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Farmer-owned 
AAFC?

I
n 2019 Canadian farmers grossed almost $37 billion from crop sales. 
Each started with a seed.

That’s why getting farmers to pay more for plant breeding — often 
referred to as “value creation” — is important. It’s also contentious.

Nobody wants to pay more and a lot of farmers worry royalties will 
enrich seed companies more than farmers.

Around $180 million a year — $100 million from the private sector and 
$80 million from governments and farmers — is invested in Canadian 
crop variety development annually, according to the 2018 JRG Consulting 
Group study. It says Canadian certified annual seed sales are around $2.6 
billion. That’s seven per cent of variety development funding.

By some estimates, Canada needs to double cereal- and pulse-breeding 
spending to stay competitive with other major grain exporters.

The seed trade contends that its Variety Use Agreement, which charges 
the farmer a fee to plant saved seed, and which is being tested as a pilot 
project, will benefit both private and public breeders, and ultimately farm-
ers through better varieties.

Most farmers acknowledge they benefit from new crop varieties. Some 
even concede they should contribute more, but remain wary.

Farmers are almost always price-takers on the inputs they buy and 
crops they sell, and seed is a major input. For canola seed, which all comes 
from private firms, it represents almost 25 per cent of total estimated 2020 
operating costs, according to Manitoba Agriculture and Resource Develop-
ment (MARD).

By comparison, wheat seed — mainly developed by Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) with public and farmer money — represents 
about 11 per cent of operating costs.

MARD estimates farmers will earn a 5.4 per cent return on canola and 
4.7 per cent return on wheat this year.

While canola is usually more profitable than wheat, farmers commonly 
complain canola seed is too expensive. 

Farmers also have long memories.
“I cannot stress enough that amendments to the plant breeders’ rights 

act allows for farmers to retain the right to save, clean, and store seed for 
their own operations,” they were told in February 2015 by Gerry Ritz, the 
federal minister of agriculture at the time. “There seems to be some confu-
sion around that.”

Five years later the seed industry wants a royalty on farm-saved seed.
Farmers would still be allowed to save seed from varieties not covered 

by UPOV ’91, but for how long? Seed officials say unprotected varieties will 
be available so long as farmers buy them, but the record shows some seed 
firms have discontinued varieties, arguing the replacements are better.

Some varieties get deregistered. Farmers can still grow them but buyers 
are obliged to apply the lowest grade for the intended class. 

In 2012, Canadian farmers were permitted to start saving seed from 
Roundup Ready 1 soybeans after the patent expired, but finding them 
wasn’t easy. One retailer confided he wouldn’t sell them because he’d be 
cutting his own throat.

Monsanto also said its new soybeans were so much better that farmers 
wouldn’t want old varieties anyway. Eight years later some farmers are 
growing the old varieties.

With soybean seed costing around $95 an acre — 47 per cent of esti-
mated operating costs — there’s incentive to find cheaper seed.

Most major farm groups say the federal government must continue 
funding AAFC’s plant breeding even though Ottawa has been cutting it for 
years. 

But with a ballooning projected deficit ($343 billion) and debt ($1.2 tril-
lion), no matter which party is in power, there will be pressure to cut costs. 

As Tyler McCann, interim executive director of the Canadian Seed Trade 
Association, says, “the status quo is not sustainable.” 

Farmers have some tough decisions to make. If AAFC breeding pro-
grams don’t survive, producers will have to rely on private companies for 
new cereal varieties and have no control over how the money is used.

As a “plan B” they would do well to investigate taking over AAFC’s 
breeding program.

It’s not as radical as it might seem. Canadian farmers already cover 
about half of AAFC’s variety development and related research budget. 
Turning the department’s breeding programs over to farmers would be 
better than losing AAFC and the competition it brings to the marketplace.

Ideally, the federal government would give it to farmers for free and 
invest some of its annual savings to help fund a farmer-owned and -ad-
ministered program.

Numerous studies show plant breeding provides a good return on 
investment and AAFC has a stellar reputation.

Financing this would require farmers to pay more through their exist-
ing research checkoff organizations. However, they would be the ones 
setting research priorities and they would know they are capturing the full 
value created from their own investment.

