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A great many of us in the dairy industry came 
to appreciate the teaching or ‘extension’ that 
Walt Goerzen presented through his many 
years at East Chilliwack Co-op, especially 
in the pages of the Dairy and Crop Leader 
magazines, where his knowledge of farming 
was impressive, if not somewhat legendary. 
“I’ve had a good career,” Walt tells me with a 
soft smile and glint in his eye as we sit and 
talk about his long career in BC’s agriculture 
industry. But that’s just Walt, modestly 
under-stating the weight of his roles and 
influences through the many different 
positions he has held over some 50 years!

Milking, Mechanics and a MENTOR
Growing up among the dairy farms of 
Sumas Prairie proved to be one of the first 
big shaping influences on young Walt. His 
family had a mixed farm with a few cows, 
pole beans, raspberries…but when you’re 
surrounded by dairy cows, you learn to milk. 
And specifically, it was relief milking for 
several farmers, especially Walter Wiebe’s 
then large herd of 50 cows from ’59 to ’62 that 
was pivotal. “Walter was very, very influential 
in getting me interested in agriculture,” Walt 
recalls. “Wiebe was a UBC Ag Sciences grad 
and an exceptionally progressive farmer, but 
wasn’t very mechanical, so I ended up doing 
various mechanical jobs including replacing 
a bearing on the flail forage harvester…I was 
still in high school,” he smiles. “In spring, I 
even took time off from school to spread 
manure,” Walt confirms his dedication to 
both farming and his farm mentor. Wiebe 
sold the cows and accepted the position of 
District Agriculturist first in Prince George, 
before transferring to Creston.

Then Came a Girl…and UBC
Her name was Elsie Loewen, who grew up on 
the family’s dairy farm and for years, part of 
the morning milking. In grade 12, on March 
24, 1962, they met… a first date… and that 
was the next big life-influence which has 
endured, enriched and remained solid to 
this day! “We still celebrate that day every 
year in addition to our wedding anniversary,” 
Walt shares with a twinkle. He enrolled in the 
Faculty of Agricultural Sciences, and Elsie 
into Registered Nursing training at VGH.

“After third year, my summer job was 
with the District Ag offices; I got to work 
two-week rotations in each of the four 
offices in the Fraser Valley. It was an 
excellent experience! The Department of 
Agriculture had so many resources back 
then,” he explains with warm nostalgia. 
This was a critical moment that exposed 
Walt to the Ag Extension world – where he 
saw the opportunity to reach farmers with 
information and services. Two summers in 
ag extension and Walt was hooked.

Despite the robust job market in 1968, he 
signed up for his Masters in Plant Science. 
Before settling into the Fall semester, he 
and Elsie took a road trip, driving through 
the Rockies, visiting family in Alberta before 
returning through the Kootenays to spend 
a few days with friends Walter and Susanne 
Wiebe in Creston. Leaving the stunning 
Creston Valley, Walt said to Elsie, “If there 
ever was a dream job, this would be it,” not 
realizing how prophetic that comment was. 
Early in ’69, Walt left his education to take a 
position in ag extension based in Creston. 
The territory included the entire West 
Kootenays – Nelson, Trail, Castlegar and 
the Slocan Valley. Walter Wiebe moved to 
Victoria as the Supervising Agriculturist, 
then Walt’s boss. "Now long retired from 
his position as Director of Plant Protection, 
he and Susanne remain close friends," says 
Walt. “We’ve travelled and enjoyed many 
good times together over the years.”

Creston Confirms Career Course
“I have no regrets about leaving my Masters; 
it was a special time in Creston,” he 
professes. “Elsie worked as an emergency 

nurse. Both our sons were born there. It is 
an absolutely beautiful part of the province.” 
Indeed, there is much excitement in his 
voice as he shares, “We were there to serve 
the community. We had resources – radio 
programs, newsletters, 4-H, field days, tours 
and farm meetings!” This was a different 
climate zone from the Fraser Valley and 
adaptations were needed for the forages. 
Some of the management practices for 
establishing alfalfa were later applied to 
benefit seeding grass crops in the Fraser 
Valley, such as packer-seeders.

