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Advocating for agriculture

Y ou already know that Farming Smarter has your back when 
it comes to novel crops, researched agronomy practices and 
analyzing new technologies.

You’ve probably seen our work on cover crops, winter crops, 
nutrient use efficiency and practices that think outside the box such 
as ultra early seeding (article in this issue).

What doesn’t get enough press perhaps is our advocacy on behalf 
of southern Alberta agriculture. Advocacy is one of those tasks that 
requires constant attention across diverse platforms. Elected officials, 
government bureaucrats and the public need reminding that farm-
ers are as educated, technologically advanced and on top of issues as 
anyone.

Farming Smarter fosters partnerships with other research organi-
zations, post secondary institutions, industry and urban public. We 
consider it part of our job to interface where we can and be part of 
the active community moving agriculture forward. We want to be a 
stellar example of intelligent southern Alberta farming. 

We have an open invitation to all media representatives and 
elected officials, provincial and federal, to our plot hops and Field 
School. We work at our relationships with them and make sure they 
know that farmers in our region are innovative, socially conscious 
and environmentally aware.

The public also wants to hear this and, while we don’t consider 
public relations a primary role, we like to do what we can to get a 
positive message out. Admittedly, these can be fun team activities. 
To celebrate our tenth birthday this year, we took part in the Whoop-
Up Days parade and we have seven Alberta Open Farm Day events 
under our belt now. These are activities that can include our extended 
family and we become an exceptionally large cohort when the kids 
show up!

Speaking of youth, Farming Smarter has an active program to 
attract post secondary, high school and foreign students to work 
with us every summer. We consistently have post secondary students 
learning while working on our research projects. Some of them come 
from farms, but often they are young people that never considered 
agriculture as a career path … until they spend a summer or four 

working with our team. Whether they choose an ag career or not, 
these students gain a broad agriculture perspective they can share 
with their peers.

In France, the university agriculture program has as a require-
ment that students work in a foreign country as a practicum. Farm-
ing Smarter hosts French students often and Executive Director Ken 
Coles, who speaks French, visits them in France doubling the learn-
ing that comes from these exchanges.

Farming Smarter is foremost an agriculture innovation hub but 
making sure everyone knows innovators live on southern Alberta 
farms adds some spice to our life!

Ryan Mercer
Farming Smarter President

President’s Message

farmingsmarter.com
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Open Farm Day gives the public a chance interact with ag in a festive 
atmosphere.

Farming Smarter Whoop Up Days float.
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I t was sure nice to get back to a more normal 
year. We were unsuccessful with our bid 
to the Federal Government’s Agriculture 

Climate Solutions to run a living lab, but still 
managed to secure our largest field program 
to date. We had a crew of 28 people including 
15 summer students managing over 160 trials 
on over 3000 acres including field scale trials. 
Our custom research program grew sig-
nificantly as it seemed agriculture companies 
were all eager to get back in the field. It was a 
cool and very dry spring but when it finally 
rained, we were off to the races.

Our business units are running 
smoothly, but I’ll have to admit I miss more 
direct involvement in all the projects. I 
imagine many farmers experience this too 
as they transition to Farm Managers with 
growing operations. Nevertheless, I try to 
stay involved as much as possible and help 
where I can.

My Nuffield adventure included a con-
temporary scholars conference in Norfolk 
England, a quick stop in Scotland followed 
by a week each in Ireland and France. It was 
an eye-opening experience and reinvigo-
rated my passion for what we do. I visited 
several research and extension organiza-
tions and when I explained what we do, 
they were envious.

I was appalled by the horrible ag policies 
in the U.K. and the European Union where 
it seems environmental policies seem to 
have trampled common sense. Some of 
those policies required hasty backpedaling 

with policy makers scrambling to adjust 
due to the impacts from covid and the 
Ukraine invasion. They had policies that 
literally paid farmers to grow less, which 
backfired quickly when food supply short-
ages and tremendous inflation changed the 
game. The sad thing is, we’re now following 
policy suit.

If you mentioned ag policy to me a while 
ago, I would have run away. Now I encour-
age everyone to get involved and make sure 
our ag policies are science based and com-
mon sense not just political objectives.

On a happier note, it is Farming Smarter’s 

10-year anniversary of the amalgama-
tion between SARA and SACA. A lot has 
changed in 10 years, and we’re excited to cel-
ebrate with you at our Gala on November 4.

Have a great winter and I look forward 
to seeing you at our February conference.

Ken Coles
Farming Smarter Executive Director

International study 
shines light on home

Executive Director Report

While on his inaugural Nuffield Scholar trip to the British Isles, Ken Coles met his cousin Alan Carr.
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Collaboration  
among leaders

B eing the leader in your field can be an intimidating task but 
having partners that you can depend on can make all the dif-
ference. Dr. Jan Slaski, Expert Researcher at InnoTech Alberta, 

leads the world in hemp research since 2002 and began a partnership 
with Farming Smarter in 2012. Together, this progressive collabora-
tion works to prove the immense potential of hemp in the battle for a 
more environmentally sustainable future. 

Dr. Slaski spends his time conducting research and travelling 
the globe to educate others about hemp and the potential to change 
agriculture for the better. Although Slaski spends much of his time 
abroad, he dares to claim that Alberta is the world leader in hemp 
research and that he has the knowledge to prove it. 

In his project, From Seed to Final Product, Dr. Slaski investigates 
the genetics, breeding, and processing of hemp. This requires a sig-
nificant amount of land to grow and test hemp crops and is where 
Farming Smarter contributes. The team and resources at Farming 
Smarter are an essential ally in Slaski’s research and he is “a big pro-
ponent of collaboration, but collaboration must make sense … and 
this collaboration with Farming Smarter made perfect sense. 

“It was a game changer.” For the past 10 years, the collaborative 
work of Dr. Slaski and Farming Smarter led to the cultivation and 
testing of many different varieties of hemp, leading the charge in 
hemp research and education around the world.

Alongside Farming Smarter, Dr. Slaski spreads the word to farm-
ers everywhere about the benefits of growing hemp and tackles the 
stigma around “the wonder crop.” Although there are over 50,000 
known uses of hemp, a common misconception around the plant still 
exists as Slaski explained that “(hemp) is not cannabis!” 

Hemp is a multipurpose crop, and all parts of the plant can produce 
goods that range from bio-composites and textiles to food and insu-
lation and so much more. Over the past 15 years, the stigmatization 
around hemp began to decline and may even vanish entirely through 
the pivotal roles that Dr. Slaski’s lectures and Farming Smarter’s field 
days play in educating the public on the vast benefits hemp has to 

offer. The researcher said that it has been Ken Coles progressive 
attitude towards agriculture that paved the way for all the successful 
research endeavours throughout a decades-long partnership. 

The mutually beneficial relationship between Farming Smarter 
and Dr. Slaski shares an “understanding of agronomy and agricul-
ture” and persists due to their collective passion for innovation. 
Despite the significant impact the researcher has had in the field over 
the past twenty-years, Dr. Slaski is still eager to learn as he believes 
that each “new crop … is a new opportunity” and recognizes that 
“there is a need for research to come that will (bring) hemp … to the 
mainstream.” 

