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GHISLAIN GERVAIS 
President

The 100-year story of Sollio Cooperative Group is, first and foremost, a story about 
people. It is the story of the women, men and families from all over Quebec—and 
now, all over Canada—who joined forces to support our most essential mission: 
to feed people.

This book tells the story not only of Sollio Cooperative Group but also of Quebec, 
whose development and growth mirrored our own. These last 100 years of trans-
formations, tests and triumphs have all shaped our organization. And despite all 
the changes and the incredible growth that we have achieved since our founding 
in 1922, our cooperative spirit has always been the same.

Our love of cooperation and cooperative values is as fundamental as our passion 
for agriculture, passed down through families from generation to generation. 
Those who believe in cooperation know that it is more than just a business mod-
el—it is a way of life. Cooperation is ingrained in all of us, and it is through the co-
operative model that we will build a sustainable future for generations to come.

In our 100 years of existence, we have made and continue to make our mark on 
Quebec, and every day, our reach extends further across Canada. We certainly 
have much to be proud of!

I am delighted to invite you to read on and discover our shared history through this 
wonderful book.
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PASCAL HOULE, CPA 
Chief executive officer

Few are lucky enough to lead an organization as it celebrates its 100th anniversary. 
It is an honour and a privilege to be part of this important milestone in the history 
of our remarkable organization.

I discovered the cooperative world at the very beginning of my career and have 
never looked back. I have had the chance to grow alongside Sollio Cooperative 
Group for the last quarter of a century. What amazed me about the cooperative 
world and about Sollio Cooperative Group—and what still amazes me after 
25 years—is its capacity to leverage the strengths of an entire network as one. In 
my opinion, this is also precisely what makes cooperation a strong and sensible 
business model. Together, we are stronger, more resilient and more capable.

These 100 years of Sollio Cooperative Group tell a story that unites us all. It is a 
story that we are still writing together today, one that still has surprises in store. 
It is also a story of the incredible solidarity that has emerged throughout our 
network—solidarity that, now more than ever, is at the core of everything we do.

The last century has brought its fair share of challenges, but at Sollio Cooperative 
Group, we have always been known for our ability to bounce back, all while staying 
true to ourselves. Times may change, but who we are remains the same. We are 
caring and courageous. We are a cooperative, and our values are deeply rooted.

This book celebrates all that we have learned and accomplished in the last 
100 years. It is a testament to our impact, and I hope it will continue to inspire 
us for another 100 years to come!
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ABBREVIATIONS

ICA International Cooperative Alliance

CMC Co-Operatives and Mutuals Canada

CQCM  Conseil québécois de la coopération et de la mutualité  
(Quebec Council of Cooperation and Mutuality)

CRF Cooperative Research Farms

CSN   Confédération des syndicats nationaux  
(Confederation of National Unions)

CUMA  Coopérative d’utilisateurs de matériel agricole  
(Agricultural Equipment Users’ Cooperative)

GATT General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade

WTO World Trade Organization

SCA  Société coopérative agricole (Cooperative  
Agricultural Association)

UCC  Union catholique des cultivateurs  
(Catholic Farmers’ Union)

UPA Union des producteurs agricoles (Farmers’ Union)
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1922 1924 1968 2004 2008 2020
Société coopérative  
fédérée des agriculteurs  
de la provinde  
de Québec

As you may imagine, many things can change over 100 years. To facilitate reading 
and comprehension, here are a few important points of reference. 

The name of the organization 

Sollio Cooperative Group has been the organization’s official name since 2020. 
Upon its founding in 1922, it was called the Société coopérative fédérée des 
agriculteurs de la province de Québec. Shortly after, it changed its name to the 
Coopérative fédérée de Québec (CFQ) and kept this name until 2004. From its 
founding until the 1960s, it was also commonly known as the “Central.” This name 
references the status of the three cooperatives that formed the organization in 
1922. From 2004 to 2020, the organization was called “La Coop fédérée,” or was 
simply known as “La Fédérée” or “La Coop.”

Le Coopérateur 

Since 1972, Coopérateur has been the magazine of Sollio Cooperative Group. Its 
mission is to promote cooperation, share cutting-edge technological and econom-
ic information, and cover the major issues in farming and agri-food at home and 
abroad. Reading this official Sollio publication is crucial for following the develop-
ment of the organization. 

READING  
GUIDE

In order to soften  
the content, we use 
the name Sollio 
throughout the period 
covered. However, we 
respect the quotes that 
use either of the names 
of the organization 
since its foundation.
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JEAN-PIERRE GIRARD

INSPIRATION FOR THIS BOOK

The main sources for this book are two documents written by historian Jacques 
Saint-Pierre, who conducted documentary research and identified living stake-
holders. Mr. Saint-Pierre consulted dozens of archives and carried out numerous 
interviews. Histoire de la Coopérative fédérée was published in 1997 by Presses 
de l’Université Laval and Éditions de l’IQRC. L’industrie de la terre recounts 75 years 
of the organization’s history. An unpublished manuscript submitted in 20211 
covered the period from 1990 to 2020 and some of 2021. This book is a summary 
of this remarkable, in-depth work. It therefore cites Saint-Pierre and his sources 
on numerous occasions. In this book, the quoted text is from Saint-Pierre’s work 
unless otherwise indicated. This was done to save space in the notes.

Jean-Pierre Girard is an international advisor in collective entrepreneurship with 
over 40 years of experience consulting, teaching and conducting university 
research in this field, both in Canada and internationally. He has contributed 
to roughly a dozen books on the subject of cooperatives and written a chapter 
in the first edition of the Encyclopedia of the Social and Solidarity Economy 
(2023), an initiative of the United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on Social and 
Solidarity Economy. His educational background includes degrees in history 
and the management of cooperative organizations.

ABOUT  
THE AUTHOR
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INTRODUCTION

This book tells the story of the first hundred years of Sollio 
Cooperative Group, a collective enterprise that operates 
in a consequential sector for modern society: agri-food. 
On October 31, 1922, 200 people gathered in a room at 
City Hall in Quebec City. They were there for an assembly 
to merge three central cooperatives, forming the Société 
coopérative fédérée des agriculteurs de la province de 
Québec. No one could have imagined that 100 years later, 
this unique cooperative would become a pan-Canadian 
business with 50 affiliated cooperatives from six provinces 
and 45 auxiliary members. Nor could they have foreseen 
that the cooperative would be involved in on-farm supply, 

pork and poultry processing and marketing, and retail 
sales across a vast hardware chain. Sollio employs over 
15,850 people and makes an undeniable contribution to 
the economies of Quebec and Canada. With an annual 
business volume of $8.3 billion, it ranks 104th among the 
world’s 300 largest cooperatives. 

Sollio has forged its path by placing the needs of its mem-
bers at the heart of its business model for 100 years. Since 
the organization was founded in 1922, its primary motiva-
tion has not been an obsession with maximizing quarterly 
performance. Rather, it focuses on making sure that all 

17



100 Years of Cooperation

investments, acquisitions, closures, asset sales, and other 
management decisions are in the interest of its member 
farmers.

The ambition is simple; making it a reality is a challenge. 
Through Sollio, and specifically the agricultural coopera-

tive network, farmers have control over the go-betweens 
that are necessary to carry out daily business: on-farm 
supply of fertilizer and seeds to support production, har-
vests, and the sale of crops, pork, poultry, and more. 

From 1922 to 2022 

This long journey has not been a linear one. It has been 
punctuated with tradition, innovation, new initiatives, 
business partnerships and mergers, as well as division, 
rationalization plans, closures, and sales of facilities and 
assets. A key through line is the organization’s ability to 
manage tensions, and sometimes discord, among multi-
ple stakeholders. 

Sollio’s development has been a complex challenge. 
Throughout its long history, the organization has had to 
reconcile two identities. On one hand, it is a company 
with economic imperatives. On the other, it comprises 
cooperatives that have their own growth challenges. In 
short, it is a federation that must remain in sync with its 
members’ needs while ensuring sound and dynamic gov-
ernance. The dual status of member/user (or owner/user) 
is truly unique to the cooperative model. As such, the 
quality and strength of the democratic process is a key 
factor of success. In order for their expectations to be 
understood, members must not hesitate to express them-
selves. They must feel empowered to influence and guide 
the organization.

Sollio’s history also demonstrates exemplary resilience 
and steadfastness over the decades. Sollio has stayed 
true to a cooperative model even as other large agricul-
tural cooperatives in Canada have demutualized, as was 
the fate of Agrifoods International, Agricore United and 
the Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, for instance. The survival 
of a cooperative is therefore not to be taken for granted. 
It requires agility and courageous decision-making. Since 
its beginnings, Sollio’s path has been forged through the 
ideas, power, influence, vision, and leadership of many 
diverse actors.

Over one hundred years, Sollio’s development has mir-
rored that of the agri-food industry in Quebec. This devel-
opment has required expertise, know-how, and the 
sharing of agricultural best practices: a process that un-
dergoes constant renewal. Sollio is far from alone in this 
endeavour. It is the joint effort of agricultural cooperatives, 
provincial and federal agriculture ministries, the farm 
union movement, farmers’ federations, and the agricul-
tural schools and faculties that have educated generations 
of agronomists, not to mention veterinary medicine facul-
ties and various research centres. 

18



100 years of farming technology

Farmers have always taken a keen interest in new 
technology and developments. It is no surprise 
that over the past century, they went from working 
their fields with horsepower to using cutting- 
edge—and sometimes self-driving—modern 
tractors. Over the same period, the number of 
farms in Quebec decreased significantly. Farms 
grew in size, and rural areas lost population. With 
fewer hands available to work on farms, new solu-
tions were necessary. 

This challenge remains today. A dwindling num-
ber of farmers are now tasked with sustainably 
feeding a planet that will house nearly 10 billion 
people by 2050. They must do so in the face of 
climate change and the need to double their crop 
yields. 

This book focuses on the history of Sollio, agricultural 
cooperatives, and the agri-food business. However, it 
also tells the story of Quebec society and the movements 
that shaped its development. Phenomena such as the 
omnipresence of the clergy, urbanization, the electrifica-
tion of rural areas, and the Quiet Revolution all influenced 
agricultural practices. At times, Sollio itself became a 
national leader by adopting forward-looking practices. 

Introduction 19



(1900–1922)

1
THE ORIGINS OF SOLLIO 

Foundations 

Beginning in the late 1800s, individuals sought to make agriculture more efficient 
and to move away from subsistence farming. Two types of groups emerged: syn-
dicates of producers and farmers’ clubs. Syndicates formed of the owners of butter 
and cheese-making operations and other dairy businesses established an inspec-
tion service and a corps of visiting professors to transfer knowledge. Meanwhile, 
farmers’ clubs became a way to connect with farmers, as these clubs were now 
established within parishes rather than at the county level. The creation of these 
groups led to the adoption of an 1893 act that proposed a program of government 
subsidies to “partially cover the costs of farm implements (such as clover hullers 
and scalpers), breeding stock, and seed grain.” 

The role of agricultural schools was crucial to the agricultural development that led 
to the formation of Sollio. Schools were founded in Saint-Hyacinthe and Oka in the 
space of one year, in 1892 and 1893. Another school had been established in 
Saint-Anne-de-la-Pocatière in 1859 by the abbot François Pilote. It was the first 
agricultural school in Canada and the first such school in North America to give 
instruction in French.

20



The origins of Sollio (1900–1922)

In the 1890s, the European cooperative model was seen as a source of inspiration 
for finding solutions to issues of rural organization. At the beginning of the 1900s, 
the government sought to legislate on the subject of cooperatives. However, it was 
only in 1908 that a custom-made law for agricultural cooperatives was adopted, 
providing a framework for all aspects of farming.

The number of cooperatives shot up, from 149 in 1916 to 306 in 1920. The excite-
ment for cooperatives was spurred by the work of propagandists, a group of 
priests, agronomists, and industry players who had the support of the Quebec 
government and urged farmers to adopt the cooperative business model. 

In 1920, 75%of 157 active cooperatives were carrying out pooled purchases, 
and approximately 40%worked to sell their members’ products. The sustained 
increase in the number of agricultural cooperatives illustrated the importance of 
a collective approach. 

Between 1910 and 1914, the formation of three large central cooperatives laid the 
foundation for what would become the Société coopérative fédérée des agricul-
teurs de la province de Québec (Sollio Cooperative Group). These cooperatives 
included both individual members and farmers’ associations such as agricultural 
cooperatives. 

21





The origins of Sollio (1900–1922)

Société coopérative agricole des fromagers de Québec 
(1910–1922)

The largest of these cooperatives was the Société coopérative agricole des from-
agers de Québec, founded in 1910. Its mandate reflected the Ministry of Agricul-
ture’s expectations for the improved organization of the cheese trading sector. The 
cooperative’s mission was clear: to fight back against the go-betweens who 
scoured the countryside to purchase cheese from farmers at low prices. Its manager 
at the time, Auguste Trudel, travelled to England to forge new business relation-
ships. A few years later, this trip would lead to the direct sale of Quebec cheese. 
The numbers speak for themselves: “In 1920, the cooperative shipped 13.5 million 
pounds of cheese marked ‘Quebec’ to England. This constituted 77% of the total 
volume it brought to market. A total of 74% of this exported cheese was of premi-
um quality.”

The cooperative did not limit itself to the dairy trade. Beginning in 1914, it branched 
out and began selling other agricultural products, including eggs and poultry. For 
the latter, farmers were advised by government poultry instructors to learn the best 
poultry preparation methods.2 Also in 1914, the cooperative began trading in 
meat. By 1916, it was managing two abattoirs: one in Saint-Vallier and another 
in Princeville. Teaching students at the Oka and Sainte-Anne-de-la-Pocatière 
agricultural schools, A. Hensen, a Danish specialist who had experience in the 
cooperative movement in Denmark, was hired by the government. He shared his 
expertise in bacon making and pig feeding and farming. 

In 1919, provincial Minister of Agriculture Joseph-Édouard Caron encouraged 
cooperative abattoirs to centralize, which led the cooperative to acquire the 
Princeville facility. It became an outpost in the region and accepted any animal that 
was delivered to it. Still today, Olymel owns a facility in Princeville, where it butchers 
and de-bones pigs.

Joseph-Édouard Caron, Minister  
of Agriculture from 1909 to 1929.

The Perron de Saint-Prime cheese 
factory c. 1935. Adélard Perron, 
dynasty forebear, was one of the 
founding members of the SCA des 
fromagers de Québec.

Boxes of cheese for the UK market.

The head office of the SCA des 
fromagers de Québec on William 
Street in Montreal.

23



100 Years of Cooperation

The cooperative’s manager was granted significant freedom by the board, but the 
Department of Agriculture kept a close eye on the organization’s activities. Its 
accounts were audited by accountant J.-Arthur Paquet, and the minister generally 
attended board meetings. Concerningly, the department’s proximity to the coop-
erative went one step further in 1920. Before the charter for the Coopérative 
centrale des agriculteurs de Québec (a new name imposed by the minister) was 
adopted, a last-minute provision was added that gave the minister the right to put 
the cooperative into trusteeship. What happened next leaves no room for interpre-
tation. As tensions flared, the minister removed all members of management from 
their positions and replaced them with his supporters.3 

In 1920, the cooperative boasted annual revenues of $10 million. It brought one 
quarter of the province’s dairy products to market, along with a significant percent-
age of other products sold by Quebec farmers. 

In 1915, the Princeville slaughterhouse 
became the first cooperative 
slaughterhouse in North America.

First congrès des coopérateurs  
in Oka, 1916.24





100 Years of Cooperation

Comptoir coopératif de Montréal (1913–1922)

This central cooperative was founded to “facilitate the purchase of goods of pro-
fessional utility by farmers.” It was not an initiative of the Department of Agriculture, 
but rather of a group of monks who worked in farming. During a discussion 
between the Union, the Société de pomologie de la province de Québec, and the 
Association des maraîchers de Montréal, Father Alphonse Bellemare, provincial 
procurator of the Jesuits, proposed founding a social endeavour rather than a solely 
commercial enterprise. The cooperative took its inspiration from the “system of 
European professional associations, especially the Belgian Boerenbond.”4 

Founded on January 27, 1913, the Comptoir coopératif de Montréal had the “[…] 
general goal of working towards the religious, intellectual, social and economic 
progress of its members, taking their material interests to heart.”5 

Located in Montreal, the Comptoir established its place of business at 1135 Papineau 
Avenue,6 not far from the future Jacques-Cartier Bridge. It sold seed grain, flour, 
and food and chemical fertilizers to farmers. It also sold a variety of private label 
products such as herbicides, insecticides, and paint. 

The cooperative had 2,600 members, but with the incorporation of clubs, its net-
work included 20,000 farmers, giving it enviable reach. However, the Comptoir 
drew its membership from the same farmers as the SCA des fromagers. Over time, 
this was seen as an unnecessary duplication of costs.

The cooperative saw itself as complementing the work of credit unions and aspired 
to become a federation of agricultural cooperatives that conducted both sales and 
purchases. In reality, however, it was largely unable to play the second role (buying 
from farmers), unlike the SCA des fromagers. With 16 employees in 1919, the 
cooperative had annual sales of $500,000.

26



Coopérative des producteurs de semences de Québec  
(1914–1922) 

This central cooperative was founded to improve the yield of field crops. The quality 
of seeds available in Quebec in the early 1910s left much to be desired. As a result, 
farmers bought their seeds from abroad. They had no control over the cost or 
quality. This situation was familiar to Louis Lavallée, a farmer from Saint-Guillaume 
de Yamaska, who was employed by the Department of Agriculture for Canada as 
a seed inspector. He proposed founding a farmers’ cooperative with the aim of 
producing quality seeds. His initiative was facilitated by the support of Deputy 
Minister Gigault. In November 1914, an initial meeting was held in Sainte-Rosalie 
to lay the foundations of the project. It was followed one month later by the founding 
assembly of the Coopérative des producteurs de semences de Québec. The 
assembly was attended by 29 “farmers and friends of the agricultural class.”7 

The cooperative purchased a warehouse and a mill in Sainte-Rosalie, initially 
using a scalper borrowed from the government, then buying its own. This machine 
cleaned weed seeds off the desired seeds. The process was fairly simple: “The 

Georges-Auguste Gigault, Deputy 
Minister of Agriculture from 1982  
to 1915.

The yard at the Comptoir coopératif 
de Montréal dairy.



100 Years of Cooperation

grain (especially oats) bought from members, farmers and even traders [was] 
resold to individuals or to agricultural organizations, clubs, associations and 
cooperatives.”

It was a smaller cooperative, with 800 members in 1922 and only four employees 
in 1919. However, it achieved its goal by helping reduce seed imports, which 
benefited local producers.8 By “facilitating the purchase of acclimated and pedi-
greed seeds, it also helped increase the productivity of grain fields.” The “most 
influential” of its leaders was Arsène Denis. Following the intervention of Minister 
Caron, Denis became president of the cooperative in February 19229 before 
becoming Sollio’s first president. While the cooperative received major financial 
and technical support from the Department of Agriculture, it did so in exchange 
for its own autonomy, as its leaders’ decisions were tightly controlled.

Warehouse of seed grains in 
Sainte-Rosalie. – Property of 
Société Coopérative Agricole 
des Producteurs de Semences.
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The origins of Sollio (1900–1922)

The amalgamation of the central cooperatives and the birth 
of Sollio (1916–1922)

Clearly, the actions of these three central cooperatives brought improved structure 
to the farming sector, encouraged the modernization of equipment, consolidated 
supply chains and sales paths for farmers, and imposed quality standards. Most 
importantly, they granted a degree of control over their operations to farmers, who 
were no longer at the mercy of go-betweens motivated solely by profit. These 
three cooperatives also benefited from orders resulting from the First World War. 
However, they only reached a portion of the province’s 138,000 farm operators. 
The same farmers were often asked to join multiple central cooperatives, creating 
competition that benefited no one. 

The idea of merging the central cooperatives had been discussed for some time. A 
first step was taken in the spring of 1922 when agronomist Jean-Baptiste Cloutier, 
an employee of the Department of Agriculture, attempted to bring the three 
cooperatives together. The Comptoir coopératif was open to the idea, but nothing 
appears to have come of it. 

The difficult postwar economic period and political tensions, including the entry 
into politics of Coopérative centrale des agriculteurs manager Auguste Trudel , led 
Minister Caron, a Liberal, to force the hands of the stakeholders and spur the amal-
gamation of the three cooperatives in October 1922, in spite of opposition.

On October 21, the management of the three central cooperatives commented on 
a bill that the minister had prepared. The leaders all agreed to support the bill 
before their members. Each shareholder in the cooperatives received a proxy 
ballot to vote in favour of the amalgamation. “The assembly for the amalgamation 
was scheduled for October 31, 1922, in the recorder’s courtroom at City Hall in 
Quebec City. It was attended by 200 people,10 including several officers of the 
Department of Agriculture. Following approval of the terms of the charter of the 
new association unified by the joint assembly, each of the cooperatives endorsed 
the decision.11 As such, the Coopérative fédérée was born.”

On December 29, 1922, the Act to Incorporate La Société Coopérative Fédérée des 
Agriculteurs de la Province de Québec12 received Royal Assent. 
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2
(1923–1929)

SOLLIO’S EARLY  
YEARS 

In 1923, once the amalgamation of the three central cooperatives was complete, 
Sollio was left with the challenge of integrating the resources of the three founding 
organizations. It also had to respond to its members’ needs and bolster the local 
cooperatives that would form its membership base. These cooperatives had 
supported farmers during the First World War by helping boost production and 
improving methods, leading to an enhanced standard of living. However, the 
unavoidable slowdown in the postwar period was a major source of financial 
insecurity for farmers. Overproduction, falling prices, debt, and depopulation in 
favour of cities all battered rural communities. Against this backdrop, the Union 
catholique des cultivateurs (UCC) was founded in October 1924. Its initiatives 
included advocating for the introduction of farm credit. The UCC therefore 
viewed the proximity between Sollio and the Department of Agriculture—and its 
minister—with a critical eye. 

Under the act through which Sollio was founded, the capitalization process was 
relatively simple: “The shares of the three centrals [were] convertible into shares in 
the new company and [retained] their nominal value. The authorized capital 
[was] one million dollars and the value of the shares* [was] set at ten dollars.” 

*At the time, the word “share,” rather than “unit,” was used.
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Sollio’s early years (1923–1929)

The subscription right was limited to agricultural associations (cooperatives, coop-
erative syndicates, clubs or agricultural societies).

Administration

The organization’s management was composed of the directors of cooperatives, 
though individual members could also join. It was presided over by Arsène Denis, 
the first president of Sollio. While the rule of one member, one vote applied to 
individuals, cooperatives were entitled to one additional vote for each tranche 
of 10 shares they held. Proxy voting was permitted. The minister’s influence was 
enshrined in provisions of the act. He had a consultative voice on the management 
team and the executive council. The minister could also appoint a sequestrator 
over the property of the cooperative. 

In addition to serving as president of the executive council, J.-Arthur Paquet 
was also entrusted with the daily management of the organization as its general 
manager. Paquet played a key role in the cooperative due to his responsibilities 
and, undoubtedly, his direct links to his former employer, the Department of Agri-
culture. Each of the cooperative’s outlets also had its own manager. Sollio inherited 
approximately 100 employees from the amalgamation of the three central cooper-
atives, most of whom (70 employees) came from the SCA des fromagers. They 

The Coopérative fédérée de 
Québec’s dairy department, 
Montreal, c. 1925.
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100 Years of Cooperation

were joined by seasonal workers, propagandists and outlet staff.13 Paquet instituted 
rules for these employees. Punctuality was strictly observed, wages were adjusted 
in February of each year, and workers were granted one week of vacation and an 
end-of-year bonus.

Commercial operations

When its operations began in 1923, Sollio continued the commercial dealings of 
the three central cooperatives, including on-farm supply and marketing various 
goods. The organization wasted no time in seizing opportunities to expand its 
service offering, including the sale of many goods. Its operations spanned multiple 
regions, and it promoted local products.

The butter and cheese division generated the bulk of the organization’s operations. 
From 1923 to 1929, 45% of total cheese production was processed by Sollio. 
However, Sollio’s share of the butter trade was only 10% during the same period. 
Sollio developed a reputation for its constant focus on the quality of its dairy products. 
Working closely with the Department of Agriculture, the cooperative had access 
to information on the prices paid to the best producers. Its hard work paid off, as 
the organization received “approximately 80% of superior-quality products from 
the province’s producers.”14

32



Sollio’s early years (1923–1929)

However, slightly less than 50% of Quebec’s 1,450 producers  entrusted their 
goods to the cooperative. A decrease in the number of buyers led Sollio to sell less 
milk product through Chamber of Commerce of Montreal15 auctions, until this 
system came to a close in 1929. The same year, Sollio sold its highest-quality 
cheese to another cooperative, the Cooperative Wholesale Society of London. It 
sold the rest through Lovell & Christmas (Canada) Ltd. Butter, meanwhile, was sold 
“in the local market.” 