When the NDP government came to power 
in 1972, agriculture became a bigger priority 
across the province. Walt was there to 
support the Creston Valley Dairymen’s and 
the West Kootenay Dairy Associations, again 
a great learning experience during a time of 
significant dairy industry expansion. In 1974, 
he transferred to Chilliwack as the District 
Ag. “Creston was a formative time for me. 
It set the direction for my career. We had 
five very good years and made wonderful 
life-time friends there,” he summarizes of 
that unique time in the Kootenays.

Back Home in the Fraser Valley
“It was good to be home and close to our 
families,” Walt says of the return to the 
Fraser Valley.

But soon, he could tell changes were 
coming, as District Ags were shifting 
from farm extension, to ‘public servants.’ 

The services he was once enthused to 
provide farmers were being transitioned 
to private industry, while the administrative 
responsibilities related to the ALR and other 
government programs greatly increased. 
“It was the Fall of ’75 when I was asked to 
coordinate a dairy farm forum meeting 
for East Chilliwack Co-op. There were 
over 120 farmer members there – it was 
a big success,” he remembers crisply. 
This became the next crucial moment of 
career change for Walt – a job offer was 
made to become the head of ‘Farm Advisory 
Services’ with few limits on what he could 
make of the role. In February of 1976, Walt 
began his storied 25 year career with East 
Chilliwack Co-op, loving the exciting time 
of growth in farm services and developing/
packaging new farm technologies for their 
growing membership.

During the late ‘70’s into the 1980’s, corn 
production was accelerating both in yield 
and acres. “Weed control was a problem! We 
had to understand soil, weather, herbicides, 
new problem species – it was complicated. 
It was much more complex to manage 
weeds than grass crops,” he shares with 
a combination of residual excitement and 
frustration. “This was before the availability 
of Roundup Ready corn varieties that 
profoundly improved weed control with 
reduced use of chemicals.”

“The 1980’s were great growth years at 
the Co-op. Programs like Soil Check and 

Ration Check, publications, tours and 
farmer meetings all under the umbrella of 
trademarked ‘Agri Pak’ got us way ahead.” 
The goal was to provide as many products, 
services and information as needed by 
members. These were times of exceptional 
growth in the dairy industry – from genetics 
to nutrition to management – everything 
was progressing with great momentum. 
Somehow, during these exceedingly busy 
times, Walt found time to be a director of 
the provincial feed association, serving as 
BC Chair and later as BC National Director.

Then in 1987, the Co-op went through 
restructuring due to financial difficulties 
in the fruit division, which they survived. 
Walt had the uncomfortable responsibility 
as the Co-op’s media spokesperson, under 
the searing magnifying glass of local new 
agencies hungry for a story of calamity. 
By 1993 they were solid once again, having 
rebuilt all their capital. The near-demise of 
the Co-op was long forgotten by1997 when 
a grand celebration was held for the 50th 
anniversary of the Co-op’s incorporation.

But the ambitious growth plans a few years 
later involving the reorganization into a 
public company (Agro Pacific Industries 
Ltd), and other business ventures, turned 
messy. By 2000, more restructuring, 
including the liquidation of various company 
assets signaled the beginning of the end. 
“It was a difficult time from 1999 to 2001 – 
the company had lost its way,” shares Walt 

The Three-Phase Career of Walt Goerzen
Tars Cheema

Walt and Elsie are thankful for a wonderful 
journey together that includes volunteering with 
many community organizations and tending their 

beautiful gardens at home.

Balancing careers with families is rarely easy,  
but the entire family enjoys gathering together  

as often as they can.

The ag world has 
been good me.

I was fortunate to have 
been mentored early 
in my life by my dear 
friend Walter Wiebe.
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with a look of profound sadness. Unifeed 
bought the feed division, the crop products 
division was sold to investors, and Walt 
walked away from the second great career 
role he had loved. He ended this phase of 
his career as the Vice President, Marketing 
and Communications.