Fortunately for both the agricultural industry and for the good 
of the planet, it seems this partnership will continue as a leading 
force for many years as Slaski stated that “the future of our collabo-
ration … I don’t see it is ever going to end. Even when I eventually 
retire someday, I will continue to work with Farming Smarter.” To 
be at the forefront of this research would not have been possible 
if not for the work of Dr. Jan Slaski, whose lead the team at Farm-
ing Smarter enthusiastically follow to discover all that the world of 
hemp offers. h

Partner Profile

farmingsmarter.com farmingsmarter.com
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Dr. Jan Slaski and Farming Smarter 
Association revive hemp

Top: Dr. Jan Slaski in hemp trials. Above: Dr. Slaski inspects Silesia 
hemp in the field

BY ISAAC MILKO
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Farming Smarter commits 
time to partner relationships

F arming Smarter works hard to bring rel-
evant, useful practices and innovation 
to southern Alberta farms. To achieve 

this it has partnerships with researchers 
from Agriculture Canada, prairie universi-
ties, agri-businesses, other non-profit asso-
ciations and southern Alberta farmers. 

The workload of managing partner 
needs became a fulltime job in 2022 
prompting Farming Smarter to create a 
Partnership Manager position.

The Farming Smarter family welcomed 
Alexi Kubeczek with open arms in April. 
His role is to foster healthy partnerships 
and happy partners.

“As a non-profit organization, we inten-
tionally went out and switched the culture 
to be client centered,” says Farming Smarter 
Executive Director Ken Coles. “Instead of 
primarily thinking about the projects, we 
are more focused about what this will entail 
with respect to the client.”

Since agriculture is such a dynamic and 
diverse industry where things are continu-
ally changing, he says it was important to 
hire a partnership manager that was not 

only passionate about agriculture, but who 
can also cultivate relationships. 

“This is why it is super exciting to have 
someone like Alexi onboard who can bring 
people together to develop new relation-
ships. He brings us a different skill set 
and expertise and continually scans the 
environment looking for opportunities and 
ways to satisfy both the client and us.” 

As Partnership Manager, Alexi supports 
the Farming Smarter team with market-
ing and communications strategies, and 
expressed an added interest and expertise 
in relationship management. 

“I liken Farming Smarter to a very large 
family that ‘exploded’ with numerous sib-
lings, cousins and extended family twice, 
third, and fourth removed,” Kubeczek 
says. “And, they all have unique needs and 
opportunities that we help them achieve.”

Coles says with the huge and continuous 
turnover in staff in the agriculture industry 
over the past number of years, it has been 
extremely challenging to maintain outside 
relationships. This caused Farming Smarter 
to rethink its strategy.

“One of the things I was looking for was 
having a partnership manager that — first of 
all — has this approach to help us deal with 
an array of clients. Secondly, we’re dealing 
with a fairly complex business that is quite 
diverse and continually changing. This is 
why it is super exciting to have someone 
like Alexi onboard who can bring people 
together to develop stronger relationships.”

EXTENSIVE PORTFOLIO
Kubeczek has an extensive portfolio that 
includes existing stakeholder relationships 
ranging from industry enterprises, post-
secondary, and government. He is always 
scanning the agriculture industry for new 
opportunities amid the constantly evolving 
environment. With a special interest in the 
emerging ag start-up and corporate land-
scape, he believes Farming Smarter is west-
ern Canada’s crucial link to validating new 
products and services on the path to industry 
adoption because growers trust its research 
and rigorous testing. 

“It has been an absolute joy since the start!” 
he says. “I am so delighted that my career 

Farming Smarter Growth
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Partnership Manager Alexi Kubeczek joined the Farming Smarter family!

brought me to this team as they’ve welcomed 
my radical ideas to explore new opportunities 
and partnerships. I’m constantly working on 
new projects but I’m a sucker for an occa-
sional field day — even if it’s rouging weeds, 
or plot prep ahead of industry tours.”

Kubeczek wanted to join Farming Smarter 
family for several reasons — one of which is 
that it actively manages more than 160 proj-
ects annually on just over 3,000 acres. 

“This results in a 40:1 return on invest-
ment and nearly $130 million in economic 
impact across all facets of our organization,” 
he explains. “We accomplish this by culti-
vating partnerships with over 60 industry 
organizations and 31 research institutions 
globally. Also, our custom research program 
grew five times since 2020. Those stats — 
paired with the loveable and quirky team 
— who wouldn’t want to be part of that? I 
quickly became part of the family!”

FROM EAST TO WEST
Growing up, Kubeczek and his family moved 
numerous times between eastern Canada 
and Alberta. He is very thankful for this as 
it provided many cultural discoveries and 
perspectives. 

“Along that path, I completed my Bache-
lor of Management degree at the University 
of Lethbridge, and it’s where I reinvigorated 
my interests for the agriculture industry. 
Agriculture 1000 with Dr. Danny Le Roy, 
and other agriculture science electives, 
were the start of a renewed dawn for me. 
Ag was a foundational part of my early 
upbringing and remains alive and well 
for my extended family. Seeing the people 
behind food production and the innovation 
that farmers integrate into their operations 
captivated me and steered my career toward 
agriculture.” 

Prior to joining Farming Smarter, 
Kubeczek worked in the AgTech start-up 
world, where he became recognized as a 
thought leader and mentor in Lethbridge 
College’s AgENT program — an incubator 
focused on human-centered design and 
lean start-up methodologies to solve indus-
try challenges facing southern Alberta. 
Subsequently, he became facilitator for 
this program that saw an expansion into 
supporting the United Nations’ sustainable 
development goals. 

“This was incredibly validating to see 
students hone their creativity and realize 

their potential for innovative thinking,” 
he recalls. “I even saw a select few of my 
students through regional and provincial 
competitions. While I had previously come 
to know the Farming Smarter team through 
my start-up journey, my curiosity grew as 
they too, were AgENT mentors.”

This allowed him to connect with team 
members often where he marvelled at their 
ability to rapidly adapt to what the industry 
needed as a unique and trusted source of 
information supporting farmers directly.

NEW ADDITION AT HOME
Outside of work, Kubeczek loves spending 
time with his new baby daughter, Lucie, and 
his wife, Whitney, whom he says the Farm-
ing Smarter family adopted wholeheartedly.

“After that, it’s whatever I can do within 
30 to 90 minutes weekly,” he adds. “Football 
(soccer), mountain biking and cooking are 
mainstays. I suspect that as a family, we will 
get back to outdoor activities like hiking 
and skiing. I’m also obsessively planning 
a garage workshop, so perhaps one could 
assume DIY home repairs, woodworking, 
and landscaping a luscious yard like a com-
moner dad in the near future!” h

BY LISA KOPOCHINSKI

Mike Gretzinger and Alexi Kubeczek check the grain corn as it matures.
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ships. He brings us a different skill set 
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in relationship management. 
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“It has been an absolute joy since the start!” 
he says. “I am so delighted that my career 
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Partnership Manager Alexi Kubeczek joined the Farming Smarter family!

brought me to this team as they’ve welcomed 
my radical ideas to explore new opportunities 
and partnerships. I’m constantly working on 
new projects but I’m a sucker for an occa-
sional field day — even if it’s rouging weeds, 
or plot prep ahead of industry tours.”

Kubeczek wanted to join Farming Smarter 
family for several reasons — one of which is 
that it actively manages more than 160 proj-
ects annually on just over 3,000 acres. 

“This results in a 40:1 return on invest-
ment and nearly $130 million in economic 
impact across all facets of our organization,” 
he explains. “We accomplish this by culti-
vating partnerships with over 60 industry 
organizations and 31 research institutions 
globally. Also, our custom research program 
grew five times since 2020. Those stats — 
paired with the loveable and quirky team 
— who wouldn’t want to be part of that? I 
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FROM EAST TO WEST
Growing up, Kubeczek and his family moved 
numerous times between eastern Canada 
and Alberta. He is very thankful for this as 
it provided many cultural discoveries and 
perspectives. 