It could be cheaper than the alternative. 
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By D.C. Fraser
GLACIER FARMMEDIA

Agriculture and Agri-Food Minister Marie-
Claude Bibeau maintains that farmers 
needing cash should first look to any avail-

able money sitting in AgriInvest accounts.
“The last numbers I’ve seen did not show that 

farmers had used their accounts very much,” she 
said during an Aug. 13 interview. “Some sectors a 
little bit more, but not in a significant way the last 
time I looked at it, but that was a few weeks ago 
already. I would say it was a bit disappointing to 
see that.” 

Producers have between $2.27 billion to $2.37 
billion sitting in their AgriInvest accounts cur-
rently. 

Asked how she responds to criticism from 
political opponents and producer groups, who 
maintain the amounts in individual accounts are 
insignificant – most have $10,000 or less avail-
able – Bibeau continued to push for the money to 
be spent.

The program is, “meant to provide support in 
the very short term, as the first line of safety net,” 
she said. “It’s easy to access, because you already 
have it in your account. You’re supposed to put 
this money aside every year so if you face an ex-
traordinary challenge you have this money quickly 
available, and then you can wait a bit longer or 
have access to other programs, like AgriStability, 
AgriRecovery or AgriInsurance if the needs are 
greater. 

“This is the path within the BRM (business risk 
management) programs, so even if it is not a big 
amount for some producers, and I would put ‘big’ 
in brackets because it’s a relative number, but it’s 

supposed to be the first line of support available 
and not using it sends the message you don’t re-
ally need it,” she added.

Bibeau has also cited confusion over how the 
program is used, saying a discussion needs to be 
had between her, her provincial counterparts and 
industry stakeholders. 

Producer groups, who argue the billion-dollar 
figures are misleading and that more support is 
needed due to the insignificant amounts avail-
able in individual accounts, won’t appreciate her 
comments.

I have previously argued how it is clear the 
majority of producers are not hoarding money in 
their accounts and Bibeau cannot continue citing 
AgriInvest amounts as a reason to restrict further 
support for the industry. 

Yet that remains the case.
To her credit, Bibeau is still committed to 

changing business risk management programs 
and is attempting to lay the groundwork for a po-
tential major overhaul of what is currently offered. 

“COVID is giving us — I’m not sure if it’s an 
opportunity, but the occasion to evaluate how they 
are helping in cases of crisis,” she said, noting each 
program continues to be evaluated on whether or 
not it is reaching its objectives.

Bibeau says, “everything is on the table,” for a 
deeper reform of the programs, but it won’t be 
happening any time soon (the current federal-
provincial-territorial deal governing BRMs doesn’t 
expire for a few more years). 

For now, it is clear Bibeau is not happy produc-
ers still have money in their AgriInvest accounts, 
while at the same time asking for more money. 

D.C. Fraser is Glacier FarmMedia’s Ottawa correspondent.

Money in AgriInvest accounts 
‘disappointing’: Bibeau
BUSINESS RISK MANAGEMENT  | Canada’s agriculture and agri-food 
minister is still pushing for producers to tap AgriInvest accounts, 
despite industry arguments that those amounts are small

The third time might not be a charm
REPEAT  | The U.S. government appears set to repeat its mistakes of the past 
when it comes to farm support

By Alan Guebert
FARM & FOOD

 

I t turns out that the old Chi-
nese curse, “May you live in 
interesting times,” is neither 

Chinese nor a curse.
According to multiple sources, 

the adage’s roots reach back to 
a late-19th-century member of 
Parliament commenting on how 
Great Britain’s expanding empire 
had made for “interesting times.”

True enough for the empire’s 
builders; not so much for their 
subjects.

Parallels abound in the power-
ful reach of today’s corporate 
empires. For example, Apple Inc.’s 
share price rose 10 per cent, or 
US$172 billion, July 31 on news 
that the company would offer a 
4-for-1 stock split.

The staggering rise is, incred-
ibly, more than two times the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
(USDA) estimated value of the 
2020 U.S. corn and soybean crops 
combined.

Such are today’s interest-
ing times: the expense, sweat, 
and risk required to grow North 

America’s two biggest field crops 
this year are but half the value, 
about US$85 billion, of a single 
corporation’s one-day stock rise.