New Directions – New Opportunities
The final arduous years at the Coop had 
taken a toll – Walt wanted a rest and reset. 
Establishing ‘Goerzen Agri Consulting,’ 
he took on some projects that both whet 
his appetite and provided nourishment to 
grow in a new direction. “Without knowing 
where I was going to land, I had faith to 
move forward.” Walt was invited to apply 
to be a Director of Investment Agriculture 
Foundation (IAF). Launched in 1996 with 
federal seed money, IAF was provincially 
mandated to administer several government 
source funds to support a variety of 
programs across agriculture. During his 
six-year maximum term, Walt became its 
second Chair for a three-year period. “IAF 
gave me so much perspective of all the ag 
sectors and their financial needs, across 
this really diverse province,” he expresses 
with some fascination. “The directors 
elected from each of the major commodity 
groups were an outstanding group to work 
with. At the time, IAF held over $50 million, 
of which about half was undesignated.”

After IAF, Walt transitioned smoothly 
into consulting work with a number of ag 
organizations that leveraged his newly 
developed skills in strategic planning, 
program development and program 
evaluations. One particularly interesting 
project post-IAF involved a multi-funding 
application for the UBC Dairy Centre to 
extract phosphorus from manure. He served 
on their advisory committee from 1999 to 
2019, and in a similar time frame, edited, 
published and distributed the Dairy Centre 
Research Reports – over 50 editions.

The Milk Board
Walt had previously been a Milk Board 
Director in 1984/85 but left when he 
realized that his role in marketing/sales was 
incompatible with a regulatory responsibility 
in the same industry. As the MIAC-appointed 
non-producer Director in 2007, he was 
aware of the highly complex work of the Milk 
Marketing Board and was more prepared 
than ever to delve into the issues. “I brought 
different marketing/program/business 
perspectives to the table,” Walt explains. 
“I very much enjoyed these six years, and 
I have great respect for the directors who 
shoulder a heavy responsibility on behalf of 
the entire industry and for the immensely 
complicated and detailed work that they 
must undertake. I sincerely appreciated 
being a part of the senior board of this 
great dairy industry,” offers Walt. “It was 
a privilege.”

More Doors Opened
Upon completing two terms of three 
years with the Milk Board, Walt enjoyed 
new experiences as new doors opened 
in interesting directions. For six years, 
beginning in 2014, Walt was the Chair of 
MIAC – the Milk Industry Advisory Committee 
and SPAC – the Special Production 
Advisory Committee. MIAC is the industry 
body representing both producers and 
processors, handling the sometimes-
sensitive balancing act of ensuring 
everyone’s needs are being heard and met.

After the Graduated Entry Program had been 
overhauled into the New Entrant Program 
(NEP), Walt joined the Selection Committee 
with their first intake in 2019 and remains 
the Chair. Walt explains, “As a Director, I 
was involved in all the interviews of the 
candidates eligible for the GEP. I believe 
the NEP is far superior, bringing forward 
younger, more motivated candidates 
who must prove their qualifications to be 
chosen.”

Author – Editor - Communicator
One of Walt’s earliest career strengths was 
communication – starting with ag extension 
in his government days and carried 
through all his career responsibilities. Walt 
produced newsletters, radio commentary, 
advertisements and multi-species technical 
fact sheets. Of special note is his writing 
affinity. Over 25 years he interviewed 
and wrote about a dizzying number of 
farms, technologies and ag activities/
strategies for East Chilliwack Co-op. He 
continued on contract to interview, write 
and edit many features and oversaw the 
entire Dairy and Agri Leader publication 
for Unifeed, Viterra, then Hi-Pro Feeds, all 
across Western Canada. “This was such 
a rewarding experience for me over 15 
years, including the creative elements of 
photography and layout…I do miss it,” he 
confesses. “I discovered agriculture in the 
wide-open spaces of the prairie provinces, 
including much contact with some of the 
350 Hutterite Colonies who are a huge force 

in prairie agriculture across all enterprises.” 
Over his long career, Walt was responsible 
for producing some 70 magazines, covering 
245 farm articles, and personally wrote 101 
articles himself!

