
COUNTRY LIFE IN BC JULY 2024 | 21

Telkwa producers 
step up to provide  
slaughter services
But complex approval process 
remains a source of frustration 

When the local abattoir shut down earlier this year, Marlene Thimer and her partner Paul Murphy had to process 
their own meat birds and start the lengthy application process for a slaughter licence. | SUBMITTED

KATE AYERS 

TELKWA – The recent 
closure of the only local 
slaughter facility in the 
Regional District of Bulkley-
Nechako has forced local 
producers to take matters into 
their own hands. 

“If I'm entirely honest, this is 
not something that we really 
wanted to be doing at this 
point in our lives,” says Paul 
Murphy, who with Marlene 
Thimer runs Happy Pig 
Organic Farm in Telkwa. “But 
when we don't have any other 
options and we want to 
continue raising poultry, this 
is really the only way that we 
could see to make it work.” 

The family have raised pigs, 
cattle, sheep, broilers, layers 
and turkeys since 2008. 
Starting as a hobby operation, 
Happy Pig Organic Farm has 
evolved into a commercial 
operation that supplies meat 
products to the local 
community. 

But in March, Bulkley Valley 
Custom Slaughter in Telkwa 
closed with little advance 
warning to growers. 

“We had 300 chicks that 
were a week old when we 
found out that [Bulkley Valley 
Custom Slaughter] wasn’t 
opening this year,” Murphy 
says. 

While local ranchers Joyce 
and Rene Dieleman and their 
children took over the existing 
facility to process red meat 
under the name DJ Meat 
Locker, poultry isn’t yet on the 
menu. 

The closest poultry 
processor is a three-hour drive 
away, but it was – and remains 
– fully booked. 

“We borrowed slaughter 
equipment and we processed 
them ourselves,” Murphy says. 
“We didn't have a licence, so I 
can't sell them. I have 300 very 
large meat birds in my freezer 
that I guess we're going to be 
eating for five years to come 
because there was no way to 
get a licence and nowhere to 
get them processed.” 

Murphy isn’t alone. 
“In this area, there's lots 

and lots of small farmers, 
hobby farmers. And they 
depend on the local abattoir,” 
says Joyce Dieleman. “I'm 
talking like beef, sheep, hogs, 
goats, all of it. And it's 
important for them to have 
their product processed 
locally in order for them to 
survive. You can't be shipping 

your animals off to 
Vanderhoof, Prince George, 
because you're not going to 
be making any money. The 
profit will be [tied] up in 
transport.” 

Murphy and Thimer are in 
the process of applying for a 
Farmgate Plus licence, which 
allows producers to process 
25,000 pounds of liveweight 
animals, or approximately 
3,500 meat birds. 

But there’s a catch – within 
the Agricultural Land Reserve, 
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the limit is just 10,000 pounds.  
“If someone's going to make an 

investment to process birds, unless 
you do a lot of birds yourself, you 
need to process birds for other people 
to pay for your equipment,” Murphy 
says. “If you're restricted to 10,000 
pounds a year, that's nothing. We 
would eat up most of that just with 
our production.” 

While the long-term plan is to 
upgrade to an abattoir licence, 
Murphy and Thimer currently have 
their hands full navigating the 
Farmgate Plus licence labyrinth.  

Properly filling out applications for 
multiple ministries is the first hurdle. 
Even as a former forestry consultant 
who has experience with provincial 
agencies and bureaucracy, Murphy 
has found the process arduous. For 
example, the Regional District of 
Bulkley-Nechako needs to approve the 
non-farm use of the land, the 
Agricultural Land Commission needs 
to approve non-farm use rezoning for 
the facility, the BC Ministry of 
Transportation and Infrastructure 
must permit commercial use of their 
30-year-old access road, Northern 
Health must issue a Food Premises 
Permit and the BC Ministry of 
Agriculture and Food must approve 
the processing facility after 
construction. 

“I'm not asking for them to hold my 
hand, but … it's a little bit like an 
onion,” Murphy says. “If you read on 
their website, it seems very 
straightforward, but as you dive into it, 
every time you take a layer off, it's like 

‘oh, there's more stuff I have to do, and 
oh I have to do this and oh I have to 
do that.’” 

The application process could be 
more streamlined with one contact 
person who could communicate with 
each of the required parties on the 
applicant's behalf, Murphy says.  

“All these ministries, all these 

people, agencies, they develop these 
application forms, and these people 
know their field of expertise inside 
and out. So, when they make an 
application, it's from the perspective 
of someone that really knows what 
they're talking about,” Murphy says. 
“Basically, you have the farmer or the 
applicant going through these 

applications and just scratching their 
heads wondering why the hell they're 
asking this information or what 
pertinence does this have to the 
situation.” 

But perhaps the most concerning 
and worrisome part of the whole 
application process is the upfront cost 
required without a guarantee that 
approval will follow. 

Murphy sent his facility design to 
the BC Ministry of Agriculture and 
Food for feedback, but they won’t look 
at it until construction is complete. 

“They won't do it,” he says. “Basically, 
[it’s] go ahead and spend your 
$100,000 or $150,000 on your 
processing facility and then we'll come 
and inspect it and tell you what's 
wrong with it, and then you can fix it 
and then maybe we'll grant you your 
licence.” 

Murphy has already paid nearly 
$3,000 in application fees to the 
regional district and ALC. 

Small-Scale Meat Producers 
Association executive director Julia 
Smith says the association has helped 
many of its members secure funding, 
but acknowledges that the approvals 
process is tough to navigate. 

There’s no set timeline for licence 
approvals that would give producers 
clarity around what to expect. The 
province was unable to provide its 
average approval time prior to 
deadline.  

Murphy hopes to receive his 
Farmgate Plus licence by August – but 
that’s assuming no further obstacles 
after three months of challenges.  

Dieleman family feels feed, labour crunch 
 
While the spring and summer are slower seasons for abattoirs, the 

Dieleman family has felt the impacts of feed and labour force shortages 
since acquiring the abattoir formerly operated as Bulkley Valley Custom 
Slaughter. 

“April, May, June and the beginning of July are pretty slow times,” says 
Joyce Dieleman of Dieleman Ranch and DJ Meat Locker in Telkwa. 
“Everybody's turned their animals on grass and with a shortage of feed 
from last year with the drought and everything, a lot of people sold their 
products off in the fall.” 

As a result, the abattoir is open for processing two days a week, but the 
family will increase availability as the need arises.  

An abattoir wasn’t part of the long-term plan for the ranch, but family 
members have stepped up to provide this essential service to the 
community. Joyce and her son Nathan worked at the former Bulkley 
Valley Custom Slaughter for three years and now her daughter Chelsea 
Jaarsma along with Chelsea’s husband Eric have come on board. The five 
family members have formed a partnership to assume abattoir duties.  

But even with family support, the Dielemans could use a few extra 
hands during the busy season. Running both a ranch and an abattoir is no 
easy feat. 

“Starting businesses and operating an abattoir specifically is 
challenging. But our biggest challenge is the labour force. We're having 
problems finding employees,” Dieleman says. “And that's pretty much 
everywhere. This is kind of a little specialty thing, and a lot of people can't 
do it. We’re definitely looking for employees all the time.” 

—Kate Ayers 