The “times,” however, aren’t the 
culprit. Modern agriculture has 
been headed in this high-yield, 
low-value industrial direction for 
decades. This year’s pandemic, 
piled atop unwinnable trade 
fights and a renewed U.S./China 
shoving match, just moved up the 
arrival date.

Two other ag sectors, poultry 
and pork, are already industrial-
ized and a July 2020 report from 
USDA’s Economic Research Ser-
vice (ERS) confirms that a third, 
dairy, has joined their ranks. 
According to ERS:
•  In 1987, half of all U.S. dairy 

cows were in herds of 80 or 
fewer animals; half were in 
herds of 80 or more cows. In 
2017, that midpoint was an 
incredible 1,300 cows.

•  “In 2016, total costs of (milk) 
production fell steadily as herd 
size increased, from $33.54/cwt 
in the smallest herds (10 to 49 
cows) to $17.16/cwt in the largest 
herds (2,000 or more cows).”

•  That difference made all the 
difference. The cost to produce 
a gallon of milk “in the small-
est herds” was about $2.89, or 
almost twice the cost, $1.48 per 
gallon, for “the largest herds.” 
(One cwt, or hundredweight, 
equals 11.62 gals. of raw milk.)

That wide gap was jet fuel for 
dairy’s expansion. Since 2002, 
says ERS, almost every dairy 
with less than 500 cows has lost 
money while most dairies with 
over 500 cows have remained 
profitable.

As the report makes clear, there 
is almost no possibility that fam-
ily-operated dairy farms will sur-
vive another generation of today’s 
rapid industrialization without 

major changes in dairy policy and 
large government subsidies. Few, 
however, are advocating either.

In many ways, it’s 2002 for 
grain growers. Years of rising 
global competition, improved 
technology, and fair weather 
have brought nearly a decade 
of increased stockpiles, falling 
prices, and rising government 
intervention here in the U.S.

Those trends — especially 
rising government interventions 
— now appear semi-permanent. 
Indeed, a July 29 farmdocDAILY 
post sees this year’s nearly $30 
billion in “ad hoc,” government 
farm payments as a “new plateau” 
that likely will “then be incorpo-
rated into the Farm Bill safety 
net.”

It’s happened before, its writ-
ers explain. The 1973 Farm Bill 
devised a target price/deficiency 
payment scheme that increased 
annual farm subsidies from $1.5 
billion a year in the 1970s to 
nearly $9 billion in the 1980s.

After Freedom to Farm became 
law in 1996, “average payments… 
increased to $15.9 billion per year” 
from 1998 to 2006.

In 2019 and 2020, “… farm 
payments (are) averaging $23.2 
billion. Eighty-four per cent were 
ad hoc… ”

The question now, they ask is, 
are these payments “a statement 
by policy that market-based farm 
prosperity remain(s) an attainable 
aspiration in the near future… 
(or) an acknowledgment by policy 
that market-based prosperity is 
not attainable in the near, per-
haps intermediate, future?”

Here’s a more different way 
to ask the same question: Since 
increasing the farm payment 
plateau in the 1970s and 1990s 
never brought “market-based 
farm prosperity” either time, why 
would a third increase work?

Maybe the answer isn’t more 
money; maybe it’s a different 
policy.

At least let’s consider it before 
independent corn and soybean 
growers become as endangered 
as independent hog, chicken, and 
dairy farmers.

The Farm & Food file is published weekly 
in newspapers throughout the U.S. nd 
Canada. wwwfarmandfoodfile.com

Seed growers should be wary of merger

In response to Allan Dawson’s seed 
sector merger story Aug. 13:  

Seed growers should pay atten-
tion to the Aug. 27 vote to merge the 
Canadian Seed Growers’ Association 
(CSGA) with four other organizations, 
including the Canadian Seed Trade As-
sociation (CSTA).

The vote on the most important 
potential change in 100 years is during 
farmers’ busy harvest season. 

The propaganda sent to growers 
from the CSGA board and provincial 
associations listing merger attributes 
excludes the cons, like what growers 
lose. 