“Along that path, I completed my Bache-
lor of Management degree at the University 
of Lethbridge, and it’s where I reinvigorated 
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Agriculture 1000 with Dr. Danny Le Roy, 
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were the start of a renewed dawn for me. 
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that farmers integrate into their operations 
captivated me and steered my career toward 
agriculture.” 

Prior to joining Farming Smarter, 
Kubeczek worked in the AgTech start-up 
world, where he became recognized as a 
thought leader and mentor in Lethbridge 
College’s AgENT program — an incubator 
focused on human-centered design and 
lean start-up methodologies to solve indus-
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Subsequently, he became facilitator for 
this program that saw an expansion into 
supporting the United Nations’ sustainable 
development goals. 

“This was incredibly validating to see 
students hone their creativity and realize 

their potential for innovative thinking,” 
he recalls. “I even saw a select few of my 
students through regional and provincial 
competitions. While I had previously come 
to know the Farming Smarter team through 
my start-up journey, my curiosity grew as 
they too, were AgENT mentors.”

This allowed him to connect with team 
members often where he marvelled at their 
ability to rapidly adapt to what the industry 
needed as a unique and trusted source of 
information supporting farmers directly.

NEW ADDITION AT HOME
Outside of work, Kubeczek loves spending 
time with his new baby daughter, Lucie, and 
his wife, Whitney, whom he says the Farm-
ing Smarter family adopted wholeheartedly.

“After that, it’s whatever I can do within 
30 to 90 minutes weekly,” he adds. “Football 
(soccer), mountain biking and cooking are 
mainstays. I suspect that as a family, we will 
get back to outdoor activities like hiking 
and skiing. I’m also obsessively planning 
a garage workshop, so perhaps one could 
assume DIY home repairs, woodworking, 
and landscaping a luscious yard like a com-
moner dad in the near future!” h

BY LISA KOPOCHINSKI

Mike Gretzinger and Alexi Kubeczek check the grain corn as it matures.
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The value of crazy

Back in the 1960s, Canadian ag 
researchers took a fresh look at a 
low-value crop: a high-glucosin-

olate, strong-tasting oilseed that, until 
then, had mostly been appreciated as a 
lubricant for steam engines on naval and 
merchant ships. We all know the ultimate 
Canadian agriculture success story that 
followed: the development of the Cana-
dian prairie’s most lucrative and impor-
tant crop, ‘Canadian Oil’ (canola). 

While we might wish that all ag 
research culminated in such success, the 
noteworthy, big ticket, canola-style wins 
are few and far between. Much more 
common are incremental improvements, 
targeted findings, and — yes — abject 
failures. While it’s easy to say research 
with big potential is worth funding, do 
the unconventional, the ‘crazy’ or the 
likely-to-fail justify public dollars too? 

In two words, heck yes, says Farming 
Smarter’s executive director, Ken Coles. 

“To make strides forward in research, 
you have to think outside the box. You 
also must be okay with the possibility of 
things not working. If you’re scared of 
failure, there’s no room for success.”

Over the last few years, Alberta has 
seen a big change in how public research 
dollars are managed and distributed. 
Research programs themselves used to be 
funded, which allowed researchers some 
leeway in pursuing novel ideas, chang-
ing directions, and building knowledge: 
all the preliminary work that serves as 
the background or scaffolding to achieve 
strides forward in innovation. Now, 
however, funding is project-based and 
entirely results-focused: if there’s not 
good potential in and of the project itself 
to achieve a direct step forward, it won’t 
capture funding. 

While spending research dollars pru-
dently is important, focusing exclusively 
on dollar-earning success can carry hid-
den costs, says Coles. “Sometimes too 
much focus on results doesn’t allow for 
creative change.”

He points out that companies and 
organizations that focus on innovation 
as a core value envision creativity in and 
of itself as a strategy. “They want to make 
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sure that people involved aren’t afraid to 
fail because then they’ll take the chances 
that might lead to something interesting.”

While Coles doesn’t advocate for all 
research funds to go towards creative 
avenues, he suggests that allocating 20 to 
30 per cent of public research dollars in 
that direction would be money well spent. 

“Venture capitalism is based on the 
strategy that you invest in 10 companies 
knowing that nine will fail. If it’s a busi-
ness strategy at the highest level of corpo-
rate investment, why wouldn’t we do the 
same thing in agriculture? That’s how you 
achieve transformational change.” 

Over the years and alongside more 
mainstream efforts, Farming Smarter 
invested in certain projects that were ini-
tially considered bizarre. In many cases, 
those projects have paid for themselves 
and then some, but often in ways one 
might not first have anticipated.

Farming Smarter’s night spraying trial, 
done when GPS first became popular, 
seemed nutty: Coles remembers people 
laughing at their middle-of-the-night and 
ultra-early morning efforts. 

“Yet, we ended up learning something 
we totally didn’t expect: that spraying first 

thing in the morning was the worst thing 
we could do. It impacted efficacy by over 
20 per cent,” says Coles. “It wasn’t a pro-
ject seeking results; it was more of a ‘hey, 
let’s just check this’ project, but what we 
learned from it was really important.”

Investment in unconventional crops’ 
earliest days also raised eyebrows at times. 
Today, ‘who would grow it camelina’ is 
facing a bump in interest and ‘it’ll never 
work hemp’ may soon prove one of the 
next big wins for Canadian agriculture. 

“Not all of the (new crops) will suc-
ceed, but the goal is to learn something 
along the way that sets the industry up 
better for the future,” says Coles. 

Even total project failures — the new 
crops that can’t survive Alberta’s condi-
tions, the innovation that falls entirely 
flat, the costly input that generates no 
benefit — need to be seen by industry 
as critical wins, says Vance Yaremko, 
SARDA Ag Research executive director 
and Farming Smarter’s research partner. 

“Sometimes failures are actually just as 
valuable as the as the successes. A lot of 
our research is adaptable research: trying 
to adapt things that might be successful 
elsewhere to see if we can make them 
work (in our region). But sometimes 
things don’t work. It’s much cheaper for 
us to find that out than for farmers to 
plant a whole lot of acres because they 
heard it worked somewhere else and, sud-
denly, they’re losing tens of thousands of 
dollars.”

Ultimately, ag research is the critical 
investment between ‘what is’ and ‘what 
could be.’ To see the full return on that 
investment, we need to fund opportuni-
ties for imagination. h

Camelina in bloom at Farming Smarter

Quinoa seems an exotic plant, but research proves it may do well here.

“Venture capitalism is 
based on the strategy 
that you invest in 10 
companies knowing 
that nine will fail … 
why wouldn’t we do 
the same thing in  
agriculture?
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avenues, he suggests that allocating 20 to 
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plant a whole lot of acres because they 
heard it worked somewhere else and, sud-
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Water in southern Alberta

I n southern Alberta, climate change and 
activities on the Rocky Mountain eastern 
slopes seriously challenge the downstream 

water supply in all our rivers. 
Southern Alberta’s Irrigation Districts 

supply water to farmland for food produc-
tion and they also supply water to munici-
palities, industrial clients, large livestock 
operations and others. 

Irrigators can face variation in supply 
due to weather events like the drought-like 
conditions in 2021 and the late snowpack 
melt in 2022 mitigated by rains in May and 
June. While ups and downs aren’t unusual, 
irrigation districts are keeping an eye on 
the trends.

“We’re watching climate change very 
closely, as is everybody else who is depen-
dent on weather for operations,” St. Mary 
River Irrigation District’s (SMRID) general 
manager, David Westwood explained. 
“We’re trying to mitigate those challenges 
with the Alberta Irrigation Modernization 
Program.”

