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Crumpled Globalization and Policy Innovation in Canadian Grain Politics: 

The Wartime Economy of the 1940s 

Chris Adams 

Abstract 

This paper explores how international conditions directly affect patterns of policy making 

and consultation within the Canadian political economy. In this case the author shows how long-

term policy planning within the 1940s Canadian western agricultural economy was disrupted by 

global war. Attempts by Canadian producers and policy makers to grapple with the effects of 

trade disruptions and threatening wartime inflation led to policy innovation and the forging of 

new and formal links between the Federal Government and interest organizations. Examples of 

policy innovation include Federal Government Orders-in-Council giving exclusionary marketing 

powers to the Canadian Wheat Board and the establishment of the Wartime Prices and Trade 

Board. Together, new policy instruments and the changing economic environment pushed such 

farm organizations as the United Grain Growers and the Canadian Federation of Agriculture into 

closer proximity to the policy planning process. 

"Never before in the history of Canadian agriculture has the voice of agriculture been more 

effectively and unitedly expressed than during the past six years."(1)  

-James Gardiner, Minister of Agriculture, 1947 

Introduction 

Prior to the onset of the Second World War, the political economy of western Canadian 

agriculture was fundamentally affected along two main fronts: one being domestic ("dustbowl" 

conditions) and the other being international (collapsed prices in conjunction with the failure of 

the International Grain Agreement (IGA)). Problematic farm conditions coupled with unstable 

international market conditions "pulled" a reluctant federal government into its new 

interventionist role.(2) New policy innovations were legitimized by policy makers with claims 

that they were simply to be understood as temporary responses to crisis conditions. Once crisis 

conditions were lifted, so it was believed, the new policies would be lifted. However, crises can 

come in many forms and their arrival can be unpredictable. In the case of Canadian grain 

policies, short-term innovations evolved into permanent institutional structures and consultative 

arrangements. 

This paper shows first how the escalating conflict in Europe produced the fracturing of 

the international political economy’s (IPE) world grain trade and the return of volatile grain 

prices. This is followed by an examination of how organizations representing western farmer 

interests responded to the new crisis by providing their support to government wartime policies 

in exchange for consultative inclusion. Subsequently, and in a third section, the author provides 

examples of how Federal government policies during the Second World War was increasingly 

interventionist in scope as it grappled with attempts to stabilize farm production, storage 

arrangements, delivery systems, and wartime food prices. Illustrations of this include new farm 

support programmes, the closing of the Winnipeg Commodity Exchange and the granting of 
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monopoly powers for marketing prairie wheat to the Canadian Wheat Board. Such wartime state 

policies required the support of farm producers and those involved in the grain trade. The 

resulting search for legitimacy opened up consultative arrangements with many farmer 

organizations, including the relatively new Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA), the 

United Grain Growers Limited (UGG) and the provincial wheat pools. 

A. Situating Western Canadian Wheat within the Global Economy  

In producing a commodity for outside markets, wheat farmers and those involved in the 

Canadian grain trade have for a long time witnessed how events and forces arising beyond the 

country’s border serve as catalysts for certain forms of political behaviours and policy 

developments within Canada.(3) Because Canadian wheat production requires export 

consumption., Canadian grain farmers have always been part of a globalized economic system. 

The opening of new markets (and the closing of others), volatile international prices, and the 

implementation of effective (or ineffective) multilateral trade agreements are all important 

factors to western farmers in the first half of the twentieth century. This is much in the same way 

as these factors have since become important to many Canadian non-farm sectors as they operate 

within an increasingly globalized economic order.(4) 

In a recent essay, Grace Skogstad lists four features as elemental to analyses of 

globalization: international cultural values, international institutions, global neo-liberalism, and 

disruptions in domestic politics from external events and forces.(5) In many ways, studying how 

the Federal government and farm organizations responded to negative wartime trading 

conditions allows us to better understand the fourth feature: that is, the influence of 

internationally integrated economic forces on domestic policy making and political patterns. 