Sollio had taken ownership of the Comptoir coopératif’s dairy, which distributed 
milk in Montreal. It continued operations for a few years, then sold the service to 
the Montreal Milk and Cream Cooperative in 1929. However, it retained control of 
its “management to protect the funds advanced to the new organization.”

Grondines butter factory, 
leased by La Fédérée in 1928.

Saint-Félicien outlet.

Hébertville outlet.

Blueberry market in Roberval. 
(Private collection.)
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Sollio continued the SCA des fromagers’ operations in the meat sector, which 
saw major growth between 1923 and 1930. With the help of propagandists 
and livestock industry specialists from the federal and provincial departments of 
agriculture, “the number of heads of livestock traded at the Pointe-Saint-Charles 
market by La Fédérée grew by 75%.” The largest increase was in lamb. The coop-
erative was sensitive to the issue of livestock transportation, and in 1929, “a coop-
erative sales department was established in order to organize permanent shipping 
companies in local areas.”

Beginning in 1927, the Princeville abattoir had to compete with a holding that 
resulted from the consolidation of four slaughterhouses under the name Canada 
Packers. In 1933, it was estimated that this company and Swift controlled over 85% 
of the Canadian market. A federal commission of inquiry would prove that collusion 
was present. The cooperative then formed a sales agency to “definitively establish 
the principle of sales according to the quality indicated by the cooperative.”

Sollio carried out several initiatives in the poultry sector, including persuading 
Charlevoix turkey farmers to adopt grading. This move capitalized on a reputation 
that extended as far as the United States. 

The cooperative’s operations in the meat sector were described as follows: “It sells 
pork, veal and lamb slaughtered on farms to its outlets in Quebec and Montreal. 
In Princeville, the cooperative performs the slaughter itself; there, it also prepares 
certain delicatessen meat products: smoked ham and sausages. The abattoir 
supplies towns in the immediate vicinity (Victoriaville, Asbestos, Trois-Rivières) and 
the other outlets. Grocers and butchers are the primary customers of the meat 
department.” Trucks, a new mode of transport at the time, were privileged. Beginning 
in 1929, the Princeville abattoir offered to collect animals directly from farmers, 
which was greatly appreciated.

Sollio had an urban sales department to market specialized products, which made 
an undeniable contribution to the development of Quebec’s regions. The prevail-
ing rule was to pay farmers an advance equal to 50% of the sale price. Regardless 
of the product or its origin, the cooperative sought to maximize profits for its 
members. Sollio sold the products of three associations that represented honey 
producers, maple syrup and sugar producers, and vegetable growers, respectively. 
From 1925, it also sold canned foods, tomatoes, corn, beans, Gruyère from La 
Malbaie, and eggs from Saint-Félix-de-Valois.

Milk distribution in Montreal.
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LA COOPÉRATIVE DES PRODUCTEURS  
DE SUCRE D’ÉRABLE DE QUÉBEC (1925)

Sollio acted as an incubator to encourage producers in the maple sector to adopt the cooperative 
model. 

“In the early 1920s, Quebec’s maple industry was in disarray. Quebec producers were powerless 
against business interests that controlled the market and offered a meagre 4¢ to 5¢ per pound— ‘take 
it or leave it.’ To address the problem, Quebec’s Minister of Agriculture asked Cyrille Vaillancourt, 
head of the apiculture and maple syrup department, to find a solution. In collaboration with the 
Coopérative fédérée de Québec, the Coopérative was officially formed in 1924. 102 producers 
from Dorchester and Mégantic counties [associated] to form a united front against a buyers’ 
monopoly whose demands [threatened] market stability. Together, they put in place structures for 
collecting, storing, and marketing maple syrup. In [1932], a new product [was] developed at the 
Plessisville plant: maple butter, the only product of its kind that [was] certified pure.” In 2022, this 
cooperative, renamed Citadelle, was still in Plessisville. It sells honey and cranberries in addition to 
maple products. It also operates Délices Érable & Cie, a shop in Old Montreal. 

The maple sugar  
producers of Quebec, 
Plessisville, P. Q.,  
Canada
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Sollio’s early years (1923–1929)

The rural sales department was the key link in farmers’ supply chains. At the time, 
each butter maker used different packaging, without concern for its quality. 
A higher-quality wooden butter box was developed, and it became the new 
standard. To support cheesemaking, the cooperative sold products such as parch-
ment paper, cheesecloth, salt, and colouring. 

Sollio continued selling the farm implements that had been available from the 
Comptoir coopératif de Montréal and expanded this line of business throughout 
Quebec. “The machines [were] shipped directly from the manufacturer, while 
spare parts [were] available through outlets or affiliated cooperatives.” 

ADVANCES IN AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY (1923–1929)

To meet demand from their members, agricultural cooperatives began distributing equip-
ment. Plows, harrows and threshers manufactured in Quebec and the United States were 
sold to customers throughout the countryside. Mechanization quickly increased the produc-
tivity of farms. In 1911, for example, a scant 10,000 pounds of clover seed were produced 
in the province. Four years later, thanks to improved seeds and better cultivation techniques, 
the harvest surpassed 300,000  pounds. In 1924, the Coopérative fédérée de Québec 
stopped selling saddlery and signed a petroleum procurement contract with Sun Oil 
Company (later Sunoco). This development attests to how widespread tractor use had 
become in farming. In the countryside and in cities, the public was using horses less and 
driving vehicles more. In 1921, only 7% of farms owned an automobile. One decade later, 
22% did.

Agronomists encouraged farmers to use inorganic fertilizers when necessary to improve 
crop yields. These products were sold by the Coopérative fédérée de Québec and other 
suppliers, and sales quickly shot up as farmers witnessed the results.
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Warehouses in Le Havre where 
dairy products are classified  
by government inspectors to  
be shipped to different regions  
of the province.
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Branding 

Determined to become known for the products it brought to market, including 
eggs, butter and honey, the organization invested in many promotional initiatives, 
including “samples exhibited in the halls of Parliament, the distribution of flyers to 
grocers, and demonstrations by experts at retailers.” Initiatives were also conducted 
in larger cities. 
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Relations with members

From the beginning of its operations, Sollio had outlets in various locations 
throughout the province. In addition to the specialized facilities in Sainte-Rosalie 
and Princeville, outlets could also be found in the Eastern Townships, Beauce, and 
Saguenay–Lac-Saint-Jean. Sollio also sought to strengthen the bonds between 
members, establish new outlets, and create a propaganda department to take 
over the Department of Agriculture’s efforts in this area. The organization was 
quickly faced with a major challenge: the managers of its main outlets acted like 
businesspeople rather than cooperators, which risked harming the cooperative.16 
This was the case at the Montreal headquarters. 

Goods being loaded at  
La Fédérée’s Montreal 
location. Motor vehicles 
are beginning to compete 
with horses.
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FROM PROPAGANDISTS TO CONSULTANTS

With financial support from the Department of Agriculture, the propaganda department was 
established in the summer of 1923. It served as a management training ground and promot-
ed cooperative and syndicate institutions as well as an educational program. Sollio wasted 
no time in utilizing the department’s services. 

The role of propagandists would vary over the years. Beginning in 1928, in the face of fierc-
er competition, the department’s staff was assigned to commercial roles as a priority. 

The cooperative ideal was kept alive through cinema and through agricultural publications 
such as Le Bulletin de la ferme. Seeking to take an active role in the development of local 
cooperatives, the department financed the production of a film on the cooperative’s 
achievements. Entitled Sur le chemin de la fortune, it was screened at a Sollio assembly at 
the Quebec Auditorium in February 1927. The showing proved to be a major success.

In the late 1950s, as farming became more professional and institutions were established, 
the role of propagandists changed again. They officially became consultants to the manage-
ment of cooperatives. From that point forward, they acted less as local promoters or popu-
lar educators and more as experts, thanks to their education in agronomy.

In 2022, with support from the Ministry of Agriculture, these consultants help spread the 
word about modern agricultural techniques and educate farmers on caring for land, live-
stock, and more. They are key players in implementing evidence-based agriculture that is 
responsive to the economics of the market. Thanks to these professionals, farmers can rely 
on an ecosystem of consultants with various specialities who ensure that their farms can be 
profitable.
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Sollio’s early years (1923–1929)

Membership

To join the Central, a local cooperative had to agree to make all its purchases and 
sales through the organization.17 In exchange, the cooperative received “special 
discounts and territorial control over neighbouring parishes.” In 1929, the organi-
zation had 45 member cooperatives. Many cooperatives joined in the Saguenay–
Lac-Saint-Jean region, forming 25% of the total, whereas there were only two 
member cooperatives in the area spanning Lévis to Gaspé. Nevertheless, all of 
Quebec’s regions were covered. 

Though operations with member cooperatives only constituted 10% of Sollio’s 
business volume, the membership picture was positive in 1929. Sollio not only 
maintained its numbers but grew them. Unity was profitable. “With only one cen-
tral, the economic power of farmers was bolstered, while the local structure that 
incorporated a small number of parishes promoted participation in the life of the 
association.”

Governmental control 

Minister Caron’s role in Sollio is indisputable, as is the influence he had over the 
organization. In 1927, as he prepared to leave the Department of Agriculture, he 
stated: “If later on, after I exit politics, one feels that I have accomplished any good 
in the interest of the farmers of this province, one must assign it in particular to 
the Cooperative, which I made my pet project throughout my administration.”18 
Minister Caron’s actions and vision were major factors in the modernization 
and progress of French-Canadian agriculture. However, he also sowed division. 
His 1929 departure and the beginnings of the economic crisis would signal a 
major shift. 
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(1930–1939)

SOLLIO AND THE GREAT 
DEPRESSION 

The October 1929 Wall Street Crash led to consequences beyond the loss of 
share value, a multitude of company bankruptcies, and millions of workers losing 
their jobs. The stock market crash battered the entire global economy, and the 
agricultural sector was not spared. Farmers had to contend with a drop in prices. 
The federal government instituted a farm credit system in 1929 to help farmers 
expand their farms, encourage new ventures, and promote the mechanization of 
equipment.

ADVANCES IN AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY (1930–1939)

Before the Second World War, electrification was rare in rural Quebec. A scant 10% of farms 
had electricity, even though the demographic weight of rural areas was still significant. In 
fact, 40% of the population lived in the countryside at the time. At the end of the war, a 
public electrification policy was instituted to address the situation, which spurred the mod-
ernization of farms. New technology, including milk refrigeration systems, simply could not 
function without electricity. Over 50 electric cooperatives were established, and as a result, 
all of Quebec’s farms had electricity by 1955.
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Sollio and the Great Depression (1930–1939) 

THE STATE OF AGRICULTURE IN 1930

Following the extreme turbulence of the Wall Street Crash in October 1929, Quebec’s 
agricultural sector was significantly worse for wear.19  Agricultural commodity prices 
plunged, farmers topped the list of bankruptcies, and in 1930, a Department of Agriculture 
report showed that Montreal imported a large quantity of eggs, cattle, horses, fruit and 
vegetables from outside Quebec.

Governments took action. Quebec announced that it would cover 1% of the 5% interest rate 
paid by farmers who had borrowed money under the terms of the Canadian Farm Loan Act. 
The federal government was asked to make changes to bankruptcy law, which was seen as 
detrimental to the agricultural class. Many farmers had taken on loans to modernize their 
farms in the boom times, and most did not have liquidity with which to pay their creditors. 
As a result, many declared bankruptcy, even though their balance sheets often showed that 
their assets exceeded their liabilities.

Structural reform

Caron left the Department of Agriculture in 1929 and was replaced by Joseph-Léonide 
Perron. During his short time at the department, he would implement the “Perron 
program,” a series of initiatives thought up by the department’s agronomists. It 
aimed to make agriculture more dynamic and to change Sollio’s legal framework 
so that it could become a “refreshed and remodeled” organization. “All aspects 
of the production and marketing of agricultural products [were] affected by this 
policy to industrialize agriculture through cooperatives.” In Perron’s view, the high-
est-priority issues in agriculture were “production and the organization of sales.”

The first step was to divide Quebec’s territory “based on cropping systems and 
accessible markets,” resulting in a total of 23 districts. Sollio was a key player in the 
implementation of this reform. A special committee of the Provincial Agricultural 
Council was given the mandate of “analyzing the economic aspect of the cooper-
ative organization.” 
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While the committee did not mention it in its report, the modifications to the orga-
nization’s incorporating act removed powers from the minister, including “the 
approval of the nomination and resignation of the executive council president, the 
monitoring of the organization’s operations, and participation in management 
meetings.” Proxy votes were also eliminated. The share price increased to $25, 
and each association could purchase shares equal in value to 10% “of its paid-up 
common share capital.” However, a sort of grandfather clause was included, 
retaining voting proportional to shares for “associations holding common shares 
acquired before 1930, as well as individuals,” in accordance with 1922 provisions. 
The law confirmed Sollio’s status as a federation of local cooperatives. Additionally, 
the rule determining dividends based on the volume of sales and purchases was 
relaxed: the obligation to amass a reserve fund was eliminated. 

Joseph-Félix Desmarais (1877–1948) was a businessman and industrialist. After beginning his 
career in the insurance industry, Desmarais purchased a Spinelli pasta factory, which proved so 
successful that the business was acquired by Catelli. He was general manager there from 1911 to 
1920. He was also involved on his farm, and in March 1948, became the first Francophone pres-
ident of the Canadian Jersey Cattle Breeders Association. During his time at the head of Sollio, 
Desmarais played a key role in its reorganization and in the new cooperative legislation, making 
the Coopérative fédérée a major and progressive enterprise.

PRESIDENT AND GENERAL 
MANAGER OF SOLLIO 
FROM 1929 TO 1943
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Administration

Sollio’s personnel practically doubled from 1930 to 1938, from 116 to 217 employees. 
The workforce had dropped in 1933 due to the economic situation, but it rose 
again in 1934 with the opening of a warehouse in Pointe-Saint-Charles. The mill in 
“Saint-Henri20 [provided] work to over 40 people.” Working conditions improved; 
office employees were entitled to two weeks’ vacation; and the working week was 
modified to 52½ hours for warehouse employees, 43½ hours for male office staff, 
and “38 hours for women.”

UNION CATHOLIQUE DES CULTIVATEURS

Founded on October 2, 1924, the Union catholique des cultivateurs (UCC) came onto the scene in 
a postwar context of overproduction, falling prices, farmer debt, and migration to cities. With the 
electrification of the countryside, the introduction of provincial farm credit, and lobbying for laws 
governing agricultural practices and relations with the government, the UCC quickly became a 
major player representing and defending the rights and interests of Quebec farmers.

Today, this organization is known as the Union des producteurs agricoles (UPA). Its primary mission 
is to promote, defend and develop the professional, economic, social and moral interests of Quebec’s 
farmers and forestry producers.

General Congress of  
the Union catholique  
des cultivateurs, 1945 
(BAnQ, Montreal,  
6, S7,SS1,P18894).  
From left to right: Samuel 
Audette, J. A. Manion and 
Albert Laframboise,  
Mr. Chalifour, Union 
chaplain, Paul Boucher, 
civil servant with the 
Ministry of Agriculture, 
Laurent Barré.



Sollio and the Great Depression (1930–1939) 

Commercial operations

Faced with a troubling financial situation, Sollio President and General Manager 
Joseph-Félix Desmarais had to make sound decisions, such as closing the Princeville 
poultry facility. Nevertheless, he managed to rectify the situation in 1931. While 
agricultural commodities generated thin profits, “operating equipment [compen-
sated] for this low profitability.”

The butter and cheese division, which had been Sollio’s driving force since its 
founding, suffered the consequences of business decisions in the 1930s. These 
decisions included the choice to stop selling products at auction and the end of 
Sollio’s contract with the firm Lovell & Christmas. The cooperative also sold its 
cheese directly on the English market. Producers in Lac-Saint-Jean and the Lower 
St. Lawrence were offered higher prices by merchants who bypassed Sollio. 

The impact was significant. In 1931, cheese consignments at warehouses fell by 
46%.21 Sollio only handled “one quarter of provincial production” at the time. It 
would take an agreement with the UCC in 1938 to see significant improvement to 
the situation, that is, “a little over 45% of the production of cheese dairies and 
approximately 15% of that of butter makers.” 

The organization was forced to support operators in dire financial straits. Sollio 
ensured the supply of milk powder for its feeds and made an additional volume of 
milk available to the Montreal cooperative. It also provided expertise in the field.

General Congress  
of the Union catholique 
des cultivateurs, 1945 
(BAnQ, Montreal,  
6, S7,SS1,P18894).
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The idea of centralizing butter making facilities and cheese dairies grew in popu-
larity in the 1930s. In 1933, the Quebec Dairy Industry Commission proposed 
“replacing small private operators, which harm the competitiveness of Quebec’s 
industry, with larger units managed according to the cooperative model.”22 While 
a subsidy for the transport of milk was passed, the idea was less successful in more 
remote regions, “where milk sources [were] limited.” New cooperatives in central 
regions adopted this approach and attempted to diversify their business by making 
ice cream, condensed milk, powdered milk, and casein, for example. 

In Granby, the meeting of a farmer and an agronomist in 1937 sparked the idea of 
forming a regional cooperative. The founding assembly of the Société coopérative 
agricole du canton de Granby took place on August 24, 1938. In 1979, this entity 
changed its name to Agropur, Coopérative agroalimentaire. 

Other cooperatives of dairy farmers were formed simply to “take control of the sale 
of their products, thereby maximizing their profits.” In 1939, around 50 dairy farm-
ers in Saint-Guillaume joined forces to “create a cooperative society named ‘La 
Société coopérative agricole de beurrerie de Saint-Guillaume.’” Led by Donat Côté, 
“these shareholders built a brand-new butter and cheese factory that began 
production in 1940.” Eventually, its name was changed to Agrilait.23

In January 1931, the first cooperative to make standardized feed was founded in 
Sainte-Rosalie. The warehouse there had been converted into a mill a short time 
before. The grain and feed sector posted strong growth (800% over ten years) 
thanks to the low price of feed. In addition to expanding the Sainte-Rosalie facili-
ties, Sollio acquired a warehouse in Lévis in 1932 and another in Lennoxville in 
1933. In 1934, a mill was built at the Port of Quebec, and another was rented next 
to the Lachine Canal in the Montreal neighbourhood of Saint-Henri. This location 
was a strategic one. Built to bypass the Lachine Rapids, the canal was at the heart 
of Canada’s Industrial Revolution. In the early 1930s, over 15,000 ships moved 
through the canal annually, and many businesses were found along its banks, 
supporting over 25,000 jobs. 

In 1935, an agreement was also signed with a local merchant to cover the Trois- 
Rivières area. In addition, Sollio printed its feed formula on its feed sacks in order 
to “familiarize farmers with the principles of sound livestock nutrition,” making 
transparency a habit. 
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Competitors felt jostled by this new player. They complained to Minister of 
Agriculture Joseph-Adélard Godbout, whose response illustrates his keen under-
standing of the organization’s raison d’être: “[…] the agricultural class has been 
exploited in the past by certain merchants and […] it was for this reason that this 
cooperative was founded.”24 However, he added for good measure that the 
cooperative “must not engage in unfair competition.”

The seed and inorganic fertilizer division reaped the benefits of the growth in feed. 
Sollio opened an outlet in Pointe-Saint-Charles to “manage the sale of seeds pro-
duced by cooperatives (primarily oats, millet and red clover).” At the local level, 
enthusiasm showed no sign of waning. Between 1931 and 1935, 17 seed growers’ 
cooperatives were formed. Sales jumped from $200,000 to $800,000 in just four 
years. The seed business extended to Northwestern Quebec as well: “La Fédérée 
outlets in La Sarre and Amos [were] also equipped to scalp millet and clover seeds 
in order to utilize surplus hay production from Abitibi.”25 Fertilizer sales saw highs 
and lows. However, they were up in 1939 and “[exceeded] 20,000 tonnes, which 
is equal to one third of the market.”26

Sollio made a positive impact. It exerted downward pressure on fertilizer prices, 
so much so that the average price in Quebec dropped below that in Ontario. It also 
spurred changes to business practices. For example, it motivated Canada Packers, 
a powerful English Canadian competitor, to open a mixing plant in Montreal and 
offer its services in French.

In the meat sector, the Canadian Livestock Co-Operative ceased operations in 
1932. The Canadian Livestock Cooperative of Quebec, a Sollio subsidiary, picked 
up where the organization left off. The new entity experienced significant growing 
pains. A “drop in sales [reached] close to a half million dollars in 1933.”27 

Clubs28 of pig and lamb farmers sent their animals to Sollio. In 1939, the organiza-
tion reached 153,000 heads traded “on the public market in Montreal in 1939.”29 
Slaughtered animals can also be sent to the abattoir in Princeville. In addition, two 
private abattoirs were built in Quebec City. They were supplied in part by the 
Quebec City outlet “thanks to pigs consigned by cooperatives in the region.”30 

Through its outlets, Sollio received both living and slaughtered poultry, as well as 
eggs. In the early  1930s, cooperative hatcheries grew in number. Expansion 
throughout Quebec continued. In addition to the headquarters and the Quebec 
City and Princeville outlets, a new outlet was built in Rimouski in 1935. It was 
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“equipped with cold rooms to store foodstuffs destined for the local market and 
the rapidly expanding [market] in Côte-Nord.”31 The La Sarre outlet in Abitibi, 
which also opened in 1935, served the same purpose. 

The fruit and vegetable division successfully promoted blueberries from Lac-Saint-
Jean and green peas from the Gaspé Peninsula in the American market.32 In 1934, 
it experimented with freezing strawberries from Île d’Orléans. It also implemented 
a potato marketing plan, which utilized screening centres in the organization’s 
main outlets. Honey, fish, and maple products were also sold. However, Sollio 
would eventually exit these markets, leaving room for other specialized organi-
zations, including the Coopérative des producteurs de sucre d’érable and 
Pêcheurs-Unis. 

Relations with the Department of Agriculture

The proximity between Sollio and the department, while less extreme than in its 
early days, benefitted the organization. From 1930 to 1933, to facilitate its devel-
opment in a difficult financial context, the government paid a subsidy to Sollio that 
was equal to 1% of its revenue. In 1933, this support was proportional to sales of 
goods produced in Quebec. There was additional funding for propaganda 
through the reimbursement of the salaries of certain department heads. Sollio also 
received a $750,000 government loan “at a very advantageous interest rate, for 
an indeterminate period.” 
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Rimouski outlet.

Rue Saint-Pierre outlet.

Seed grains being cleaned  
in Sainte-Rosalie.

Strawberry wagons being  
loaded in Saint-Michel.

Lennoxville outlet.



Sollio and the Great Depression (1930–1939) 

The Department of Agriculture also took action at the local and regional levels. 
Cooperatives received a $500,000 government credit to build warehouses, and 
new and existing cooperatives whose members entered into a trading agreement 
received a subsidy equal to 1.5% of their agricultural product sales.

Sollio undergoes expansion 

These measures stimulated the development of the cooperative movement in rural 
communities. This development took many forms: the amalgamation of multiple 
operators, the grouping of cooperative activities within parishes,33 and the forma-
tion of new cooperatives, including cooperative hatcheries. The organization ex-
panded its membership beyond the borders of Quebec by accepting “the affilia-
tion request of two cooperatives in New Brunswick.”

Membership in Sollio provided access to a variety of sources of cooperative, tech-
nical and commercial information, including the monthly auditing of each cooper-
ative’s books by Sollio’s accounting team. These audits were reviewed by the 
Department of Agriculture on an annual basis. Sollio could also award lines of 
credit to cooperatives, but it did so with great caution.

The 1930s saw “intense propaganda work,” which largely explains the increase 
in the number of agricultural cooperatives. In addition to Sollio’s 15 or so propa-
gandists, who focused on supporting existing cooperatives, there were seven 
employees working in the Department of Agriculture’s cooperation section in 1937. 
These professionals focused on helping form new cooperatives and conveying 
cooperative principles. While individual membership was also possible, it was not 
the preferred option. Rather, individual farmers were encouraged to form parish 
associations. 
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Relations with the UCC

Minister Perron’s reforms to Sollio’s incorporating act helped assuage the UCC’s 
concerns regarding the organization’s independence. However, it was not until 
1938 that the two organizations took a significant step towards unity. Before that 
year, they were at odds over several issues, including the UCC’s request that Sollio’s 
propagandists also promote cooperative syndicates. 

