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C O M M U N I T Y

ight years ago, the idea of Bantry 
Bay Farm was like a dream come 

true for four housemates in B.C. One 
hundred acres of land overlooking a tidal 
river with two houses, four large barns 
and several outbuildings. All next to the 
resort community of Saint Andrews, New 
Brunswick, where demand for local food 
exceeds supply.

Now, the farm has 110 CSA members 
and sells certified organic produce at 
the local farmers’ market. Chefs in Saint 
Andrews boast about using Bantry Bay 
produce on their menus.

In the fields, shades of green are 
interspersed with red lettuce, purple 
cabbage and yellow zucchini, and white 
swaths of floating row cover. The field is 
bordered by lines of stately trees and mist 
rises from St. Croix River in the distance. 
Next to the farmhouse sits an old dairy 
barn with windows along its length and 
dormers and cupolas on the gambrel roof. 
Modern high tunnels nestle between farm 
buildings that look like they’re right out of 
the 1940s. This is the beauty and success 
of Bantry Bay Farm.

Conception of a cooperative

Cooperative living isn’t new for Katherine 
McCord, Luke McLean, Mike Hadfield and 
Brad Aune. When they were in their early 
20s, the four shared a house in B.C.

After Katherine and Luke worked on 
organic farms as part of WWOOF (World 
Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms), 
they visited Katherine’s sister in New 
Brunswick. Her husband suggested that 
the housemates try their hand at farming 
at Bantry Bay. The four could live in the 
farmhouse and work the land for minimal 
rent.

When Katherine and Luke pitched the 
idea to their housemates, Mike and Brad 
jumped at the idea. The four spent the 
winter reading about organic farming, in 
particular, Eliot Coleman’s The New Organic 
Grower. The following February, they 
arrived in New Brunswick ready to farm. 
For the first year, the goal wasn’t to make 
money. The co-op knew a steep learning 
curve was ahead and they wanted to focus 
on developing their skills. They calculated 
that time invested in hands-on education 
would pay off. And it did.

How it works 

at the 

Bantry Bay Farm 
Cooperative

Growing vegetables and community
BY JANET WALLACE
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Bantry Bay partner Katherine McCord inspects microgreens.

After the first growing season, Brad decided to finish 
his degree in computer engineering. For the next several 
years, he returned to the farm to work for the summer. He 
is no longer part of the co-op but the four remain close 
friends.

Initially, the co-op members did all the chores together 
— a practice which was great for learning, but not efficient 
in the long run. 

“We tried a lot of different things in terms of deciding 
who is going to be in charge of what,” says Mike. Now, 
every task on the farm is assigned to someone. That 
person doesn’t have to actually do the job but must 
ensure the job gets done. The three have different 
responsibilities that reflect their strengths.

Mike takes care of day-to-day field management, such 
as deciding where crops are planted and what needs to 
be weeded. Luke maintains the farm equipment, buildings 
and roads. He is responsible for making meals for the co-
op members and crew and preserving surplus vegetables. 
Katherine runs the CSA, deals with restaurants and takes 
the lead on the apprenticeship program.

Cultivating community

Each year, the farm takes on two apprentices who 
work full-time from April or May until October. (In 
addition, there are often 1-2 WWOOFers on the farm.) 

The apprentices receive a stipend of $100/week, room & 
board, and a comprehensive learning opportunity. The 
farmers have developed a curriculum and a list of learning 
outcomes for whole season. 

“We’re passionate about our apprenticeship program,” 
says Mike. “We feel we can offer a lot because we’re still 
new enough to remember the struggles but we have 
enough experience to teach.”

“We want to build community and educate people 
about where their food comes from,” Luke says. “That’s the 
same reason we started the CSA.”

The 110 CSA members connect with farm life through 
e-newsletters and farm tours. 

Pest control

Bantry Bay’s main form of pest control is floating row 
cover. The covers protect squash, cucumbers and zucchini 
from cucumber beetles, and carrots from rust fly. Before 
using floating row covers, half the carrots had rust fly 
damage.

“Row covers are extra work and extra cost but 100% 
effective with rust fly,” concedes Mike. “We plant, flame 
weed and cover. We just bury sides, no hoops, because the 
carrots can push the row cover up. We only take the row 
cover off when we need to weed or thin.”

continued on page 36
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A former dairy barn is the 
centerpiece of the cooperative

An efficient cold room makes it easy to provide fresh crops even 
if the vegetables are picked a few days before reaching the 
consumer.

Cabbage ripening in the fields.
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Floating row covers are also used on brassicas. Arugula 
is now covered from planting until harvest to prevent 
damage from flea beetles. Broccoli and other cold crops 
are covered for the first part of the season.

Wind creates a challenge with row covers. At first, the 
co-op piled rocks on the edge of the cover, but the rocks 
would rip the covers or roll off. Eventually they bought 
UV-resistant woven plastic bags from a sandbag company. 
The bags are easy to carry and store, stay put, and don’t 
damage the fabric.