More precisely, its interesting to look at the 1940s and show how the Canadian national 

government and farm groups responded to the disintegration of international economic 

arrangements. 

Broadly speaking, the initial impact of the Second World War was that Canada was now 

trading with fewer countries within a fractured IPE. International conflict precluded any 

possibility for a working multilateral grain agreement. Secondly, as an active participant in the 

allied war effort, Canada’s wartime involvement would require the enlistment of both soldiers 

and economic resources. To this end, the government implemented new policies and formed 

consultative wartime planning councils. These were aimed at preventing such economic 

disruptions as wartime scarcities and the inflation of food prices.(6) 

The International Political Economy of Canadian Wheat: Late 1930s and Wartime 1940s 

By the end of the 1930s there were clear signs that the decade long western Canadian 

farm crisis was abating, both in terms of productivity and market prices. Production was up when 

measured by yield-per-acre figures. In 1939, an average of 19.1 bushels of wheat were produced 

per acre - for a total yield of 494 million bushels - compared to the much smaller average of 10.1 

bushels for each of the previous five years yielding an average 244.5 million bushels per year.(7) 

This new momentum carried into the next year (1940) with 514 million bushels produced. 

In contrast to the previous ten years in which productivity proved to be inversely related 

to price,(8) as events surrounding the looming European war occurred, producers began 

experiencing escalating returns on their investment. For the month of August 1939 the bushel 
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price for exported wheat hovered at $0.55. By September the price rose to $0.90 and lasted at 

this level until the German invasion of western Europe in May of 1940. Unfortunately, for 

producers, this period of high productivity coupled with good returns was short-lived. In 

consequence to Germany’s invasion was the disappearance of continental European grain 

markets for Canadian wheat exports. Attempts to increase Canadian exports to the English 

market as a substitute for European markets could only partially resolve the resulting 

problematic surpluses within the Canadian grain trade.(9) With market gluts, wheat prices soon 

dropped.(10) As such, and as shown in a later section in this paper, federal government policies 

became increasingly marked by attempts through interventionist policy-making as it attempted to 

deal with mounting surplus problems and concerns for orderly marketing and prices. 

Table A: Crop Productivity, Prices, and Surpluses (11) 

Crop 

Year 

Western Canada 

Acres 000 

Yield per Acre 

Bushels 

Production 

Bushels (millions) 

Domestic Wholesale 

Price (cents)* 

Accumulated Surplus 

(July) Bushels 000 

1938 24,946 13.5 336 62 24,536 

1939 25,813 19.1 494 76/74 102,911 

1940 27,750 18.5 514 74 300,473 

1941 21,140 14.0 296 76/75 480,129 

1942 20,653 25.6 529 94.4 423,752 

1943 16,091 16.6 268 123/2 594,626 

1944 22,443 17.5 392 125 356,531 

1945 22,566 13.1 295 125 258,073 

1946 23,731 16.6 393 138/4 73,600 

* Annual averages of daily prices for No. 1 Northern at Fort William-Port Arthur 

B. Farm organizations and the Wartime Economy 

During the Depression, farmers abandoned the agrarianism that marked the 1920s as they 

sought to protect what little they had. This was done through their commodity-specific 

associations which were less interested in radically broad political issues. In contrast to those 

such as William Irvine who saw organized farmer action as a means for changing society,(12) in 

the late 1930s and 1940s the groups that gained a reputation for representing farmer interests 

were the more narrowly defined wheat pools, the UGG, as well as the so-called "umbrella" or 

"peak" associations which, at both the national and provincial level, served to channel to 

government policy makers the voice of various interests within the farm sector.(13) This section 

takes as illustrations of this new pattern the case of two major organizations which were shaped 

by changing circumstances: the UGG and the "new kid on the block", the CFA. As an umbrella 

for a wide array of Canadian commodity and provincial organizations, the CFA had the most to 

gain by new wartime consultative policy arrangements within the federal state. 