In 1936, however, the ground was more fertile, as there was a crossover between 
the leadership of the UCC and Sollio. On April 26, 1938, the Comptoir coopératif 
de l’UCC merged with the Central. The organization also inherited the newsletter 
La Terre de chez nous. Other tensions would arise between these key players in 
Quebec agriculture in the future. But for now, collaboration was on the agenda.

Cooperatives

This period was an extremely fruitful one for the formation of new agricultural co-
operatives. The 1930s expansion began with Minister Perron’s reforms and was 
fuelled by the hard work of Sollio, the clergy, the Department of Agriculture, and 
the UCC.

Until 1938, only cooperatives joined Sollio. Following the agreement with the 
UCC, however, cooperative syndicates also joined the Central. Mirroring the 
relationship between the farmer and his local cooperative, an affiliation contract 
governed the relationship between each cooperative and Sollio. “It [was] a formal 
agreement to procure supplies (organic and inorganic fertilizers, insecticides, 
fungicides, seeds) and to consign the dairy products and live animals sold by 
their members. The contract [was] for a minimum duration of three years.” While 
this contract contained a penalty for non-adherence, tolerance was generally 
exercised. 

At the time, increasing membership was also a focus: “The acquisition of a dairy 
operation by a cooperative is often accompanied by a recruitment campaign for 
new members, as took place in Yamachiche34 or in Mont-Laurier35 in 1936.” The 
situation changed with the passage of an act in 1939 that created an annual fund 
of $150,000, enabling “guarantees or advances to the cooperative agricultural 

Henryville creamery.  
(JA, March 1936.)

Lévis outlet.
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associations”36 and cooperative syndicates. The same year, the federal government 
established a new program to support the consolidation of small operations and, 
in time, “thereby improve the quality of the product.”37 The program covered 50% 
of costs, and Sollio provided the remaining funds. 

Attention was paid to bookkeeping, internal controls, and personnel management, 
which made a noticeable difference. From 1938, surpluses grew significantly. Credit 
unions were eager to lend to farmers so that they could purchase shares in their 
cooperatives.38

Feed-bagging operation, 1932. 
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Sollio and the Great Depression (1930–1939) 

THE PRIEST AND THE AGRONOMIST

Priests and agronomists are two key characters in the foundation of agricultural coopera-
tives. At the time, the church trained the next generation of farmers through the Jeunesse 
agricole catholique (JAC) movement, among other initiatives. Agronomists, on the other 
hand, focused on the day-to-day work of farm modernization. They also formed a profes-
sional order in 1937. 

Sollio’s commitment to promoting the cooperative model 

During a trip to Europe, Father Georges-Henri Lévesque was inspired by his 
observations of cooperative movements in Belgium and Lorraine, France. Upon 
returning to Quebec, he set to work, sharing his project with the leaders in various 
cooperative sectors and other organizations. At Laval University on “April 2, 1939, 
a meeting took place of the leaders of consumer and agricultural cooperatives, of 
credit unions; the provincial government and its cooperation department, 
Pêcheurs-Unis, the École des pêcheries de Sainte-Anne-de-la-Pocatière, the Institut 
agricole d’Oka, Rural Adult Education of McGill University, the Union catholique 
des cultivateurs and the Catholic unions.”39 The Conseil supérieur de la coopération 
du Québec was founded with the mission of promoting the cooperative business 
model. Throughout its history, Sollio and its representatives remained committed 
to this organization, taking its helm on many occasions. It would undergo two 
name changes: to Conseil de la coopération du Québec in 1951 and to Conseil 
québécois de la coopération et de la mutualité in 2006. As the cooperative model 
is in Sollio’s DNA, the organization was naturally committed to promoting, exem-
plifying, and transmitting this model, even beyond its engagement in the Conseil.
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(1940–1956)

THE LARGEST 
FRENCH-CANADIAN  
COMPANY  

The period from 1940 to 1956 was extremely fruitful for Sollio. In fact, Le Devoir 
journalist Gérard Fillion wrote in 1955 that Sollio was “the largest company owned 
by French Canadians.”40 This recognition was the result of the giant steps taken by 
Sollio to become a leader in Quebec.

The number of agricultural cooperatives also reached a record high, and in the 
1940s, Quebec posted the largest number of farms ever recorded. This period 
began with the Second World War, which proved fairly profitable for farmers, with 
high demand for agricultural products, especially milk, eggs, and bacon, on the 
English market. The era also saw a change in direction from the provincial govern-
ment as the Liberal party and Premier Adélard Godbout took power. A trained 
agronomist, Godbout combined the roles of premier and Minister of Agriculture.
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ADVANCES IN AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY (1940–1956)

Rural electrification was facilitated by the formation of over 50 cooperatives. As a result, 
all farms were supplied with electrical energy by 1955.

The thirty years of growth and prosperity experienced across the Western world between 
1945 and the early 1970s saw major improvements to the standard of living. Agricultural 
communities were no exception. Agricultural businesses continued to modernize, leading 
to significant financing needs as businesses adopted new technologies in great numbers. 
Led by President Joseph-Armand Pinsonneault and General Manager Henri-C. Bois, the 
Coopérative fédérée de Québec also sought to continue modernizing. It mechanized 
several of its facilities, including its mills and poultry slaughtering facilities. In 1950, it launched 
an agricultural machinery division with two pieces of equipment crucial to the farm of the 
future: the milking machine, which greatly facilitated the milking of cows, and the tractor. 

In 1953, “six territory managers [were] hired to work on the organization of distribution on 
a regional basis.” Sales were conducted through local cooperatives, the most advanced of 
which were assigned a geographic sales area and could hire a salesman and a mechanic. 
In 1954, the legendary Oliver Super 55 tractor, which was suited to the size of Quebec 
farms, arrived on the market.41 To educate its farmer members, the Central developed 
courses on “the technical characteristics and purchasing and operational costs of the 
machines.”42 It also made sure that the company translated its technical documentation 
into French. However, Sollio and its affiliates had to maintain a large inventory and carry the 
financial burden of doing so, which was seen as a “necessary evil.”43 

Inauguration of the first 
Coopérative d’électricité  
de Saint-Jean-Baptiste de 
Rouville line in 1945. (BAnQ, 
Montreal, E6, S7, P18590.)
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100 Years of Cooperation

1. Saint-Ambroise creamery, owned by the Joliette SCA, 
1934. (RMAPQ 1934-35.)

2. Potato warehouse in Saint-Éloi, Témiscouata County, 
1930. (RMAPQ 1930-31.)

3. Manager Antoine Plamondon and graduate 
manufacturer Émile Pépin receiving milk canisters  
at the Saint-Raymond cooperative. (JA, June 1936.)

4. Lumber yard of the Victoriaville butter and cheese 
box plant, 1947. (BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, P43108.)

5. Establishment of the Société agricole de Berlcourt.

6. Gentilly flax mill, 1945. (BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, 
P27704.)
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JOSEPH-ARMAND 
PINSONNEAULT
(1892-1956)

100 Years of Cooperation

After completing his studies at the University of Ottawa, Joseph-Armand Pinsonneault returned 
to Sherrington, Montérégie, to run his family farm. He sought to accelerate and modernize the 
development of the farm, which he grew from 110 to 440 arpents (37.4 to 149.6 hectares). He 
diversified production with potatoes, canning vegetables, sugar beets, and 800 apple trees. 

Pinsonneault was highly involved in his community throughout his life, serving as mayor of his 
municipality for 14 years and as secretary for 24 years. He also chaired the local school board and 
the agricultural society. In addition, Pinsonneault served at the helm of the Association nationale 
des producteurs de betteraves à sucre. He was also president of his parish cooperative since its 
founding in 1936 and served on La Fédérée’s management team from 1939 until his death in 
1956.44 It was during his term that the Coopérative fédérée made its most significant advances.45

Gathering of farmers  
at Pierre Turgeon’s farm  
in Saint-Anselme.  
(BAnQ, Quebec City,  
E6, S7, P12151.)
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1. La Fédérée directors, 1944.  
(BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, P18330.)

2. Inauguration of the Saint-Jean-Port-Joli 
cooperative mill, 1950.  
(Private collection.)



100 Years of Cooperation

Administration

Sollio’s ranks swelled once again, increasing fivefold between 1940 and the mid-
1950s, when the organization exceeded 1,000 employees. The workforce had 
tripled as business volume surged during the Second World War, “despite the sale 
of outlets in the dairy sector.” Against this backdrop, the outlets in Quebec City, 
Rimouski and La Sarre grew significantly.

With significant financial needs to finance its development, Sollio called on its 
member agricultural cooperatives for support. They agreed to loan Sollio a portion 
of their dividends in 1944. However, this funding does not appear to have been 
sufficient, as the organization was forced to turn to the bond market. “The Fédération 
des caisses populaires acquired an initial issue in 1945,46 while the brokerage firm 
took care of subsequent [issues] (in 1947, 1948, 1950 and 1954).” At the end of 
the war, the modernization of Sollio’s accounting system allowed the organization 
to “more rapidly [establish] the costs of the various operations of each outlet or 
department.” The accounting department grew and, in 1948, had 134 people 
under its employ. 

The founding assembly of the 
Saint-Casimir cooperative. In the front 
row is county agronomist Jean-Charles 
Magnan (holding a document).  
To his right is cooperative president 
Napoléon-Côme Tessier. In the same 
row are two other agronomists, 
Jean-Baptiste Cloutier and Abel 
Raymond.

Lionel Dion, Wotton SCA manager,  
and Hélène Gourdeau, secretary, 
preparing the remittance to  
cooperative members, 1948.  
(BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, P44700.)

Cooperative gatherings.
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HENRI-C.  
BOIS

100 Years of Cooperation

Henri-C. Bois (1887–1962) performed a number of roles throughout his prolific career. After serving 
as an overseas lieutenant-colonel in the Canadian Army during the First World War, he received an 
extensive education in agronomy, studying in Quebec, the United States, and France. He then 
became a professor at the Institut d’agronomie d’Oka and later joined the Department of Agricul-
ture. He was a founding member, and the first president, of the Corporation des agronomes de la 
province de Québec*. Today, this professional order grants an award in Bois’s name.47 

During his time at Sollio, including 14 years in the position of general manager (the longest tenure 
of any general manager in Sollio’s history), he helped establish the new Conseil supérieur de 
la coopération du Québec in 1939, taking over as president from its founding president in 1944. 
Two years later, he became the founding president of the Conseil canadien de la coopération.48 
He spared no effort in supporting cooperatives in other sectors, including student coopera-
tives—a novel phenomenon at the time—by sharing his financial expertise.49 Bois was a highly in-
volved in the rapprochement with the UCC in 1938, of which he served as vice president until 1948.

A farmer himself, Bois always maintained strong ties with the agricultural sector. “He [ran] a farm in 
Saint-Bruno, Chambly County, specializing in seed grain and slaughter animal production.”50  Bois 
was an active member of his community and was mayor of Saint-Bruno from 1954 to 1955. After his 
time at Sollio, he was appointed to the Senate in 1957 and served there until his death in 1962.51

* Subsequently renamed the Ordre des agronomes du Québec.

14 YEARS  
AS GENERAL MANAGER  
OF SOLLIO
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The propaganda department

The propaganda department was renamed the educational department. At its 
helm was Roméo Martin, a trained agronomist. He established a new mandate for 
his department, which aimed to confer full powers to cooperators, help them 
conduct necessary tasks for themselves, and teach them about the cooperative 
model.52 

No longer receiving government subsidies, the propaganda department turned 
its attention towards affiliated cooperatives.53 Leadership was passed to Léo Filion 
in 1949. Filion designed the Coop flag and founded a cooperative order of merit 
within the Conseil supérieur de la coopération du Québec. He also assigned 
propagandists to remote regions in order to improve Sollio’s reach. Personnel 
in the Montreal and Quebec City offices of his department therefore devoted 
more time to visiting cooperatives.54 The department changed its name again in 
the mid-1950s, becoming the external relations and publicity department. 

A single brand, “Fédérée,” was created for the organization’s products. Sollio also 
stopped publishing the prices of products distributed by the Central and the prices 
paid to farmers for their goods, as the competition had been using this information 
to their advantage.

A paternalistic approach to labour relations 

As was common at the time, Sollio’s leaders took a paternalistic approach towards 
their employees. However, the end of the Second World War signalled the emer-
gence of a new dynamic in labour relations, which manifested in unionization 
attempts and collective bargaining. “Workers at the Saint-Henri mill and the 
Princeville and Quebec West abattoirs [were] among the first employees of the 
cooperative to unionize.” Employees covered by collective agreements enjoyed 
reduced working hours, paid annual vacation, holidays, and higher wages. Begin-
ning in June 1945, the workforce could take part in “a life insurance and hospital-
ization plan, to which La Fédérée [made] a one-third contribution.”55 A pension 
fund was studied in 1946 and created 11 years later. However, “in the meantime, 
many employees received severance when they left, in recognition of their 
service.”56 

Propagandists for  
La Fédérée.
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There was only one strike at the organization during this period, in 1947. It was a 
walkout across the entire Canadian meat packing industry with the aim of gaining 
better wages. Employees at the Quebec City and Montreal abattoirs showed 
solidarity with the movement and went on strike for a few weeks “without the 
strikers obtaining success.57 However, the biggest victims [were] farmers, who, for 
the duration of the conflict, [were] unable to send their livestock to the abattoirs.”58 
In a reflection of the importance of labour relations to its operations, Sollio hired 
a director of personnel.

Commercial operations

After acquiring the movable and immovable assets of the Montreal Milk and Cream 
Cooperative in 1940, Sollio failed to see a role for itself as a milk distributor and 
sought to exit the business. It did so in 1944 by selling to Laiterie Notre-Dame 
Ltée.59 It also sold its facilities in Dundee, Clarenceville, Saint-Sébastien and 
Henryville to Anglophone interests. These transactions generated slightly over 
$150,000 for the organization. However, “the warehouses in Saint-Félicien, 
Lennoxville, Waterloo, Amos, and the land in Sainte-Rosalie, following the burning 
of the building in 1943, were transferred to local cooperatives at a very good 
price.” 

The Saint-Henri mill in  
the Port of Montreal.

La Fédérée products on 
display at the first Salon de 
l’agriculture de Montréal 
(agricultural expo), 1953.

Agricultural machinery  
at the Trois-Rivières 
exhibition, 1955.
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Legrade abattoir on D’Estimauville 
Street in Quebec City.

Wiltshire side being brined for the 
UK market at the Princeville abattoir. 
(BA, February 1945.)

Interior of the Montmagny 
cooperative syndicate butter 
factory, 1941. (BAnQ, Quebec City, 
E6, S7, P3509.)

Cheese factory under construction 
in Saint-Célestin de Nicolet c. 1945. 
(BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, P27690.)
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The high demand for meat during the Second World War was an excellent oppor-
tunity for Sollio to focus on slaughtering to a greater degree. The organization 
improved its production capacity at Princeville and successively acquired two 
abattoirs in Quebec West. An amount of $70,000 was invested in Princeville, 
including almost $15,000 for wastewater treatment. The facility became subject 
to federal inspection from 1942 onwards. Two years later, it was considered “the 
most hygienically organized” facility in Canada.60 The star product produced by 
the Princeville abattoir during the war years was Wiltshire side. This product, a 
half-carcass of salted fatty pork soaked in brine, was consumed by British soldiers. 

When the war ended, Sollio focused on finished products “such as bacon, ham, 
sausages, bologna, blood pudding, jellied veal, etc.”61 Sales were distributed 
amongst the regional market (36%), the Montreal market (25%), through cooper-
atives (9%), and elsewhere in the province (8%). A further 10% went to Ontario, 
and a final 10% was exported to the United States and elsewhere in the Americas.62

Located at the meeting point of several railroad lines, the abattoir in Quebec West 
posted rapid growth. Upon the acquisition of this abattoir, Sollio integrated poultry 
slaughtering into its operations. More and more animals, including animals on 
consignment from Eastern Quebec, were passing through the facility, requiring 
employees to work overtime. Sollio was cognizant that the abattoir could no longer 
meet demand. In 1954, it acquired another abattoir in Quebec City by purchasing 
shares from Legrade Inc. 

While the organization was dominant in the meat market in Eastern Quebec, com-
petition made the situation different in Montreal, due to the sole presence of the 
Canadian Livestock Cooperative. This cooperative “[managed] sales at the Pointe-
Saint-Charles public market of animals consigned by cooperatives.” In 1955, an 
agreement with Maurice Lemelin enabled Sollio to use the slaughtering facilities 
of Eastern Abattoirs and construct a “building for the processing of meat.”63

Sollio made additional investments during this period. It expanded its headquarters 
at 130 Saint-Paul Street in Montreal and acquired other buildings on the same 
street. In 1953, a refrigerated warehouse was built behind the headquarters with 
“12 cold storage rooms over four floors.”64 To help supply butter and cheese boxes 
to cooperatives, Sollio acquired a facility in Victoriaville in 1942, which used wood 
from the region. However, in 1953, as dairy exports slowed, this factory shifted to 
plywood manufacturing.65 
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La Fédérée’s 
headquarters, 
where farmers’ 
products are 
received.
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Sollio saw strong growth in the grain and feed sector, which was an engine for 
its development: “In 1947, the Saint-Henri mill alone contributed nearly 40% of 
its sales.”66 

Sollio’s relations with governments

From its founding until 1940, Sollio benefitted from a large amount of attention 
from the Department of Agriculture of Quebec. This relationship transformed in 
the 1940s. While the department remained favourable to Sollio due to its status as 
a collective enterprise owned by farmers, the wind had changed. As a result, “it 
received the same treatment as other businesses.” The provincial government 
stopped subsidizing propaganda activities and refused to sell the Saint-Henri mill. 
The federal government too was indifferent to Sollio’s cooperative status and sub-
mitted it to taxation.

The Department of Agriculture formed a team of 16 inspectors whose mission was 
to “monitor and audit local cooperatives. It also managed the education of members 
and officers and the study of production problems.”67

Dialogue between cooperatives

While an association to unite and defend cooperatives had existed since 1909 in 
English Canada (the Co-operative Union of Canada), there was no such structure 
for Francophone cooperatives.68 In 1946, Sollio General Manager Henri-C. Bois 
joined forces with other leaders in the cooperative movement to found the Conseil 
canadien de la coopération (CCC). This organization facilitated the emergence 
of other Francophone provincial councils, including the Union coopérative 
acadienne in 1955 and the Cooperative Council of Ontario in 1964.
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COMITÉ D’ENQUÊTE POUR LA PROTECTION DES AGRICULTEURS  
ET DES CONSOMMATEURS (HÉON COMMISSION, 1956)

According to the “Bilan du siècle” website of the Université de Sherbrooke,69 the purpose of this 
commission was to study “problems related to the production, sale, and distribution of agricultural 
products and the protection of the respective legitimate interests of farmers and consumers.” In the 
report, the commissioners came to the conclusion that “The provincial [government] cannot 
become a trader of agricultural products and compete with legal and permitted initiatives. The 
provincial [government] must not take it upon itself to set the prices of agricultural products, except 
perhaps when the common good requires it absolutely: such as drinking milk. The provincial 
[government] is not the arbiter of disputes that may arise between various sectors with interests in 
selling agricultural products. It may, upon the request of interested parties, assist in the peaceful 
resolution of such disputes.” The state’s paramount role was to “support, intensify agricultural 
education, research, popularization, technical or specialized production services and marketing; 
conduct the mandatory inspection and grading of products in the best interests of producers and 
consumers, etc.” 

In addition,70 the report recommended a drastic reduction in the number of businesses, from 
140,000 farms to 44,000 more specialized and productive farms. This number was deemed adequate 
for food self-sufficiency. 

Agricultural cooperatives from 1940 to 1950

Following a period of sustained expansion, the number of agricultural cooperatives 
levelled and eventually declined due to amalgamation and liquidation processes. 
It was also a period of regionalization.

GROWTH OF AGRICULTURAL COOPERATIVES, 1938–1950

 1938 1950 %

Number of local cooperatives 215 609 183

Number of members 17,245 69,332 301

Sales (in M of dollars) 8.5 111.9 1,216

Net revenue of farmers (in M of dollars) 66.2 235.6 255
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The dairy sector saw very strong growth until the late 1940s. The number of coop-
eratives in the sector increased from 57 in 1935 to over 337 in 1950. During the 
Second World War, these cooperatives made up almost 60% of all agricultural 
cooperatives. As a result, dairy products made up 5% of farm products brought to 
market by local and regional cooperatives, according to data from 1950.71

DAIRY OPERATIONS IN 1948

Total number 1,007

Cooperatives 412

Individuals (syndicates)  488

Companies 109

Salon national de l’agriculture, 1953.
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(1957–1975)

SOLLIO AND  
CHANGES TO  
RURAL LIFE 

Changes that were already underway in rural areas picked up pace during this 
period. The number of farms decreased significantly, while the size of farms grew. 
This led to a major increase in the average capitalization of farms, which ballooned 
from $16,965 to $196,665. The transition was accompanied by increased govern-
mental support as a way to cushion the impact of the changes. In its first budget in 
1960, the Liberal government of Jean Lesage doubled the funds available for loans 
granted under the Farm Credit Act. It also supported the dairy sector, which 
accounted for almost half of agricultural revenue, to maintain the incomes of 
impacted farmers.72 When the Union Nationale returned to power a few years 
later, it adopted the 1967 Crop Insurance Act, which enabled the implementation 
of crop insurance programs for a growing number of crops.

The rural population, which had already decreased by 5 percent between 1941 
and 1951, dropped another 24%.73  In 1961, rural dwellers made up only 11% of the 
population. Far from slowing, this trend only accelerated in subsequent years, and 
was accompanied by a marked decrease in unpaid labour. Young people, including 
many women, were leaving rural communities to seek job opportunities in urban 
centres. This movement can be qualified as a true rural exodus. 
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Sollio and changes to rural life (1957–1975)

The modernization process, “in which agriculture [was] integrated into the capitalist 
economy,”74 was accompanied by greater specialization by farmers. Diversity, 
on-farm consumption, and other secondary activities were abandoned as farmers 
focused on a single product, as highlighted by Saint-Pierre.75 Reflecting these 
changes and the growth of other economic sectors, including services, agriculture 
now accounted for less than 2% of Quebec’s gross domestic product. At the same 
time, agricultural techniques were improving.

New arrivals 

After a long period of stability at Sollio, the organization experienced a turbulent 
changing of the guard, particularly with regard to its general management. At the 
time, Sollio was in the red, with a loss of slightly over $1.7 million in 1962. Between 
1962 and 1965, Managing Director J.-Arthur Courteau sought to address the 
situation with a rationalization scheme that included eliminating positions and 
relinquishing space. Courteau replaced former Department of Agriculture civil 
servants with talent from the private sector, some of whom were recruited from the 
competition. This decision was a breath of fresh air for the organization. Results 
were quick to materialize. The situation eventually stabilized, which enabled Sollio 
to even “improve the performance of the company in relation to the competition.” 

The Plessisville dairy plant.

J.-Arthur Courteau, La Fédérée 
director from 1962 to 1965.
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ROLAND  
PIGEON
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After graduating from the Institut agricole d’Oka, Roland Pigeon (1911–1982) returned to his 
family farm in Verchères. He specialized in raising purebred Ayrshire cattle. Pigeon took 
great care in his operation, winning first prizes in his category at several exhibitions. Le 
Bulletin des agriculteurs76 even referred to him as the “terror of exhibitors” in a dedicated 
article. Pigeon sat on the board of directors of the Coopérative agricole de Verchères from 
1944 to 1964 and served for seven years as its president. He became a director at Sollio in 
1960 and remained in that position until his retirement in 1980. 

During his career, Pigeon was very active in the farming community, presiding over the 
Ayrshire Breeders’ Association of Canada and the Canadian Dairy Farmers’ Federation. Like 
other leaders of Sollio, he was awarded the Ordre du mérite coopératif du Québec, fourth 
degree, for his involvement in the cooperative movement. He also received an order of 
merit at the Canadian Co-Operative Congress in 1982.

Fragile finances 

“From 1949 to 1953, [Sollio] spent one million dollars on capital expenditures, 
much of which [was spent] at headquarters, and one and a half million the following 
year to purchase shares from Legrade.”77 Far from slowing, this spending continued, 
“especially through the purchase of Eastern Abattoirs and the building of the new 
headquarters at the Central Metropolitan Market.” In 1959, these expenses 
reached $4 million. Capital and surpluses did not follow suit, resulting in “a dete-
rioration of the relationship between net equity and assets.”78 The financial situation 
degenerated in 1962. The Canadian National Bank ordered the organization to 
adhere to two conditions: transfer the powers of management to the executive and 
replace the general manager with the treasurer, Henri Beauregard.

