
It Starts With Me - 
Changing the 
Conversation
By: Katie McLachlan

As the cursor blinks at me on my           
computer screen, patiently waiting for 
me to type up the latest edition of a 
fact-filled Forage Facts, I find myself 
struggling to find an effective way to 
approach this troublesome subject. As 
we will be covering a more difficult topic 
this month, one that is near and dear to 
my heart, I am taking a bit of a different 
approach. So let's start this conversa-
tion!

Mental health is a topic that we have 
been hearing about more and more in  
mainstream media as of late. A lot of 
time, money, and research is going into 
understanding mental health issues 
and into breaking the stigma around 
mental health struggles. Even more re-
cently, the spotlight has been shined on 
the agricultural industry.

Farming, in my opinion, is one of the 
best livelihoods out there. You are your 
own boss, you make your own deci-
sions, and the farm is a great place to 
raise a family! There is something pri-
mal about making a living off of the land. 
For that, we are proud, as we should 
be! The proudest moment of my life 
thus far was just this fall. We were put-
ting bales in with our yearlings that just 
come off grass. My niece and nephew 
came wandering over with their mom to 
help watch the gate. When I closed the 
gate, my 2 year old nephew leaned on 
the bars in his best ‘old farmer at the 
auction mart’ impression, and studied 
the yearlings across the pen for awhile. 
When I asked him what he thought, he 

looked up at me, pointed at the group of 
steers and said, “dat’s nice set a cows 
Auntie!” My heart burst with pride and 
that made the long day of sorting, haul-
ing, and feeding all worth it. Our pride 
in what we do - walking through a great 
crop, raising a set of cracking calves, 
and raising kids who know a good set 
of calves when they see them - drives 
us to keep going. 

On the other hand, we all know that 
farming and ranching is stressful work. 
There are so many variables outside 
of our control! We cannot control the 
weather, we cannot control the mar-
kets, and we certainly cannot control 
other people! Everyone has those days 
that it just seems like nothing can go 
right; burning up a bearing in the baler 
with only a few rounds left and a storm 
rolling in on the horizon, walking into 
the barn to see that calf you have been 
treating and feeding every few hours 
has died, being in the middle of fixing 
something and getting a call from the 
neighbour saying that your cows are 
out in his canola, or selling just a week 
too late and missing the market. Then, 
after dealing with that all day, you come 
into the house for supper to hear on the 
news that Canada is being slapped with 
tariffs to ship our commodities, or there 
is new legislation that will cut into our 
already tight margins! Management 
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decisions we make will either help us or 
haunt us for the entire year, and for who 
knows how long into the future.  

The truth is, our high stress livelihoods are 
putting us at risk. Recently, there was a 
study conducted by Dr Andria Jones-Bitton 
at the University of Guelph, that surveyed 
1,100 producers across Canada asking 
questions that identify mental health strug-
gles. The study found that 35% of partici-
pants met the criteria for Depression, 45% 
were classified as 
suffering from high-
stress, and a whop-
ping 58% of partici-
pants were dealing 
with Anxiety like 
symptoms. In an ar-
ticle in Newsweek, 
it was reported that 
suicide rates in the 
farming community 
are almost 5 times 
higher than any oth-
er occupation world-
wide. “In the U.S. 
the rate of farmer 
suicides is just un-
der two times that of 
the general popula-
tion. In the U.K. one 
farmer a week com-
mits suicide. In China, farmers are killing 
themselves daily to protest the government 
taking over their prime agricultural lands 
for urbanization. In France, a farmer dies 
by suicide every two days. Australia reports 
one farmer suicide every four days. India 
yearly reports more than 17,000 farmer sui-
cides.” Newsweek (2014). While there are 
no statistics at this time for Canadian farm-
ers, we all know of someone who has taken 
their own life. 

Depression and anxiety are not physical 
like a broken leg or disease, they are not 
something we can physically see or mend. 