Most of the modernization projects 
consist of converting open canals to under-
ground pressurized pipeline. This decreases 
water loss to evaporation and seepage. With 
these water savings, the SMRID hopes to 
expand.

“We have lots of demand for irrigation 
for both on farm use and for agri-food pro-
cessing in our area,” explained Westwood. 

This plan for expansion has some con-
cerned.

“There’s planned irrigation expansion 
in Alberta and Saskatchewan, using the 
same waters, at the same time as we’ve got 
rapid climate change hitting the region and 
extreme weather events such as droughts 
and floods,” said Dr. John Pomeroy, Canada 
Research Chair in Water Resources and Cli-
mate Change at University of Saskatchewan. 
“That is certainly something that we have 
to consider to ensure that there’s sufficient 
water supply for all the various needs as well 
as for the environment.”

Pomeroy’s concerns stem from climate 
modeling and on current changes to the 
Rocky Mountains eastern slopes, which 
affect the amount of water available in our 
rivers’ headwaters. These models predict 
that the Canadian Rockies aren’t going to 

dry out, in contrast with what is happening 
in the southern U.S. mountains. In fact, pre-
cipitation will go up over time. However, it 
isn’t exactly good news. 

“A lot of this increase in precipitation 
will be in the winter, but it will be with 
more rainfall,” said Pomeroy, explaining that 
predictions say snowfall will stay the same 
or drop. “The timing of stream flows could 
shift a month earlier in the year, and we’ll see 
some high stream flows even in wintertime.”

This shift in timing won’t necessarily 
be compatible with irrigation schedules. 
Increasing summer heat seen in the models 
adds to the challenge.

“For the prairies, the whole region 
becomes warmer by six to eight degrees,” 
said Pomeroy. “That means some terrifying 
heat in the summer, and we are starting to 
see that already. There will be years where 
precipitation is adequate, but there will be 
many years where the precipitation is not 
enough to get over the longer summer.”

Regulations are in place to ensure dis-
tricts consider the future when approving 
expansion.

“A specific process must be followed 
before a district can increase its expansion 
limit,” explained Margo Jarvis Redelback, 
Executive Director at the Alberta Irrigation 

Districts Association. “That process includes 
determining how the proposed expan-
sion will affect water availability, including 
changes to the frequency and magnitude of 
water shortages.”

This information is publicly available and 
district irrigators vote to approve or disallow 
expansion.

“Irrigators will not risk increased water 
shortage and will only vote in favor of expan-
sion if efficiency gains achieved through 
infrastructure rehabilitation demonstrate 
there is water available for expansion,” said 
Redelback.

Almost all the water in southern Alberta 
rivers comes from the eastern slopes of 
the Rocky Mountains. Kevin Van Tighem, 
conservationist and retired national parks 
landscape ecologist. He explains that snow-
melt and rainwater either soak in to become 
groundwater or run off overland. 

“The water that becomes groundwater is 
the gold,” said Van Tighem. “It seeps down 
the downslope slowly underground, it’s puri-
fied, it’s kept cold, and it emerges in springs 
or in the streams.”

That groundwater is the primary source 
of our rivers. The water that runs off overland 
is the primary source of our spring floods. 
We always have spring floods because the 
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ground cannot absorb all the snowmelt and 
rainfall in spring, but extreme floods now 
happen every 10 or 15 years. 

“The reason is that we’ve degraded the 
headwaters landscapes,” said Van Tighem. 
“We treat these eastern slopes as a source of 
resources, and we exploit those resources in 
ways that increase the runoff.”

We can build dams to store those spring 
floods and use them in the summer, but Van 
Tighem explains it’s treating a symptom rather 
than dealing with the actual problem itself.

“There’s no way to get more water out of a 
river by engineering,” said Van Tighem. “The 
only way you get more water is by protecting, 
restoring and taking care of its headwaters, 
because that’s where the water comes from.”

Forestry management is an important 
key to protecting headwaters. 

“When you have larger clearcuts you get 
more stream flow but then you get more soil 
erosion and flood problems,” said Pomeroy. 
When you have a mix of forests, small 
clearings and diverse canopy density, the 
stream flows will be higher, the water qual-
ity is much better, and it’s also less prone to 
large wildfires. There’s still room for forestry 
activities if it’s managed in a sensible way 
moving forward.” 

In the 1880’s, the provincial government 
put policies in place to protect these head-
waters including establishing parks and for-
est reserves.

“Even back then they knew that (water) 
was going to be the biggest limitation to 
our economic ambition on the prairies and 
to the ability for people to settle and farm 
them,” said Van Tighem. 

Activities like forestry and road devel-
opment picked away at the integrity of the 
headwaters, but coal strip mining takes it to 
the next level. 

“You strip the vegetation, you strip the 
soil, you expose crushed rock which has 
stored salt that dissolves and becomes toxic 
to the water,” said Van Tighem. “You destroy 
the whole system.” 

Pomeroy pointed to the Elk River sele-
nium toxicity on the western slopes of the 
Rockies as a strong caution to proceeding 
with coal strip mining on the eastern slopes. 

While a public outcry caused the UCP’s 
decision to open the eastern slopes to coal 
development to pause, a pause isn’t a full 
stop.

“I think the big problem is that we take 
water for granted until we run out of it,” said 
Van Tighem. “And even when we run out, 

we don’t really understand how we got there. 
We have many places in the world where we 
can get thermal coal, and many places where 
we can get wood, and there are many ways to 
enjoy and experience nature, but there’s only 
one place where our water originates. The 
eastern slopes of the Rockies. Water is the 
key strategic resource in Alberta. You can’t 
go anywhere else to get it.”  h

Groundwater escaping from one of many road cuts in the upper Oldman River basin

This type of small, degraded lateral would be 
hard to find today as the Irrigation Rehabilita-
tion Program moved them into pipe long ago.
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ground cannot absorb all the snowmelt and 
rainfall in spring, but extreme floods now 
happen every 10 or 15 years. 

“The reason is that we’ve degraded the 
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Groundwater escaping from one of many road cuts in the upper Oldman River basin

This type of small, degraded lateral would be 
hard to find today as the Irrigation Rehabilita-
tion Program moved them into pipe long ago.
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Accessing land in today’s pricey reality

A lberta’s farmers increasingly divide 
into two camps: those who have 
land, and those who wish they did. 

For those who own their acres, land appre-
ciation now typically contributes more to 
the farm business’ overall value than any 
commodity that farm can produce. For 
farmers who would like to enter agriculture 
or expand farm businesses, however, the 
often out-of-reach price of land has become 
a major stumbling block.  

“Prime land is a hot commodity. There 
is simply not enough available,” says realtor 
Ben van Dyk, who specializes in farmland 
real estate in southern Alberta. 

He says that, where land used to be per-
ceived as an asset that supported someone 
to make a living, land is now an investment 
vehicle and asset generator for becoming 
wealthy. 

“If you purchased five years ago, a quarter 
section went for about a million and a half. 
That land is today worth $2.7 to $3 million. 
So, somebody accumulated — and by not 
working — about a million and a half (dol-
lars) in net value without paying any taxes. 
That has brought many, many buyers into 
the market.”