PRESIDENT OF SOLLIO  
FROM 1969 TO 1980

The Saint-Bruno slaughterhouse was 
built with an investment from the 
region, supplemented by grants from 
the provincial and federal governments.

Livestock loading ramp in Messine, 
Abitibi. (BAnQ, Montreal, E6, S7, 
P18522.)

La Fédérée directors, 1962.
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L’Assomption SCA mill  
and garage, mid-1960s. 
(Private collection.)

Blessing of the Metropolitan 
Central Market premises by 
Monsignor Paul-Émile Léger, 
1960.

In addition to supplying 
cooperatives in bulk,  
La Fédérée serves a number  
of local areas directly.
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Changing course

Taking the helm of Sollio in 1965, Georges-Étienne Turcotte, who had managed a 
tobacco cooperative in Joliette, felt that the role of directors was not to manage the 
organization “but rather to ensure the continuation of the spirit of cooperation.”79 
“For the first time in its history, the Central [was] led by the manager of one of its 
affiliates.” After 1970, another transformation took place, and directors abandoned 
their involvement in local and regional matters in favour of “matters of general 
interest.”80 The departure of approximately 100 employees freed up space at head-
quarters, a part of which was then sublet. Sollio was eager to increase revenue 
rather than simply controlling and restricting costs. It formed an advisory committee 
of managers to strengthen relations with cooperatives, an important link in the 
Central’s chain of operations. Georges-Étienne Turcotte greatly improved Sollio’s 
management methods with regard to both accounting and human resources. 

Inauguration of the new location 
of La Fédérée’s Rimouski outlet, 
1955.

Meeting of the advisory 
committee of managers, 1977.
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After a drop in the workforce during the tensions of 1962, the number of employees 
began to grow. In 1969, “the Central [had] 548 non-unionized employees: 
286 office employees, 244  foremen, representatives, specialists and middle 
managers, as well as 18 senior executives.”81

The situation was different for personnel in plants, as technological changes 
and mechanization led to layoffs. “The automation of certain operations at the 
Saint-Henri mill, the new Saint-Romuald mill, and the La Fédérée abattoirs [led] to 
the elimination of several positions.” Sollio took the same approach as other actors 
in the industry by paying severance to employees who were laid off due to “tech-
nological changes.”82 

Certain employees were also affected by plant closures. “Approximately 250 em-
ployees [were] affected by the production shutdowns at the two plants in Quebec 
City (1968–1969) and Victoriaville (1973).” These closures were explained “by a 
need to consolidate production in more modern facilities.” 
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Labour relations were rocky at this time. In an inflationary environment, adjusting 
compensation to the cost of living was the key issue. In 1974, “the CSN attempted 
in vain to form a common front against La Fédérée and two other agricultural 
cooperatives.”83 Québec Poultry, Sollio’s main competitor, experienced losses 
during the same year, as well as “a third labour conflict in one year.”84 In surrender, 
the owner sold his shares to Sollio, which closed two of the five plants and success-
fully negotiated a new agreement with the Centrale des syndicats nationaux. In 
these negotiations, Sollio “therefore [adopted] a new, prudent attitude that 
[sought] to reconcile its obligations towards its owner-users with a concern for 
employee equity, for both unionized employees and others.”

Commercial operations

In the 1950s, Sollio hoped to make inroads in the meat sector. However, factors 
such as decreased sales, increased operating costs, and the need to modernize 
equipment slowed the process. Sollio had to adjust and make decisions based on 
its reading of the direction of the industry. The Quebec City abattoir was closed; 
Eastern Abattoirs was sold, and investments were focused on the Princeville abat-
toir, the capacity of which grew to “250,000 heads, of which 80% were pigs.” 
Sollio made two acquisitions: “the Edmond Sylvain ltée company in Quebec City, 
which [operated] in red meat distribution, chicken slaughtering and processing, 
meat packing, and delicatessen meat. [It also] purchased of Québec Poultry, which 
[included] the Turcotte & Turmel abattoir in Vallée-Jonction, and which at the time 
[held] 15% of the pork market.” This was a major coup for Sollio, whose market 
share was now “50% of the Quebec market for chicken and turkey.” The company 
exported to American markets and explored the Asian market. Under the Legrade 
brand, with strong urbanization under way in Quebec, the expansion of super-
markets offered a good opportunity in the domestic market “for packaged meat 
products.” In this new market, “La Fédérée obtained a major contract from the 
Steinberg chain of supermarkets to make bacon [for its] private label.” 

In the mid-1950s, Sollio felt that it could not meet demand in the poultry sector. 
The organization made extensive efforts to gain market share. An initial acquisition 
of an abattoir in Victoriaville in 1956, and an investment of $300,000 two years 
later to increase its production capacity, were followed by the purchase of two 
other abattoirs, in Marieville and Saint-Félix-de-Valois, in the early 1960s. Sollio’s 

Livestock being unloaded  
at the Princeville abattoir.

Eggs being received at the  
Quebec City outlet, late 1950s.
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dynamic endeavours in this sector was in response to the strong growth in demand 
since the end of the war. The 1950s saw barbecue chicken rise in popularity. 
The development of barbecue restaurants stimulated consumer sales. These 
restaurants included the Saint-Hubert rotisseries, the first of which opened in 1951 
on the Montreal street of the same name.

Sales also shot up thanks to supermarkets, and the trend only accelerated: “In 1957, 
the Steinberg grocery chain alone sold 100,000 per week.85 In 1975, Quebec 
poultry farmers fed nearly 75 million broiler chickens (versus 6.5 million in 1955)—
all primarily destined for the domestic market.86 

The Victoriaville slaughterhouse  
in 1947. (ANQ, Montreal, P43109).
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The results were quite different for egg production, which saw modest growth. 
The managers of cooperatives “[showed] less interest in this production than in the 
past. This [was] due to multiple factors, but they certainly feared losses related to 
the increase in the size of facilities.”87 Production was limited in 1966 with the 
implementation of a joint plan. 

The situation led many cooperatives to leave the egg business in 1975. Given the 
transformations in this sector, and always concerned with strengthening its ties to 
members, Sollio modified its charter to enable the establishment of an arm of egg 
producers from the three regions where the organization had abattoirs. As such, 
“members [were] entitled to year-end dividends and had a say on everything 
regarding the major orientations and activities of poultry abattoirs.”88 
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Supermarkets, new players in the domestic consumption market, were gaining 
momentum in the 1950s. Their growth also influenced the fruit and vegetable 
sector. The Steinberg and Dominion chains wanted quality, standardized products 
supplied on a regular basis. They set the rules of the market, and Sollio made sure 
to meet their requirements. Meanwhile, the sale of fruits and vegetables collected 
by local cooperatives was facilitated by the move to the Metropolitan Central 
Market. The fruit and vegetable trade was no goldmine, however. In 1971, sales 
reached $6.5 million, but dropped to under $3 million in 1975 after Sollio with-
drew from the canning sector.

The feed and fertilizer sector saw massive investments in the 1960s, both in facilities 
and in integrated farm programs. Thanks to adequate technical service, “La 
Fédérée [regained] the sales volume that it had lost to the competition.” In the 
grain and feed business, Sollio had to rectify the situation created by a drop in 

Employees packing carrots at  
the Sherrington cooperative.
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consumption. It finally purchased the Saint-Henri mill, which it had wanted to 
acquire for decades, and upgraded it. In 1967, Sollio built an ultra-modern mill in 
Saint-Romuald, replacing a facility at the end of its lifespan. Improvements were 
also made to the La Sarre mill. Unfortunately, this mill burned down the following 
year, and Sollio chose not to rebuild.

“Many of the mills in the cooperative network were upgraded in the 1960s 
[and] equipped to offer new services such as bulk feed and feed cubes. This also 
[contributed] significantly to growing sales. Sollio only [made] some of the feed, 
but took charge of various services to cooperatives, such as developing feeding 
programs, promoting Coop products, selling supplements, providing technical 
services.” 

COOPERATIVE RESEARCH FARMS (1954 TO TODAY) 89

Sollio first partnered with this highly unique initiative in 1966. Founded in 1954, Cooperative 
Research Farms (CRF) boasts members in Canada, the United States, and France in 2022. 
Its cooperative members are Sollio, Federated Co-ops and Tennessee Farmers Cooperative. 
The organization takes a participative approach to conducting research projects in order to 
be at the forefront of animal nutrition. It systematically carries out these projects in cooper-
ation with its members. Research topics are determined cooperatively, and the research 
itself is co-produced. The joint effort of CRF’s research team and its members’ animal nutri-
tion specialists aims to improve the efficiency of meat, milk and egg production. 

Over 67 years, its members have dedicated human and financial resources to conduct in 
excess of 3,250 research projects. They have also helped design and carry out research 
projects. CRF has 93 employees across its research and development and technical support 
teams. Its members are active in a total of 48 countries.

105



100 Years of Cooperation

Integration

In the 1960s, the capitalist competition adopted a strategy of vertical integration, 
which aimed to enhance coordination between farmers and the cooperatives that 
brought their products to market. In the pork sector, Sollio became a promoter of 
high-quality pork by investing in genetic crossbreeding. After experimenting with 
a sow rental program that did not prove profitable, Sollio launched a forward sale 
program for sows in 1964. This program had a positive effect on the operations of 
cooperatives. “Over the years, a network of Coop farrowing houses developed. 
In 1976, this network [had] 18,000 sows across 26 cooperatives. With regard to 
finishing, Sollio [saw] great success with a piglet and feed financing policy.” This 
initiative, called Cobec, was a joint venture with other cooperatives. From 1964, 
Sollio “granted an advance for the purchase of piglets and feed and recovered 
it when it came time to pay the remittance on pigs delivered to its abattoirs.”90  
As such, “the limit of 10,000 pigs gradually increased to 50,000 in 1967.”91 

In the poultry sector, competition spurred greater integration of farmers. Specialized 
farmers were targeted by companies that, due to their business volume, could 
offer technicians, provide special feed and make improvements to their feed. 
These farmers therefore tended to abandon the cooperative model. In response, 
Sollio chose the path of production contracts. This was not a spontaneous process, 
however, as “it [took] significant education to train specialized farmers.” For this 
purpose, the poultry division innovated by hiring “the first veterinarian to be 
employed full time by a Quebec company.”92 His name was Louis Layahe. After 
operating three hatcheries in the 1960s, Sollio focused on the Arthabaska and 
Saint-Félix-de-Valois hatcheries. 

Louis Lahaye, the first veterinarian to 
work full time for a Quebec company.
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The introduction of pesticides

In 1966, Sollio acquired a scalping business and seed vendor in Saint-Philippe-de-
Laprairie under the Coop brand and sold new seed mixtures. Plant protection was 
also an emerging line of business. Classes were offered to teach managers how to 
use chemical products, which had in fact been employed since the end of the 
Second World War. Gradually, farmers adopted these new tools. “After organic 
and inorganic fertilizers, pesticides [were] now among the common tools of farmers.” 
Sollio’s many initiatives in the feed sector had finally paid off. Its market share grew 
from 30% in the 1950s to 35% in 1975. “With regard to inorganic fertilizers and 
crop protection products, its position [remained] largely the same, at around 30% 
of the market,” however. 

ADVANCES IN AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY (1957–1975)

In the 1950s, the tractor had not yet fully supplanted horses on farms. Some farmers stayed 
loyal to these animals and the horsepower they provided. They were skeptical of the added 
value that a tractor could provide. While the tractor would eventually win the day, the 
Coopérative fédérée held only 10% of market share in the mid-1960s. The cooperative dis-
tributed Renault tractors from France in addition to the Oliver brand, and market share grew 
to over 25%. Sollio also sold concrete silos, which sprang up all around the countryside. 
Hesston hay equipment was integrated into its range of products beginning in 1971. The 
next year, Sollio became the exclusive seller of silage equipment from Dion, a Quebec 
brand. Many other products were added to the range, bringing success to farmers and 
making the agricultural machinery division more profitable. Sollio’s market share in tractors 
grew to 25%. Results were even better “for mower conditioners, of which it obtained 40% 
of sales in 1975.”
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The founding of Sonic

Sollio sought to be active in the petroleum sector: “the petroleum trade [proved] 
very profitable for the cooperative.” Above all, it wished to respond to the 
needs of its cooperator members, who were often targeted by sellers seeking 
short-term profits. 

Sollio entered the sector in 1958. It “[acquired] a company in bankruptcy, Piette & 
Frères of Joliette, which specialized in the distribution of fuel oil to institutions and 
dairies.93 As a result, the cooperative now [owned] a reserve station and a few 
trucks. It also [reached] an agreement with the UPA and its federations so that they 
would encourage their members to purchase [Sollio] petroleum.”94

Sollio also purchased former petroleum distributors STRATO. After 1965, it set 
up “new depots or [bought] them from cooperatives in addition to acquiring 
new trucks.” 

The arrival of diesel tractors after 1970 necessitated the installation of “under-
ground reservoirs on farms,” and the Central opened gas stations to better reach 
rural customers. “In 1974, the petroleum distribution network included 58 coop-
eratives, 12 Fédérée centres, and 75 gas stations.” As such, Sollio became “the 

Sonic’s 25th anniversary.

Cooperative members in front  
of co-op gas station, c. 1980.



Sollio and changes to rural life (1957–1975)

largest petroleum organization in the province” after large companies that owned 
refineries and importers of finished products. 

Sollio pursued diversification in the sector by selling heating equipment and 
purchasing a propane business in Upton in 1968. “This fuel [was] used to heat 
henhouses and hog barns and to dry corn. It [was] also used by dairy plants until 
the energy crisis in 1973.”95
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Relations with the government

The arrival of Jean Lesage’s Liberal government in 1960 was a welcome develop-
ment for Sollio and agricultural cooperatives. A former leader of the cooperative 
group was named Minister of Agriculture, setting the stage for a productive rela-
tionship. A trained agronomist who had been active in the cooperative movement 
in Abitibi, Alcide Courcy was sensitive to the issue of development. “In 1961, he 
had the law [amended] to increase the budget earmarked for loan guarantees from 
$300,000 to $1 million. This additional governmental support [aimed] specially to 
promote the concentration of cooperatives on a regional basis in order to increase 
their efficiency.”96 Sollio then obtained loans from the predecessor of the Société 
générale de financement. In 1967, the April report was tabled. It set out a vision for 
agriculture that made the modernization of farms the core priority.

THE APRIL REPORT AND THE MODERNIZATION  
OF AGRICULTURE (1967)97

In the early 1960s, the Lesage government was cognizant of the role of agriculture in a 
changing Quebec society. A Royal commission of inquiry was formed and presided over 
by the director of the École d’agriculture de Sainte-Martine, Nolasque April. Its report was 
in favour of increasing crop and livestock yields, supported by land drainage, and the use 
of mechanized work to improve soil conditions. It also encouraged the use of fertilizer and 
chemical pesticides to maximize yields. It was imperative to modernize farms and related 
infrastructure in order to make agriculture a major component of Quebec’s economic 
development.

In 1968, to improve its capitalization, Sollio obtained amendments to its incorpo-
rating act.98 “The main amendments [regarded] authorized capital, which [went] 
from $10 million to $20 million.” Until 1970, the Department of Agriculture audited 
the financial statements of cooperatives. This responsibility was then transferred to 
Sollio, which tasked itself with standardizing annual reports, and “from this point 
[had to] be prepared by chartered accountants.”99
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Communications and marketing 

In the early 1960s, Sollio sought to change its communications strategy. It created 
a visibility plan for Legrade products in print media, radio and television. For 
petroleum products, the Fédérée brand was dropped in favour of “Sonic,” which 
would eventually appear on trucks and service stations. 

CREDIT UNIONS: FINANCIAL PARTNERS OF FARMERS

The founder of the caisses populaires, a form of credit union, was Alphonse Desjardins. He 
wanted these institutions to enable the public to amass savings and have access to credit. 
Desjardins believed this credit should be used for productive activities. The connection 
with farmers was therefore a natural one. “The farmer [needed] equipment capital to 
purchase livestock, agricultural machinery, and other tools; and operating capital, which is 
used to purchase goods with professional utility (fertilizers, seed grain, etc.), to pay workers 
and the costs of maintaining the farming family. All these credit needs, which meet the 
criteria of productive credit perfectly, [made] farmers major users of personal loans. In 1957, 
for example, they [borrowed] over $12.5 million, three quarters of which ($9.4 million) 
[was] as an acknowledgement of debt. These personal loans [constituted] 20% of the value 
of personal loans granted during the year by all credit unions in the province.”100  
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LE COOPÉRATEUR AGRICOLE

The first issue of Le Coopérateur agricole, a plain-looking newsletter without illustrations, was 
published in January 1948. It was eight pages long and initially was mainly intended for the 
leaders and managers of affiliated cooperatives. It stopped publishing in 1959. Subsequently, 
the cooperative addressed its members in La Terre de chez nous, which belonged to the 
Union catholique des cultivateurs (renamed the UPA in 1972). This collaboration, which had 
begun in 1938, took up a single page of the publication. 

Le Coopérateur agricole rose from the ashes in 1972, Sollio’s 50th anniversary year. Most 
contributors to the new Le Coopérateur agricole were members or employees of the coop-
erative network working on a voluntary basis. There were multiple objectives for the 
relaunch: to provide technical information to farmers; to create a journalistic record of the 
events, positive and negative, that marked the history of Quebec’s agricultural cooperative 
movement; and especially, to bring agricultural cooperators closer to their institutions and 
the larger La Fédérée community while promoting cooperation.

Cheese production at 
the Sainte-Claire plant.
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The publication’s first editor-in-chief, André Piette, joined the team in 1987. 
After his arrival, and with the help of Mario Dumais (general secretary 
of the Coopérative fédérée de Québec and manager of the magazine), 
Le Coopérateur agricole underwent a transformation. For the first time, 
a full-time employee was hired to manage advertising sales. The number 
of pages increased, and the quality of the paper improved. Freelance 
contributors wrote articles for the first time. New life was breathed into the 
magazine. In 1988, it finally included colour photographs with its articles. 

Over the years, the magazine modernized and followed digital trends. Begin-
ning in 1996, Coopérateur was posted online in its entirety on the website 
of the Coopérative fédérée. In 2014, it launched its first email newsletter, 
Flash Coopérateur, which allowed users to read the magazine’s articles and 
agricultural news in digital format. 

With a slogan that translates to “Your life, your business,” Coopérateur was 
redesigned in 2015. “Agriculture is changing and modernizing,” comment-
ed Guylaine Gagnon, its editor-in-chief. “It is now in the technological age. 
Coopérateur is following that trend while remaining focused on human 
beings.”

IN NUMBERS

Circulation 14,000 copies per issue

Frequency of publication in 2022 8 issues per year

Number of issues published 555

Number of pages published Over 25,000

Number of words published Approximately 12,500,000
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6
(1976–1995)

SOLLIO IN THE TIME  
OF AGRI-FOOD  

This period was marked by the consolidation and specialization of farms—two 
trends that, though present in the past, were now picking up speed. Farms 
became businesses that were on one end of the field-to-table supply chain. Consol-
idation also meant fewer and fewer farms, and eventually, less and less political 
power for Quebec farmers.

Dairy cooperatives started to become bigger players in the drinking milk sector. 
Dairy products and pork were having increased success in export markets. Mean-
while, Sollio was growing steadily through multiple purchases. As its reach 
expanded, its acquisitions started crossing borders into Ontario and the United 
States. This expansion always served the same goal: to give “Quebec farmers 
control over their procurement sources and over the processing and marketing 
of their products.”

In 1988, the Canada–United States Free Trade Agreement was signed to boost 
commercial trade with our neighbour to the south. The agricultural community 
could not afford to stay silent on this major issue that presented both new market 
opportunities and potential threats from new competitors.
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On the economic front, there were two noteworthy factors: first, a recession 
marked by high unemployment rates and, second, skyrocketing interest rates. The 
1992 recession had serious consequences for Sollio. In addition to substantial 
investments, there was also the “cost of merging La Fédérée’s meat division with 
Groupe Olympia to form Olymel.” Our operations were simply not measuring up 
in terms of profitability, with “losses in the Unival poultry division alone reaching 
$19 million in 1992.” That year, Sollio recorded a loss of over $17 million. It was 
also during this period that environmental issues began to spark greater concern.

The Turcotte & Turmel 
abattoir in Vallée-Jonction.
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PAUL  
MASSICOTTE

100 Years of Cooperation

As president of La Fédérée from 1992 to 2003, Paul Massicotte (1939–2014) was exposed 
to the cooperative model very early in his career. While studying at the École d’agriculture 
de Sainte-Anne-de-la-Pérade, he helped found a student cooperative with some of his class-
mates. “At 15, he was appointed secretary of the Champlain UCC. At 20, he joined the ranks 
of Les jeunes ruraux.”101 He acquired his family farm in Champlain in 1966.

As a farmer, he was a member of the Société coopérative agricole de Champlain. In 1973, 
he joined the Board of Directors of La Fédérée as a regional territory representative. He was 
appointed to the Executive Committee in 1980, became Vice President in 1987 and was 
elected President of the organization in 1992.

In his lifetime, he also served on the boards of other corporations, including the Conseil de 
la coopération du Québec. “He was awarded the title of special commander of the Ordre 
national du mérite agricole, was inducted into the Temple de la renommée de l’agriculture 
du Québec, became a member of the Ordre du mérite coopératif du Québec et du Canada 
and received the Adélard-Godbout special merit from the Ordre des agronomes du Québec.” 
This seed of cooperative spirit was eventually passed down through his family and flourished 
in his sons, Benoît, who served on the Sollio Board of Directors, and Roger, who has been 
President of Agropur since 2019.102

PRESIDENT FROM  
1992 TO 2003

120





100 Years of Cooperation

Administration

Paul Massicotte always understood the importance of training the next generation, 
and as President of Sollio, he focused on cooperative education as a way of keep-
ing the cooperative spirit alive. In 1993, Sollio participated in the launch of the 
Fondation pour l’éducation à la coopération et la mutualité. Since then, Sollio has 
remained highly involved in the foundation and has delegated representatives to 
our board of directors. In 1986, Sollio had 2,906 employees, and by 1992, after a 
period of rapid growth, we reached “a historic peak at 5,874.”103 That year, some 
positions had to be cut after experiencing financial difficulties , but in 1994, the 
workforce began to grow once more.

New head office

Since 1960, Sollio’s head office had been in Montreal, in the central market at the 
major intersection of highways 15 and métropolitaine. But the location was no 
longer meeting our needs and came with “high maintenance costs.” Sollio wanted 
to “reintegrate the oil division into our head office” and sought to “protect itself 
from a rent increase, as the well-priced lease we had negotiated on the old build-
ing was up in 2000.” So, in 1991, an all-new head office was unveiled: a ten-storey 
concrete and glass tower at the corner of De L’Acadie Boulevard and Legendre 
Street, of which Sollio occupied seven floors. It therefore remained in the Marché 
central area.

Commercial operations

It was a time of many changes, fuelled by transformations in the dairy industry and 
adjustments in dairy farmer federations that would eventually lead to the creation 
of a single federation. “Forced to reduce production by 18% due to a change in the 
federal dairy policy, which sought to adjust the offer to match domestic demand,104 
industrial dairy farmers had no choice but to turn to new markets: specialty cheeses 
and unprocessed milk.” The UPA had to mitigate tensions between the respective 
federations of industrial milk farmers (processing) and unprocessed milk farmers 
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(drinking milk). “The dispute was only resolved by negotiating with the coopera-
tives an agreement calling for, among other things, the creation of a single joint 
plan, the merger of the federations and the gradual integration of industrial dairy 
farmers into the lucrative unprocessed milk market, with the cooperatives con-
trolling their milk.”105

In 1985, the Régie des marchés agricoles du Québec imposed an agreement 
establishing classes of milk (based on end use), each with its own guarantee of 
supply. From that point on, members could no longer know if their milk would be 
processed by their own cooperative,106 which presented a major challenge to 
members’ traditional relationships with their cooperatives. This was remedied in 
1987 with a new agreement that “restored some amount of balance between the 
cooperatives and the private companies, which had been favoured under the 1985 
agreement.”107 Playing both wholesaler and broker to the cooperatives until 1990, 
Sollio’s dairy division took off in Quebec, in the rest of Canada and internationally, 
selling skim milk powder, butter, traditional cheddar, gourmet cheeses and many 
other products. In 1989, “the division carried about a quarter of La Fédérée’s 
sales.”

Lactel Group

Lower population growth, combined with changing consumer eating habits and 
the impact of free trade agreements, began incentivizing cooperatives to work 
together. In 1990, Sollio and five dairy cooperatives came together to form a limited 
partnership: Lactel Group. Though Agropur also attended the preliminary discus-
sions, it ultimately decided to partner with Purdel instead, creating Natrel Inc., 
which controlled the lion’s share of dairy distribution in Quebec.