Mental illness is mood and behaviour, 
which we often mislabel, dismiss or ignore. 
Most of this comes from a lack of education, 
but also in the language, pride and stigma 
around our livelihoods. “Suck it up”, “That’s 
farming”, “If you can’t handle the stress, 
get a job in town” and my personal favour-
ite “Cowboy up”, make us feel weak when 
we are already at our lowest. Farmers and 
ranchers are supposed to be tough. Take 
it on the chin with a grin and get on with 
it. When people comment on our mood or 

how we look tired, 
we simply reply with 
the classic “I’m just 
tired”, “I haven’t 
been sleeping” or 
“It’s just that sea-
son”. We are part of 
a small, close - knit 
community where 
everyone knows 
everybody. The cof-
fee shop talk gets 
around and we wind 
up taking measures 
so that we are not 
the topic of discus-
sion the next morn-
ing. When you feel 
you can’t talk about 
or show depression 
or anxiety, it is just 

another step deeper into the darkness.

I have been there. I have felt weak. I have 
felt like I was not at all cut out to be a       
farmer. 

The day I realized that I needed help, it was 
the lowest day of my life. I felt like a failure 
because I could no longer deal with myself. 
But I am here to tell you that when I went to 
the doctor and began opening up in a safe 
space, it felt AMAZING. The person I was 
talking to did not know anything about my 
life, but they understood my state of mind. 
I was able to unload everything I had been 

#ItStartsWithMe
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Time to Change the 
Conversation
bottling up for years, and I had no idea how terrible I 
was feeling until I began feeling better. I am very for-
tunate to have found some confidants who I can open 
up to, some of which are reading this right now. I know 
that opening up is incredibly difficult. I still find myself 
bottling things up inside for too long, for fear of what 
others will say. 

This is our issue. We need to not be afraid to talk 
about it! We need to change our language. We need 
to encourage each other. “Language is a powerful 
tool. Positive language creates positive outcomes. It 
can reduce conflict, improve communication, and in-
crease our optimism and confidence. It impacts not 
only how you feel but how others see and respond to 
you. It’s also contagious, lifts us up and motivates us.” 
says Leslie Kelly of the Do More Agriculture Founda-
tion. The Do More Agriculture Foundation was formed 
in January 2018 from a need to address the mental 
health crisis in the Canadian agricultural industry. They 
recently launched their first awareness campaign, It 
Starts With Me. This campaign is an opportunity for 
our entire industry to participate in shifting the dialogue 

around mental health. They hope to inspire a thought-
ful observance of the language we currently use when 
we speak to others, and ourselves. This call to action 
encourages us to make small changes everyday in the 
way we talk to our fellow producers. 

As New Years is just around the corner, it is time to 
reflect on ourselves and make resolutions for 2019. 
My challenge to you for 2019 is to make some small 
changes to the way we interact with each other. Next 
time you see a neighbor at the pumps at UFA, I chal-
lenge you to be supportive if they begin talking about 
their struggles. Please do not dismiss them, support 
the conversation. Make it okay to talk about how we 
are really feeling. It is time to change the conversation. 
Language matters. It starts with us. 

If you or someone you know is suffering and in need 
of help, please reach out to the Alberta Mental Health 
Hotline, available 24/7 at 1-877-303-2642 or visit           
mymentalhealth.ca. If you or someone you know is in 
crisis, please visit your local emergency department or 
call 911 immediately. 

PCBFA Holiday Office Closures:
Please be advised that all PCBFA     

Offices will be closed: 

Tuesday, December 25th ,              
Returning Wednesday January 2nd                                 
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ONE TIME           
FENCING LTD.

Event Date & Time Location

Innovative Crop      
Production Workshop

December 5th
3:30pm Registration

COCO Hall
 Wanham

Alternative Energy 
Workshop

December 10th
9:30AM Registration

Triangle Hall
High Prairie

Alternative Energy 
Workshop

December 11th
9:30AM Registration

David Thompson Hall
Hines Creek

Peace Agronomy 
Update January 10th Dunvegan Motor Inn

Fairview

Peace Country Beef 
Congress January 11th & 12th Lakota Centre

Dawson Creek

Holistic Management 
Course

January 16th-17th & 
January 24th-26th

High Prairie AgriPlex 
Deposit & Registration 
Required by Dec 15th

Winter Watering       
Systems Tour February 2nd Saddle Hills County, 

Location TBA

Planning Your 2019 
Cocktail Cover Crop February 6th Debolt Community 

Centre

Soil Health: What is it 
Worth? February 11th Fairview

PCBFA Annual 
General Meeting February 22nd Fairview

For More Information or to Register for any of These Great Events,
Visit peacecountrybeef.ca/upcoming-events | Email info@pcbfa.ca 

| Call 780-835-6799 ext. 3 