“This third phase of my career gave me 
opportunities that I could not have dreamed 
of,” Walt marvels at his good fortune looking 
back. “I enjoyed being part of the different 
boards and committees. I got to work with 
many interesting and exceptional people.”

Down-Phasing…
As Walt looks back, he appreciates the 
many opportunities he had to serve, learn 
and grow – bringing deep satisfaction to 
his career ledger. “The ag world has been 
good me,” Walt expresses with humility 
and gratitude. ‘Giving back’ is just a part 
of who he and Elsie are – sharing their 
time and energy with varied community 
organizations. “I continue to volunteer on 
the Chilliwack Ag Advisory Committee, 
Chilliwack Foundation, and in the past, 
the YMCA and various leadership 
positions in our church.” Walt was one 
of the early directors of the BC Dairy 
Historical Society in 1999, serving as 
president for eight years. The society has 
some major accomplishments, including 
the Milk Stories and High Water books, 
securing the John Clymer paintings, 
establishing a substantial archive and 
digitizing a vast volume of historic 
dairy information on the Dairy 
Historical website.

“I enjoyed a wonderfully varied 
career, but it would not have 
been possible without 
Elsie’s full support. As 
Elsie continues in 
her compelling 

work to end domestic abuse, I am happy 
to be supporting her at this time,” Walt 
acknowledges. For 14 years, Elsie, an RN 
with ER/surgery background, has poured 
her heart into coordinating MCC’s End 
Abuse program. But her desire to care for 
others runs much deeper and longer. Having 
witnessed young parents struggling early 
in her nursing career and as a member 
of the Parents in Crisis program, she was 
moved to ‘do something.’ Through prayer 
and the support of friends, she founded 
the Sardis Open Door (now Sardis Doorway 
Society) to provide desperately needed 
supports for single moms with preschool 
children. She continued to volunteer as the 
coordinator for 20 years. Fittingly, she was 
recognized for her far-reaching community 
impacts with the Chilliwack ‘Woman of the 
Year’ recognition in 2009, the Paul Harris 
Rotary Fellowship, and the Betty Urquhart 
Community Service Award at UFV.

But in everyone’s lives, there come 
challenges. Over the last four years, Walt 
has had emergency heart bypass surgery, 
a fall that necessitated a hip replacement 
when on holiday in the Rockies, a knee 
replacement and last September, a 
pacemaker. Despite the challenges, Walt 
and Elsie remain positive and active.

Gratitude…
Everyone begins life with an unwritten story, 
and if we are fortunate, our paths become 
interesting and rewarding, allowing us to 
one day look back through the dusty boxes 
of memorabilia, smiling and acknowledging 
that it’s been ‘a good career’ and also,  
a good life.

Walt and Elsie recently celebrated their 
54th anniversary with gratitude for the 

gift of sharing life and love.
wgoerzen@telus.net

I enjoyed 
being part of 
the different 
boards and 

committees. 
I got to work 

with many 
interesting and 

exceptional 
people.

Winning the Celebrity hand-milking 
contest with 9.7 lbs of milk at the 

Chilliwack Exhibition in August 
1974 was confirmation  

that you never forget  
how to milk a cow!

The team that presented the highly successful Dairy Farm Forum in 
1975 - L-R: Dr Jim Shelford (UBC), Walt (District Ag), Dr Lorne Fisher 
(Ag Canada, Agassiz), Ron Barker (Provincial Dairy Specialist).

In 2000, Walt received on behalf 
of the Dairy Historical Society a 
Certificate of Honour for the Milk 
Stories book from BC’s Lieutenant 
Governor, in recognition of 
the significant historical 
documentation it contained of BC’s 
dairy industry from 1827-2000.