Lactel Group remained the largest dairy wholesaler in Canada, as well as the num-
ber-one private exporter. At its inception, the company included 5,000 dairy 
farmers and had assets totalling $166 million. “The new company had 11 plants, 
over 800 employees and sales of $450 million—20% from exporting highly 
shelf-stable UHT milk, powdered milk, aged cheddar and other products. At the 
time it was created, Lactel Group was processing a quarter of all dairy produced 
in Quebec.” But the milk marketing agreement of 1990 put Lactel Group at a dis-
advantage, as it saw the annual volume of milk processed in its plants decline from 
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550 million litres in 1989–1990 to 300 million litres in 1993. “The directors of 
Lactel Group had signed this agreement thinking that the loss in raw material 
volume for regional plants would not be significant. They had come to terms with 
the idea of sacrificing a plant, in other words 80 to 90 million litres. Instead, the 
worst happened—the group lost 220 million litres in 1991–1992 alone.” A new 
agreement was signed in 1993, and the plants were then able to receive more milk 
annually, putting the organization back on the path to profitability in 1994 and for 
the next five years after. 
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The origins of Olymel

Since 1975, the division that would become Olymel had focused on “slaughtering, 
butchering and selling pork on the domestic and international markets.” The 
resulting sales were remarkable, and from 1976 to 1980 the number of pigs slaugh-
tered in plants doubled. To meet demand, the Vallée-Jonction slaughterhouse was 
expanded, and a new one was opened in Princeville, in October 1980. “The 
Princeville slaughterhouse was high-tech. The old building it replaced became a 
salting and charcuterie operation, until that was shut down in 1983.” Sollio also 
owned a slaughterhouse in Bic and took over operations of “two struggling busi-
nesses located in Saint-Esprit-de-Montcalm and Saint-Jérôme.”

In 1991, to complement its Quebec operations, Sollio signed “an agreement in 
principle with Olympia Group Ltd. consolidating both companies’ assets into one 
limited partnership, named Olymel.”108 By eliminating the competition between 
the two companies, Olymel became the leading exporter of Canadian pork. “In 
1995, cross-border shipping represented 45% of total shipments, 75% of which 

Workers at the  
Princeville abattoir.
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was in the form of secondary-processing products. The United States and Japan 
were Olymel’s biggest international customers.”109 In Japan, Olymel’s volume 
represented no less than 45% of Canadian exports.

Two key investments marked Sollio’s ambition to “consolidate the division’s stand-
ing in the pork industry.”110 First, there was an additional investment in Ontario to 
acquire a majority share of “the Ontario slaughterhouse in Saint-Isidore de 
Prescott.” And second, there was Sollio’s commitment to “a 50% share in an Iowa 
slaughterhouse via its subsidiary CFM Sales Inc. This company already operated a 
distribution centre in New York City.”111 Sollio’s meat division also had distribution 
centres in the cities of Anjou, Québec, Toronto and New York.

The new Princeville slaughterhouse, 
established in 1980
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Bexel, Unival and Flamingo 

Sollio’s poultry sector also saw many changes during this time, with numerous 
transactions taking place not only in Quebec but also in other parts of the country. 
Many new product brands also debuted. “Up until 1985, the poultry division of La 
Fédérée had been operating under the name ‘Bexel’112 and owned four slaughter-
houses, a secondary processing plant, a distribution centre, a hatchery and sever-
al livestock farms.”113 The merger with Québec Poultry led to a number of positive 
outcomes, such as the combination of manufactured products and the specializa-
tion of the four slaughterhouses. Labour-intensive tasks in the slaughter line were 
made easier with automation, which “really picked up speed, leading to workers 
moving from the slaughter line to other phases of primary and secondary process-
ing involving products with more added value.” Sollio also acquired Galco Food 
Products Ltd., a company specializing in secondary processing, and the addition 
of its plant in the Toronto suburbs allowed Sollio to “double Bexel’s poultry finish-
ing capacity, constituting a major breakthrough into the Ontario market.”

From 1985 to 1993, Bexel operated under the name Volailles Unival. In 1991, it 
acquired Tyson Canada Inc., Sollio’s main competitor in this market, a major win 
that cemented its position. “In acquiring 28% of Tyson’s slaughtering rights, 
[Volailles Unival] brought its total share up to 59%. Tyson’s facilities were also much 
more advanced than Sollio’s. The slaughterhouses in Joliette, Saint-Damase and 
Montreal (the last being for kosher chicken) remained in operation, while those in 
Marieville and Saint-Félix-de-Valois would shut down in 1989. The division also 
kept its locations in Berthierville and Saint-Jean-Baptiste-de-Rouville, as well as its 
secondary processing plant in Sainte-Rosalie.”

But the new entity was off to a difficult start. In 1992, a drop “in poultry sales prices 
largely contributed to an industry-wide slump.” This was one reason for Sollio’s 
operating loss that year.

In 1993, the division changed its name once again, this time to Flamingo Foods. It 
also deployed recovery efforts to improve its standing—efforts that turned out to 
be successful. The organization managed to come out none the worse for wear in 
a demanding market. Ultimately, it was Sollio’s ability to adapt to new market 
trends that allowed it to maintain, and even grow, the visibility of this division. “We 
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targeted consumers with specific cuts (such as strips and skinless thighs) that are 
pre-packaged in our plants and distributed in grocery stores under the brand ‘Fla-
mingo.’ We then played the ‘fun’ card with our ‘Festi-bouffe’ line, which came in 
eye-catching packaging (nuggets, wings, chicken fingers, drumsticks, etc.).”

Over time, Sollio’s role in the horticultural sector began to change. In 1975, the 
organization started acting as a wholesaler to its members in the horticultural busi-
ness. Then, “following a planning process, major investments were made.” Short-
ly thereafter, Sollio bought into two companies: one that packed and packaged 
vegetables and another that farmed decorative plants.

Sonic oil division

In 1985, this division’s direction began to shift slightly to ensure its development, 
while also improving user services and strengthening its distribution network to 
reach a larger clientele. Warehouses were drastically cut, while the remaining ones 
had their capacities increased. From 1972 into the early 1990s, they dwindled to 
only “16 in 1995.”114 The division also revamped its truck fleet, replacing six-wheel-
ers with ten-wheelers.

Sollio bought stake in “Co-enerco, a company founded in 1982 involved in oil and 
natural gas exploration and production in western Canada.” In the same vein, “in 
1993, the division partnered with the Norcan Inc. consortium to finance a sea ter-
minal. This investment enabled oil imports, putting Sonic in a better position to 
negotiate with its suppliers.”

Sonic billboards began popping up all along Quebec roadsides. In 1990, Sollio 
made the strategic acquisition of “a block of 13 Esso stations, of which 10 were 
located in the Montreal area.” The impact was significant: the investment “brought 
greater visibility to the Sonic brand in Montreal and brought the count of gas sta-
tions in the network up to 195.” These gas stations employed roughly 650 people. 
In 1993, the Sonic group counted 138 employees and a fleet of about 100 delivery 
trucks.
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Sollio members began expressing more responsiveness to environmental issues, 
leading to “the adoption of an environmental policy in 1994.” The oil division 
became an industry leader as “the first Quebec distributor to offer less polluting 
fuel created by blending gasoline with ethanol. The new fuel led to markedly higher 
sales volumes in 1995.”115 One year after the product was launched, roughly sixty 
Sonic gas stations were offering ethanol fuel.

When the Saint-Henri mill exploded in 1980, its operations were transferred to the 
Joliette mill, which was updated through additional investments. However, the mill 
network had been procuring its mineral supply from Montreal since 1990. As such, 
the Saint-Romuald operation site was selected for the construction of “a new 
premix and minerals plant next to the existing mill it already owned.”116

THE SAINT-HENRI MILL EXPLOSION OF JANUARY 25, 1980

At precisely 2:53 p.m. on January 25, 1980, the neighbourhood of Saint-Henri in Montreal 
was shaken when a grain elevator on Saint-Ambroise Street exploded. The Sollio-owned 
structure sustained heavy damage. As one journalist reported in Le Devoir,117 “10 or so of the 
cooperative’s 24 reinforced-concrete silos, each 110 feet tall and 1 foot thick, were gutted 
from the top and bottom, while most lost their roofs.” At the time of the explosion, 42 em-
ployees were on site: Paul-Émile Grimard was killed instantly, and Henri Laprise succumbed 
to grievous injuries a few days later. Four other employees were injured. The ensuing inves-
tigation revealed that the accident was caused by the explosion of airborne dust.

Techno Champs: the largest agricultural  
research farm in Quebec

Crop production sales were outstanding and showed strong growth over the pre-
vious 25 years. Likewise, “sales of seeds, fertilizers and crop protection products 
jumped from $7.5 million to over $100 million in 1995.” The proportion of total 
sales increased from 3.8% to 6.9%. Sollio had achieved these stellar results by 
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investing in research; it created Techno Champs, the largest private agricultural 
research farm in Quebec. Its mission was to “develop varieties and fine-tune 
crop management specifically adapted to the province’s agronomic conditions.” 
Sollio’s crop production research activities began in Sainte-Martine in 1979.

Seed and fertilizer storage and distribution

Sollio had been using the facilities of Les Engrais Laprairie Ltd. for mineral fertilizer 
distribution, but in 1990, it traded up to a new ingredient storage and preparation 
centre in Sainte-Catherine. Having opened its doors in 1985, the centre served all 
plants in the metropolitan area. Another centre opened in 1991, in Sillery, servicing 
eastern Quebec. In addition to these, Sollio soon opened “eight rural prescription 
mixing centres.”118 Meanwhile, seed preparation and crop protection product 
storage operations “were grouped in Longueuil in 1988119 and in Saint-Romuald in 
1993.120 In 1977, the federal and provincial governments announced joint funding 
programs for feed grain production, which led to the rise of “regional drying and 
storage centres.”121 Sollio’s grain sector had to adjust to this new landscape. “Having 
supplied cooperative mills solely with grain from other provinces or abroad since 
the war, it had simultaneously begun marketing local production in recent years.”122

Origins of the hardware sector

In 1977, Sollio decided to open its very first hardware distribution centre, in 
Trois-Rivières. The goal was to sell directly to farmers, who were frequently looking 
for hardware supplies at the agricultural supply stores run by the network’s member 
cooperatives. With big brands quickly taking over, Sollio wanted to give an equally 
recognizable image to the cooperatives running these hardware stores. It then 
purchased P. A. Gouin, a hardware and building material wholesaler, and launched 
Quincaillerie Co-op, which was renamed Unimat in 2003. “The name Quincaillerie 
Co-op had long been used to reflect the connection to La Coop fédérée. At the 
time, it also had a slogan, All under the same roof!” In the beginning, the hardware 
store essentially sold products for farmers, like tractors and tractor parts. The Quin-
caillerie Co-op brand was a success from day one! The division made $18 million 
in sales in 1977. There was growing interest in hardware stores among coopera-
tives, who saw an opportunity to diversify their operations. Upgrades followed in 
the form of “an automatic telephone order system, truck deliveries to cooperatives 
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The Sillery distribution centre, jointly owned by Cargill and La Fédérée, 
 a grain storage centre with 11 silos (mostly converted oil tanks) for a capacity  
of 75,000 tonnes. The conical warehouses, owned by the cooperative only,  
are used to store inorganic fertilizer components. 135
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and colour catalogues.”123 Mirroring this growth, the Trois-Rivières warehouse was 
expanded twice, in 1989 and 1995. The results spoke for themselves: “In twenty 
years, sales climbed from $18 million to about $100 million.”

ADVANCES IN AGRICULTURAL TECHNOLOGY (1976–1995)

The early 1980s were marked by a recession and a dwindling number of farms. This was a 
blow to Sollio’s machinery sector. White brand tractors, of which La Coopérative fédérée 
had been a distributor, declared bankruptcy. Italian company Fiat filled the gap, supplying 
the cooperative’s distribution network with its Fiatagri line until 1994, when its contract was 
up. Over the decades, tractor technology had shifted into high gear. Power, size, comfort, 
efficiency, technology—these tractors looked nothing like the farm vehicles of yesteryear. 
But they were also more expensive! In response, agricultural machinery cooperatives began 
popping up. Originally a French initiative, these “libraries” allowed farmers to pool their 
resources and buy equipment together, sharing its cost, use and maintenance. The model 
worked so well for farmers that, in just a few years, agricultural machinery cooperatives had 
spread all over the province. Eventually, these groups became auxiliary members of Sollio 
Cooperative Group.

Management support services

The on-farm supply group offered management services as a way for Sollio to help 
struggling cooperatives directly. In 1989, Sollio owned seven retail centres, now 
known as CACs (Centre agricole Coop). Management’s vision and philosophy for 
intervention was based on an overarching goal of “making these centres autono-
mous again, either by merging them with a cooperative [in the network] or by 
creating a new entity [an autonomous cooperative].” “In 1991, the Centre agricole 
de Saint-Barthélemy was the first to regain its autonomy under the name Agrivert, 

Co-op hardware  
store interior, 1982.
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coopérative agricole régionale.124 In 1992, the CAC de Sherbrooke in Estrie 
merged with La coopérative de Coaticook to form La Coop des Cantons.”125 Other 
than helping struggling cooperatives, management support services—better 
known as the cooperative advisory support team—“also oversaw cooperative 
planning with a view to strengthening the network,”126 particularly through the 
development of sophisticated management and benchmarking tools.

Today, the on-farm supply group remains a cornerstone of the organization. It gen-
erates roughly 30% of Sollio’s total business volume. Along with the network of 
cooperatives and CACs, the group has served all regions of Quebec since 1984.

Saved from bankruptcy by La Fédérée 
in 1982, the Saint-Barthélemy 
cooperative mill made a fresh start  
in 1991 as Agrivert.
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The number of Sollio member organizations dropped from 179 in 1976 to 95 in 
1995, with the decrease in the number of farmers being the leading cause of amal-
gamation. This was particularly true in central Quebec, where “La Coopérative 
agricole des Appalaches,127 La Coop des Cantons [and] La Coopérative agricole 
du Pré-Vert.128 Unicoop—formed by the Saint-Charles-de-Bellechasse mill and the 
Bellechasse and Chaudière-Etchemin cooperatives129—became the largest supply 
cooperative in the province. Other mergers resulted in more modest organizations, 
such as Coopplus, which was created by the SCAs of Champlain and Saint-Tite.”130 
Demographic data on cooperatives during this period spoke volumes. A few small 
cooperatives were still operating, mainly in the outer regions, but there could be 
no doubt that concentration was on the rise: “In 1988, the 30 largest cooperatives 
(including the eight regional dairy ones) represented 64% of members and 93% 
of sales by cooperatives.”

Supporting agricultural production

Between 1975 and 1995, many different initiatives emerged in pursuit of a com-
mon goal: to sustain and encourage agricultural production. Among these was the 
Farm Income Stabilization Insurance program, known by its French acronym ASRA, 
which the Quebec government implemented in the mid-1970s.131

In 1978, the Parti Québécois took significant action to recognize and protect 
operational farmland by adopting the Act respecting the preservation of agricultural 
land. This signalled the government’s strong stance on the need to tackle the very 
real threat of urban sprawl encroaching on quality farmland.
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WHY AGRICULTURAL ZONING?

The Act respecting the preservation of agricultural land reflected awareness that action was 
needed to protect farming in Quebec. A study published in 1977132 “concluded that, 
between 1964 and 1975, urban development in the Montreal area alone had resulted in the 
loss of over 20,000 hectares of high-potential farmland. The study also showed that, in 
addition to taking up land, urban development had a negative impact on soil structure 
caused by the dispersal of non-agricultural activities across the land. Its authors lamented 
the absence of any regional planning of land use.” The Act was later replaced by two others, 
the Act respecting the preservation of agricultural land and agricultural activities and the Act 
respecting land use planning and development.”133

Two more measures were implemented: stabilization insurance schemes for 
several farm products—potato, pork, beef, grain—and joint plans. These were an 
effort to “adjust product offering to demand and set a fair price.”

In June 1992 in Trois-Rivières, the summit on Quebec agriculture was held around 
the theme “agriculture at a turning point” and reiterated the need to adjust assis-
tance programs to better meet needs and account for opening markets. That same 
year saw the creation of the Filière agroalimentaire du Québec, a “group put 
together to discuss issues of future direction between all stakeholders in the 
agricultural and agri-food sector, as a structure for organizational dialogue. The 
Filière agroalimentaire covers activity related to production, processing, distribu-
tion and food service.”

Over those two decades, Sollio and the UPA presented a united front based 
on the “four fundamental pillars of agricultural policy in the country: marketing 
agencies, stabilization insurance, crop insurance and, finally, agricultural credit.”
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Trade liberalization

Since its inception, Sollio had never limited its scope of action to Quebec or even 
Canada. However, the period from 1976 to 1995 was marked by a powerful wave 
of trade liberalization to the point that the organization was compelled to take a 
position and publicly defend a certain number of rules and principles it felt were 
necessary to ensure the future of agriculture.

During the 1994 negotiations of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), agriculture was no longer left out of the discussion. As proponents of an 
open economy and the abolition of tariff barriers to stimulate trade, Brian Mulroney 
and his Progressive Conservative government launched free trade talks with 
Ronald Reagan in the United States and later with Mexico. An initial agreement was 
struck with the United States in 1989, followed by a second with Mexico in 1994.

“Pork farmers are probably the ones who benefitted most from the open borders, 
due to the abolition of the compensatory tariff. On the other hand, the GATT 
negotiations had resulted in an agreement calling for import quotas to be replaced 
with tariffs, which would be progressively lowered. This posed a major challenge 
for the dairy and poultry sectors.”134 Still, the new rules set by the GATT and, as of 
1994, the WTO “compelled Quebec farmers and the Quebec agri-food industry 
to become even more competitive.”
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(1996–2014)

THE IMPACT  
OF MARKET  
LIBERALIZATION 

The previous period of liberalization had set the stage for major changes in the 
agri-food industry. This, in turn, prompted the emergence of new agricultural 
exporting powers. There was now price competition between domestic and 
foreign agricultural products.

Furthermore, the agricultural sector could no longer ignore the growing concern 
for the environment and the increasing demands of consumers and the public in 
that regard. There was also increased recognition of the interrelationship between 
agriculture and health. This was undoubtedly one of the reasons for the growing 
interest in moderate pesticide use and organic farming.

In 2008, a financial crisis rocked the economy when the real estate bubble 
burst, causing the subprime mortgage crisis. This event truly demonstrated the 
resilience of cooperatives— compared to other types of organizations—when 
hard times hit.135

Two major meetings were held to take a closer look at the Quebec agriculture and 
agri-food industries. First was the Conférence sur l’agriculture et l’agroalimentaire 
québécois in 1998, then the Commission sur l’avenir de l’agriculture et de l’agroal-
imentaire québécois in 2006. These resulted in the Pronovost report, which made 
some hard-hitting observations—farmers were facing unprecedented levels of 
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debt; there were issues with the farm succession process; and psychological 
distress in the agricultural community was on the rise. Additionally, in 2013, with 
Sollio’s support, Quebec adopted a food sovereignty policy.

The year 2000 saw a major first, as Sollio became the first cooperative organization 
to publish an annual cooperative report. Since then, the practice has been adopted 
by numerous industries.

Name change

In 2004, the organization changed its name. La Coopérative fédérée de Québec 
became simply La Coop fédérée, rebranding visually as well. “La Fédérée and its 
network of affiliated cooperatives got fresh new branding rooted in the values of 
the past, while facing resolutely towards the future.”136 The new black-and-green 
logo depicting the lines of a tilled field would symbolize what had not changed 
since 1922—the organization’s fundamental vocation.

Chrysalide 

In an effort to optimize Sollio’s and the cooperatives’ operations, a new business 
model was proposed in 2007: Chrysalide. Claude Lafleur, CEO of Sollio at the 
time, explained: “The new business model that we wanted to develop in the 
network was based on a more optimal division of roles between what we call 
the ‘back office’ and the ‘front office.’ When we say back office, this includes all 
manufacturing, warehousing, transportation, administration and management 
processes, while the front office essentially includes the sales force and customer 
service activities, which would continue to be carried out by local cooperatives.”

In their 2013 strategic planning process, Sollio’s executives focused on consolidating 
and integrating their achievements thus far. They hoped the organization would 
be “recognized as a leader in the Canadian agriculture and agri-food industries, 
as well as in the eastern Canadian retail sector.” Sollio hoped to give itself the 
means to break into markets outside Quebec. But it had other challenges: “trade 
globalization, the decreasing number of farms, changing agricultural practices and 
the expectations of both farmers and the agri-food industry.”
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In the early 2000s, Sollio withdrew completely from the dairy industry, selling its 
shares in Lactel Group to Agropur. Its top priorities were now developing pork 
production, opening markets and pursuing activity in the poultry sector. Addition-
ally, in two sectors—hardware and oil—products were now accessible to the 
general public. “Faced with the popularity of warehouse stores in urban centres, 
the cooperative network fell back on its advisory services and its proximity to 
customers in rural and semi-urban areas. It was during this period that several of 
the network’s cooperatives began offering auxiliary memberships to non-farming 
citizens.” The Sonic division extended the same offer in rural areas. Then, in 2014, 
Sollio acquired stake in BMR Group—a major move and first step towards eventual 
ownership.



DENIS  
RICHARD

The impact of market liberalization (1996–2014)

In the seed sector, the organization was more active than ever, not only in sales 
but also in research, with the Techno Champs farm. And in the lab at subsidiary 
Laboratoire Agridirect, there was no shortage of “tests on hay, soils, feeds and 
inorganic fertilizers.”

Overall, the period was marked by significant growth for the organization. In 2011, 
Sollio had 101 affiliated cooperatives with 64,000 full members and 39,000 auxiliary 
or associate members, and sales for the entire network exceeded $6 billion.

Denis Richard runs a cereal and pork farm in Leclercville, located in the Lotbinière Regional 
County Municipality. He began his career in the cooperative industry at the Parisville coop-
erative, of which he was president from 1985 to 1994. He was elected to the Sollio Board 
of Directors in 1993. 

Reserved but skilled in communication, Richard shared many inspiring words with his 
colleagues, often saying, “from now on, we have to make products for the market, rather 
than simply putting products on the market.”137

He served for 13 years, one of the longest terms of any Sollio president. Beyond his duties 
on the CQCM Board of Directors, Richard was also involved in international affairs, including 
through the ACI.138

 
PRESIDENT FROM  
2003 TO 2016
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Administration

After a decline in 1993 due to the organization’s financial situation, Sollio’s 
workforce began experiencing near continuous growth driven by the meat sector. 
More than 2,000 positions were created in five years. With 7,448 positions on 
October 31, 1998, “the Quebec company was at the forefront of non-financial 
Canadian cooperatives. It continued to grow its workforce, reaching the milestone 
of 10,000 employees in 2002.”

Working conditions in hatcheries were improved with upgrades to the Victoriaville 
plant in 1999 and 2000, placing it “among the most efficient in Canada. Egg han-
dling was conducted under strict cleanliness and sanitary conditions.” In general, 
the working conditions negotiated by any of the major unions included “wages 
and fringe benefits for unionized employees that were sometimes above industry 
standards. In difficult times—as was the case in the pork and poultry sectors during 
the 1990s—these collective agreements weighed heavily on production costs 
at Olymel and Flamingo Foods. The employer was sometimes forced to request 
significant concessions from its employees.” But, when unions are open to collab-
oration, it is always possible to get through tumultuous times and help people 
keep their jobs.

Cooperative and professional education

Training and education efforts took off, beginning in 1993 with the hiring of Colette 
Lebel, a dedicated professional resource dedicated to cooperative training. Then, 
1998 saw the creation of a new program “to train the network’s elected represen-
tatives with cumulative credits.” The program’s end goal was “to support officers 
in their roles within their agricultural cooperatives, and [the program] was reviewed 
periodically by a monitoring committee to ensure that it would continue to meet 
needs.” Then, in 2002—taking up an idea popular with large corporations—Sollio 
created a kind of corporate “university,” dubbed L’Académie Coop.

L’Académie Coop 

Initial training consisted of four programs aimed at a range of positions: officers, 
hardware store clerks and managers, and agri-advisors. In 2004, a new module 
was added for “network managers, i.e., general managers of cooperatives and 
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sales managers.” Course content covered topics in business, operations and 
cooperative values. “The last of these dimensions was of particular interest to the 
Board of Directors of La Fédérée, which created a department of cooperative 
affairs in 2001 to strengthen the company’s identity.”