According to Farm Credit Canada, the 
cost of agricultural land in Alberta more 
than doubled between 2010 and 2021, rising 
from an average of just over $1,500/acre to 
nearly $3,200/acre across the province. In 
southern Alberta, the numbers are more 
daunting: in 2021 alone, non-irrigated 
land increased 6.2 per cent to an average 
of $4,400/acre; irrigated land rose 10.7 per 
cent to an average of $11,500/acre. That 
price makes irrigated farmland in southern 
Alberta more than twice the cost of irrigated 
acres in Saskatchewan’s priciest west-central 
and south-western regions. 

While the price of land is a growing hur-
dle, there remain opportunities for farmers 
to buy into agriculture or expand their land 
access if they’re open to a slightly different 
mindset. 

“It all comes down to challenging yourself. 
What do you want to do? How do you see 
yourself involved in the industry and adding 
value? Things change so rapidly. For anyone 
who wants to get into agriculture, get skills 
and be adaptable to change,” says van Dyk.

Van Dyk sees new entrant farmers now 
pursuing two land access strategies:

Option one: collaboration, either with 
retiring farmers that want to hold onto their 
land but can’t farm it any longer, or with 
investors who acquire land but haven’t the 
ability or interest to operate it. Rental, crop 
sharing, and partnership land is available via 
both formalized land matching programs 
and independent connections.

Option two: intensification As van Dyk 
says, “You don’t need a lot of acres to achieve 
a profitability level if you can become mar-
ket savvy in developing products and mar-
keting directly to consumers, either through 
the internet or through farmers markets.”

Fresh corn, he says, can bring in $15,000/
acre. Organic garlic can hit $30,000/acre. 

“If you’re doing 10 or 20 acres, you could 
already make a living if you’ve got good 
marketing skills. You’re only limited by 
your own imagination and how you want to 
achieve your goals. There are different ways 
of setting out for success.”

While it’s up to young farmers to be 
creative, it’s also up to the industry to sup-
port them, says Farming Smarter’s executive 
director, Ken Coles. 

“The cost of land and the costs of inputs 
mean farming today carries very substan-
tial financial risk, and that’s without even 
getting into the challenges of weather and 
market volatility. That’s why it’s critical that 
organizations like Farming Smarter remove 
some of the risk by researching new crop 
varieties, new agronomic techniques and 
new technologies so farmers don’t have to 
themselves. They can take what’s already 
proven to work in the region and apply it to 
their acres.”  

It’s also up to industry to consider and 
respond to the new realities that high land 
prices bring. One major example is that, as 

more land is run by tenant farmers, industry 
needs to encourage healthy land manage-
ment. 

Early this summer, the University of 
Alberta’s Parkland Institute published a 
new report that argues investors’ interest in 
Albertan farmland is negatively impacting 
rural Alberta and fundamentally chang-
ing how farmers farm. The report’s author 
Katherine Aske says the high cost of land 
is resulting in much more rented farmland 
and consequently, shorter-term, less sus-
tainable farming practices. 

As the report says, “Tenant farming … 
leaves farmers in precarious economic posi-
tions, disconnects them from the long-term 
health of the land, limits their autonomy, 
and inhibits them from transitioning to 
regenerative practice.”

Coles says farmers have mentioned con-
cerns about the same issue to him. 

“(We’ve heard) reports from local farm-
ers who have noticed that often land erosion 
issues occur on fields owned by people or 
companies that don’t live on the land.”

He says he’s happy to see at least a little 
more appetite among investment compa-
nies of late to add sustainability metrics to 
their rental expectations.

“Abuse of the land does look bad for 
whatever investor owns it, so now in some 
cases they’ll only rent to farmers who can 
prove they’ll take care of the land. A conser-
vation minded farmer who can prove to the 
landowner that they operate in a good way 
might have an edge in getting the land.”

This spring, Athabasca-Barrhead-West-
lock MLA Glenn van Dijken put forth a pri-
vate member’s bill advocating for Alberta to 
follow Saskatchewan’s lead in tracking and 
potentially regulating farmland purchases 
by investors. 

Whether government oversight or inter-
vention is necessary is debatable, but gov-
ernment certainly has a role to play.

“Farming is fundamental to Alberta 
and farmers are the original stewards of 
the land,” says Coles. “Farmers — all farm-
ers, whether they’re renters or landowners, 
new to farming or experienced — need 
access to adequate education, extension and 
resources that support both economic and 
agronomic sustainability.” h 
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Alberta rice without the paddy

S outhern Alberta is no stranger to 
novel crops, but the latest to see 
research trials in the Lethbridge area 

is causing quite a stir. With over 60 crop 
types that range from hemp to sugar beets, 
it’s a diverse collection that covers the land-
scape.  

A proof-of-concept research trial to 
grow rice made headlines across not only 
agriculture publications but mainstream 
news too. 

Dr. Michele Konschuh, an irrigated crop 
scientist with the University of Lethbridge, 
says she wasn’t confident when a Calgary-
based import-export company, Galaxy Ag 
Ventures, first approached the university 
to carry out the study. Galaxy Ag Ventures 
introduced several crops into the commer-
cial mix in Alberta.

Konschuh says it was the technology, 
seed film cultivation (SFC), that Galaxy 
brought from Korea that made it intriguing.

“It’s essentially a biodegradable plastic 
layer that they attach to the seed and lay 
over moist soil.”

The SFC helps warm the soil and pre-
vent moisture loss, as well as prevent weeds 
from taking root.

Farming Smarter provides the land and 
technician support needed to get the proj-
ect off the ground as its partnership in the 
research trial.

They set up two research plots, one at 
Farming Smarter headquarter on Hwy. 512 
east of Lethbridge, and the other in a Coal-
dale farmer’s field, with an additional trial 
going on in a greenhouse under controlled 
environmental conditions.

This past year they tested two varieties 
of rice, one commonly grown in the U.S. 
The other brought in from South Korea by 
Galaxy Ag Ventures. 

NO STANDING WATER REQUIRED
When we think of growing rice, we com-
monly think of it growing in large fields 
with plenty of standing water.

However, this research breaks that ste-
reotype, showing that it can be grown like 
a cereal crop.

Konschuh says you don’t need a lot of 
standing water, as seen in other parts of the 
world.

“It grows a lot like a cereal crop.”
The biggest challenge Konschuh uncov-

ered in the first year of trials is that rice is 
photoperiod sensitive in that it needs shorter 
days to flower, which is not ideal for south-
ern Alberta, where summer days are long. 

Konschuh says this is one area where 
they will have to do their homework. 

“We will need to find photoperiod 
insensitive varieties or ones we can manip-
ulate with a plant-growth regulator (PGR) 
to start flowering earlier so they can get 
seed production and speed up the growth 
period.”

ENVIRONMENT BENEFITS 
Konschuh says there are environmental 
benefits to growing it on land, like a cereal 
crop, as it will require less nitrogen than if 
grown in standing water. 

She says if you put a lot of nitrogen on the 
ground followed by a lot of standing water, 
you create conditions where microbes con-
vert to methane and/or nitrous oxide. 

Konschuh adds that this is why rice 
production in many parts of the world 
is responsible for a significant portion of 
greenhouse gas emissions in the agriculture 
space.  

“It likes a lot of nitrogen in flood or 
anaerobic conditions.”

Konschuh says a good weed control 
program or a very clean field will be vital to 
growing the crop, as rice does not compete 
well with southern Alberta weeds. 

NEXT STEPS
Konschuh says the first year was a bit 
tough, and is not sure if they will see any 
seed production due to the issue of pho-
toperiod.

However, they gained a lot of knowledge 
that will help them with further trials.

She says the next step is to look for vari-
eties that are a better fit for Alberta growing 
conditions and then look at the data and 
narrow things down.  

“We don’t want to look at multiple ways 
of irrigating and multiple types of planters 
continually. This will help us choose our 
best strategies.”