Natural predators control many pests. In the fields and 
greenhouses, for example, ladybug and hoverfly larvae 
control aphids. “We grow a strip of flowers for pollinators 
and predators,” adds Katherine.

A larger pest created havoc in the field. At first, the 
co-op members were mystified (and frustrated) by the 
damage. Lettuce beds were destroyed overnight, not just 
eaten but also crushed and trampled. The pest chewed 
through the black plastic deer fence and ripped through 
the 2-foot-tall chicken wire fence.

Eventually the pest was identified as a porcupine, or 
rather a legion of porcupines. The co-op estimates that 
they have lost thousands of dollars of lettuce to porcupine 
damage over the years.

Now the fields are protected from deer and porcupines 
by a 3-ft high wire mesh fence topped with strands of 
electric fence wire. A bear infiltrated the defenses in the 
first or second year and ate the whole patch of popcorn in 
one night, but that was an isolated incident.

Bayside growing

Bantry Bay Farm overlooks the St. Croix River, an estuary 
that divides New Brunswick from Maine. The location is 
beautiful and the maritime climate gives a long frost-free 
period (140-145 days) relative to inland areas, but this 
comes at a cost — low heat. In a ‘bad year’, the daytime 
temperature stays around 15C all June and much of 
July, and days may be filled with rain and fog. In these 
years, tomatoes won’t ripen in the field before frost hits 
(usually in October). Even in hot years, the night-time 
temperatures are often 12-14C. The farmers now grow all 
their melons, peppers, tomatoes and other heat-loving 
crops in the greenhouses or under tunnels.

The farm has two high tunnels (60ftX25ft and 
96ftX30ft), one covered with single poly and the other with 
double-poly. In the spring, the structures are filled with 
seedlings. In the summer, heat-loving plants, cucumbers 
and tomatoes extend from the ground to the trusses, 
supported by string and plastic clips.

Microgreens are grown in the tunnel from spring to 
fall and are often cut when they’re less than an inch tall. 
Chefs love using the zesty and colourful microgreens to 
garnish their meals. Red amaranth provides great colour, 
lemon basil and nasturtium microgreens provide a spicy 
heat, and dwarf grey sugar pea greens bulk up the mix 
with a sweet flavour.

A small greenhouse is used to start transplants in late 
winter. The wood-framed structure, now covered with 
a double layer of poly, is heated with a pellet stove. It 
was made with recycled double-paned windows, but the 
frames rotted and the seals broke. Lesson learned: wood-
framed windows don’t last when they’re placed on an 
angle.

“You have those sorts of mistakes but you learn from 
them,” adds Mike. “We were going from books and talking 
to people but had no experience.”
“Our first tunnel blew down three times in the first year,” 
recounts Luke, “and cost $2000 because of overbuilding 
and redundancy.”

To extend the season and provide heat to summer 
crops, the farmers now use simple and less expensive 
structures adapted from Eliot Coleman’s designs. In 2014, 
they built three caterpillar tunnels, which will be taken 
down each winter.

One is made with PVC hoops and two from fence top 
rail (the bar at the top of chain link fencing) curved using 
a pipe bender from Johnny’s Selected Seeds. One of these 
is modular with three pieces, each 15 by 16 ft. in size, 
small enough to be moved by hand. On all three tunnels, 
parachute cord is crisscrossed over the fabric.

Cold comfort 

Season extension involves more than just keeping crops 
warm—cold storage helps to extend the post-harvest 
life of a crop. Until 2014, the farm’s cold storage was an 
extra fridge and a freezer retrofitted with a thermostat to 
maintain moderate temperatures. In the modified freezer, 
vegetables near the element were often burned by the 
cold. The only way to avoid this problem was to set the 
temperature around 10C, but that was too warm for 
vegetable storage.

The co-op now has a walk-in cold room where the 
temperature is kept just above freezing. The 8X8 ft. room 
in the old dairy barn was built decades ago to store milk. 
The co-op members lined the walls and ceiling with four 
inches of rigid insulation. Keeping in mind that cold air 
sinks, and the goal is to keep the cold in, they laid four 
inches of rigid foam insulation on the floor and covered 
that with plywood. The cooling unit is a Coolbot, a device 
that converts a regular air conditioner into an energy-
efficient refrigeration unit.

After using the cold storage this year, Mike says it’s 
hard to fathom how they managed without it. 

“It’s been as important an improvement to the farm 
as our greenhouses have been,” he adds. An efficient cold 

“For every ounce of effort we put into 
organization, we get a large payback  
in terms of greater efficiency.”

continued on page 38
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room makes it easy to provide fresh crops even if the 
vegetables are picked a few days before reaching the 
consumer.

Marketing 

“There is definitely an onus on us,” says Luke, “that 
everything that comes out of here is of very high quality. 
We are running on our reputation of having the best 
vegetables people can buy. Sometimes that means not 
selling something that we wish we could sell.”