Défi-Coop

In 1999, Sollio launched the Défi-Coop challenge, “an initiative designed for the 
future agronomists and agricultural technologists of Quebec. The competition’s 
successive editions have given students the chance to demonstrate their know-how 
to prospective employers, including agricultural cooperatives.”

Concours de la Coopérative Étoile

In 2003, Sollio created the Concours de la Coopérative Étoile,139 a contest intended 
to support affiliated cooperatives striving for excellence and to honour the richness 
of cooperation and good management practices. Finalists are selected on the 
basis of rigorous criteria including financial performance, human resources man-
agement and associative activities.

Commercial operations

The full digital overhaul of the Saint-Romuald plant led to a change in its role, turning 
it from a simple mill into a kind of technical centre. “The new mineral and premix 
plant in Saint-Romuald, inaugurated in 1990, was on the cutting edge of technology.”

Sale of Lactel Group to Agropur

Export markets began to close when the United States and New Zealand filed a 
complaint with to the World Trade Organization, which ruled that “Canadian dairy 
exports benefitted from subsidies that make them illegal.” A recovery plan was 
adopted, “but the members of the five regional dairy cooperatives decided to sell 
their shares in Lactel Group to the cooperative Agropur. The Sainte-Claire plant, 
specialized in UHT milk, was bought by Agrinove, an agri-food cooperative, which 
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tried in vain to revive it. The Chambord and Saint-Alexandre plants were closed in 
2002 and 2004, while the Beauceville plant became part of Agropur.” Thus ended 
Sollio’s involvement in the dairy sector.

Olymel

The meat and poultry sector underwent a remarkable expansion between 1995 
and 2014, reflecting ambitions to expand its reach across Canada. Olymel’s progress 
in the pork sector required increased supply volumes. At the time, this was “facil-
itated by the new 1994 marketing agreement, which provided for pre-allocation 
based on historical market share. In 1999, joint tendering contracts were added, 
which allowed hog buyers to secure additional volume one month in advance, at 
a reference price based on that of the US. Meanwhile, quality was ensured in part 
through genetic selection carried out at Sogeporc.”

SOGEPORC

“Attached to the On-farm supply division, Sogeporc is a swine genetic selection unit that 
came about through a partnership (which began in the early 1990s) between Sollio and 
about 20 active pork production cooperatives. In 1998, the entity also became a shareholder 
of Gène+, a [French] company that supplied high-quality genetic subjects in excellent 
health.” Since 2001, farrowing has been based in Notre-Dame-de-Lourdes (L’Érable Regional 
County Municipality). “Production is based on new biosecurity recommendations and carried 
out at three separate sites: farrowing, nursery and growing-finishing.”

In 2016, Gène+ merged with ADN, another French firm, to create Axiom, which would in 
early 2017 become140 “the number one pig-breeding organization in [France].” This turned 
out to be a win for Sollio as well.
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Olymel is based in Saint-Hyacinthe and also owned three cutting and de-boning 
plants in Vallée-Jonction, Princeville and Saint-Simon, as well as two second-
ary-processing plants in Granby and Magog. The Vallée-Jonction plant was the 
largest, with 1,200 employees. In 2001, Olymel acquired a plant in Red Deer, 
Alberta, “thanks to a $50-million investment from SGF Soquia for a 17% share in 
Olymel SEC.” With a staff of 750, the plant processed 25,000 hogs per week and 
reduced transportation costs for pork sold on the Japanese market. The Red Deer 
acquisition boosted Olymel’s capacity to 120,000 hogs per week, making it a 
leading North American player.141 Exports accounted for 54% of Olymel’s business 
volume, with the US and Japan as its main importers.

In the early 2000s, pork production was criticized for its impact on the environment, 
including the pollution of waterways and the odour from liquid manure application. 
“The huge public consultation held in 2002 and 2003 by the Bureau d’audiences 
publiques sur l’environnement aimed to lay the groundwork for sustainable pork 
production that would respect the environment and ensure peaceful coexistence 
between citizens and producers. Denis Richard, Sollio’s new president at the time, 
took the opportunity to communicate the efforts that had been deployed in recent 
years to mitigate odours and reduce phosphorus runoff from liquid manure.”142 From 
2001 to 2005, a moratorium was imposed on any new farrowing or growing -
finishing facilities.

In the early 2000s, Olymel managers needed to respond to the combination of a 
strong Canadian dollar and more expensive production methods and labour costs 
in Canada versus the US. But “by restructuring activities in the fresh pork sector and 
developing the Cooperative Pork Network, they would manage to weather the 
storm.”

In 2003, Olymel consolidated its position in Quebec by partnering with Brochu 
Group to purchase “Aliments Prince, a limited partnership company based in 
Princeville—the largest bacon manufacturer in the country.”

Over the next few years, difficult market conditions brought a great deal of move-
ment within the plants—sometimes investments, sometimes permanent or tempo-
rary closures. For example, “In February 2003, investments of more than $80 
million were announced to automate the slaughter line at the Vallée-Jonction plant 
and upgrade the Saint-Valérien and Princeville plants.” However, the Princeville 
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plant was forced to close for 18 months starting in 2004. It was finally able to 
reopen only after employees made wage concessions. The Vallée-Jonction plant 
alone had lost $50 million in three years.” As for Red Deer, “this highly automated 
slaughterhouse was comparable to the best of its kind in the world. After some 
profitability problems, the Alberta plant recorded a surplus from 2008 to 2012.”143

In the late 2000s, in an effort to consolidate production, Sollio focused on creating 
a Cooperative Pork Network. A first step was taken in 2005 with the launch of 
La Coop certified pork. “Farmers who followed the certification program had to 
meet a rigorous, but flexible, set of specifications, which involved committing to a 
particular genetic profile, adopting a pre-established feed formula and abiding by 
certain livestock management principles.
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In 2009, a new marketing agreement was negotiated with the Fédération des 
producteurs de porcs, establishing a useful link between the cooperative and its 
members. Olymel would receive hogs straight from “Sollio-affiliated cooperatives 
and maintain a direct link with the producers delivering them.144 This was an essential 
step towards Sollio’s creation of the “Cooperative Pork Network. The structure was 
officially set up in Drummondville, on April 21, 2011. The Cooperative Pork Network 
is a place for coordinating the activities of four links in the value chain: independent 
producers, cooperatives (as producers and suppliers of goods and services), 
Olymel (as buyer, processor and distributor of the finished product) and, lastly, La 
Coop fédérée.”145 In the organization’s 2013 annual report, Denis Richard under-
scored what this commitment meant: “In remembering our historical mission and 
values, we concluded that we had no choice but to persevere and find a way to 
establish a resilient and successful cooperative pork production network.”146

In 1998, Flamingo Foods officially joined forces with Olymel. Flamingo Foods was 
able to leverage Tyson Food’s expertise in secondary poultry processing, in addition 
to that of the dietician Norbert Gagnon. Its main slaughterhouse was the Berthierville 
facility, which employed 370 people. “It is both a slaughtering and cutting plant. 
To meet customer demand, the slaughterhouse opted for air- rather than water- 
chilling technology for its poultry. In 1996, it became one of the first plants in the 
country to make this switch.” There was also a slaughterhouse in Saint-Damase that 
had 240 employees in 2000. It was rebuilt after a fire in 1996—a $12-million invest-
ment—and began offering vacuum-seal packaging and automating some of its 
tasks. The second step in the production process was supplying “the Sainte-Rosalie 
plant, where the de-boning, secondary processing and packaging was done.” This 
plant “had ovens and could offer fully cooked products”—a growing market at 
the time. Olymel had been present in the Ontario market since 1989, when it had 
acquired Galco Food Products, and also had a plant in Bramalea, Brampton.

Meanwhile, the poultry sector was also restructured with a view to rationalization. 
“The Saint-Félix-de-Valois hatchery, which produced broiler chicks, was closed 
in 2008, and incubation was centralized at the Arthabaska provincial hatchery in 
Victoriaville.”147 The latter was given the necessary resources to make it a leading 
facility.
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In 2006, Sollio struck up a partnership with “two cooperatives in the Lower 
St. Lawrence—Dynaco Group in La Pocatière and Purdel in Rimouski—as well as 
Westco Group in New Brunswick [to] acquire part of the assets and production 
quotas of Ouellet Agri-Production, also in New Brunswick.”148  Under the name of 
Volailles Acadia, the partners produced “6.4 million kilos of chicken and turkey at 
five sites in Saint-François-de-Madawaska, Clair and Saint-Hilaire. Spread between 
about twenty henhouses, Volailles Acadia’s production made up 16% of the total 
volume allocated to New Brunswick, and the company owned a quarter of the 
province’s turkey farms.”149 Two more partnerships were signed to consolidate the 
New Brunswick poultry industry, and a major agreement was reached in 2008.

Olymel—in partnership with the “Westco Group through a company called 
Sunnymel”—opened a chicken slaughterhouse in Clair, Ontario for $50 million. 
With a team of 200 employees, the plant had a “processing capacity of 450,000 
chickens per week” and annual sales of up to $120 million. The facility was able to 
serve the entire Maritime market.

Sollio also had other holdings in the industry. It owned a number of broiler farms 
from companies acquired by its former division Bexel. Over two decades, from 
1995 to 2014, Olymel carved out a place for itself in the wider Canadian market. 
In addition to dominating the Quebec pork industry, it “accounted for more than 
a quarter of the country’s hog slaughter volume and 31.5% of Canadian exports.” 
In poultry slaughter, it ranked second in the country and was especially active in 
Quebec, New Brunswick and Ontario.

Clearly, it was no mistake to market chicken and turkey to Quebec consumers—
public demand jumped 17% between 1994 and 2000, and Olymel took up a 
dominant position. At the turn of the 2010s, production was reorganized with 
a view to rationalization, resulting in layoffs and a transfer of production.

The Unidindon Inc. plant in Saint-Jean-Baptiste-de-Rouville was run by a joint venture 
formed in November 1996 by the Saint-Anselme/Saint-Damase poultry cooperative 
group (now Exceldor) and Sollio (via Flamingo Foods). In the early 2000s, it was 
the largest in the country, with “over 100,000 turkeys slaughtered there per 
week—a total of 16% of all Canadian production.”
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Hoping to make gains in productivity and improve product quality, Olymel invest-
ed in its plants. In 2007, turkey de-boning was transferred “from the Saint-Jean-
sur-Richelieu plant to the Unidindon Inc. plant in Saint-Jean-Baptiste-de-Rouville.” 
In 2009, investments were made in the Sainte-Rosalie and Saint-Damase plants. 
“In 2011, the Berthierville slaughterhouse was updated with smart cutting equip-
ment that enabled it to adapt chicken cuts to customer needs.”150

Sonic’s 1994 initiative to sell ethanol fuel at its gas stations was a resounding success. 
By 1996, it had a total of 90 gas stations. In light of buoyant demand, a new ethanol 
production plant was built in Varennes in 2007.

THE 1998 ICE STORM

With confidence and a sense of solidarity indicative of its cooperative roots, Sonic braved 
the ice storm of January 1998. The Quebec region of Montérégie was hit especially hard, 
earning it the nicknames “Triangle of Darkness” and “Ice Triangle.” 

After a power outage struck its Saint-Hyacinthe warehouse, Sollio managed to procure a 
generator and was able to “continue serving, on a priority basis, seniors’ residences, hospitals 
and public safety service providers (municipalities, fire departments, ambulance services, 
police forces, armed forces) as well as emergency shelters and food banks.” Sonic also 
stepped up to supply petroleum products to farmers and commercial clients, who were 
doing their best to keep up “their regular activities on generator power.” Thanks to the 
unwavering commitment of Sonic employees, the organization was able to “remain the 
primary distributor of petroleum products for Montérégie and Montreal’s South Shore 
throughout the crisis.” However, this came at a cost: the organization saw losses totalling 
“$3.3 million (in product loss, generator loans, additional labour costs, shortfall, etc.).”
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The ice storm highlighted the benefits of another fuel source at Sonic’s disposal: 
propane gas. One result of the unprecedented weather event was that propane 
“became more popular for different uses, including as supplemental home heating 
in rural areas where natural gas was not available.” To meet this newfound need, 
the organization turned to its three locations in Saint-Hyacinthe, Quebec City and 
Brossard, as well as a satellite office in Joliette. Some years later, in 2008, Sollio 
“partnered with Nutrinor Cooperative to form Propane Québec Inc. This became 
one of the largest propane gas importers in Quebec. In addition to supplying 
its two shareholders’ customers, it became a vendor for several independent 
distributors.151 Over the following years, it kept its ear to the ground in search of 
business opportunities and “would acquire stock in Propane Mont-Laurier Inc. 
in 2013 and Propane 2000 in Varennes and Sorel in late 2014.”152

An innovation was taking shape within the Sonic network: the DEQ concept, a 
combination convenience store, gas station and hardware store. On October 21, 
2001, “the Sainte-Agathe-de-Lotbinière location of the Société coopérative agri-
cole La Seigneurie opened the first point of sale combining a co-op hardware 
store, a corner store and a Sonic gas station.” In 1998, Sonic became Quebec’s 
first independent distributor, with sales of over $200 million—10% of Sollio’s total 
business volume.

Although the Sonic gas station count remained stable until 2014, the number of 
fuel-oil distributors went up due to various acquisitions, including part of the 
Irving fuel-oil and diesel distribution network in Quebec and other companies in 
Victoriaville, Saint-Hyacinthe and Beauce. In 2013, Sollio acquired fuel-oil distributor 
Bouthillier -Rioux, further honing its position in the Greater Montreal area.

Keeping up its momentum in the low-pollution energy sector, on April 23, 2008, 
Sonic “announced that it would begin distributing biodiesel in 97 of its gas stations 
in the Greater Montreal area, the Laurentians, Montérégie, Lanaudière, Mauricie, 
Centre-du-Québec and Saguenay–Lac-Saint-Jean. The Norcan terminal in Montreal, 
a strategic choice for Sonic’s activities outside of oil supply and storage, “became 
an essential element of our strategy, serving as a central kitchen where the ingre-
dients for many of our green fuels were mixed.”153
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The on-farm supply division did not go unaffected by the decreasing number of 
farms. Still, it remained a key link in the value chain, as the “main supplier of goods 
and services to local and regional cooperatives.” Despite its sizeable annual busi-
ness volume, the division felt the impact of new farmer practices, such as “on-farm 
feed manufacturing, caps on fertilizer sales, tighter pesticide standards and the 
purchase of machinery from farms ceasing their operations.” The organization 
decided to “divest from inorganic fertilizer plants in favour of its affiliated cooper-
atives.”

Sollio also invested in the quality of its mills, an important part of on-farm supply 
operations. “The Saint-Romuald premix and minerals plant began its quality over-
haul in 1997 and obtained ISO 9001 registration in December 1998; the mill 
became HACCP certified on October 2, 2002.” 

Driven mainly by research at Cooperative Research Farms, in the 1990s, Sollio 
began focusing on biosecurity, “from hatching egg production farms to slaughter-
houses.” In 1998, the organization followed through on its plan to update its poultry 
farms, investing $4.3 million in the Victoriaville provincial hatchery. This investment 
“doubled its capacity, bringing it up to 35 million broiler chicks per year ($45 million, 
including production at the Saint-Félix-de-Valois hatchery). The hatchery was fully 
computerized for strict sanitary control against pathogens, including salmonella.” 
The increased production capacity propelled the Victoriaville hatchery to the 
number- two spot among Quebec hatcheries and made it “one of the most modern 
in Canada.”

The on-farm supply division needed to stay on the cutting edge of crop production 
know-how, “so that farmers could achieve the best possible performance” while 
also accounting for “the public’s growing concern for agro-environmental issues.” 
Fertilizers were mainly supplied by CF Industries—at the time, one of the largest 
inter-regional cooperatives in North America. Sollio had warehouses in three 
distribution centres: one in Côte-Sainte-Catherine, on Montreal’s South Shore, 
one in Montreal and one in Quebec City’s Anse au Foulon.
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The PASSION program

A major innovation built on information technology, “the PASSION program 
(precision soil analysis program), unveiled by Sollio in May 1997, ushered in a new 
era of agriculture. It used global positioning system (GPS) soil mapping to deter-
mine the areas of fields where fertilization is needed, making it possible to optimize 
fertilizer application. This breakthrough marked the beginning of precision agri-
culture.” Although farms were largely concentrated in a few key agricultural 
sectors, such as pork and dairy production, field crops, such as corn, soy and 
cereals, were experiencing such a boom that the number of farms mushroomed. 
“The number of [field crop] farms increased from 850 in 1971 to 3,850 in 2011. The 
average size of these farms more than doubled from 1981 to 2011.”

The fight against weeds, pests and fungi 

Crop protection was an important issue of the day. For years, Sollio had partnered 
with Interprovincial Cooperative Limited (IPCO), a Winnipeg-based inter-cooperative 
initiative similar to a CRF, but for crop protection products. However, with the 
increased awareness of the risk of handling such chemicals, “custom application 
was developed [for farmers] to reduce issues related to hazardous material handling 
and empty container recovery. In 2002, between 10 and 20% of La Fédérée’s 
pesticide sales were made through custom applications, a service offered by 
36 cooperatives.”

Evolution of the Techno Champs farm

Sollio continued its research and experimentation at the Techno Champs farm in 
Sainte-Rosalie, aiming to develop new varieties. In 1996, another research centre 
was added, this time in La Pocatière, where the first agricultural school in Quebec 
was founded in the late 19th century. “The goal was to supply cooperatives with 
quality, high-yield seeds that were suited to Quebec conditions.” Hybrid and 
cultivar testing was conducted not only on the research farm’s own plots but also 
in collaboration with partner farms. The knowledge gained from this work was then 
shared with member producers in the pages of Le Coopérateur agricole.
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In 1995, the farm started a research project with Professor Claude-André Saint-
Pierre from Université Laval, aiming “to create new (GMO-free) barley varieties 
suited to eastern Quebec, with good agronomic yields and fusarium resistance.” 
The work was a success, leading “to the marketing of around ten varieties of barley. 
They were highly anticipated by pork producers, which meant an increase in 
La Coop fédérée’s market share.”

Far from operating in silos, the “Techno Champs farm collaborated on projects 
with partners in academia and government.” “In 1996, for instance, it worked with 
Université Laval on Céréales 2003, a project that used biotechnology to develop 
new cultivars in the lab. In 1997, the Cryptolait project was launched with the 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada research centre in Sainte-Foy. Its goal was to 
select high-yield alfalfa cultivars suitable for growing in Quebec winters.” The farm 
was also involved in developing innovative products, such as “Hyper P, a granular 
phosphorus source”154 and, through the GéoPhyte project, tools for “analyzing the 
yield maps of various productions.”

Sollio also kept pace with changes in the seed market in the last quarter of the 20th 
century. The organization began planting cereals (mostly corn) and oilseeds (soy) 
in fields formerly dedicated to forage crops (hay and feed corn). Facing competition 
from major players such as Pioneer (a DuPont subsidiary) and NK (a Syngenta 
subsidiary), Sollio increased its market share. By 2002, “it held about 10% of the 
corn seed market (hybrids derived from parent lines owned by multinationals) and 
25% of the soy seed market.”

In 2008, Techno Champs was renamed “Ferme de recherche en productions 
végétales” and moved a few kilometres to a “71-hectare plot of land on route 137, 
in Saint-Hyacinthe.155 The $2.2 million investment let Sollio double its test plots 
and consolidate them in one location. The company continued to conduct other 
tests at eight agronomic stations in Quebec and Ontario, using more than 80 re-
gional farms for the final evaluation of seeds, inputs and crop farming practices.” 
Targeting field crop farmers, Sollio kept up the momentum, producing “around 
15 new hybrids each year. Constant innovation is necessary because hybrid seed 
performance declines after a few years.” To this day, research at the farm continues 
to make progress using biotechnology—for example, “by introducing genes that 
protect against the main plant pests (including corn borer and rootworm) and 
provide increased herbicide resistance to increase productivity.”
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The Co-op Laboratory

The final addition to Sollio’s research arsenal was a testing lab, to which a section 
called Agridirect was later added. This section would serve the additional clients 
gained when Sollio acquired labs from the Ministère de l’Agriculture, de l’alimen-
tation et des pêcheries du Québec (MAPAQ) in Longueuil. When MAPAQ with-
drew from the chemical testing service in 1997 and the three laboratories in Rock 
Forest, Alma and Rimouski, Sollio took the opportunity to acquire the labs through 
its subsidiary Agridirect. “Due to several factors—the increased prevalence of 
satellite soil geo-positioning analyses, more precise monitoring of feed rations, 
new legislation adopted in late 1997 requiring producers to have agri-environmental 
fertilization programs—the laboratory ramped up its activities. Testing was now 
extended to manure and water quality. The Longueuil laboratory obtained its ISO 
certification in 2001. At the time, it employed about 50 people during the summer, 
its busiest season.”
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Soy

Soy had been gaining in popularity for a variety of food applications, including 
animal feed and tofu production. It began attracting increased interest, and the 
area devoted to its production “increased eightfold from 1990 to 2000.” Against 
this backdrop, Sollio got to work marketing the product, especially to the Asian 
market, mainly Japan. Once again, the company tapped into the knowledge of 
its network, working “in collaboration with the Société coopérative agricole du 
sud de Montréal, which owned soy packaging and container packing facilities in 
Napierville.”

The grain and mill supply sector was prolific in the late 2000s. In 2008, Sollio 
reached the symbolic milestone of one million tonnes of grain handled in a single 
year. “Sales increased [...] from $192.7 million in 2007 to $768.3 million in 2013.” 
Then, starting in 2007, Sollio gained access to a transhipment centre via JEFO 
Logistique Inc. in Saint-Hyacinthe. “Completed in October 2007, the warehouse 
had a capacity of 12,000 tonnes and was used for unloading trains, either indoors 
during bad weather or outdoors on a stretch of track about a kilometre long.”156  
Sollio partnered with the cooperative Comax for the project. 

On the maritime transport front, Sollio partnered for a few years with GLS (Les 
Grains du lac Supérieur), a Trois-Rivières company. Together they ensured the river-
way transportation of grains “to numerous Chaudière-Appalaches hog barns.” The 
partnership came to an end when GLS filed for bankruptcy in 2014,157 “but the idea 
of a grain port terminal in the Port of Quebec did not lose steam. The Sillery distri-
bution centre was also used to store local harvests.” Meanwhile, in Montreal, 
Sollio joined forces with other partners, including the Port of Montreal at CanEst 
Transit Inc., which provided “a massive terminal for containerizing agricultural 
products and handling grain and by-products in bulk or bags.”

In the early 2000s, Sollio increased its warehouse capacity at its hardware and 
building materials distribution centre in Trois-Rivières. The site’s product variety 
was impressive, with a “range of farm and sugarbush accessories, pet food, paint 
and decorating supplies, plumbing and electrical equipment, tools for contractors 
and home renovators, horticultural products, etc.” In 2002, with a team of 170 em-
ployees, the distribution centre served a network of “160 co-op hardware stores 
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and independent renovation centres in Quebec, New Brunswick and Eastern 
Ontario.” In addition to product sales, support services were offered to retail-
ers—“store design, flyer and catalogue preparation and distribution, IT support, 
management assistance, staff training activities.” Volume savings were achieved 
through partnerships with “Canadian and North American groups such as Mutual 
Hardware, Reliance Buying Group, Octo Purchasing Group and IPCO.” Sales 
continued to climb: “From 1999 to 2003, the hardware and farm machinery sector 
grew by 35%.”

QUINCAILLERIE CO-OP BECOMES UNIMAT

In 2003, Quincaillerie Co-op underwent a major rebrand, becoming Unimat.

Unimat started out as a separate banner from Quincaillerie Co-op. Its goal was to recruit new 
independent dealers to ensure growth and success for the retail division, which had been 
established in 1977. New clients recruited under this banner would then be added to the 
pool of cooperatives served by the Trois-Rivières warehouse.

To avoid any confusion among consumers—who associated the Quincaillerie Co-op brand 
with members-only cooperatives—the name was changed to Unimat. The strategy worked: 
the new brand began bringing in customers, so much so that cooperatives quickly began 
asking to come on board.

By opting for the Unimat brand, cooperatives opened themselves up to the larger public, 
giving them access to a wider market and positioning them ideally for growth. 
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BMR

The concept of BMR was the brainchild of six businessmen who met in Laval 
in 1967. Originally called Union Six, the organization was renamed BMR the 
following year, taking the first letter of three of its founders’ last names.

In the 1970s, BMR saw that the renovation industry was booming and turned 
towards retail sales in response. Ten years later, it began developing private 
labels. The year 1997 marked the launch of BMR home renovation centres 
and the transition into a full hardware store offering 16,000 different products.