While growers make up 90 per cent 
of the five merging associations, only 
one of the 15 board positions (eventu-
ally dropping to 11) is guaranteed to be 
a seed grower. Seven regional seats are 
open to the whole seed industry. Posi-
tions are also appointed from a vetted 
list of potential industry candidates, 
not just growers.

Provincial seed associations won’t 
be the same. They will have to accept 
any member of the seed industry/value 
chain, including big business, research-
ers, and trade. Membership fees will 
almost certainly increase when “grand-
fathered” fees end in two years.

Increases will likely be substantial 
because CSTA members, which include 
large multinationals are currently pay-
ing in the tens of thousands of dollars 

— insignificant to multibillion-dollar 
firms, but huge to most seed growers.

Membership fees could be the least 
of growers’ worries, if service fees in-
crease to cover Seeds Canada’s revenue 
shortfalls. The cost of enforcing breeders’ 
rights, covered now by members of the 
Canadian Plant Technology Agency, 
could fall to Seeds Canada. Everyone will 
be paying for this if deemed necessary.

What about the Canadian Seed In-
stitute’s third-party oversight when it’s 
part of Seeds Canada? CSGA maintained 
that outside oversight was needed to en-
sure a credible pedigreed seed system.   

Growers can opt out of Seeds Canada 
and still grow pedigreed seed. However, 
this means forsaking your right to vote 
or be a board member, transferring more 
power to the remaining large players. 
The grower’s voice will diminish over 
time.

In the end, commercial farmers and 
ranchers who buy seed will carry the 
cost, while those at the top reap the 
benefits. Control will shift. It may take 
years, but it will happen, as happened 
with the current canola model. 

The promised simplified single-
window data collection system is sup-
posedly great, but not if it falls into the 
wrong hands.

Bullying tactics saying, “It’s now or 
never,” and, “We’ve gone too far and 
spent too much to go back,” are not good 
enough reasons to push this through.  

CSGA will remain strong, indepen-
dent, and financially secure on its own. 
It’s been progressive, modernizing and 
improving services. There’s no reason 
why CSGA couldn’t work with the 
others, or expand its future mandate, 
whether the others amalgamate or not.

Seed growers, along with all the farm-
ers and ranchers who buy and plant 
the seed, are the backbone of the seed 
industry.

CSGA is the only group currently in 
the Canada Seeds Act. We give up this 
important privilege by amalgamating.

There seems to be more to lose than 
gain for seed growers. Other groups have 
everything to gain and virtually nothing 
to lose. We’re told negotiators did their 
very best, yet it seems what was decided 
two or more years ago hasn’t changed. 
A small, elite group made a decision 
to proceed prior to the discussions at 
AGMs and special meetings and noth-
ing has changed since. 

Every grower should verify what I’ve 
written is true, and then vote against 
the amalgamation. The history and 
strength of CSGA has been built up over 
a century. If growers vote to merge, it 
will all be erased. It will forever change 
the seed industry, and our children and 
grandchildren will wonder how we ever 
let this happen.

Heather Kerschbaumer
Fairview, Alta.

Quarry 
fight reveals 
undermining 
of democracy
In response to letters by Jon Crowson and Ruth Pryzner 

in the Manitoba Co-operator, Aug. 6:
Democracy — It was paid for by the blood and casu-

alties of veterans and those who paid the supreme sacrifice, 
who now lie in graves in distant lands, far from their loved 
ones, family and homeland. I am a veteran.

Our cemeteries in Canada, Europe and throughout the 
world are marked with crosses of Canadians, who fought 
the tyranny of governments in far-away places.

They believed in the cause and their fight for democracy. 
Now, that same cancer of tyranny has found its way into 

Manitoba’s government and Bill 19.
The evidence is clear. The democratically elected mu-

nicipal councillors in the RM of Rosser have decided not to 
approve the quarry development. 

However, the unelected Municipal Board — plus Bill 
19 — and with the blessing of the province, can force these 
developments through.  

What happened to “democracy?”
Our democracy doesn’t need more education. However, 

it is apparent that our Pallister government needs to 
address its failures in recognizing the true meaning and 
application of democracy. 

John Fefchak
Virden, Manitoba

LETTERS

Modern agriculture 
has been headed in this 
high-yield, low-value 
industrial direction for 
decades.