The Innovation Journal: The Public Sector Innovation Journal, Volume 6(3), 2001, article 1.  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5 
 

The Canadian Federation of Agriculture  

The CFA serves as a good case study of an organization seeking to become what Paul 

Pross describes as an "institutionalized" pressure group as opposed to an issue-oriented 

group.(14) Its success in participating in federal government policy discussions can be linked to 

its ability to institutionally expand itself through both financial and human resources. Initially 

serving as an umbrella of provincial umbrellas (as it represented a number of provincial 

agriculture federations at the national level), in the 1940s the CFA broadened its membership by 

adding to its membership list "trans-provincial" groups. By 1942 a list of its membership 

contained the following: The United Farmers of Alberta, the United Farmers of Canada 

(Saskatchewan Section), the Manitoba Federation of Agriculture, the United Farmers of Ontario, 

the United Grain Growers' Limited, the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, The Alberta Wheat Pool, the 

Manitoba Wheat Pool, as well as some smaller cooperatives.(15) 

In addition to a broadening membership, the CFA was also expanding its financial base at 

a stable rate. In its founding year, 1935, the association's membership fee was set at $100.(16) 

By 1940 its total membership revenues totalled $2,360(17) in paid memberships (compared to 

the paltry 1939 figure of $180 (18)). Of its contributors in 1941, the largest was the Ontario 

Federation paying $600, followed by the CFA's Saskatchewan affiliate (the Saskatchewan Co-

operative Conference) which paid $420. When looking at the total contributions (that is, 

membership dues plus donations) made to the CFA by its organizational affiliates, its income 

grew from $10,257 in 1940 to $12,475 in 1945.(19) 

In 1940, the CFA could only afford to budget $1,800 for one secretary, as its sole paid 

employee. By June of 1945 it could now pay its president $2,500, its Secretary-Treasurer $2,000 

and its office assistant $1,504. Its public relations functions grew also. Activities included "The 

Farm Radio Forum" national radio broadcasts and such printed bulletins as the "Farmers Meet 

the Cabinet" that outlined the organization’s lobbying activities.(20) 

In her case study analysis of the CFA, Helen Jones Dawson reports that the early years 

were fairly difficult as it was felt by those within the organization that the government was not 

taking the federation seriously.(21) Things came to a head in London, Ontario, in 1941 when the 

CFA was forced to confront the Minister of Agriculture in what has been called "The Battle of 

London". At the annual meeting of its affiliate, the Ontario Federation of Agriculture, 

Agriculture Minister James Gardiner was attacked by an "especially scathing address by [CFA 

President] Dr. Hannam with the vocal support of 2,000 extremely angry farmers." When the 

minister attempted to defend the record of his department 

...the farmers present became even more enraged and hurled further accusations at 

him. They refused to allow him to leave the meeting until they had extracted some 

concessions from him in the early hours of the next morning.(22) 

What followed two weeks later was a government invitation to the CFA leaders to submit 

a brief to the federal cabinet (this was the first time for what became an annual event). The CFA 

leadership was also asked to nominate representatives to the aforementioned WPTBs. Before 

examining the implications of these events, this paper now turns to an examination of 

developments within the UGG. 
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The United Grain Growers Limited 

As the CFA's strategy, coupled with the Federal Government’s wartime planning 

requirements, moved the CFA into its consultative role, the UGG was also taking on a shape 

more suited the demands of the new era. This section provides a discussion of each of the 

following: the UGG's evolving financial health as a farmer owned company, the restructuring of 

the grain company's finances, and the UGG’s lobbying efforts with regard to federal policies. 

