
It’s no secret that the Gulf Islands are home to a great many
organic farms. What is perhaps less well known is that those
farms attract hundreds of wwoofers (often called willing

workers on organic farms) from around the world every year.
World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms (WWOOF), is

an international exchange program. In return for volunteer help,
wwoofing hosts offer food, accommodation and opportunities
to learn about organic farming and sustainable ways of living.
Accommodations for wwoofers range from tents, old buses and
cottages to private rooms within a principal dwelling.

There is no data on the exact number of wwoofers who come
to the islands, but one can get a general idea by referring to
WWOOFCanada maps. Those maps indicate that most of the
larger Gulf Islands have wwoofing opportunities. Salt Spring
alone has about a dozen, and even off-the-grid Lasqueti is shown
as a wwoofing destination.

Mike and Marjorie Lane, who manage a 200-acre farm at
Ruckle Park on Salt Spring Island, receive over a hundred
wwoofing applications each year but are able to approve just a
few. They mostly approve applications from young people who
express an interest in tending the garden, doing various
household chores, and maintaining the farm stand.

The length of stay varies greatly, from one or two weeks to
several months. According to Mike Lane, the vast majority of
stays turn out to be positive experiences. ‘Many of our guests
become just like family. Some come back two or three times and
continue to stay in contact.’

However, those exchanges that do not pan out stick in his
mind. ‘They’re mostly older people who have their minds made
up as to how things are done. Young people seem to be more
adjustable and open to suggestions.’

Lane says he and his wife carefully vet all applicants, as
everyone has to live under the same roof and eat at the same
table. ‘Ruckle is not like some farms where there are separate
accommodations for volunteers. We have to be able to get along
in all aspects of daily life.’

Lane says that farming gets far less attention than it should. ‘A
lot of people haven’t a clue where their food comes from,’ he says.
Letting many of his critters roam free on his farm give a bit more
visibilty. 

On Saturna, Jacques Campbell manages a 500-acre farm
where she welcomes wwoofers all year round. ‘I get a lot of
requests in February, as that is when many other operations

shut down,’ she says. ‘There’s no shortage of applicants.’
According to Campbell, wwoofers are typically young people

between the ages of 19 and 23 who are taking a gap year before
they pursue some kind of post-secondary education. ‘A few are
looking for an inexpensive way to travel, but most are interested
in farming, being outdoors and working with the animals. I
would say that 99% of the visits are successful. Even the bad
ones are not truly bad. They just don’t work out.

Campbell does not mind hosting the few older wwoofers who
arrive on Saturna. ‘They are generally more perceptive and skilled
than the younger folks who sometimes have no skill set at all.’

Chores on the Campbell Farm range from gardening and
lambing to mucking out stalls and repairing fences. ‘There’s
always something to do and something new to learn’, says
Campbell. ‘The two volunteers who are here now are both driving
the tractor. That’s something they couldn’t do before they arrived.’

Although the general guideline for wwoofers is to work four
to six hours per day, five-days-a-week, Campbell says there are
no strict rules on her farm. 

‘We do what we have to do to get the work done and that
means we don’t stop in the middle of a project,’ she says. ‘If the
weather is good and there’s nothing pressing, the volunteers
sometimes take the day off to go hiking. They are not overworked.
and there is no set schedule... the key is to be flexible.’

But what do the wwoofers think? Comments abound on the
internet, both positive and negative, but mostly positive.

‘During my five months wwoofing on the Gulf Islands, I
learned about biodynamic principles and winter farming on
Thetis, seed saving and off-grid living on Hornby, self sufficiency
and community farming on Cortes, and experienced lambing
during a snowstorm and power cut on Saturna,’ says blogger
Steph Wetherell. ‘This snowstorm also gave me a chance to
experience the strength of community that is typical on the
islands, when someone made an emergency delivery of milk via
boat when we couldn’t get over the mountain road to the store.

‘My time on the islands has left me with a strong sense of
community and self sufficiency that island life brings, as well as
the vital importance and additional challenges that such a
location involves. Island farming takes determination and
dedication, but is also a central and valued part of the
community life, and one that needs to be supported for a
sustainable future.’ 0
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Islands popular with wwoofers- Frants Attorp