“One of the advantages of having three people is 
that the quality control decisions go to the highest 
denominator. Luke has very high standards. I would 
probably sell more of the culls,” Mike admits, “but it’s 
great that Luke keeps our reputation high.”

Cull vegetables are used for their own meals, frozen 
for their winter meals, or, as a last resort, composted. 
Sometimes, culls are sold as seconds. 
At times, they will simply till under a bad crop. Before 
using row covers throughout the season, they sometimes 
tilled in arugula if it had too many holes from flea beetles.

Quality control issues are particularly important when 
working with WWOOFers. “They often look at a vegetable, 
decide that it’s good enough for them to eat, so they 
put it in the CSA bag. But we need higher standards. It’s 
not what you would eat, but what a picky person would 
buy in a supermarket. The worse thing WWOOFers can 
judge is carrot rust fly damage, because what can appear 
superficial may actually be quite nasty just below the 
surface,” says Luke.

Now that the rust fly problem has been eliminated, 
he continues, “It’s comforting to know I can get someone 
to wash and bunch carrots without looking over their 
shoulder and still have high quality.”

Planning 

“For every ounce of effort we put into organization, we 
get a large payback in terms of greater efficiency,” says 
Luke. This focus is obvious as soon as you step foot in their 
tool/packing shed. One wall contains scythes, hoes, rakes 
and forks hanging from hooks. That alone is a large step 
towards organization but the co-op goes a step further. 
There is an outline of each tool around each hook, so it’s 
obvious where every tool goes, and what tools are missing. 
A chalkboard on the opposite wall has a list of reminders 
as diverse as ‘check onion weeding,’ ‘remove row covers,’ 
‘hummus,’ ‘thin beets,’ and ‘insurance.’ Some are crossed 
off and others marked with asterisks.

Farm partners Mike Hadfield (left, pruning tomatoes) and Luke 
McLean.
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Mike Hadfield, who manages day to 
day production at the farm inspects 

the market garden. 
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Rather than getting bogged down with major 
decisions during the busy time of the year, the 
co-op members go on retreat every November. 
For a few days, the farmers reflect on their 
experience of the past year, review their long-
term goals, and plan for the following year.

Whenever the farmers have great ideas 
or make important observations during the 
growing season, these points are recorded in 
one of several binders of records. These ideas, 
and other records, are discussed at the annual 
wrap-up.

On spreadsheets, the farmers record 
planting dates, the amount of each crop they 
want to harvest, the actual amount harvested 
and the sales. Although the hours spent 
planting, weeding and harvesting are not 
recorded, the time is considered when planning 
future harvests. For examples, carrots take a lot 
more labour than broccoli — carrots are weeded 
more often, thinned, washed and bunched, but 
also generate a much higher income per bed.

Tomatoes are also great income generators, 
because (when grown under cover), the farm 
makes good revenue per row foot given the 
amount of labour. The customers and CSAs 
members love tomatoes. Other crops may not 
make sense financially if considered in isolation, 
but they have value because they provide more 
diversity for the CSA.

The planning reflects accurate, but not 
obsessive, recordkeeping. In the early days, the 
farmers admit, they recorded everything and 
made rigid plans. Over time, they realized the 
value of having more fluid strategies that are 
adapted as needed.  

Going forward

Many farmers and businesses believe that 
continual expansion is needed to keep their 
business alive. The farmers at Bantry Bay don’t 
subscribe to that notion. They are increasing 
the acreage under cultivation, but for crop 
rotation. Rather than simply rotating crops 

The work room is clean and organized, so less time is 
wasted looking for the right tool.

The SPCA Certified program is the only way that these birds 
are guaranteed the kind of life that they deserve to have.  
– Ron Hamilton, Sunworks Farm

SPCA Certified is a national, third-party, on-farm animal 
welfare validation program. Trusted by consumers, certified 
farms receive a market premium for products. The standards, 
created by farmers and farm animal experts, are practical and 
achievable. 

Being SPCA Certified demonstrates to customers your 
commitment to animal welfare.

BECOME SPCA 
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SPCA Certified: A program operated 
by the BC SPCA since 2002.

Learn more at  
spcacertified.ca,  
or call  
1.800.665.1868

within a field (which they will continue to do), they want to rotate 
fields, putting a whole field into green manures for a few years to 
break weed and pest cycles. They will continue to grow roughly the 
same amount of vegetables each year.

The goal of growing community is coming to fruition as more 
people graduate from the apprenticeship program. Katherine points 
out that one of the long-term benefits of apprenticeship is that 
apprentices acquire mentors for life. The co-op members love the 
idea of having past apprentices asking for advice about starting their 
own farms.
Bantry Bay Farm’s transition from abandoned hay fields to a 
productive market garden took much than good luck and family 
connections — the co-op’s success reflects the hard work,  
passion and wisdom of a group of young farmers. 