- Finances 

In part, changes within the UGG were less a result of wartime economic conditions than 

an alleviation of Depression era conditions. The 1930s undoubtedly proved to be difficult years 

as illustrated by the fact that it lost money in three years (1929/30, 1932/33 and 1936/37), and for 

1938/39 it reported a mere profit of $5,662 with no dividends issued to its stockholders. Its 

finances were soon normalized. In its report on the 1939/40 fiscal year, the UGG's directors 

informed the UGG's membership at its annual meeting in Calgary that its profits had almost 

reached 600,000 dollars. Profits subsequently remained in the six digit range during the war’s 

duration. In the fiscal years ending in 1941, 1942, and 1943, the respective profit figures were 

$463,770, $350,810, and $469,768.(23) 

- Capitalization and Restructuring 

In the hope of providing a better way for the company to obtain capital, there were a 

number of proposals at its membership meetings during the 1930s.(24) Since its beginnings, 

there had been only one type of share that could be purchased and these were restricted to its 

farmer members; that is, those using the company's services. At the 1939 annual meeting, the 

directors were authorized to apply to parliament for an amendment to its company charter. The 

UGG’s founding as a grain company was based on an act of Parliament. Therefore, any internal 

restructuring that involved a revision of its charter required government involvement, 

parliamentary committee scrutiny, and legislation. Because the number of private (i.e. non-

government) bills was kept to a minimum during the war, the amendment to the company's 

charter was stalled. However, in 1940, the UGG membership adopted a plan which was 

essentially to call in all of the company's shares which were sold at 25 dollars and re-issue the 

shares in the form of "Class A" shares and "Class B" voting shares. The Class A shares with a 

par of $20 could be sold to anyone within the investment community.(25) 

Despite repeated delays by the House of Commons, the company did what other 

successful companies do when dealing with bureaucratic red tape: it hired a high-profile lawyer 

to navigate the company through the appropriate channels. Serving as legal council to the 

company was former Attorney General and Premier of Alberta, J.E. Brownlee. The amendments 

to the charter were enacted by Parliament and subsequently adopted at the 1941 UGG Annual 

Meeting. This restructuring proved to be a success. At its 1942 meeting the project was reported 

as complete with ten thousand new investors being brought into the fold of the UGG with the 

issuance of 144,739 Class A shares and 63,065 Class B shares. 

- Lobbying 

The Grain Growers had its biggest fight in the 1940s over federal income tax policy. 

With the turn-around in profits at the end of the Depression the company began to pay dividends 

to its shareholders. Because of questions regarding whether these monies were taxable, the UGG 
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held the payments in reserve. The Dominion Income Tax Branch soon ruled that these funds 

were not exempt. At stake were annual figures exceeding $200,000. In its presentation to the 

1944 Royal Commission on Co-operatives, the company claimed that it was being treated 

unfairly; that just because it paid dividends this did not mean it should be treated like other 

corporations. Its position was that the UGG should be treated in the same manner as other farm 

cooperatives that were exempt. The Royal Commission agreed with the UGG's position and in 

1946 amendments were made to the Income War Tax Act which were generally in line with the 

company's position. However, the tax exemption did not cover the years prior to 1946. In other 

words, the reserves that had built up were still subject to taxation. Under pressure, Ottawa 

allowed the new laws to apply to the pre-1946 funds. What followed was the issuance to farmers 

of 200,000 cheques with a combined figure of $2.5 million.(26) 

Another area of major concern during the war centred on federal government pricing 

policies. In 1940, the UGG lobbied to have the federal government purchase the federal wheat 

board’s current holdings in order that wheat farmers could be paid for grain that had yet to be 

sold by the board. The government rejected the company's suggestion claiming that wartime 

conditions were already placing a heavy burden on the federal treasury. 

