent of provincial acreage.

IV.6 Mixed grains

Mixed grain acreage at 685,000 acres in 1983 or 8 percent of Ontario

crop land utilization has been decreasing by 2.4 percent per year

(Table 3 and 9 and figure 7). This provincial share has been

declining by 2.4 percent. Mixed grain acreage has declined in all

regions except Eastern Ontario, where acreage of 66,000 acres growing

at 4.1 percent annually represents 10 percent of the provincial total.

Western Ontario is the major mixed grain area, with 452,000 acres.

This area has been decreasing by 2.4 percent annually. This r4gion

has consistantly accounted for 66 percent of the provincial total.

Southern Ontario acreage has declined by 5.3 percent and is now only

10 percent of the provincial mixed grain acreage. Central Ontario's

acreage has been decreasing by 3.5 percent annually and is 12 percent

of this total.

IV.7 Hay

In 1983, Ontario hay acreage accounted for 31 percent of Ontario crop

land, at 2,575 million acres (Table 3 and figure 8). This areas has

been declining around 1.5 percent per year. Area in hay production

has decreased in all of the provincial regions except in the North

(Table 10). Northern hay acreage is 270,000 acres and accounts for

11 percent of the provincial total. This acreage has grown
0.7 percent annually.
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Western Ontario's hay area has consistently been 33 percent of the

provincial total and its 'acreage has been declining by 0.9 percent to

850,000 acres. In Southern Ontario, the area in hay has declined by

3.7 percent annually to 300,000 acres in 1983. In Eastern Ontario the

area in hay of 700,000 acres, or 27 percent of the provincial area,

has declined slightly. Central Ontario at 18 percent of Ontario hay

acreage has shown similar declines.

V. REGIONAL CROP LAND UTILIZATION

The above discussion implies that producti6n of various crops

exhibits different shares and rates of growth in each region of

Ontario. In this section the utilization of crop land in each region

of Ontario is explored. Total crop acreage in each region is

illustrated in Table 11. The annual growth rate for Ontario land in

crop production between 1973 and 1983 is 1.0 percent, with Southern

Ontario and Western Ontario exceeding this provincial note, at 1.1 and

1.3 percent respectively. In terms of the share of crop land by

region, Southern Ontario is the highest at 35 percent and Northern

Ontario the lowest at 5 percent. Moreover, as one moves eastward and

northward in the province the share of improved land in crop

production declines.

V.1 Southern Ontario

The total area of improved farm land in Southern Ontario increased by

130,000 acres between 1973 and 1983 to 3,650,000 acres (Table 12).

The land planted to the seven major crops (corn, soybeans, wheat,

barley, oats mixed grain and hay) has increasesd by 286,000 acres
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(representing an annual growth rate of 1.1 percent) and in 1983 this

area represented 79 percent of the improved land. The difference

between the area planted to these seven major crops and the improved

land is defined here as the remaining improved land. This represented

one million acres in the mid-1970's and is less than 800,000 acres

today. This land is used for pasture, other crops and speciality

crops, and was just over 21 percent of the improved land in 1983.

Corn acreage has grown by 2.2 percent per year since 1973 and is now

1.2 million acres, which is 42 percent of the area planted to the

seven crops and 33 percent of the improved land (figure 9 and

table 12). Similarly soybean acreage has an annual growth rate of

5.0 percent through this period and is now 27 percent of land in the

7 crops and 21 percent of improved land in Southern Ontario.

Wheat acreage has exhibited significant variability around the annual

growth rate of 3.1 percent and in 1983 was 13 percent of the area

planted to the major crops and 10 percent of the improved land area.

Barley, oats and mixed grain acreage has been trending downward at

4.1, 8.3 and 5.3 percent per year, respectively. Their share of

improved land is around 6 percent today. Hay acreage has decreased by

at least 100,000 acres since the 1970's, a decline of 3.7 percent per

year. The share of improved land for hay has declined to 8 percent.

In summary, Southern Ontario land use has been changing with the share
of soybean and corn acreage increasing by 4.6 and 1.8 percent per

year, and the share of land going into the other grains, hay, pasture

and other crops decreasing.
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V.2 Western Ontario

Western Ontario has exhibited the largest regional increase in crop

acreage since 1973, from 2.353 million acres in 1973 to 2.684 million

acres, a growth rate of 1.3 percent annually. Crop production now

accounts for almost 75 percent of improved land utilization (Table 13).

Corn production represents 30 percent of crop land use, or

805,000 acres. As also shown in figure 10, this represents a

4.6 percent annual growth rate. Corn acreage peaked in 1980 at

939,000 acres. Hay acreage is currently 31.7 percent of crop land,

decreasing at .9 percent per year. Mixed grains used to encompass

25 percent of the crop land area and it has been decreasing by

2.4 percent per year to 17 percent in 1983. This region accounts for

66 percent of Ontario's mixed grain acreage. Soybean acreage started

to appear in the late 1970's and is now 87,000 acres, or 3.2 percent

of crop land. This soybean acreage is now 10 percent of Ontario

soybean acreage, Table 5. Wheat acreage has been increasing

8.3 percent per year to 137,000 acres in 1983. The Western Ontario

region has exhibited the largest increase in wheat acreage ana

accounts for 24 percent of Ontario wheat acreage. Barley acreage has

increased by 100,000 acres (or 4.7 percent annually) to 260,000 acres

and is now representing 10 percent of crop land. This region accounts

for 50 percent of the Ontario land utilization in barley. Oats

production has been decreasing by 1.2 percent per year and is now only

3.5 percent of the regions crop land.