When the group was acquired by La Fédérée in 2015, the addition of Unimat 
dealers to the BMR network brought its total number of affiliated stores up 
to 350. In 2017, BMR Group celebrated its 50th anniversary!158

BMR Matco Sainte-Catherine
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Acquisition of BMR Group

Sollio began acquiring BMR in 2013 and completed the process in 2015. The trans-
action meant that the group was now owned by a single shareholder—Sollio. 
By this time Sollio was a titan of the Quebec agri-food industry and already held 
the Unimat banner, which encompassed more than 150 hardware stores across 
Quebec. In 2015, these hardware stores joined the 187 home renovation centres 
flying the BMR banner to form a group of 350 dealers, dubbed BMR Group, which 
owned the brands Agrizone, BMR, Potvin & Bouchard and Unimat.

Growing from 187 dealers to 350 in just a few months required a concerted effort. 
The entire supply chain was redesigned, and the company worked very hard to 
satisfy its huge network of dealers. 

In 2016, the focus was on consolidation and capacity-building. Warehouses were 
implementing the strategy developed and meeting their service targets. Less than 
a year after the acquisition, the sizeable challenge of integrating the two groups 
was overcome, and BMR Group’s quality of service was well above market stan-
dards. This union of two Quebec flagships allowed all entities involved to continue 
hiring local talent and providing members and consumers alike with access to 
competitively priced products, right in their own communities. 

BMR PRO Pierre Naud 
Trois-Rivières
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For Sollio, purchasing BMR Group was a way to ensure the sustainability of its 
hardware division, making it a strategic alliance. “This acquisition was a solution to 
ensure the long-term presence of our retail sector.” “Keeping our regional econo-
mies healthy was one of La Coop fédérée’s missions, and acquiring BMR gave us 
the tools to do just that!” The purchase made Sollio the second largest player on 
the market and extended its geographic reach to nearly every corner of Quebec.

Agricultural machinery

This department shared premises with the Trois-Rivières distribution centre. But 
Sollio’s involvement in the area was called into question, particularly after “the loss 
of distribution rights to the Fiatagri brand.” Indeed, the machinery department was 
facing a decline, with sales “falling from 15% to about 7% from 2000 to 2010. This 
was the result of several factors: a decrease in the number of farmers, equipment 
sharing within agricultural machinery cooperatives, the adoption of new methods 
(which reduced tillage).” Nevertheless, the parts department remained fairly large, 
with an inventory of 10,000 items and a team of about 15 employees. “In total, the 
Trois-Rivières distribution centre served 190 farm and forestry machinery sales 
outlets and 200 parts outlets. It is worth noting that 80% of business was done 
outside the cooperative network.”159

Meetings of minds in the Quebec agri-food industry

Hoping to translate into tangible actions the directions identified at the 1998 summit, 
stakeholders created a follow-up secretariat headed by Mario Dumais, who left his 
position as a Sollio manager to take on this new role. Action plans were officially 
adopted at the decision makers’ meeting held one year later, in March 1999. 
Quebec’s targets were ambitious: “double food exports, increase the domestic 
market share of Quebec products by 10%, invest $7.5 billion in farms and in the 
processing sector, and create 15,000 jobs.” The stakeholders noted with satisfaction 
that their investment and export targets were on track to succeed; however, this 
was not true of other objectives. This led them to update their plan and set new 
objectives.
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THE QUEBEC AGRICULTURE AND AGRI-FOOD SUMMIT

In March 1998, a summit for Quebec agriculture and agri-food stakeholders was held in 
Saint-Hyacinthe. Presided over by Premier Lucien Bouchard, it brought together the major 
players in the fields of agriculture (UPAs and specialty federations), agri-food (processing 
and distribution, including Sollio) and socioeconomics. Presentations covered such topics 
as trade liberalization, the Danish pork industry and the evolution of the UK milk marketing 
system.160

“The consensus was that the industry raised interesting growth prospects for regional 
development and job creation. To succeed in this respect, stakeholders needed to up 
exports, particularly in pork, and increase the domestic market share of Quebec farmers 
and businesses.”
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Sollio and its affiliated cooperatives soon achieved enviable results: “exports 
increased from $250 million to $620 million (representing 50% of overall growth 
in the industry), 3,500 jobs were created (an increase of 25%) and investments 
doubled in three years to reach $60 million.” Paul Massicotte, then company 
president, reminded participants that, beyond achieving the targeted results, 
they also needed to “chart a course for sustainable development.” In 2006, 
Jean Charest’s Liberal government introduced a new large-scale endeavour: the 
Commission sur l’avenir de l’agriculture et de l’agroalimentaire québécois (CAAAQ). 

COMMISSION SUR L’AVENIR DE L’AGRICULTURE ET  
DE L’AGROALIMENTAIRE QUÉBÉCOIS (2006–2008)

In May 2006, a commission was formed to protect the future of agriculture and agri-food 
in Quebec. It was charged with four main tasks:

1. Draw up a status report on the issues facing Quebec’s agriculture and agri-food  
industry.

2. Review the effectiveness of existing public interventions.

3. Diagnose the situation.

4. Issue recommendations, taking into account the challenges of competition,  
farm income, societal expectations and regional development.

Presided over by sociologist Jean Pronovost, the CAAAQ received some 770 briefs and, 
in January 2008, published a 274-page report. The compact yet rich document is a must-
read for an understanding of the agri-food industry’s standing and perspectives.161 The 
report covers numerous topics, including marketing, processing, distribution, consumer 
expectations, the environment, protection of agricultural land and governance—a sensitive 
subject, as it deals with the UPA monopoly. Other reports will be tabled in the future. 
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The trade liberalization movement that had begun in the 1980s had led some 
countries to encourage the concentration of their agri-food production into only a 
few areas. However, this specialization also made them vulnerable by creating 
dependence on imports. 

The debate around food thus took another turn with the focus shifting to the 
importance of a country’s food sovereignty to avoid dependence—not only on 
supply from other countries but also on global prices. It was also important to be 
able to meet domestic consumers’ preferences and demands without depending 
on foreign trade. Against this backdrop, Quebec launched its own food sovereignty 
policy in May 2013. The policy covered four areas:162 

1. “QUEBEC FOOD AND CULTURAL IDENTITY

2. DYNAMIC LAND USE

3. DEVELOPMENT OF THE INDUSTRY’S FULL ECONOMIC POTENTIAL

4. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT.”

Like many other stakeholders in the agri-food Quebec industry, Sollio supported 
this initiative.

Dialogue between cooperatives

In 2003, Sollio made the decision to join the Société de coopération pour le dévelo-
ppement international (SOCODEVI), wishing to share its knowledge and know-
how with similar organizations in low-income countries. Sollio representatives 
regularly serve on the SOCODEVI Board of Directors and that of its foundation, in 
addition to taking part in on-the-ground projects. On December 18, 2009, the UN 
General Assembly declared 2012 the International Year of Cooperatives, giving 
coops unprecedented global visibility.
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SOLLIO AND SOCODEVI 

Founded in 1985, SOCODEVI brings together the vast majority of Quebec mutual and 
cooperative groups, with the exception of Mouvement Desjardins, which has its own similar 
NGO (DID). SOCODEVI’s purpose is to support projects in low-income countries. Since its 
inception, the organization has been involved in more than 400 initiatives in a wide variety 
of sectors, and its membership now covers more than 40 countries. Sollio has been a member 
since 2003, and as of March 2022,163 it and its members Agrilait, Comax and Nutrinor will 
have given their support 207 times. Sollio has been particularly active in 20 countries. Along 
with its members, Sollio has also welcomed several delegations from other countries.
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TOWARDS 100 YEARS 
OF SOLLIO 

This period was marked by several major events, many of which would have a 
significant impact on the agri-food industry at large. To start, climate change 
emerged as a global issue calling upon us to radically change our relationship with 
the earth, including our use of energy.

Furthermore, relations between Canada and China have been deeply shaky since 
late 2018, including on the trade front. For geopolitical reasons, China closed its 
borders to Canadian imports, including pork, which directly impacted Olymel’s 
and Sollio’s bottom line.

Of course, there was also the COVID-19 pandemic, which hit the world in March 
2020, tanking the global economy and causing massive supply chain issues and 
inventory shortages.

Another major disturbance came with the outbreak of Russia’s war on Ukraine in 
February 2022. This severely upped tensions on economic channels with an 
almost universal boycott or taxation of Russian imports on one side and severe 
disruptions to Ukrainian production capacities on the other, particularly wheat. 
Sollio Agriculture was directly affected in terms of organic and inorganic fertilizers. 
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In 2020, La Coop fédérée changed its name to Sollio Cooperative Group, which 
was easier to use in French and English. This was deemed necessary, in light of the 
organization’s Canada-wide presence. The new name calls to mind soil, sun and 
solidarity.

The increased use of technology that had begun in the decades prior was further 
ramped up. At Sollio, new advances were used in farm management, soil use 
optimization and other smart applications; at BMR, they were put to work in online 
ordering. Going forward, next steps are sure to be taken in the realm of artificial 
intelligence.

AGRICULTURE TODAY AND TOMORROW

In June 2018, census data showed that there were “41,406 Quebecers in the farming 
profession, operating 28,194 farm enterprises, most of them family businesses. The majority 
of farmers were also business owners, and the average farm was 110 hectares in size. Deeply 
rooted in Quebec, these farms provide employment to 56,000 people. Each year, they 
invest $547 million in Quebec’s regional economies.”164 The year before that, farming 
produced $8.5 billion in revenues, making it the largest primary-sector industry in Quebec. 
Production was mainly concentrated in the animal sector, covering cow’s milk, poultry, veal, 
pork and eggs. Organic agriculture was continuing to climb in popularity. In five years, 
from 2015 to 2020, the area of farmland dedicated to organic agriculture increased from 
49,000 hectares to 106,000 hectares, a trend that shows no sign of slowing down.165

At the Canadian level, a series of short studies on the agriculture of tomorrow was 
published, finding “34% of consumers are more concerned about food safety since the 
start of the pandemic”166 and emphasizing “the need for local, adaptable food chains” and 
“sustainable farming practices.” Furthermore, while acknowledging that “the agribusiness 
industry in Canada faces challenges posed by increasing labour shortages, competition 
from foreign players, rising land costs, and shifting weather patterns,” the researchers assert 
that agriculture must be transformed into a high-tech industry and be open to innovations 
in “AgTech”—a contraction of the words agriculture and technology.
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Sollio’s expansion

Through numerous acquisitions and new business partnerships, Sollio established 
itself on a Canada-wide scale as the largest cooperative organization in the agri-
food industry, with Sollio Agriculture and Olymel as its star divisions. Its facilities 
and those of its partners had spread to every province east of British Columbia and 
represented a wide variety of businesses—retailers, feed mills, grain elevators, 
terminals, poultry farms and hatcheries, distribution centres, administrative offices, 
research stations.

The organization supported its growth with sustained positive financial results, 
including remarkable performance in 2020 with a net surplus of more than $140 
million, but the impact of the pandemic and the closure of China’s borders caused 
a slight loss for the year 2021. Another notable move came in 2016, when Sollio 
launched a massive restructuring project by the name of Vision 2020, later updated 
to Vision Plus.

VISION 2020 AND VISION PLUS: BRINGING THE BUSINESS MODEL 
INTO THE NEW DECADE

“Vision Plus was a massive restructuring project aiming to consolidate the group’s farming 
cooperatives into the Sollio Agriculture division and seek out new business partnerships. 
Sollio officials wanted to update the company’s business model to better meet the needs of 
producers and ensure longevity for the network in an environment of strong market consol-
idation. The project achieved tangible results. Cooperatives’ sales and equity grew steadily 
for several years. The financial strength of our cooperatives improved year after year. [...] 
Clearly, the impact of agricultural cooperative consolidation was beginning to be seen, 
thanks in part to the greater critical mass they generated. [...] The other aspect of Vision Plus—
the creation of new partnerships with regional farm businesses—was also well underway. 
For examples of success in this regard, one need only look to Sollio’s partnerships with Vivaco, 
Avantis Uniag, Agiska and Unoria.”
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GHISLAIN  
GERVAIS

After graduating from the Institut de technologie agroalimentaire, Ghislain Gervais began 
his career as a poultry and field crop farmer in Saint-Guillaume. He joined the Agrilait coop-
erative Board of Directors in 2000 and served as its chair from 2001 to 2015. He was also 
First Vice-President of Sollio’s board from 2014 to 2016. At the age of 45, he “became the 
youngest president in the company’s history.”

Once in that position, he hit the ground running, immediately accepting a seat on the CMC 
Board of Directors. As President of Sollio, he was quick to foster dialogue between consumers 
and the agri-food industry, guided by two major goals: to listen, and to be heard.

He also writes a column for the Coopérateur, where he offers his insights into the major issues 
facing the organization—and since 2020, he has had much to write about!

THE GROWING PRESENCE OF WOMEN IN AGRICULTURE

Though they have been long overlooked, women have always lived and worked on farms. 
It was not until the advent of automation and industrialization that the farming profession 
became synonymous with men’s work, coupled with legislation that did not allow women 
to own a business or earn a salary. Thus, women have long been hidden in the shadow of 
agricultural landowners.

Women in agriculture have, however, had two organizations since the early 20th century. 
The Cercle des fermières was founded in 1915 and has since flourished with the support of 
the Ministry of Agriculture, and the Union catholique des fermières was created in 1944 as 
a branch of the Union catholique des cultivateurs.

THE YOUNGEST PRESIDENT 
IN THE HISTORY OF SOLLIO



100 Years of Cooperation

In 1964, the Act respecting the legal capacity of married women recognized the full legal 
capacity of women in terms of their civil rights in matters of marriage and business. As a result, 
women farmers were able to expand and diversify their roles and take up a more distinct 
position in farm operations, which were gradually becoming family businesses.

However, until the 1970s, women were largely relegated to the domestic sphere, and 
although women did take on their share of farm work, they were seldom recognized for it. 
The cooperative movement was no exception. With all-men member organizations, boards 
of directors and advisors, the entire movement seemed to be made by and for men. This was 
even reflected in La Coopérative fédérée’s ads, which referred to the agri-advisors of the day 
exclusively as “Mister Co-op!”

Slowly but surely, people’s minds were opened to the fact that women in farming faced many 
challenges. By the 1980s, the demands made by women picked up speed. Paul-É. St-Pierre, 
then president of La Coopérative fédérée, stated in 1982 that the organization did not simply 
want to pay lip service to women in farming. He was initiating “a process that would make 
women a much more integral part of our movement.” As history shows, he was correct.

In 1987, Renelle Valade made history as the first woman elected to the board of directors of 
a regional dairy cooperative, Agrinove. In February of that year, Diane Clément was elected 
to the Agrodor Board and in January 1988, Carmelle Faucher became the first woman farmer 
to be featured on the cover of Le Coopérateur agricole!

In the late 1990s, Francine Ferland was elected to the Board of La Coopérative fédérée. No 
woman before her had managed to break through that glass ceiling, as one delegate noted 
at the 1997 AGM. In 1998, a new seat was created specifically for women representatives, 
and Ferland was elected to the position by vote among all the women delegates. The following 
year, the organization developed its first action plan for the equitable representation of 
women in network governance. This plan has been updated each year since to reflect new 
developments. At the time of this book’s writing, the proportion of women serving on 
boards of directors in the network is still only 7.5%.

In the last 20 years, the feminization of farming has gained momentum, such that roughly 
45% of farm start-ups are now women-led, and women in farming have an overall higher 
level of education than their male counterparts. Clearly, women are just beginning to scratch 
the surface of their potential in the agricultural industry.

182



Towards 100 years of Sollio (2015–2022)

SOME FEMALE 
PIONEERS OF 
THE NETWORK

FRANCINE  
FERLAND
First woman elected  
to the Board of  
Directors of Sollio 
Groupe Coopératif 

SOPHIE  
BÉDARD
First woman member 
of the executive  
committee
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MURIEL  
DUBOIS
First woman to ever hold  
the position of First Vice  
President of the Board of  
Directors of Quebec’s  
largest agrifood enterprise

FRANÇOISE 
MONGRAIN
First woman elected  
to a territorial post

Ferme Brassard, finalist for the New 
Farm Enterprise and Farm Succession 
Award, 2020 edition. 

Ferme Couturier et frères Inc., 
2020–2021 winner in the New Farm 
Enterprise category.

Ferme Wilvoc Holsteins, finalist for 
the New Farm Enterprise and Farm 
Succession Award, 2021–2022 
edition.184
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BMR INDEPENDENT DEALERS

Sollio member organizations also include corporations, grouped into sections, as well as 
several consumer cooperatives. These entities’ voting rights vary depending on their number 
of members and their sales with Sollio Cooperative Group. This category includes BMR 
independent dealers, who officially became a part of the network in 2019. As non-cooperative 
dealers, they have procurement contracts with Sollio Cooperative Group and operating and 
licensing contracts with BMR Group Inc. that allow them to become members of the BMR 
independent dealer section of Sollio Cooperative Group. In 2022, there were 82 BMR 
independent dealers in the network.
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Administration

During this period, Sollio passed the major milestone of 15,000 employees, making 
it a significant employer not only in Quebec but also Canada-wide. Yet its work-
force changed dramatically with the COVID-19 pandemic that began in March 
2020, due to the implementation of new work practices, the exacerbation of 
labour shortages and the costs of COVID-19 outbreaks in plants leading to the 
inevitable absence of affected employees. In the interest of employee well-being 
and in response to new market trends, Sollio instituted a new remote-work policy 
based on a hybrid work model. One effect of the pandemic was the accelerated 
adoption of technological tools that allowed employees to stay connected 
remotely and enjoy a better work-life balance.

Commercial operations

The agri-business division, which had been called Sollio Agriculture since 2019, 
began seeing strong growth outside Quebec. This had begun with the purchase 
of Agronomy and Agrico Canada Ltd., two organizations located in Western 
Canada and Ontario, respectively. Later, an opportunity presented itself in the 
Maritimes with La Coop Atlantique. Founded in 1927, the cooperative had been 
active in the Maritime provinces in a variety of sectors, including farm supply, food 
distribution and housing. In 2014,167 its financial situation became unsustainable, 
forcing it to sell off its assets. The food distribution division was bought by Sobeys, 
and Sollio purchased the agricultural division, which consisted of “mills in Moncton, 
Truro and New Minas, as well as the Farm Supply and Grain Merchandising Division. 
The assets were then grouped into a subsidiary, Atlantic Farm Services, headquar-
tered in Moncton.”168 This decision made it possible to maintain the necessary 
resources for the farm cooperative model to survive in Eastern Canada.

In acquiring these assets, Sollio also took ownership of Western Brokerage, a 
Winnipeg-based company. This carved out a space for the agri-business division 
in the grain and animal-feed ingredient merchandising market in the Prairies. 
Meanwhile, the Ontario subsidiary Agrico purchased two retailers specializing in 
crop production, both located in southern Saskatchewan.
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Sollio took a big step in its westward expansion in 2018, with the purchase of 
Standard Nutrition Canada.169 It was the biggest transaction in the history of the 
division, with the assets acquired spanning stores and warehouses in Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan and Alberta, in addition to a mill and grain centre in Winnipeg and 
a premix and minerals plant.

In 2018, another subsidiary, Agromart, acquired 13 grain and crop production 
input establishments from Cargill, a multinational. A partnership was struck up with 
Tilbury’s Maizex Seeds, making Sollio the largest Canadian-owned seed business 
in corn and soy. Sollio also signed agreements with W-S Feed & Supplies Ltd., 
a company operating in the animal feed sector.

Back in Quebec, a maritime grain and cereal export terminal was established in the 
Anse au Foulon sector of the Port of Quebec. Sollio was also involved in a joint 
venture, CanEst Transit Inc., which operated a terminal for cleaning and container-
izing agricultural products in the Port of Montreal. In 2019, Sollio Agriculture built 
a grain elevator in Truro, Nova Scotia and, in partnership with QSL, a grain export 
terminal in Oshawa, Ontario targeting the European, Central American and the 
Caribbean markets.

Sollio now possessed strategic infrastructure on the Great Lakes and the St Lawrence 
River that would allow it to develop exports. The domestic market, however, 
remained by far its most important market for grain merchandising in the cooperative 
network (animal feed, ethanol, milling). Across Canada, its network of feed mills 
and premix and minerals plants spanned from Nova Scotia to Alberta. In Quebec, 
Sollio Agriculture’s operations were supported by the Saint-Romuald complex, 
which “included the MPX feed premix and minerals plant and the distribution centre 
that was built in 2013.” It also had two other mills in Saint-Pie-de-Bagot and 
L’Ange-Gardien, having acquired the assets of F. Ménard’s pork division.

In corn seed, competition was stiff—it was “a market dominated by multination-
als.”170 However, “a partnership between Elite and Maizex led to a new joint venture 
that became a frontrunner in corn seed.” Both companies’ crop breeding teams 
were mobilized, resulting in major genomic advances. “In 2019, scientists began 
sequencing the DNA of some 700 of the best Elite seed varieties selected over the 
past 20 years to obtain their genetic code.”171
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Pesticides were also at the forefront of discussions, reflecting public concern about 
their impact on human health. “Following a public consultation in summer 2017 
[...], new regulations were implemented in 2018 banning the use of atrazine, 
chlorpyrifos and three neonicotinoids unless prescribed by an agronomist.172 
At Sollio, nicotinoid-free versions of nearly all the hybrid corn seeds in the Elite 
line had already been available since 2014.”173

AGROCENTRES

The year 2015 marked the 25th anniversary of Agrocentres, a network of six retail locations 
across Quebec offering crop production inputs (seeds, fertilizers, crop protection products). 
Agrocentres “provide La Coop fédérée with a guaranteed portion of the clientele of field 
crop and vegetable producers who are not members of a cooperative. The introduction of 
the Agrocentres in 1990 helped La Coop fédérée reach a high enough sales volume to 
justify investing in its distribution centres in Côte-Sainte-Catherine and Sillery. 

Though at first specializing in fertilizer sales, the Agrocentres later expanded their product 
and service offering to better meet the needs of crop production farmers.

Family-owned and operated, they have more than 160 employees and, like the regional 
cooperatives, are integral parts of their respective communities.

Agrocentres are also innovators. For example, in 2007 Fertibec began selling vegetable 
seeds. In 2010, it launched the brand ‘Seminova’ for the varieties of onions, carrots, lettuce, 
crucifers, sweet corn, etc., that it offers to vegetable producers. The seeds are sourced from 
about thirty different suppliers worldwide and grown in test plots where they are evaluated 
and either adopted or rejected. The Saint-Hyacinthe Agrocentre had the distinction of 
opening the first bulk soybean seed processing centre in Quebec [...] in 2013.”174
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The digital shift in agricultural production

Society was going digital, and the agri-food industry was no exception, with 
changes taking place in many different areas.

“Dairy farm robotization remains the most dramatic advance in automation. 
According to 2016 census data, more than 400 Quebec dairy farms had used this 
technology, representing 8% of the total.”175

Another application now found on all online tools is GPS. The benefits of this break-
through are undeniable. “In the 2016 census, there were nearly 4,700—or one in 
six— Quebec farms using it in all sectors combined.176 At that time, 37% of field 
crop (grain and oilseed) producers were using GPS. In vegetable and dairy, it was 
23%. With GPS, farmers saved on mineral fertilizer, pesticides and fuel by applying 
‘the right amount, in the right place, at the right time.’

Another new technology made available to Sollio members was satellite imaging. 
“Launched in summer 2011, the first satellite imaging campaign covered the 
St Lawrence Plains.”177 “It was extended to Rivière-du-Loup and Saguenay–Lac-
Saint-Jean the following year and then to the entire province in 2013.”178 “Satellite 
images show crop density levels in July and August. After harvest, more data 
becomes available: relative yield maps, economic maps that pair profitability 
data with different yield zones, and management zone maps that can be used 
to plan variable rate seeding and analyze levelling, drainage and other soil 
constraints.”179

In 2018, a digital platform called AgConnexion was launched, combining a variety 
of precision agriculture tools. AgConnexion included “a SmartFarm module with 
a range of features [...] like the ability to store information from farm equipment 
sensors or connected objects [...]. The platform also includes a ‘portal’, where 
farmers can contact their agri-advisors, retailers and cooperatives or make transac-
tions. In its first year of availability, the platform was used by over 6,700 farms.180 In 
terms of immediate impact, AgConnexion helped reduce customer follow-up time 
by 80% and increased farm profitability by up to 10% in some segments.”181 Since 
its launch, the regularly updated platform has become a more and more integral 
part of farmers’ daily work.
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BMR Group

After a minority investment in 2014, Sollio became the sole proprietor of BMR 
Group in 2015, making it the largest fully Quebec-owned hardware store chain. 
The acquisition led to a consolidation of Sollio’s activities. BMR Group facilities 
would now supply its store network, which had several warehouses throughout 
the province. This meant closing the Trois-Rivières distribution centre and, in 2018, 
the nearby agricultural machinery and spare parts distribution department. 