One year later, in 1941, the UGG submitted to the government a request that in order to 

help grain farmers survive the cost-price squeeze they should be paid a bonus of $3.00 per acre at 

an estimated total cost of $55 million. The government accepted this suggestion for only one 

year and with conditions attached. The result was a more limited payout of $19 million. There 

were other mixed successes as well. Through its membership in the CFA, the UGG pushed for a 

barley floor price. The government responded with a 60 cent per bushel floor price that was 

below current market barley price. Those in the company considered it "meagre" yet having a 

"reassuring effect."(27) 

The UGG was generally united with the provincial pools in its expressed interests for 

having the government enact policies guaranteeing good returns for the farmer. However, the 

company differed from the pools with regard to the extent to which the government should be 

involved directly in the grain trade. In other words, it did not support the closing down of the 

wheat futures market.(28) The UGG derived its profit from operating within the existing open 

market system that included a "voluntary" - rather than mandatory - wheat board and a futures 

grain market operating through the Winnipeg Grain Exchange. In the end, its official position 

became that of supporting the new CWB powers on the vague condition that they not be used to 

the detriment of farmers. 

As with the CFA, the war-years clearly provided a positive environment for the UGG’s 

growth. By 1948, the UGG's assets were valued at over $14 million and its reported net profit for 

the year was $287,370. This set the pattern for subsequent years and even decades. This section 

and the subsequent discussion show that the post-war era proved to be a period in which farmer 

companies and consultative lobbying groups such as the CFA and its provincial affiliates found 

favour. 

C. Wartime Policies 

While the war rocked the Canadian grain trade, the federal government continued to 

operate with interim measures left over from the 1930s. In some cases current programmes were 

inadequate. For example, with heightened competition in 1939 from the US and Argentina 
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preventing Canada from disposing its wheat surpluses, and a voluntary wheat board that could 

only peg grain prices to market conditions (at around 60 cents a bushel), Parliament enacted a 

minimum price that could provide better compensation for farmers. As such, federal policy from 

September 1939 to December 1940 took on the character of "wait and see" planning.(29) 

By late 1941 the federal government’s agriculture policy was changing as the war 

deepened. This had a number of consequences for those in the farm sector. Ottawa established a 

number of agricultural committees under the Wartime Price and Trade Board (WPTB - see 

below) in conjunction with the implementation of quotas and price controls to address wartime 

inflation. Furthermore, in recognition of the consequence that this would push the farmer into a 

cost/price squeeze scenario (that is, where costs of production increase while returns on 

investment do not) the government instituted special tax and tariff exemptions and direct 

subsidies to the producer. The most heralded wartime grain-related action taken by the 

government, however, was the October 12, 1943 Order-in-Council (P.C. 7942). The government 

closed down the marketing of wheat futures on the Winnipeg Grain Exchange(30) and gave (in 

what was thought to be a temporary action) the CWB monopoly powers concerning the 

marketing and handling of western Canadian wheat exports. It is to these various wartime 

measures that the discussion now turns. 

Government Planning and Price Controls  

Many government measures were not aimed at controlling wartime shortages but instead 

were anti-inflationary measures aimed at preventing both increasing production costs for 

processors and wartime speculation. The instrument by which the federal government monitored 

and sought controls over prices was the Wartime Prices and Trade Board. The WPTB’s early 

mandate was narrowly applied in September 1939 to simply monitor prices, but with the national 

wholesale price index having increased by 27 per cent between the appointment date of the 

Board and the summer of 1941, the government expanded its role. The first formal wartime price 

controls in agriculture came into effect in the summer of 1940. These were aimed at wool, sugar, 

and butter.(31) The government stepped up its efforts from the summer of 1940 to the fall of 

1941 authorizing price controls in a wider area of goods and services in order to address wartime 

shortages of foreign exchange, industrially essential raw materials, labour, and capital 

equipment. By December of 1941 the federal government declared a "universal price ceiling" 

with direct effects on the price of farm produce. With regard to wheat, soybeans, flaxseed, 

sunflower and rapeseed (canola) the government provided subsidies to curtail farmer losses and, 

as well, established floor prices (in addition to price ceilings).(32) 