V.3 Central Ontario

Crop acreage in Central Ontario has increased by less than the

provincial average at 0.5 percent per year (table 14 and figure 11).
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This area also has shown an increase in improved land not devoted to

the major crops discussed. This land would be predominately in

fallow, vegetable and special crop production. Hay accounts for

44 percent of the crop land use, or 450,000 acres. This acreage has

been declining by 0.9 percent per year. Corn acreage has increased

from 183,000 acres to 301,000 acres during the period (a 5.1 percent

annual increase), to now account for 29.4 percent of crop land use.

As in the Western and Eastern regions, soybeans production has

recently begun and is now 31,000 acres (3 percent of crop land).

Wheat acreage is 5 percent of crop land acreage and has shown modest

growth of 3.5 percent per year. As in the rest of Ontario, oats

acreage has declined to 4.5 percent of crop land, a 7.7 annual

decrease. Mixed grain acreage has also decreased to 7.8 percent of

crop land, an annual 3.5 percen decline.

V.4 Eastern Ontario

Eastern Ontario accounts for 15 percent of Ontario crop land, at 1.2

million acres (tables 14 and figure 12). The acreage annual increase

in total crop land at 0.9 percent has been just below the Ontario

average of 1.0 percent. All crop acreages in this region have been

increasing except for oats and hay with at 5.3 and 0.4 percent per

year respective decline. Oats acreage was 74,000 acres in 1983,

6.1 percent of the total crop land. Hay acreage at 700,000 represents

57.3 percent of crop land area. Corn production has exhibited the

largest increase, from 195,000 acres to 275,000 acres at 225 percent

of crop land. The annual growth rate was 3.5 percent over the period.

Soybean production is now at 19,000 acres, 1.6 percent of crop land.

As in most other parts of Ontario its growth has been significant

(56.9 percent per year).
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Wheat acreage is less than one percent of crop land utilized. Mixed

grain production has increased slightly by 4.1 percent per year and is

now 5.4 percent of crop acreage at 66,000 acres.

V.5 Northern Ontario

Crop land in Northern Ontario is only 5 percent of the provincial

total and has been increasing at the Provincial average of one percent

a year (table 16 and figure 17). As well improved land in non-crop

enterprises has been increasing and is now 36.5 ,percent of improved

land. Hay is the major user of crop land with 270,000 acres or

71.4 percent of crop area. This area has been increasing slightly.

Barley is the second most important crop at 12.7 percent of crop area.

At 48,000 acres this crop has shown annual growth of 18.2 percent.

Corn acreage is around one percent of crop area, or 4,000 acres.

There are no acres in soybeans and less than a 1,000 acres of wheat.

Oats and mixed grains have both shown acreage declines, 2.9 and 2.1

percent per year, respectively. Oats accounts for 10 percent of crop

land and mixed grains 4.5 percent.
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TABLE 1. AGRICULTURAL LAND USE IN ONTARIO, 1981

Unit
1981 as a

1981 % of 1971

Total land area 1000 acres 226,702 100
Area in Census farms 1000 acres 14,923 93

Improved land 1000 acres 11,166 103
Crops 1000 acres 8,977 114
Pasture 1000 acres 1,624 69
Summerfallow and other 1000 acres 565 84

Major crops

Hay 1000 acres 2,575 95
% 29

Grain corn 1000 acres 2,172 172
% 24

Fodder corn 1000 acres 643 104
% 7

Soybeans 1000 acres 689 188
% 8

Mixed Grains 1000 acres 783 84
% 9

Wheat 1000 acres 527 149
% 6

Barley 1000 acres 467 121
% 5

Oats 1000 acres 326 50
% 4

Vegetables 1000 acres 152 91
% 2

Tobacco 1000 acres 120 138
% 1

Source: Statistics Canada, 1981,, Census of Agriculture.
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TABLE 2. REGIONAL AGRICULTURAL (IMPROVED) LAND USE IN ONTARIO, 1981

Improved Land Area
Summer-

Under Improved fallow
Regions Unit Crops Pasture and other Total

Ontario acres (1000) 8,977 1,624 565 11,166
of total 80 15 5 100

Southern Ontario acres (1000) 3,286 198 166 3,650
of total % 90 5 5 100
of Ontario % 37 12 29 33

Western Ontario acres (1000) 2,879 558 154 3,591
of total % 80 16 4 100
of Ontario % 32 34 27 32

Central Ontario acres (1000) 1,129 301 104 1,534
of total % 74 20 6 100
of Ontario % 13 19' 18 14

Eastern Ontario acres (1000) 1,280 418 97 1,795
of total % 71 23 5 100
of Ontario % 14 26 17 16

Northern Ontario acres (1000) 402 149 44 595
of total % 68 25 7 100
of Ontario % 4 9 8 5

Source: Statistics Canada, 1981, Census of Agriculture.
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