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This spring Alberta singer-songwriter Corb Lund gave a solo show 
at the Astor Theatre in Liverpool, N.S., and while in town he made 
time to sit down for a chat about farm succession, among other topics, 
with Rural Delivery’s Mike Bienstock.                   (RD photo)

by Mike Bienstock
 This issue of Rural Delivery, with its 
focus on land, comes on the heels of the 
2016 Census of Agriculture, which was 
released recently by Statistics Canada. 
The figures do not present a rosy picture 
of the family farm. More 
possibly, they portend a 
continued decline. 
 According to the census, 
the total number of farms 
in Canada dropped from 
280,043 in 1991 to 193,492 
in 2016, while the size of 
the average farm increased 
from 598 acres in 1991 to 
820 acres in 2016. Back in 
1991, 32 percent of farmers 
were 55 years or older, as 
compared with 54 percent 
in 2016; the average age 
of a farmer then was 47, 
compared with 55 today. 
More stunning: in 1991, 20 
percent of farmers were 35 
years and under, but farmers 
in that age range now hover 
at just nine percent. 
  In 2016 the average val-
ue of agricultural land and 
buildings was $2,696 per 
acre, which is an increase 
of 38.8 percent from 2011 
(in 2016 constant dollars). 
As land becomes more 
expensive and fewer young 
farmers exist to take the 
reins, what’s to happen to 
the average family farm? 
 “The transfer of agri-
cultural assets as farmers 
transition out of the sector 
can happen in a number of 
ways,” says Statistics Canada. “Farm 
assets can be sold in whole or in part, 
and the buyer can be a new entrant or 
someone looking to expand their existing 
operation. Farm operations can also be 
transferred to other parties via a will or 
written succession plan.”
 But the census found that only 8.4 
percent of Canadian farms have a for-

A singing cowboy’s lament
Corb Lund on the decline of the family farm

mal succession plan laying out how the 
operation will be transferred to the next 
generation. And the situation is even 
worse in Atlantic Canada, where only 
P.E.I. met the national average for suc-
cession planning, while New Brunswick 

posted 7.1 percent, Newfoundland and 
Labrador 5.7 percent, and Nova Scotia 
5.2 percent. 
 If you’ve grown up on a family farm 
in the last quarter century, these numbers 
are probably no great revelation. They 
are part and parcel of contemporary 
agriculture in this country.
 While many have first-hand experi-

ence of the demise of the family farm, 
there’s at least one voice singing its 
sad tale. Corb Lund, one of the current 
breed of alt-country singer-songwriters, 
is an Alberta cowboy and a CCMA and 
JUNO award-winning artist. As he likes 

to joke, “My own subgenre 
of underground country 
is agricultural tragic – ag-
trag.” 
     Lund cut his teeth with 
The Smalls, a punk-metal-
rock band, before blazing his 
own path that crisscrosses 
genres, drawing on styles 
from traditional country 
ballads to Motown and much 
in between. “In my early 
days I was into all differ-
ent country people, Willie 
(Nelson) and Waylon (Jen-
nings) and Marty Robbins 
and that kind of stuff,” he 
says. “It was pretty natural 
for me.… Not everything 
I write is about my family 
ag background, but a lot of 
it is.... I tend to write stuff 
about my own experience, 
which is having a foot in that 
world and growing up with 
it and having generations of 
background in that world, 
but living in the 21st century 
and travelling the world as a 
cowboy kid.”
     In the past three decades 
Lund has released nine 
albums. His 2012 Cabin 
Fever hit #1 on the Bill-
board Canadian Charts, 
three others went gold, and 
2015’s Things That Can’t be 

Undone garnered him a spot on Rolling 
Stone’s “10 New Country Artists You 
Need to Know” list. His current band, 
The Hurtin’ Albertans, consists of bassist 
Kurt Ciesla, guitarist Grant Siemens, and 
drummer Brady Valgardson. 
 Rural Delivery caught up with Lund 
in Liverpool, N.S., during his recent 
15-date solo Atlantic Canadian tour. 
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(“I’m from Alberta but had to come out East for the work,” he 
quipped on stage.) He rambled good-naturedly about growing 
up ag, as well as his perspective on the current state of farm 
life and how its challenges inform his music. The following 
transcript of that interview has been edited for brevity.

GROWING UP AG
 It’s a fun tour, been three weeks…. I’m a long way from 
small town country Taber, Alberta…. We have a family ranch 
that’s been in the family for 120 years, something like that. My 
great-grandpas came up from Utah and Nevada, and the one 
(ranch) on my dad’s side, now part of it’s underwater under 
a big dam. On my mum’s side of the family, we still have the 
place, and it’s too small to make a living on, you know how 
that goes, it just gets chopped up every generation.... We all 
have chunks of it.... In this day and age, even the full size of 
it would be hard to scrape out a living from.… Now it’s more 
of a sort of psychic home base for us. 
 Mum and dad farmed as well, had a bunch of cows and stuff 
in a place about an hour from Cardston. Cardston is where 
our ranch is, and then we have a farm also, it’s about an hour 
from there. And yeah, I grew up on the two places….
 My dad was a vet as well. I wrote a song about that, actually 
(“Talkin’ Veterinarian Blues,” Losin’ Lately Gambler, 2009). He 
was a large-animal vet, and I was a very young, reluctant vet 
assistant. We mostly had cows, and dad grew mostly hay for 
the cows. My grandparents, I guess, were the last generation 
in our family that just did cattle for a living. I guess if you go 
back far enough, both my grandmas were schoolteachers, 
and they say that in the lean years it was the school teaching 
that eked them through.
 Mum and dad were both rodeo people too, they were pro 
rodeo competitors. My grandpas, uncles, and cousins were 
doing that too. 

