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A NEW MINDSET FOR
CANADA'S AGRI-FOOD SECTOR

David Mclnnes

Our agri-food sector is a national strategic asset, says David Mclnnes, the president
and CEO of the Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute: Canada is a major exporter, a
major employer, and a major producer of safe and high quality food for Canadians
and others. But it is also facing considerable challenges, particularly those related to
competitiveness and prosperity, human health, and environmental sustainability.
The author discusses these challenges and concludes that Canada’s agri-food sector
requires a new long-term plan, based on an intensively collaborative approach that
encompasses the industry and related sectors. “One of the main changes that is
required,” he argues, is that we “stop talking only about supply chains, value chains
and product lines, and start thinking more about agri-food systems.”

A la fois grand exportateur, employeur et producteur d’aliments sains de haute qualité,

le secteur agroalimentaire canadien constitue pour notre pays un atout stratégique
déterminant, affirme David Mclnnes, président et chef de la direction de I'Institut
canadien des politiques agro-alimentaires. Mais il est confronté a d'importants défis en
matiere de compétitivité et de prospérité, de santé humaine et de développement
durable. Des défis qu’il ne pourra relever sans un nouveau plan a long terme fondé sur
une approche résolument participative qui englobe tous les secteurs connexes. Pour
mettre en ceuvre les changements qui s'imposent, avance l'auteur, « il faut cesser de
s'intéresser exclusivement aux secteurs, aux chaines de valeur et aux gammes de
produits pour se concentrer davantage sur les systémes agroalimentaires. »

anada’s agri-food sector is a national strategic
asset. It encompasses much of the country’s vast
natural resource base and makes a substantial con-
tribution to the economy. The sector is a major global
exporter and maintains a sizable positive trade balance
thanks to its strong commodity exports. It is a major
employer — providing jobs for one in eight Canadians.
The agri-food sector provides a significant proportion of
the food we eat every day and is directly linked to the
health and well-being of Canadians. Our country produces
safe, high-quality food.
Successful in so many respects, the sector should only gain
in significance as global demand for food, feed, biofuels and
biofibres increases. But it also faces considerable challenges.

F irst, a number of worrisome trends are emerging related
to producer profitability and the viability of the process-
ing sector (Canada’s rank in processed food exports has fall-
en from third to seventh). Canada’s overall global export
ranking has dropped from third to fourth — we’ve been sur-
passed by Brazil, and China and Argentina are close on our
heels. These countries are making inroads, in part, thanks to
their strategic advantage as low-cost commodity suppliers.
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Second, human health issues are increasingly prevalent,
given the mounting incidence of diet-related diseases. This
is a crisis: Canada currently faces an obesity epidemic (as do
other countries). The related cost and health burdens are ris-
ing, perhaps unsustainable. Indeed, forecasters see health
care costs consuming some 70 percent of provincial budgets
as early as 2017, and Canada’s total health expenditures
already exceed $190 billion annually. Diet and food play a
big role in these developments; it is estimated that as much
as 80 percent of premature heart disease, stroke and type-2
diabetes and 50 percent of cancer could be prevented
through a healthy diet, as part of a healthy lifestyle.

Third, sustainability is a growing concern in the agri-
food sector. The marketplace is increasingly focused on sus-
tainability performance and a broad array of ethical food
production practices. This is impacting global and domestic
food supply chains. Retailers and consumers are changing
their selling and purchasing practices. For instance, Loblaws
is moving toward providing 100 percent cage-free eggs
(President’s Choice brand) and toward selling only 100 per-
cent sustainable seafood by the end of 2013. At the same
time, adapting to the changing climate must also be a prior-
ity if we are to remain a reliable food supplier in the years
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ahead. This is especially critical given
the need to feed a hungry world. By
2050 the global population is forecast
to exceed 9 billion people and food
demand is expected to rise 70 percent.

In this context, it is increasingly
vital to identify a new, viable econom-
ic model, or models, to address these
challenges and to position Canada’s
agri-food sector for future prosperity.
Clearly, we are at a crossroads.

n 2011, the Canadian Agri-Food

Policy Institute (CAPI) released a
report calling for a national agri-food
plan and offering such a new frame-
work. Canada’s Agri-Food Destination —
A New Strategic Approach received signif-
icant nationwide media cover-
age and garnered considerable
reaction from stakeholders and
interested parties from across
the country. It contains strate-
gies for helping the sector move
toward greater  prosperity,
enhanced population health
and more sustainable ecosys-
tems.

