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Taking advantage of opportunities as they arise, making sure the business continues
to evolve and grow, and giving back to the community are some of the keys to
success for Dan DeVries.
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"lf you don't change with the times, you get
lost in the dust," he said

DeVries Fruit Farm is run by Dan, his brother
Mark and their parents Margaret and Leo.

They grow apples and sour cherries, as well as

a wide variety of other fresh fruits and vegetables
on225 acres in Fenwick, Ontarro In spring, they
have a pick-your-own strawberry patch.

They sell into the wholesale market and they
also run an on-farm market at which they sell

all their own fresh produce as well as local eggs,

honey, maple syrup, Jams, preserves and a variety
of frozen fruit.

The staff complement grows from five in the off-
season to as many as 30 at the height of summer
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CASE STUDY

DEVRIES FRUIT
FARM FOCUSES
ON CONTINUOUS
IMPROVEMENT



The Agri-Food Management lnstitute (AMl) is bringing
Ontario farmers fhis case study to demonstrate how
using good buslness management practices can

contribute to their ongoing success. AMI has taken
a leading role in developing resource materials, online
training options and hands-on workshops and courses
to help producers enhance their skills.

> TAKING ADVANTAGE
OF OPPORTUNITIES

Thrrty years ago, Leo DeVries was working in

construction as a carpenter when he bought a small

hobby farm deep in the heart of the Niagara fruit belt.

He had worked on a fruit farm in his younger years,

and the farm was a dream come true.

Leo began accumulating more acreage when, during
the'90s, several neighbouring farmers who were

retiring or getting out of the business asked him if
he wanted to lease their land

Finally, in the mid-l99Os, the sour cherry farm at
which he used to prck fruit came on the market and

Leo took on the much brgger responsibility of owning
and running an additronal lOO-acre operation.

A similar opportunity that came up later on meant

that the DeVries increased their apple orchard from
five to 35 acres. This time, the retrring farmer stayed

on for a year to mentor and help them through the
transition, since this was a new crop for the family,

with all the different production practices that entails.

"He had a very good clientele that he'd built up over

30 or 40 years, and we saw an opportunity to sell our

tender fruits to his customers, too," Dan DeVries said.

When they joined, the two sons each brought new

skills to the business, strengthening it, diversifying
its income and helping make it grow.

> MEETING CHALLENGES

Dan was rnitially reluctant to join the business. The

days were long, being at the mercy of buyers was

stressful, and he actually wanted to be a dairy farmer,

having graduated from Ridgetown College in 2003.

"That spring, my dad said, if there's any interest in
you wanting work on this farm, now's the time to do
it," he said, adding that, as a man in his late forties,

Leo was looking at the business, how long it takes to
grow fruit trees and wondering how much he could
manage on his own in the future.
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I found out that I really liked talking to
people and telling the story of the farm.
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They embarked on a trial that year, starting with a
challenge from Leo in which he said Dan would need

to do something to generate his own income.

Dan's response was to start selling into several

farmers'markets in the local area - something that
they had not tried previously,

"l found out that I really liked talking to people and

telling the story of the farm," he said, and that was

when Dan decided to stay in the family business.

The early bloom and subsequent frost that killed so

many blossoms on other Niagara fruit farms in the

spring of 2012 was mitigated at the DeVries farm.

They had succeeded previously with an application
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KEYS TO THE
DEVRIES FRUIT
FARM SUCCESS
. Be aware of growth opportunities

and take advantage of them

. Understand your cost of production
and work to increase efficiencies

. Pay attention to consumer buying trends

. Apply for government funding

. Optimize labour productivity

. Work with mentors

. Give back to the community
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to the Ontario Sorl and Crop lmprovement
Association (OSCIA) for fundrng to buy nine
frost fans. OSCIA delivers Growing Forward, a

federal-provincial-territorial government initiative

"We managed to have not a bad year, after all,

since prices went up as well," he said, adding
that the program picked up 35 per cent of the
costs of the fans.

> APPLYING TO FUNDING PROGRAMS

ln an effort to increase productivity and reduce
labour costs on the farm, Dan continued applying
to the Growing Forward and its successor, the
Growlng Forward 2 (GF2) program for funding
and was ab e to buy a sour cherry harvester in

2014 that replaced two old harvesters. With the
new equipment, he was able to harvest the same
amount of cherries over the two-week harvest and

only needed about half the number of staff

Dan applied for more GF2 funding, and in 2017 was
able to install a new packing lrne to replace the old,
forty-year-old one that had been breaking down,
had food safety issues and was not particularly
worker friendly He expects the new one to be

between 20 and 30 per cent more efficrent for
the 2OlB harvest than the old one.

> GROWING AND DIVERSIFYING
THE BUSINESS

ln 2009, the family started thinking about how they
could sell more of their own product into the market

"We had a little on-farm fruit stand that had

always done well, so we thought, why not expand
that?" Dan said

By 2OlO, they had expanded the storefront to a
l,OOO square foot retail facility and added a large

section to the barn to increase efficiencies in
packing the fruit and vegetables.

ln 2012, Mark joined the family business after
yet another expansion in which a local, well-
established farmer asked the DeVries if they'd
be interested in takrng over his acreage, Mark took
over the three-day-a-week trip to the St. Catharines
farmers' market that the previous owners had been

making for decades

For the last two years, the family has been

concentrating on increasing efficiencies in apple
productivity by using new techniques, including
high density plantings and trellising, and adding
better-payrng varieties that are in demand by

consumers, like Honey Crrsp and Ambrosia,
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> GIVING BACK TO THE COMMUNITY

The DeVries host an open house and strawberry
and ice cream social every spring - with wagon
rides and tours of the farm - at which they typically
ask visitors to bring donations for the local food bank

ln2016, they turned it into a fundraiser for a

neighbouring famrly whose little boy lost his

legs in an accident.

ln 2017, another neighbour's boy was diagnosed
with Lyme disease, so the DeVries made the social
into a Tick Awareness day as well as a fundraiser to
help with the costs of dealing with the disease.
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We like to give back to the community
because we know we've been blessed

by the opportunities we've had.

,t
ln both cases, the day was a complete success,
providing about $5,000 to the respective families

"We like to give back to the community because we
know we've been blessed by the opportunities we've
had," Dan said

> GOING FORWARD

Dan thinks that, wrth all the improvements that
they've taken on over the past five to ten years,

the family should be in good shape to deal with
the increases in minimum wage that went into
effect this year.

"Will it be enough to completely offset the hit?
Probably not, but it is a good start," he said, adding
that his business rs a little bit ahead of others in

terms of being able to deal with the increase,

As to the future, he said that they will continue to
look for opportunities to grow the business, and try
to make it fit for the generations to come

"You always have to be re-creating yourself in
business," he said. "You want to be more productive
and efficient because it makes your life less stressful." r

AMI is introducing a suite of new tools and resources
aimed at helping Ontario producers adopt LEAN
management principles to increase their productivity.
It is also raising awareness of the many regionalassefs
that are available to farm busrness owners looking to
diversify their operations by making and selling value-
added products. Watch for new programs coming
soon to www.takeanewapproach.ca

The Agri-food Management lnstttute is funded
through the Canadian Agricultural Partnershlp,
a federal-territorial-provincial initiative.
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