In addition to the traditional BMR banner, the group was operating under two 
other names. BMR Pro offered a wide selection of building materials catering to 
contractors, while Agrizone specifically targeted farmers with product categories 
like farm building and animal enclosure supplies, collars and halters, and animal 
feeders and waterers.

In 2019, BMR purchased minority interest in CDL Maple Sugaring Equipment—an-
other Quebec company—allowing it to offer a better selection of maple sugaring 
products. Later that year, it also acquired stake in Lefebvre & Benoit via an agree-
ment. The partnership was mutually beneficial, allowing both parties to contribute 
their complementary areas of expertise to improve their respective product offer-
ings and strengthen their position in the hardware and building materials sector.

The pandemic brought about a huge boom in online shopping, which fortunately 
coincided with the launch of BMR’s omnichannel strategy allowing customers to 
have their online orders delivered to their homes or pick them up in the store.

Energies SonGo: a new business model

In 2015, Sonic partnered with Filgo Group, a Sainte-Marie-de-Beauce company, 
in a joint venture to create Energies SonGo Inc. The new entity would come to 
distribute 1.6 billion litres of fuel per year, with 300 gas stations, 775 employees, 
24 office spaces, 166 petroleum product distributors and delivery agents and 
$1.5 billion in sales. This business volume leaves Energies SonGo well placed to 
meet the challenges of the energy transition, i.e., “lower sales volumes of fossil fuel 
products and higher environmental management and operating costs.”
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Olymel 

Olymel became the largest pork producer in Canada, shipping to over 60 countries. 
Like other Sollio sectors, Olymel grew substantially from 2014 to 2021, seeing its 
business volume increase from $2.8 billion to $4.2 billion. This success was down 
to two main factors: high demand for fresh pork products and business acquisitions.

In Eastern Canada, Olymel introduced a new production concept with five coop-
erative hog farrowing complexes. Located in Fugèreville, in the Témiscamingue 
region, the complexes began operating under the name Fermes boréales in 2015 
and included a first batch of five cooperative farrowing areas. “Each farrowing area 
was designed to house 2,360 sows and 10 boars, with the goal of delivering 
roughly 65,000 piglets to farmers. [...] In addition to La Coop Fédérée and its meat 
division, Olymel, investors for the project included Comax, Covilac and Unicoop—
three cooperatives that were very active in pork production—and producers Denis 
Richard and Sophie Bédard. Other hog producers were then invited to buy stock 
in the group farrowing facility rather than investing in their own, in order to bring 
it up to the animal welfare standards that will come into effect in 2024.” Borrowed 
from Europe, this approach enabled a higher production volume than the domi-
nant model in Quebec, in which farmers raised 200 to 300 sows at a time in far-
row-to-finish operations.

Sogeporc

Sollio continued its research activities via AlphaGene, a subsidiary that changed 
its name to Sogeporc in 2017. Its goal: “to select the best boars from the Duroc 
breed and the best performing hybrid sows.” Sollio also worked on applied 
genomics projects. Far from remaining Quebec-based, its operations were 
extended into Ontario and Western Canada.

Western Canadian production increased by way of the subsidiary OlySky. From an 
initial volume of 42,000 sows in 2013, it reached 60,000 sows after acquiring two 
Alberta producers. With the additional sow volumes in Quebec and Alberta, Sollio 
had an annual herd of 134,000 sows in 2020. Across Canada, “Olymel outranked 
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Maple Leaf Agri-Farms and the Manitoban company HyLife in business volume, 
reaching the top five in 2020.”182

Investments in the two main Olymel plants in Quebec were made to diversify their 
production. In Vallée-Jonction, development focused on the needs of Japanese 
consumers. As such, “a specialized team was tasked with cutting fresh chilled pork 
for the Japanese market.”183 The product was highly sought after by Japanese con-
sumers for use in the dish tonkatsu, slices of pork loin or tenderloin fried in a crispy 
batter and served over a bowl of rice and vegetables.” Meanwhile, slaughter and 
cutting operations enabled the ATrahan plant in Yamachiche to specialize in niche 
products like Nagano pork, also for the Japanese market. At the Saint-Esprit plant, 
$25 million was invested for “the manufacturing of value-added products, such as 
fresh chilled pork.”184 The investment created 200 new jobs.

Olymel was also busy actively developing its production capacities by purchasing 
the assets of various companies, including producer and processor F. Ménard Inc. 
and Trois-Rivières company La Fernandière, which specialized in fresh sausage 
production. In 2018, Olymel acquired the assets of Aliments Triomphe from the 
Latifi family. The acquisition included three production facilities in Laval, Blainville 
and Quebec City, and two distribution centres in Blainville and Saint-Léonard. In 
one fell swoop, Olymel had taken ownership of Tour Eiffel, Chef Georges and La 
Belle Bretagne (ham and pâté) and Bilopage (cretons and head cheese), all well-
known brands that had been purchased by Aliments Triomphe in 2012. 

In the poultry sector, Olymel had already risen to the top among Canadian producers 
for slaughter volumes through partnerships with Volaille Giannone and Sunnymel 
and the purchase of several guaranteed supply volumes. In subsequent years, 
it consolidated this position. In 2017, the organization invested $30 million in 
improving production at its secondary processing plant in Brampton, Ontario. In 
June 2018, Olymel bought Pinty’s Delicious Foods Inc., an Ontarian business 
with three plants and 360 employees. Pinty’s specialized in poultry slaughter and 
processing for cooked products. Then in 2020, Olymel moved forward with a 
$31.5 million project to expand the Saint-Damase slaughter and cutting plant.
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In just five years—2015 to 2020—Olymel truly made its mark on the Canadian 
market, with investments of over $1.5 billion and growth from 10,000 to over 
15,000 employees. But despite the organization’s past experience dealing with 
coronaviruses and avian flus, its workforce was no exception to the global impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020.

OLYMEL AND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

“Like most large slaughter and meat processing outfits in North America, Olymel was hit 
hard by COVID-19. Most of its plants had their operations disrupted by outbreaks, forcing 
work interruptions or slow-downs for varying periods of time. At the outset of the pandemic, 
the first Olymel plant to be affected was the Yamachiche hog slaughter and cutting plant, 
where about 100 of the approximately 1,000 employees were infected with the virus in the 
spring of 2020.

Faced with the gravity of the situation and the economic and social impact of this global 
health crisis, Olymel’s leadership took steps to support plant workers in their efforts to main-
tain the food supply chain for the benefit of the public. A temporary premium of two dollars 
per hour was paid to all hourly wage workers involved in pork production, slaughtering, 
primary and secondary processing, transportation, maintenance and warehousing in the 
pork and poultry sectors.

The crisis also affected the delivery of animals to slaughterhouses. Lack of personnel led 
to a backlog of hogs at producers. In late May 2020, more than 800 employees at the 
Yamachiche, Saint-Esprit and L’Ange-Gardien slaughterhouses agreed to work overtime 
shifts in order to reduce the number of hogs on hold and thus avoid the need for culling. 
Tens of thousands of hogs from Ontario were sent to the Red Deer plant, and a total of 
200,000 were diverted from Olymel slaughterhouses to other Canadian and US facilities 
in 2020.

The second wave of the pandemic was no less a blow to Olymel employees. In fall 2020, 
three slaughterhouses were affected by outbreaks, and the company mourned the death 
of an employee at the Vallée-Jonction plant. In January 2021, the Red Deer plant was devastated. 
With 20% of its 1,850 employees testing positive, Olymel management suspended operations 
from February 16 until early March. The plant saw more than 500 people infected, and three 
people died of the illness.”185
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In addition to slow-downs due to the pandemic, other factors took a heavy toll 
on Olymel’s chilled pork operations and profitability in 2021, as well as on Sollio 
Cooperative Group as a whole. The Canadian labour shortage hit Quebec partic-
ularly hard, and combined with the delayed arrival of foreign workers, the number 
of unfilled positions at Olymel reached 3000 in 2021. Profitability issues were ex-
acerbated by a four-week strike at the Vallée-Jonction plant, causing a significant 
increase in the number of hogs on hold. China also closed its borders to some 
Olymel plants, removing an irreplaceable market for less popular cuts of pork. The 
decision reflected the existence of diplomatic tensions between Canada and China, 
on the one hand, and China’s intention to become more self-sufficient, on the other.

Working with farm unions: supply management  
and Farm Income Stabilization Insurance

Since 2014, Sollio and the UPA had been able to find common ground on the issue 
of supply management. However, this system was threatened on multiple occa-
sions and even eroded by free trade agreements. Two agreements opened gaps 
in Canada’s domestic market regulation system: the EU-Canada Comprehensive 
Economic and Trade Agreement (2016) and the Trans-Pacific Partnership. Both 
agreements led to increased competition in fine cheeses and other dairy products. 
The election of Donald Trump as President of the United States in 2016 also posed 
a significant threat to the Canadian supply management system. In response, Sollio 
hired PricewaterhouseCoopers to conduct a study on the implications of disman-
tling supply management in Canada for the egg and poultry sectors. The study 
concluded that, in Quebec alone, the change would pose an existential threat to 
some 7,000 family farms.

Sollio spared no expense to raise public awareness of the issue, launching a social 
media campaign around the message, “Let’s protect our farming model—say ‘yes’ 
to supply management.” But it was not enough to stop the system from slowly 
being eroded. With the signing of CUSMA in 2020, the Canadian market was 
further opened to imported products. “The focus of agricultural leaders will now 
be on ways to compensate producers for these losses.” To that end, Sollio formed 
a united front with the UPA to maintain the Farm Income Stabilization Insurance 
program, administered (ASRA) by La Financière agricole du Québec.
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Increased public presence

In the years leading up to the publication of this book, Sollio began moving away 
from its usually neutral position to contribute to public debate on a variety of issues 
involving the farming profession.

One such controversial topic is the use of pesticides. In 2019, the organization 
weighed in on pesticide use as part of a parliamentary commission. In the state-
ment, Sollio defended its members and farmers, who care deeply about keeping 
their families healthy, running their businesses successfully and providing consum-
ers with healthy, high-quality food at affordable prices.

TAKING ACTION

Sollio’s transition to more sustainable, responsible agriculture includes taking 
action on the following issues:

• Protecting shorelines and sensitive areas: Many farmers still use these areas for farming, 
despite the proven negative effects.

• Promoting precision agriculture: Although technology is making it easier to collect 
data on the use of crop protection products, new agricultural practices are slow to 
take hold on the ground.

• Facilitating precision application: Farmers need expensive equipment for localized 
product application to apply only what is needed, when it is needed.

• Encouraging custom spraying: It is easier to perform audits when spraying is done by 
retailers, but 49% of Quebec farmers prefer to apply pesticides themselves. 

Sollio has also been a partner in a series of initiatives aiming to educate the wider public 
about rural life. In 2015, Sollio and Agropur co-sponsored a television show on TVA titled 
Arrive en campagne, a deep dive into the agricultural world. In 2017, they teamed up 
again to produce a television campaign called On récolte ce qu’on aime.
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The next generation

Sollio financially supports a number of initiatives targeting succession in agriculture. 
In 2007, the Fonds coopératif d’aide à la Relève agricole (FCARA) was created to 
encourage the next generation of farmers to get involved in cooperative organiza-
tions, and it soon proved to be successful. “The eligibility criteria are kept fairly 
strict to ensure that the few dozen new applicants who qualify each year are the 
cream of the crop, and the program is administered by the cooperatives. For the 
full three years of the program, each participant must agree to take FCARA 
Board-approved training, including courses on cooperation, and to participate in 
certain associative activities.”186 The results speak for themselves: “In 2019, the La 
Coop Fédérée Board of Directors included three graduates.187 Within the cooper-
ative network, 24% of board members had honed their skills in the program, while 
also receiving FCARA’s financial and professional support.”188

“In 2018, the agri-business division of La Coop Fédérée became a national partner 
in supporting Canada’s Outstanding Young Farmers Program (OYF), which recog-
nizes the excellence of two young farmers selected from seven finalist farms under 
the provincial competition.189 This effectively extended Sollio’s support for the next 
generation beyond the borders of Quebec.”

In 2022, the New Farm Enterprise and Farm Succession Award celebrated its 
20th year. The contest promotes the importance of interpersonal relationships in 
the successful transfer of farm businesses and the establishment of new ones. That 
same year also saw the early stages of bringing the contest to Ontario and the 
Maritimes.
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Social engagement

For Sollio, cooperation is more than a business model. It is also a way of life and a 
roadmap to the future. In upholding cooperative principles, Sollio has made itself 
an important vector of social change. Community and collective engagement is 
built into its cooperative DNA, taking the form of charitable donations, sponsor-
ships and volunteer work.

In 2021, Sollio adopted a donation and sponsorship policy focusing on philan-
thropic issues that are particularly meaningful to the organization, such as promoting 
agriculture and agri-food, supporting the next generation of farmers and fostering 
cooperation. The policy aims to provide a framework for Sollio’s actions in support 
of causes that align with its core values of honesty, equity, responsibility and 
solidarity.

Ferme A & L Desnoyers Inc., 
2020–2021 winner in the 
Farm Succession category.



Ferme Dave Tourigny Inc., 
finalist for the New Farm 
Enterprise and Farm 
Succession Award, 
2019–2020 edition.

Ferme Couturier et frères Inc.



Towards 100 years of Sollio (2015–2022)

Sollio was among the many organizations to take quick action in response to the 
public impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly in the area of food security. 
One example is De nous à vous, a campaign launched in June 2020 involving a 
massive chain of cooperation and solidarity between Sollio and 17 of its member 
cooperatives, including their farmers. In two years, the campaign raised $1.5 million 
in cash and food donations to food security organizations, including Food Banks 
of Quebec and La Tablée des Chefs’ Solidarity Kitchens. This sum is in addition to 
Olymel’s contribution through its own fundraising campaigns, 2018’s “Achat qui 
redonne” and “Ensemble, on redonne,” which aimed to provide food to some of 
society’s most vulnerable people.

Ferme Wilvoc Holsteins.

Ferme Valsé Inc., 
2021–2022 winner in 
the New Farm Enterprise 
category.
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Towards 100 years of Sollio (2015–2022)

Other Sollio Cooperative Group donations have gone to charities working to 
improve the well-being of farming families. For example, Sollio has supported Au 
cœur des familles agricoles since it was founded in 2003. Offering counselling and 
other services, the charity is unique and essential for its focus on agricultural workers, 
entrepreneurs and families. Since 2014, Sollio has also organized the Défi Sollio, 
a charity exercise challenge designed to improve the health and well-being of 
employees working at the organization, at its divisions and within its network. The 
challenge gives participants a chance to move their bodies and raise money for 
charity. After seven in-person editions and one virtual, held during the pandemic 
of COVID-19, it has raised over $1 billion for various organizations.

Sollio is also involved in charitable work in other parts of the country “where it has 
employees and members. In 2020, it supported hospital foundations in Alberta 
and Saskatchewan, food banks in Manitoba and Ontario, and the Atlantic branch 
of Agriculture in the Classroom Canada.”

2022 and beyond

The outbreak of the Russian war on Ukraine in February 2022 had a direct impact 
on Sollio, especially its Sollio Agriculture division. The war came at a critical time, 
just weeks before planting season, compromising the supply of fertilizer, the vast 
majority of which was to be imported from Russia. When Canada imposed severe 
sanctions, including a 35% tax on Russian imports, Sollio had to redouble its efforts 
to receive the orders it had placed before the war and deliver the essential prod-
ucts to its members. The war also brought consequences for many countries 
around the world that import food from Ukraine, including wheat, which suddenly 
faced a risk of supply disruptions. Such disruptions could have a major impact on 
food security and social order in those countries.

Ferme Magolait enr., finalist  
for the New Farm Enterprise  
and Farm Succession Award,  
2021–2022 edition.

Ferme Belflamme Inc., 2019–2020 
winner in the Farm Succession 
category.

Ferme Magolait enr.

Ferme M & A Scoble, finalist  
for the New Farm Enterprise  
and Farm Succession Award,  
2020–2021 edition. 203
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Corporate responsibility at Sollio

Since 2015, a common framework has been used internationally to promote pros-
perity and protect the planet: the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). In short, the list of 17 goals serves as a reminder that economic growth 
cannot be achieved in isolation from climate change response and environmental 
protection, as well as the fight against poverty, social protection and other global 
issues.190

The farm cooperative ecosystem and Sollio Cooperative Group have made various 
commitments to sustainable development. A highlight is the 2018 launch of Sollio’s 
“first accountability process on its corporate performance in sustainable develop-
ment.” For Sollio, “growth is a long-term process, with the objective of ensuring 
the organization’s sustainability for the benefit of its members, its employees and 
the regions where it operates, as well as the entire population that consumes food 
produced and processed in Canada.”

Seeking to reduce its “environmental footprint, particularly in the areas of energy 
and water consumption at each of its divisions,” Sollio has launched a number of 
initiatives. “It is also working on waste recovery and recycling.” The organization 
decided to take concrete action and began by setting itself a clear mission built 
around 14 goals tied to six of the UN SDGs.
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ambitions
14

1  Promote sustainable agriculture 
among producers and other players  
in the agri-food sector  

2  Be the benchmark in  
sustainable agriculture and agri-food  
in Canada

3  Promote physical and mental  
well-being in our operations, farms  
and communities 

4  Implement measures for a  
zero-accident culture  

5  Strengthen the employer brand 
through our forward-thinking  
working model

6  Minimize the impact of our 
operations on water resources 

7  Actively support agricultural  
producers in their sustainable  
water management

8  Maximize regional benefits 
from investments and economic 
development projects 

9  Promote our cooperative  
business model in how we conduct  
our economic activities 

10  Reduce waste generated by  
our operations and stop them  
ending up in landfill 

11  Eliminate food waste and  
recover organic residues generated  
by our operations 

12  Promote healthy and responsible 
products to our customers

13  Set and achieve a GHG emissions 
reduction target for our operations 

14  Promote climate change 
adaptation among agricultural 
producers

  
 aligned with 6 UN  

Sustainable Development Goals

Our

ZERO 
HUNGER

DECENT WORK AND 
ECONOMIC GROWTH

RESPONSIBLE 
CONSUMPTION 
AND PRODUCTION

CLIMATE 
ACTION

GOOD HEALTH
AND WELL-BEING

CLEAN WATER 
AND SANITATION

Source: Sollio Cooperative Group, 2021 Corporate and Cooperative Responsibility Report, 15.



100 Years of Cooperation

With the ongoing need for agricultural practices to align with the required environ-
mental changes, several initiatives have arisen. For example, “as of 2019, Clean-
farms has been working with its partners to implement a collection and recovery 
network for [...] agricultural plastics [i.e., wet hay bale wrap]. Sollio Cooperative 
Group participates actively in this initiative through its member cooperatives, BMR 
retailers, Agrocentres and mills.” There is also an ongoing pilot project that, in two 
years, has collected 135 tonnes of plastic in the Saint-Hyacinthe region alone.

Adaptation to climate change is also a top priority. Heat waves are growing longer 
and more frequent, and back-to-back tropical nights are increasingly common. 
Sollio is examining how to properly adapt barns to minimize heat impact on animal 
welfare, in this case, for the dairy cows.191 The goal is to equip farmers with the best 
possible strategies and prepare the organization and, more broadly, the agri-
cultural cooperation ecosystem, to face the major challenges of the years to 
come—in short, what Sollio has been doing since 1922.
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SOLLIO IN 2022 
100 YEARS OF COOPERATION

SOLLIO IS FARMING

• $2,772 billion in sales

• 1,271 employees

• 265 retailers

• 23 poultry farms and hatcheries

• 18 mills

SOLLIO IS HARDWARE

• $1,534 billion in sales

• 8,000 employees

• 16 corporate stores

• 275 home renovation centres and hardware stores in Quebec,  
Ontario and the Maritimes

SOLLIO IS FOOD

• $4.5 billion in sales

• 14,000 employees 

• 1st largest Canadian pork producer

• 65 countries exported to

• 27 plants producing fresh and secondary-processed  
pork and poultry products

• 6 distribution centres

• 5 provinces with Olymel facilities: Quebec, New Brunswick,  
Ontario, Saskatchewan and Alberta

Sollio Cooperative Group 
Cultivating, building and 
feeding local communities  
for 100 years.





Sollio: passion with a purpose

It is not every day that a Quebec business celebrates its 100th anniversary, and it is a great honour for 
FCC to celebrate this exceptional moment in Sollio’s history.

Cooperatives—whether local, national or even international—all share a similar business model 
and, above all, common values. These values are the impetus behind the cooperative spirit that is 
recognized the world over as a source of wealth and innovation, in both agriculture and agri-food.

The commitment and passion that have always driven Sollio are a sure sign of good things to come. 
At FCC, we share these same values. We wish Sollio another successful 100 years as it continues 
to shape its business model in tune with these ever-changing times.

From all of us at FCC, congratulations to Sollio’s members and employees, and happy centennial!

Desjardins and Sollio: 2 cooperatives with a lot in common

The story of Sollio Cooperative Group is the story of Quebec farming and its modernization. Over the 
past 100 years, this agri-food giant has successfully managed to keep up with the times and become 
one of the province’s flagship organizations. 

Staying relevant for more than a century involves being able to innovate and continually striving to 
improve. Sollio has proven its ability to remain modern and adapt to the changing needs of its 
members. Desjardins is extremely proud to partner with Sollio and support its achievements, which 
benefit the communities we serve. 

Supporting development outside Quebec’s urban centres has always been—and continues to be—
an important priority for both our cooperatives. What’s more, our common values of mutual aid and 
solidarity reflect our shared drive to build a solid and sustainable economy.

Desjardins extends its warmest wishes to Sollio on the occasion of its 100th anniversary!
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Scotiabank is pleased to celebrate this import-
ant milestone in the history of Sollio Cooperative 
Group.

BMO would like to congratulate Sollio Coop-
erative Group on its 100th anniversary. Thank 
you for your trust and loyalty throughout all 
those years. Long live Sollio!

Agropur would like to congratulate Sollio Cooperative Group on 100 years of working in the Quebec 
and Canada-wide agricultural industries. Agropur and Sollio share a rich cooperative history built on 
common values, including solidarity and the pooling of resources. From their respective beginnings, 
our two organizations have worked together to build a more just and equitable world, while remaining 
important drivers of social and economic development. This milestone confirms that the cooperative 
model is alive and well in Quebec. Happy 100th birthday!

Rabobank congratulates Sollio on its centennial celebration.

Sollio’s ability to amplify the synergy of partnerships across both agriculture and sustainability spaces 
has paved a path filled with incredible achievements. We look forward to continue working with Sollio 
as we champion our mission of growing a better world together.

Congratulations to Sollio on 100 years of helping Quebec and Canadian society to flourish! Fasken 
considers it a great privilege to have the opportunity to collaborate with a century-old organization 
that has never ceased to evolve and take on new challenges to become a leader that cultivates, builds 
and nourishes communities everywhere. 

There is no doubt that the contribution of Sollio and its team to this region’s economic strength and 
development over the past 100 years is a sign of an equally promising future!
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The Fonds de solidarité FTQ is proud to have supported the growth of a cooperative as 
well known as Sollio Cooperative Group these last ten years, and we are pleased to join in 
celebrating its 100-year anniversary!   

Investing in the cooperative model has allowed us to build on our shared value of solidarity 
and support the economic and social development of SCG’s member organizations.   

This partnership has been an honour from the start, and we hope that our collaborative 
relationship will endure for a very long time. Happy 100th! 

Benoit Tétrault, 
Director of Private Equity and Impact Investments,  

Agri-Food and Health
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Note: The * symbol indicates a reference  
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Unless otherwise indicated, all websites were 
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Reference abbreviations

ACCPEDQ 
Archives of the Confédération des caisses  
populaires et d’économie Desjardins

AHEC 
Archives of the École des hautes études  
commerciales

ANQ 
Archives nationales du Québec

AUPA 
Archives of the Union des producteurs agricoles

BAnQ 
Bibliothèque et archives nationales du Québec

DACR 
Department of Agriculture for Canada report

DAQR 
Department of Agriculture of Quebec report

DISR 
Dairy Industry Society report

DISPQR 
Dairy Industry Society of the Province  
of Quebec report
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For 100 years, we have been producing here, 
harvesting here, processing here and participating 
in the development and economic strength of  
our region. Together, let’s set the table for the  
next century.

www.groupefides.com

The symbol and name  
Sollio are trademarks of  
Sollio Cooperative Group.
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