Above all, a new, more col-
laborative spirit both within
the agri-food sector and among
other sectors is needed. By
working collaboratively,
Canada’s agri-food players will
maximize their ability to improve
their productivity, differentiate their
products and enhance their competi-
tive positions in domestic and export
markets. A more collaborative operat-
ing environment will enhance their
competitiveness and provide broader
health and environmental benefits to
society at large.

Indeed, the agri-food sector can
provide solutions that will help prevent
disease and obesity. But in order to do
this, we need to significantly change
how the departments of agriculture, of
health, of innovation and of education
as well as the private sector and others
work together. An evolutionary
approach is insufficient. An agri-food
plan for Canada must recognize the
need for this convergence — and soon.

At the same time, the global mar-

ketplace is increasingly focused on how
food is produced and whether food
production is degrading ecosystems.
Consumers here and abroad are raising
the bar for how the agri-food industry
responds to environmental challenges.
Canada’s agri-food sector can provide
solutions here, too. Its position as a
reliable provider of safe, high-quality
food can only become more important
as the demands on the food supply and
the scarcity of natural resources inten-
sify. A plan must be developed that
generates greater convergence with
respect to how players and policies
intersect in agriculture, biotechnology,
environment, and trade and innova-
tion, among other sectors. Climate

Consumers here and abroad are
raising the bar for how the agri-

food industry responds to

environmental challenges. Canada’s
agri-food sector can provide
solutions here, too. Its position as a
reliable provider of safe, high-
quality food can only become more
important as the demands on the
food supply and the scarcity of

natural resources intensify.

change adaptation must be a central
facet of this collaboration.

I n fact, many governments and
organizations, abroad and at
home, are contemplating the connec-
tions between food production or
supply viability and these broader
societal issues.

For instance, the  United
Kingdom'’s 2010 report Food 2030
states: “The long term sustainability of
our food system is the central con-
cern...A plentiful supply of healthy,
safe and affordable food is essential for
a good quality of life, and our ability to
produce this food depends on the way
we manage and maintain the natural
systems that provide the essential
inputs and services for our farms and
fish stocks; clean water, fertile soil and

pest control are all provided for free by
healthy ecosystems.”

The World Economic Forum has
declared that agriculture provides
much more than food. Its New Vision
for Agriculture seeks to harness the
power of agriculture to advance goals
for greater food security, environmen-
tal sustainability and economic oppor-
tunity. It aims to increase global food
production by 20 percent, decrease
emissions by 20 percent and reduce
the prevalence of rural poverty by 20
percent every decade.

In the United States, a new non-
partisan initiative known as AGree has
recently been established. It is support-
ed by nine leading foundations,
including the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, the Kellogg
Foundation and the Rockefeller
Foundation. It is looking at
food-providing solutions across
multiple sectors, including
health, environment, energy
and rural economies. AGree is
based on the thinking that agri-
culture has evolved from sim-
ply producing food to feed
people to being a sector that
has numerous demands placed
on it, including in areas of pub-
lic health and economic
growth.

I n Canada, a broad number of organ-
izations are linking the issues. The
Metcalf Foundation’s report Menu
2020: Ten Good Food Ideas for Ontario
acknowledged the links between food
and how food can address a variety of
social, cultural, environmental and
economic problems. It seeks “solutions
to a broken food system in which
farmers find it challenging to make a
living growing food, and consumers
find it difficult to make the good food
choices they want to make.”

The City of Toronto’s 2010 Food
Connections Report sees food as a means to
help cities meet a variety of goals based
on a vision of a health-focused food sys-
tem. “This new approach can create a
healthier population, generate green
jobs, build strong communities, protect
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the environment and empower people
with food skills and information.”

The Conference Board of Canada
is undertaking new work in this
domain to address what it calls “one of
the great mega-issues facing our coun-
try today.” It goes on to say, “Food
impacts Canadians in an extraordinary

One of the main changes required is to stop talking only
about supply chains, value chains and product lines, and start

specific objective. Simply put, it says,
we need to have the most successful
good food systems on the planet by
2025.

The report calls for a long-term
agri-food strategy that goes beyond
the current five-year planning cycle.
It advocates setting performance tar-

thinking more about agri-food systems.

range of ways: it affects our lives, our
health, our jobs, and our economy.”
The  Canadian  Federation  of
Agriculture is also developing a nation-
al food strategy to help “create a
healthier, environmentally sound and
more economically  prosperous
nation” while the federal government
is exploring initiatives with system-
wide implications, such as the concept
of One Health, which recognizes the
linkages among human, animal and
ecosystem health. The Federal
Sustainable Development Strategy has
established targets and implementa-
tion strategies to provide a whole-of-
government approach in order to
achieve sustainability objectives across
federal departments.