She adds that another company already 
approached them to research growing rice 
in standing water on a much smaller scale.  

Needless to say, the level of interest 
is high for a crop that was thought to be 
impossible to grow here only a very short 
time ago. h 
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Rice seed film cultivation as a seeding method for the upland rice project at Farming Smarter. 
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D o you have any plans for Valentine’s
Day in 2023? Maybe put a hold on
chocolates and get ready to seed your

cereal crops instead.
That suggestion to start seeding in Feb-

ruary may sound a bit radical, but research 
in Alberta and Saskatchewan by Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) and Farm-
ing Smarter in the last few years shows the 
concept of “ultra early” seeding of hard red 
spring wheat and durum may not be as off 
the wall as some might think.

The concept of ultra-early seeding is to 
seed the crop when soil temperatures have 
reached between 0 C to 2 C — regardless of 
the calendar date. Field conditions have to 
be such that you can travel with equipment, 
but as long as fields are clear and soil temp is 
at least 0 C, go ahead and seed. In research 
trials that meant the drill was in the field as 
early as February 8 to 14 on several occa-
sions. 

Brian Beres an AAFC research scientist 
specializing in agronomy conducted a four 
year study that involved ultra early seeding 
dates with hard red wheat in several loca-
tions across Western Canada — Dawson 
Creek, B.C., Edmonton and Lethbridge, 
Alta., as well as Scott, Indian Head and Swift 
Current, Sask., with an overall conclusion 
that ultra-early seeding produced as good as 
and in several cases higher yields than crops 
seeded on the more traditional April/May 
seeding dates. 

In 2022, Mike Gretzinger research 
co-ordinator with Farming Smarter did a 
research trial that involved ultra-early seed-
ing dates for durum wheat under irrigation. 
Although yield figures weren’t available by 
this late September deadline, Gretzinger says 
by all visual accounts the durum seeded in 
February looks as good if not better than the 
late April/May seeded plots. 

The take-home message from all this — 
if conditions appear right on your western 
Canadian farm this coming winter, be ready 
to give ultra-early seeding a try.

“Really the standard practice of seeding 

crops in late April or early May was just an 
arbitrary seeding date often determined by 
crop insurance deadlines,” says Beres. There 
really wasn’t any science saying a crop couldn’t 
be seeded before the soil warmed to 10 C. 

So about six years ago Beres designed the 
first “proof of concept” research project to 
see if there was any reason hard red spring 
wheat crops couldn’t be seeded much earlier. 
In different locations from the B.C. Peace 
River Region to southern Saskatchewan con-
ventional spring wheat varieties were seeded 
at different soil temperatures ranging form 0 
C up to 10 C. 

Beres says crops produced by the ultra 
early seeding temperature dates — 0 C to 2 
C — yielded just as well if not better. Also, 
following an economic analysis it showed 
that if growers waited for the conventional 
10C seeding temp they could see a $200 per 
acre loss.

Beres says similar to winter wheat, the 
early seeded spring wheat was able to make 
use of early spring moisture, got a head start 
in producing leaf bio-mass for vigorous  
growth, developed a canopy that choked 

out weeds, flowered early ahead of the  mid-
summer heat which can often affect yield, 
and reached harvest maturity in August 
often under more ideal harvest weather. 

“And it can be done with conventional 
spring wheat varieties,” says Beres. “We don’t 
need to come up with anything special, the 
wheat and durum varieties developed in 
Western Canada are already adapted for cold 
tolerance. Ultra early seeding isn’t something 
that can be done only in southern Alberta. If 
field conditions are right, it can be done in 
any part of Western Canada.”

Beres says there are a few big caveats that 
come with the concept of ultra early seeding 
— it’s not going to work everywhere and for 
every farm, it may not be a suitable practice 
every year, and certainly a lot will depend on 
a producer’s comfort level. 

“But we found that seeding these cereals 
into cold soils is much less problematic than 
many people thought,” he says. “There is no 
problem seeding into cold soils under direct 
seeding or zero till farming practices, the 
seed isn’t going to just sit there and rot.”

Seeding window 
just got a lot wider

Agronomy Research

Continues on next page »

It is one of those paradigm shifts in thinking — seeding the crop in February 
might be the better approach
BY LEE HART

Seeding according to soil temperature can look unrealistic, but may be worth considering.
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Beres had a few pointers on preparing for ultra early seeding. 
Since February is too early for a pre-seeding burnoff with a glypho-
sate for example farmers may need to apply some soil-residual herbi-
cide products in the fall. 

SEED AT HIGHER SEEDING RATES
Beres recommends starting at 40 seeds per square foot for spring 
wheat and 45 seeds per square foot for durum. Also make sure seed 
is treated with a dual action fungicide/insecticide seed treatment.  
“Have your seed lined up and equipment ready and as soon as the 
soil hits that 0 C to 2 C range, start seeding,” he says. 

Mike Gretzinger says they followed similar thinking in the Farm-
ing Smarter trial with durum wheat. They used several different 
durum varieties and seeded them at different soil temperatures rang-
ing from 0 C, 2 C, 4 C, 6 C, 8 C and 10 C. 

“The earliest date we seeded was February 14 at a soil temp of 0 C,” 
says Gretzinger. “We found that the soil doesn’t warm up gradually in a 
linear fashion. In our trials we found it would be 0 C one day and then 
get cold again, then warm up for a few days, and then get cold again.”

By the time of this September interview, Gretzinger says the 
durum crop had been harvested but the yield data had not been 
analyzed. “But visually it was much like what Brian Beres described 
in his work with hard red spring wheat, the ultra early seeded 
durum looked as good as if not better than crop seeded on the later 
seeding dates.” 

Both Beres and Gretzinger say the next step in ultra early seeding 
research is to see how well the practice works with other crops such 
as barley, corn and even hemp. h

Agronomy Research

May 18, 2021 pics of ultra-early wheat planted March 15 of 2021
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improvise! Tal Ibanez documenting the specifics of soil moisture 
sensor installation on her arm.
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Technology

Carlo Van Herk (front) watches the seeder to ensure nothing goes wrong while Sara Gateman pours seeds through our seeder. Thanks to our 
tractor’s auto-steer, Carlo doesn’t need to look where he’s going!
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A utomation holds wonders for ag if it can justify the venture.
Since the invention of the first stick plow, or the 

development of primitive irrigation systems, technologi-
cal developments pushed agriculture to the next era. But it’s not 
always the flashiest toy that provides the most value.

Automated agriculture equipment stands to add value to the 
industry. With the possibility of entire field operations manned by 
one person at a control center, it could entirely reshape agricul-
ture as we know it. But is this advancement meaningful enough to 
spawn the change?

Meaningful developments require an immense amount of sup-
port to establish themselves. In the recent past, multiple instances 
of a practice or equipment change heralded as the “next big thing” 
went nowhere. 

Roughly two decades ago, southern Alberta saw the rise of 
zero-tillage systems as well as precision agriculture equipment. 
While both proved beneficial since introduction, only one of these 
technologies received the support necessary to become widely 
adopted across the region.

Zero-tillage solved practical problems like soil erosion and 
moisture retention. In a semi-arid environment like southern 
Alberta, conserving soil moisture is priority number one for 
farmers. 

That priority grew into a movement; equipment manufacturers, 
input suppliers, and various public and government groups com-
mitted to the transition towards zero-tillage. 

Meanwhile precision agriculture found a niche but didn’t 
provide enough benefit to prompt an adoptions movement. Auto-

mated agriculture may find 
itself in the same predica-
ment. 