There were what can be called loosely institutional "spin-offs" from the WPTB. With 

regard to overseeing floor prices in the agricultural sector, the federal government made use of 

the Agricultural Supplies Board.(33) The WPTB in December, 1941, established the Commodity 

Prices Stabilization Corporation which was responsible for the handling of the wartime 

subsidies. Under the corporation, subsidies were paid out for a number of costs including farm 

machinery, binder twine, feed fertilizer, fuels, and pesticides.(34) By 1943 most of the wartime 

stabilization subsidies were placed under the jurisdiction of the Department of Agriculture 

through the Agricultural Food Board. Among the wide array of subsidies for farmers throughout 

Canada, the two types of subsidies which were of particular importance to wheat farmers were, 

firstly, farm income payments to help offset costs incurred by price constraints and, secondly, 

"wheat acreage reduction payments" which were meant to reward farmers who switched to 

grains that were better suited to domestic market needs (such those related to feeding 
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livestock).(35) Regarding the first type, federal government payments were centred on the 

1941/1942 and 1942/1943 crop years. For the two years, the Department of Agriculture paid out, 

respectively, 16.3 and 2.68 million dollars to western farmers. 

Because wheat was one of the few agricultural items in surplus after 1940, there 

continued to be a need for policies that would help reduce wheat surpluses. This could be done in 

conjunction with measures aimed at increasing the volume of coarse grain production that would, 

in turn, serve the Canadian livestock industry. Therefore, subsidies were devised to simply shift 

grain production from the export-oriented wheat grain to grains more suited to the domestic 

market. In March, 1942, the government issued an Order-in-Council empowering the CWB to set 

a floor price of 60 cents a bushel for barley and 45 cents a bushel for oats. These floors were 

below current prices yet they provided a sense of confidence for producers operating in these 

areas. In part, changes in production reflected government action. According to MacGibbon, the 

1942 crop year showed a 35.8 per cent estimated increase in the acreage sown for barley. Less 

dramatic yet significant was the increase in acreage devoted to oats which rose by 18.6 per 

cent.(36) Below, Table B shows annual expenditures for acreage reduction during the war years. 

Table B: Wheat Acreage Reduction Payments, 1941-1946(37) 

Year Canada $ Manitoba $ Sask. $ Alberta $ 

1941 22,412,000 2,867,000 12,442,000 7,103,000 

1942 22,789,000 3,720,000 12,488,000 6,581,000 

1943 31,015,000 5,053,000 17,090,000 8,872,000 

1944 9,505,000 763,000 5,577,000 3,165,000 

1945 822,000 133,000 262,000 427,000 

1946 112,000 1,000 51,000 60,000 

Farm Organizations – Policy Inclusion  

The need to introduce increasingly interventionist wartime measures meant that the 

federal government would have to open its doors into the policy process for the farm lobby. 

More specifically, it was recognized that the government needed to incorporate farm 

organizations into its decision-making spheres if its wartime policies were to have any effect. 

The reasons for this were two-fold. First, because the government was attempting to curtail 

inflation, this meant that wartime policies would prevent farmers from obtaining large returns 

with each crop. Therefore, Ottawa required help from the organizations in order to legitimate any 

new price ceiling policies within the rural communities. With this aim, a tacit bargain was struck. 

In exchange for organizational cooperation, the groups were consulted on how these policies 

should be applied and, the means by which farmers would be compensated (chiefly through 

subsidies) for their trouble. The WPTB in this way provided an opportunity for the CFA to 

quickly position itself as the legitimate (and patriotic) farmers’ voice at the federal level. By the 

end of the war, the CFA's President, H.H. Hannam, was able to boast that CFA representatives 

were sitting on the following national boards and wartime planning committees:(38) 
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1. The Agricultural Advisory Committee, to the Food Board and the Minister of Agriculture; 