 It’s funny, because it seems like ag land, it’s consolidated and 
it’s fewer and fewer people on bigger pieces of land.... Maybe 
it’s not like that out here, but out west it’s very consolidated, 
partly because I think you need less people to farm a big place 
because of the machinery they have now, but also land value 
is so high, it’s crazy. I have to explain to city people that you 
can’t just decide to be a farmer and buy a section. You’d never 
pay it off, right? So the only real way is if you have a family 
place, unless you inherited it or it’s a corporate affair….
 My drummer (Brady Valgardson) still has a real big fam-
ily place – in fact, to the point where he can’t make fall or 
spring tours anymore, because they’re in the process of his 
dad handing it off to him. He’s always been involved, and as 
his dad gets older, he gets more and more key to the seeding 
and harvest. So then I have to get subs in the spring and fall 
for him. It’s okay, no one minds. I understand. If I wasn’t from 
the background myself I probably wouldn’t understand, but I 
totally get it. 
 They grow a lot of Sugar beets – there’s a lot of Sugar beets 
in Taber. And corn, a lot of corn, lots of corn. They grow peas 
and corn and Sugar beets mostly, a lot of potatoes in that area 
too. Southern Alberta is irrigated. It’s unique in that a lot of 
Alberta is not irrigated, but southern Alberta is, so it’s really 
quite affluent, relative speaking, for ag….

CATTLE RANCHING
 My grandpa had Highland cows. I was obsessed with them 
– I named a record after a Highland cow (Hair in My Eyes Like 
a Highland Steer, 2005). My grandpa had a few of those…. My 
dad brought over the first Welsh Black bull in Canada from 
Wales, he and my uncle, in the ’60s, and they were hoping, 
you know how that goes, it’s all about hoping it takes off and 
having good breeding stock, right? But, it didn’t take off. They’re 
good, they’re hardy – they calve real easy and they’ve got a 
little hair on them so they’re real good for wintering Canadian 
winters. 
 I was just a little kid when that was happening; I didn’t really 
understand the dynamics of breed promotion or whatever…. 
Dad – he passed away a few years ago. Welsh Black, he was 
committed to them…. 
 It’s funny though, if you think back about cattle ranching – 
that’s our background – the whole concept of the cowboy and 
the ranch and all that stuff, it’s a very quick history, because 
it’s all based on cheap land. Because, like I said, you can’t 
just decide to have a ranch from scratch and go get a bank 
loan – there’s no way.... But back then it was just there for 
the taking, and they wanted it to be settled – western Canada 
was cheap. They would entice Europeans to go out there and 
get a big chunk of land. You just can’t do that anymore, cause 
it’s all taken up, right?
 A lot of us artists that write about western themes… there’s 
this constant droning about the decline of the west and ev-
erything, and the closing in of the (prairie)… but if you think 
about it, it was really an anomaly, because it was only wide 
open because we took it from the Indians in the first place. 
And it’s really a brief window of time in human history where 
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that was an available opportunity, to go 
out and just grab millions of acres and 
pretend it’s free or whatever. 
 So the whole window of when open-
range cattle ranching flourished was 
from, I guess, after the Civil War, and 
it’s been declining ever since, really, 
because of the people – the population 
and opportunities and stuff. I’m not sure 
how that ends. I think it’s being driven by 
population. Because we need feedlots, 
because there’s no way that people 
would have enough beef, if they all 
wanted to eat beef – there’s no way to 
feed them all just on range land, right?

SUCCESSION
 It’s funny, another dynamic too is 
the family – the estate planning part of 
it. I have a song, the “S Lazy H” (Things 
That Can’t be Undone, 2015), that’s spe-
cifically about that, because often what 
happens is – I’ve seen it happen with a 
bunch of them – there’s the family place, 
and say there’s two siblings and one kid 
wants to work on the place and inherit 
it and the other kid wants to go and be 
a doctor or whatever. And so when dad 
is about 65 or 70 and they start to think, 
well, dividing it in half isn’t fair because 
the one kid spent his adult life improving 
the place. How do you monetize that? 
And also, even without that factor, if 
you’ve got two kids that both worked 
on the place, and then they both want 
half of it, maybe all of a sudden it’s not 
big enough to raise a family on anymore, 
right? The Europeans, they had a system 
where they would give the whole thing 
to the oldest offspring, right? Maybe 
it’s worth doing that, ’cause otherwise 
it would all be chopped up.
 My song, it’s a bit dramatized, but it’s 
about having the one kid who just wants 
their money out of it, and there’s no way 
to come up with that kind of cash, so 
they chop it in half and sell off half of it 
for the money, and then the remaining 
half isn’t big enough, so it gets sold off 
too. So yeah, it’s difficult. The family 
agricultural farm or ranch family unit is 
kind of endangered...
 Succession is really important…. 
There’s ways you can do it, but it takes 
some tap dancing. There’s a whole 
subgenre of lawyers and accountants 

that deal with ag estate planning. My 
best friend has a big place, and they’re 
going through that right now. It is help-
ful because his dad is quite on the ball 
with it, so he’s aware. What happens 
sometimes, the dad just denies that he’ll 
ever die – you know those old farmers, 
they just keep going until they drop – and 
then if they’ve done no planning, it can 
be kind of ugly, right? It helps a lot if the 

parent recognizes that in his 60s: “So 
okay, well eventually this is going to be 
passed over, so let’s plan for it now…” 
 The best way to get those old guys 
motivated is to say, “Well, what do 
you want to happen? Do you want the 
government to get it?” And they’re like, 
“God damn, no!” That’s the best way to 
get them on the ball, put the scare of 
the government into them. 