We still see processes and 
equipment changes presented 
as gamechangers. However, 
the agriculture game does not 
change easily. Even though 
the benefits might seem obvi-
ous, the uncertainty of change 
can turn growers away.

For instance, people ini-
tially scoffed at auto-steer 
tractors deemed a lazy alter-
native to driving the tractor 
yourself. It wasn’t until their 
benefits became clear that the 
technology garnered respect. 
Auto-steer equipment saved 
time and reduced overlap in 
the field; however, its biggest 
benefit was reduced operator 
fatigue.

The reduced mental workload allowed farmers to work longer 
and increased the operation’s productivity. Automated agriculture 
could amplify this development exponentially.

While new equipment is alluring, it is important to know the 
value and cost you’ll add to your operation. 

Farming Smarter works to bridge that gap between growers 
and promising technology. We shoulder the risk, test new tech-
niques and equipment to justify its value. This removes the worry 
and uncertainty for growers and shows the value upfront.

We’ve done thorough studies on technology as it’s developed 
and released. From practices like strip till to equipment like our 
precision planter trials, Farming Smarter tests the effectiveness of 
technology at a field-scale.

Our Field-Tested team has two prominent studies — spore 
trapping and soil moisture monitoring studies. The spore trap 
project evaluates a specific tool to gauge fungicide presence in 
fields to aid decisions around spraying. 

The soil moisture monitoring project tests technology that 
promises a complete prescription tailored specifically for the field. 
Producers access the system from cell phones and see a field mois-
ture report and an area weather forecast.

The technology belongs to Ensemble Scientific and LiteFarm. 
Ensemble Scientific developed the process that transmits data 
from the sensors and compiles it with background analytics to 
form the report. LiteFarm created the system that packages the 
information and formats it for the irrigation system.

The promise is a system that assists with moisture management 
and provides additional decision support. Growers will see value 
in a system that helps them optimally manage water.

Drones are another promising technology. Often, we hear rum-
blings of a swarm of drones to spray, seed, and scout. However, 
basic drones continue to provide the most value through personal-
ized arial imaging. A farmer can scout a field from 400 feet above 
and map out every bare spot and patch of weeds without a step into 
the field. That’s not to say it completely replaces in-person scouting!

Automated agriculture brings much possibility to the industry, 
but if it wants to have a positive impact it has a lot to prove. h

Technology isn’t 
automatically better
BY SEAN KJOS

One of the sensors used in 
our Monitoring Soil Moisture 
project. Multiple sensors 
are placed at one location at 
various depths.
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Novel Crops Trends in Ag
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If you’re going to invest in a new piece of 
machinery, you want to be certain it will 
be useful. Precision planters offer seed 

saving and operational benefits, but the 
cost can be prohibitive if they can only be 
used for a few crop types. Farming Smarter 
(FS) and other forward-thinking produc-
ers are putting new crops to the test, and it 
looks like the possibilities might be limited 
only by seed size.

“Farming Smarter did small plot trials 
with several pulses — fababeans, chickpeas, 
lentils, and field peas,” says Lewis Baarda, 
Farming Smarter Field Tested manager. 
“We’ve also done some with hemp and 
durum wheat and we’ve seen the potential. I 
don’t think there’s a lot in the industry out-
side of the main three crops at this point.” 

Scaling up from small plot to field trials 
is the next step. FS relies on the co-oper-
ation of farmers to run these larger trials 
on their land. This allows the scientists 
to evaluate how the method works once 
applied to real world conditions. 

Baarda explains that most producers 
with a planter have two sets of plates, one 
for canola and one for corn and beans. 
Precision planters can be adapted for many 
crops if the seed size is right. It just takes 
adapting the equipment to have the right 
plates and right settings. 

FS found a producer using his planter 
for beans, so it was set up well to try chick-
peas, and he was willing to help. 

“Chickpeas fit on the plate perfectly, 
and the seed rates lined up,” said Baarda. 
“It was an easy adaptation to go chickpeas 
from dry beans.” 

They planted chickpeas with 15-inch 
rows, which is a width previous FS trials 
showed works well to realize benefits of 
using the planter. With wider rows, the 
plants had to be more densely packed 
within each row to hit the target seeding 
rate over the field. 

“If you have the rows close together, 
you’re going to get canopy coverage in 
between those a little quicker so you’re 
not losing moisture, and those plants are 
going to access nutrients a little quicker,” 
said Baarda. “Plus, there’s less competition 
between plants within the row because you 
have less plants per row. On the 15-inch 

rows of chickpeas, you could see a 
gap between the rows, but not inside 
the rows, all the seeds within the row 
filled out well. With the air drill, it’s 
the opposite. You can’t see the rows, 
but you definitely have a lot more 
variability of maturity and a lot more 
gaps between plants.” 

Planters do have their challenges.
“We’ve run into some issues with 

the planters with residue manage-
ment,” said Baarda. “In this case, 
it wasn’t an issue because we had 
a nice location. It wasn’t tilled, it was just 
great planting conditions with low residue, 
so the planter was able to penetrate the soil 
just as well as the air drill.” 

With harvest in full swing, Baarda 
hasn’t officially analyzed the yield results, 
but he shared his initial impression.

“I would say we did at least a little bet-
ter with the yield on the planter,” Baarda 
shared. “Even if we can hit the same yield 
we’d see on an air seeded field, it tells you 
it’s a viable option.”

With relatively small adaptations, the 
precision planter works for a wider range 
of crops, making it a viable option for more 
producers. Scott Gillespie, agronomist 
with Plants Dig Soil Consulting, works 
with a farmer who uses a precision planter 
for yellow field peas. When the farmer was 
first considering investing in a precision 
planter for seed canola, he was looking for 
multiple ways to use it.

“Precision peas are not a common thing 
to do,” said Gillespie. “But it’s under irriga-
tion and they could cut back on seeding 

rates because it was precisely planted. It’s 
worked very well for three seasons.”

Gillespie notes that planters provide 
even emergence, making every operation 
easier because the plants are at a similar 
stage. This makes timing for weed control, 
fungicide applications and desiccant more 
effective.

Canola plates could be adapted for 
small seeds, though sometimes shape mat-
ters as well as size.

“Canola is a nice round seed that nests 
nicely in the holes,” said Baarda. “With 
lentils, if they lay flat they work well, but 
sometimes they go perpendicular to the 
hole, and you get two seeds at once. It’s 
a little more complicated, but there are 
adjustments you can make. It wouldn’t be 
hard. It’s just a matter of how confident we 
are in the value and the benefits of doing 
that. Whether it’s better yields or just more 
utility out of that machine.” h

E very year, it seems like some new prod-
uct hits the market promising to change 
the face of agriculture as we know it.

And for some farmers that give these 
products a shot, they can quickly become 
an expensive lesson in ‘buyer beware.’

“When it comes to these new products, it 
is a buyer-beware market,” said Ken Coles, 
executive director of Farming Smarter. 
“How does anyone know that new Tide 
works better than old Tide? You don’t — but 
the decisions that farmers make are on a 
magnitude of scale that’s a lot different than 
whether your whites are whiter than before. 

“Just because of the magnitude of those 
decisions, it’s pretty important for farmers 
to have access to unbiased information and 
advice.” 

But as federal and provincial funding 
cuts reduce the number of resources avail-
able to farmers, it’s becoming more chal-
lenging to find that “unbiased knowledge” 
in rural Alberta. 

“There are no extension specialists 
with what used to be considered unbiased 
knowledge,” said Coles. “So there’s a lot less 
access now to that government support.” 