2. The Agricultural Advisory Committee of the Wheat Board; 

3. The Advisory Committee to the Canadian Wheat Board; 

4. The National Employment Committee; 

5. The National War Finance Committee (Ontario); 

6. The National Selective Service Advisory Board; 

7. The War Assets Corporation; 

8. The Central Committee on Demobilization and Rehabilitation; 

9. The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation; 

10. The Central Committee, Production Goals for 1945; 

11. The Beef Advisory Committee, WPTB 

12. The Dairy Producers Advisory Committee, WPTB 

13. The Poultry Producers Advisory Committee, WPTB 

14. The Honey Producers Advisory Committee, WPTB 

15. The Maple Syrup Advisory Committee, WPTB 

16. The Fresh Fruits and Vegetables Advisory Committee, WPTB 

17. The Seeds Advisory Committee. 

As the reader will note, two of these policy committees pertain to the Canadian Wheat 

Board. It is to this major institution that we now turn. 

-The Canadian Wheat Board 

The 1935 founding of a national wheat board occurred as an interim government measure 

to combat problems related to wheat pricing and marketing under conditions of international 

surpluses. This action was perceived by grain farmers to be a half-hearted government effort in 

that the board was not given monopoly control over the marketing of western wheat. Surviving 

the latter half of the depression with its limited powers intact, the board soon became a vehicle 

for state wartime planning. With the amendments to The Wheat Board Act in 1940, in the face of 

problems within the grain storage and delivery system, the government gave the CWB powers to 

regulate deliveries and to set producer quotas regarding what a producer might deliver at any one 

time. As such, the CWB became a major governmental instrument in the grain handling 

system.(39) 

With mounting surpluses, one major task for the CWB was to resolve the storage crisis. 

Because storage facilities were overtaxed, the UGG and provincial wheat pools demanded that 

farmers who were forced into storing their own harvest should be compensated. In addition to the 

government allowing the UGG to write off on its income taxes a "huge annex-building 

programme" in which 357 temporary storage facilities were built,(40) between the end of 

October 1940 and August 1st, 1941, the CWB disbursed over six million dollars to those 

producers who were storing their own wheat.(41) 

As the war progressed and the federal government became more involved in the economy 

and agricultural stabilization, the CWB's importance was increasing. So much so that in 1943 the 

wheat futures market was closed on the Winnipeg Grain Exchange and the Canadian Wheat 

Board was given exclusive powers over all western Canadian wheat. James McKinnon, the 

Minister of Trade and Commerce, gave the following rationale: 
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By placing control of the purchase and sale of Canadian wheat in the hands of the 

Wheat Board it will be possible to deal with current and future marketing 

problems on a basis more suitable to war conditions.(42) 

MacGibbon asserts that three major factors came into play in 1943. First, Great Britain 

was purchasing Canadian grain via a centralized purchasing authority, the Cereal Imports 

Committee. It was necessary that Canada’s Wheat Board have sufficiently large supplies to 

handle the order without getting caught short, which would have dictated purchasing wheat on 

the open market at a high cost to the government (and thus precipitating runaway wartime 

prices). Secondly, the Canadian government was committed to mutual aid agreements with other 

countries and, as in the case of its commitments to Britain, it was desirable to ensure that the 

government had access to sufficiently large supplies. Thirdly, if wheat prices were allowed to 

continue to rise in the open market, new forms of government intervention to control escalating 

prices throughout the food market would be required, including subsidies to flour millers.(43) 

It bears mentioning that the government’s closing of the open wheat futures market was a 

measure that was taken without loss to those who had holdings in wheat at the time. In other 

words, it was not a battle of public sector atavism versus private business. The government 

bought out all existing wheat futures contracts. These were estimated to be between 200 and 300 

million bushels. MacGibbon writes that this provided a "substantial profit" to those operating on 

the Winnipeg Grain Exchange floor, including privately owned elevator companies and the 

pools.(44) 

Some have argued that it is impossible to predict what would have happened to the CWB 

and other forms of state intervention had the Second World War not occurred.(45) This author 

feels that the war prevented the dismantling of Depression-era measures and provided a 

conducive environment for government policy flexibility. Government interventionism in 

agriculture reflected a much wider pattern of changing Canadian state-society relations. The War 

Measures Act allowed the government to by-pass the House of Commons and pass laws by 

executive fiat.(45) The practice of such executive power during the Second World War 

precipitated in the 1940s Parliament a proliferation of council "minutes" and orders-in-council. 