These initiatives signal some com-
pelling common themes. First, they
recognize that food and the agri-food
sector have a vital purpose for the well-
being of people and the planet. Second,
they see food and other stakeholders —
such as those in health and environ-
ment domains — as being intimately
linked. Third, by pursuing common
objectives, the very different stakehold-
ers in the agri-food sector and other
sectors will increase their chances of
achieving win-win outcomes.

A t the heart of the CAPI report is a
new conceptual framework
geared to helping the sector shift from
its current state to such a new, more
integrated approach (see figure 1).
Instead of crafting a new vision,
the report made the case for estab-
lishing a “destination” — or a more

gets and metrics to spur action. The
targets can be catalysts for change
and dialogue. The report suggests
that by 2025, Canada should strive to
double agri-food exports to $75 bil-
lion per year, produce and supply 75
percent of its food from domestic
sources and rely on biomaterials and
biofuels in 75 percent of the sector.

There are five drivers — or
enablers — to help the agri-food sec-
tor move forward (figure 2). The
enablers are based on changing the
way the sector and other partners col-
laborate, innovate, manage risk
across food systems, stimulate sus-
tainability practices and support reg-
ulatory change.

O ne of the main changes required
is to stop talking only about sup-
ply chains, value chains and product
lines, and start thinking more about
agri-food systems.

The traditional view of produc-
tion chains is often expressed in a lin-
ear way and built around supply and
value chains.  Supply
chains are typically consid-
ered within the context of
how a single firm coordi-
nates its activities with
others in the chain, in
order to deliver a given product at the
lowest cost. Value chains are focused
on identifying attributes desired by
the consumer, creating value and
then capturing the value for partici-
pants in the chain. In general, this
view lacks fully integrated policies
and falls short of optimizing collabo-
ration between the major players in
the agri-food sector and other stake-
holders.

By contrast, the new approach sug-
gests that supply and value chains can
prove more successful if they are inte-
grated into a food system (figure 3).

A food system is an operating
environment for agri-food partners to
meet consumer food demands and

FIGURE 1. SHIFTING TOWARD AN INTEGRATED APPROACH

From a current state...

A short-term plan
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objectives and no targets

Agri-food policy focused on
individual segments

Agri-food, health and environment 1111111

policy made separately

Fragmented value chains; 11111

many don't fully collaborate

Low societal awareness
of the sector’s contribution

...to a new integrated approach

Longer-term planning
horizon: up to 15 years

A plan with a “destination”
and specific targets

Policy focused on
agri-food systems

Integrated policy and
oversight: one food plan

Collaborative food systems
that accelerate innovation

Be seen as a major strategic pillar as
the country’s largest employer

Source: CAPI, Canada’s Agri-Food Destination: A New Strategic Approach, 2011.
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society’s expectations, and to do so by
working collaboratively with a full
range of partners. This approach
requires a mindset shift. It is about
changing the way the players work
together, innovate and manage risks,
and how government policies can sup-
port this change.

Municipalities have a significant role to play in food issues

and agri-food policy. Often dismissed as small-scale, the food
systems in urban communities are vibrant. For example,
Metro Vancouver’s more than 2,600 farmers account for some

food policy. Often dismissed as small-
scale, the food systems in urban com-
munities — where some 80 percent of
Canadians reside — are vibrant. For
example, Metro Vancouver’s more
than 2,600 farmers account for some
28 percent of British Columbia’s gross
farm receipts. The Golden Horseshoe

28 percent of British Columbia’s gross farm receipts.

Food systems are not brought
about solely by government action,
although governments can certainly
enable them. Within the context of a
collaborative operating environment,
food systems are created by players
(that is, value chains) in a sector or
region. They are industry-led. As
such, the players recognize that they
have a significant common interest in
meeting consumers’ needs. By collab-
orating, they can create value for
their operations as well as adding
value for society. A food system typi-
cally includes a number of competing
value chains.

he participants in a food system

have common objectives. Food
systems also acknowledge their
impacts on food production, includ-
ing environmental impacts. For exam-
ple, the US dairy industry has set a
target to reduce CO, emissions by 25
percent by 2020. Initially undertaken
to meet the sustainability expecta-
tions of a major retailer (a matter of
market access), this initiative is reduc-
ing emissions across the whole dairy
supply chain. It is also having other
impacts that will improve the indus-
try’s sustainability and productivity,
such as creating R&D opportunities
and reducing energy costs.

There are several examples in
Canada that show how these connec-
tions can be further cultivated.

Municipalities have a significant
role to play in food issues and agri-

area from Toronto to Niagara is devel-
oping a strategic plan for its broad
food sector, which is estimated to gen-
erate over $12 billion in agricultural
and food processing activity annually.
Municipalities need to be connected
to the broader policy framework.
Numerous food-health initia-
tives are under way; for example,

programs to improve healthy food
choices at schools and population
health promotion campaigns aimed
at reducing the consumption of
unhealthy ingredients. While all of
these initiatives have merit, they are
typically led by governments or non-
governmental organizations. More
work is needed to fully
involve all agri-food play-
ers. As well, sharing best
practices could generate
insights for creating food
innovations and help con-
sumers make good food
choices, but there is no
systematic way to do this.
Connections are being forged
between the health and agri-food sec-
tors; for example, there is govern-
ment funding to support clinical
trials into flax, pulses and other com-
modities. By generating scientific evi-
dence of the health attributes of
these commodities, such research can

FIGURE 2. ENABLERS FOR SUCCESSFUL FOOD SYSTEMS
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be used to develop and differentiate
products in the marketplace. The
convergence of health and agricul-
ture research is a powerful potential
innovation driver. Yet the agri-food
and health policy and research agen-

In working more collaboratively and developing a long-term
plan, the agri-food sector can move toward fulfilling its
tremendous potential and enhancing its position as a major

national strategic asset.

das have largely been designed sepa-
rately. Still, change is afoot. Alberta
recently launched a unique initiative
involving its research and innovation
system. It seeks to improve consumer
health and well-being and increase
the competitiveness of the province’s
food and agricultural industries.
Perhaps the best known example of
intensive collaboration is found in
canola production. An entire industry
has emerged because of public and pri-
vate sector research efforts; the current
focus is on producing a canola oil that
does not require hydrogenation and is a
zero-trans-fat product for the food
industry. The demand for healthy oils

by restaurants, processors and con-
sumers created this market. Govern-
ment and corporate research and
investment supported this shift to
healthy oils, although no doubt it was
aided by the publicity against trans-fat

among nutritionists, the media and
population health experts, as well as the
mandatory labelling of trans-fat levels.

A number of initiatives are under-
way that involve agri-food players and
researchers working together to derive
greater value. The Sundown pear is a
new variety developed as a result of Agri-
culture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC)
research. It is the first made-in-Canada
pear, designed for Canada’s climate and
markets. The pear has been well received
by consumers in test markets, and it has
a three-month storability, which extends
the marketing season.

The Vineland Research and Inno-
vation Centre obtained global market-

FIGURE 3. A FOOD SYSTEMS VIEW OF FOOD PRODUCTION
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ing and commercialization rights for
the pear from AAFC. It concluded an
agreement with the Vineland Growers
Cooperative for the pear’s marketing
in several provinces, the first produc-
tion and harvesting agreement of its
kind. The deal means that
growers are given a new
variety and a market
together, rather than just
getting “the tree” and the
downstream risk of finding
markets themselves, as has been the
usual course. The cooperative already
has well established working arrange-
ments with major retailers, which
have indicated interest in the new
pear. Of further benefit, the centre is
pursuing licensing agreements with
production systems in other regions
in Canada and abroad. Determining
how we best replicate such successful
approaches would have much merit.

he success of Canada’s agri-food

sector depends on the participa-
tion of a wide array of stakeholders.
Often, the connections are implicit,
such as the requirement for transporta-
tion and seaport infrastructure in order
to export the country’s commodities.
But many other adjacent sectors are
needed, such as those of health, envi-
ronment and biotechnology. In work-
ing more  collaboratively and
developing a long-term plan, the agri-
food sector can move toward fulfilling
its tremendous potential and enhanc-
ing its position as a major national
strategic asset. Taking a food systems
approach is pivotal to fulfilling
Canada’s potential to achieve greater
prosperity, enhance population health
and sustain ecosystems.

The stakes are enormous. What we
do collectively to position Canada for
change will have a profound impact
on our economic future and our soci-
ety’s well-being. Given that we are a
major food exporter, this will have
major implications well beyond our
borders.

David Mclnnes is president and CEO of
the Canadian Agri-Food Policy Institute.
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