So extensively were they used that Robert MacGregor Dawson reports that between the 25th of 

August, 1939 and the 2nd of September, 1945, over 56 thousand minutes and orders-in-council 

were issued. It can be calculated that over twenty thousand of these can be classified as 

legislative actions.(46) 

Therefore, when the Government of Canada issued on the 12th of October, 1943, Order-

in-Council Number 7942(47) (regarding the CWB's powers) it was seen as a routine measure 

within a series of legislative actions taken by the wartime cabinet. George McIvor, the CWB's 

Assistant Chief Commissioner in the 1940s, recalled later in a letter that both those involved in 

the marketing of grains and CWB management "felt generally that the closing of the market was 

a temporary war action and it was hard to believe that the market was still closed" after many 

decades.(48) 

For the wartime crop years, the CWB sold over 1.7 million bushels of wheat. Its annual 

business had ranged from $300 million to $600 million. The government was now operating a 

smoothly running board with only moderate operational costs.(49) Furthermore, many 

westerners made known their feelings of support for the board's continuance. In addition to the 
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wheat pool organizations, which had finally won the rewards of a long-time campaign and "were 

particularly active in whipping up support," each of the three prairie governments passed 

motions of support for a peacetime wheat board with exclusive powers over Canadian wheat 

exports.(50) In retrospect, by the end of the war it was clear that step by step, the federal 

government had been pulled by the necessity of the prolonged international conflict into 

becoming the major player in Canadian wheat marketing and it was supported along the way by 

the activities of numerous farm groups. 

Farm Organizations and Post-War Grain Trade 

One final note. As the state became increasingly involved as an agricultural trade agent, it 

incorporated farm groups into its international activities. Farm group representatives have been 

found among various Canadian trade delegations ranging from negotiations over the 1949 

International Grain Agreement to more modern events such as the meetings of the Cairns group 

(a loose coalition of grain producing countries within the GATT in the 1980s and 1990s). There 

are two reasons for the state wanting groups to be involved in processes of inter-state behaviour. 

First, the Canadian government involved farm groups in order to legitimate policies arising from 

successful (or unsuccessful) negotiations. Second, organizational involvement provides some of 

the organization’s expertise. In turn, organizations obtain an opportunity to voice their interests 

or needs. This was illustrated in the 1980s during the FTA negotiations in which the government 

established a Sectoral Advisory Group on International Trade (SAGIT) in a number of economic 

sectors, including agriculture.(51) While such action provided the government with legitimacy 

and organizational expertise, the organizations in turn hoped to obtain additional ways for 

articulating their members' interests, while seeking institutional channels for influencing 

government policy. 

In the overall scheme of things, examining the war years and other periods of Canadian 

grain politics reveals that the extent and range of strategic choices for agricultural groups to 

affect agriculture-related policy is generally limited by events and forces within the IPE. So great 

are international political and economic forces that even the most tactically astute and well-

organized farm groups cannot exercise a high degree of control over their political destiny. 

Long-term campaigns such as the struggle to establish a national wheat board with effective 

powers succeeded only when suitable conditions arose. Although much has been made in the 

literature on interest groups regarding what resources and tactics enable a group to win policy 

rewards, a study of farmer groups and their political history shows that farm policy successes and 

failures occur for reasons that are often outside such considerations. 

An earlier version of this paper was presented to the Annual Meeting of the Canadian 

Political Science Association, Quebec City, 2001 
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