But agricultural retailers are starting to 
develop research and development pro-
grams to produce “unbiased information on 
the products they’re being asked to sell,” he 
said. 

“In a sense, they’re trying to fill that void 
of free access to that type of information,” 
said Coles. 

“They want to be a trusted source of 
advice, even without the sale. To me, it’s 
encouraging to see that some parts of 
industry are not completely going after the 
high margins they make in selling these 
products. They’re looking to do what’s right 

for clients, and I think that’s pretty exciting 
to see.”

Beyond that, these retails don’t want to 
stake their good reputations on products 
that “don’t always provide a benefit to farm-
ers,” he added. 

“You may be able to get away with sell-
ing some high-margin products that don’t 
really deliver on promises for a while, but 
eventually the farmer is going to catch on,” 
said Coles. 

“These companies are recognizing that 
they may make high margins selling these 
products but if the farmers aren’t benefiting 
from them, eventually they’re going to lose 
their business and their trust. That could 
mean the difference between staying in 
business and failing as a business.”

In some cases, retails hired research 
companies or non-profit agencies to prove 
the products work in the local environment 
before they commit to selling them. 

“It’s more of an ethical approach for 
supporting their clients, and as part of that, 
they’re really committed to training their 
staff and sales agronomists in a way that 
allows them to maintain integrity with the 
farmer.” 

That’s something Coles experienced ear-
lier this year touring France as part of his 
Nuffield scholar research.

“I came across a retail that created their 
own research and demonstration branch for 
the same purpose — to test products and 
make sure they worked well for their farm 
clients,” he said. “I thought it was a really 
cool idea, and I was pretty excited when I 
came home to find out that an ag retail had 
approached us for that same reason.” 

As part of that partnership, Farming 
Smarter tested a number of different prod-

ucts and provided training to the retail sales 
agronomists — the people who will work 
directly with farmers purchasing these new 
products. 

“For farmers who want to protect them-
selves from products that overpromise and 
underdeliver, the obvious answer is to look 
for trusted third-party data that’s local to 
them. Ag retails are becoming that source of 
trusted information,” said Coles.

Part of the reason for that is the ongoing 
commitment agronomists and agrologists 
make to professional development and 
training, said Karen Dow, manager of agro-
nomic market development for Federated 
Co-operatives Limited.

“Agriculture is a science, and every year, 
there are new innovations, whether it’s 
products or technology or equipment. And 
these changes are coming faster and faster,” 
said Dow. “So our professional development 
ensures that people like myself — who have 
been in the industry for 40 years — are 
updating our knowledge to the current 
technology that’s out on the market.”

Beyond that, ongoing training ensures 
farmer clients have access to any techni-
cal advice they need for new practices and 
products hitting the market, added Dow, 
who leads five senior agronomists across 
Western Canada responsible for training 
agronomists at ag retails.

“Agriculture keeps changing quickly, 
and farmers can be assured that ag retailers 
have professional agrologists or certified 
crop advisers that continue to develop their 
knowledge of what’s new and what’s com-
ing,” said Dow. 

“We want to make sure we know about 
all the tools a farmer has available to them 
for whatever their goals may be.” h

Alternative crops for precision planters A new voice for unbiased advice
BY KRISTI COX BY JENNIFER BLAIR

Top: Precision planting chick pea at a field 
scale. Above: Lewis takes a moment during 
planting to go “on record.”

Federated Co-op employees enjoy a break during a research tour at Farming Smarter. Tours provide an excellent PD opportunity to ag industry teams.
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Novel Crops Trends in Ag
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If you’re going to invest in a new piece of 
machinery, you want to be certain it will 
be useful. Precision planters offer seed 

saving and operational benefits, but the 
cost can be prohibitive if they can only be 
used for a few crop types. Farming Smarter 
(FS) and other forward-thinking produc-
ers are putting new crops to the test, and it 
looks like the possibilities might be limited 
only by seed size.

“Farming Smarter did small plot trials 
with several pulses — fababeans, chickpeas, 
lentils, and field peas,” says Lewis Baarda, 
Farming Smarter Field Tested manager. 
“We’ve also done some with hemp and 
durum wheat and we’ve seen the potential. I 
don’t think there’s a lot in the industry out-
side of the main three crops at this point.” 

Scaling up from small plot to field trials 
is the next step. FS relies on the co-oper-
ation of farmers to run these larger trials 
on their land. This allows the scientists 
to evaluate how the method works once 
applied to real world conditions. 

Baarda explains that most producers 
with a planter have two sets of plates, one 
for canola and one for corn and beans. 
Precision planters can be adapted for many 
crops if the seed size is right. It just takes 
adapting the equipment to have the right 
plates and right settings. 

FS found a producer using his planter 
for beans, so it was set up well to try chick-
peas, and he was willing to help. 

“Chickpeas fit on the plate perfectly, 
and the seed rates lined up,” said Baarda. 
“It was an easy adaptation to go chickpeas 
from dry beans.” 

They planted chickpeas with 15-inch 
rows, which is a width previous FS trials 
showed works well to realize benefits of 
using the planter. With wider rows, the 
plants had to be more densely packed 
within each row to hit the target seeding 
rate over the field. 

“If you have the rows close together, 
you’re going to get canopy coverage in 
between those a little quicker so you’re 
not losing moisture, and those plants are 
going to access nutrients a little quicker,” 
said Baarda. “Plus, there’s less competition 
between plants within the row because you 
have less plants per row. On the 15-inch 

rows of chickpeas, you could see a 
gap between the rows, but not inside 
the rows, all the seeds within the row 
filled out well. With the air drill, it’s 
the opposite. You can’t see the rows, 
but you definitely have a lot more 
variability of maturity and a lot more 
gaps between plants.” 

Planters do have their challenges.
“We’ve run into some issues with 

the planters with residue manage-
ment,” said Baarda. “In this case, 
it wasn’t an issue because we had 
a nice location. It wasn’t tilled, it was just 
great planting conditions with low residue, 
so the planter was able to penetrate the soil 
just as well as the air drill.” 

With harvest in full swing, Baarda 
hasn’t officially analyzed the yield results, 
but he shared his initial impression.

“I would say we did at least a little bet-
ter with the yield on the planter,” Baarda 
shared. “Even if we can hit the same yield 
we’d see on an air seeded field, it tells you 
it’s a viable option.”

With relatively small adaptations, the 
precision planter works for a wider range 
of crops, making it a viable option for more 
producers. Scott Gillespie, agronomist 
with Plants Dig Soil Consulting, works 
with a farmer who uses a precision planter 
for yellow field peas. When the farmer was 
first considering investing in a precision 
planter for seed canola, he was looking for 
multiple ways to use it.

“Precision peas are not a common thing 
to do,” said Gillespie. “But it’s under irriga-
tion and they could cut back on seeding 

rates because it was precisely planted. It’s 
worked very well for three seasons.”

Gillespie notes that planters provide 
even emergence, making every operation 
easier because the plants are at a similar 
stage. This makes timing for weed control, 
fungicide applications and desiccant more 
effective.

Canola plates could be adapted for 
small seeds, though sometimes shape mat-
ters as well as size.

“Canola is a nice round seed that nests 
nicely in the holes,” said Baarda. “With 
lentils, if they lay flat they work well, but 
sometimes they go perpendicular to the 
hole, and you get two seeds at once. It’s 
a little more complicated, but there are 
adjustments you can make. It wouldn’t be 
hard. It’s just a matter of how confident we 
are in the value and the benefits of doing 
that. Whether it’s better yields or just more 
utility out of that machine.” h

E very year, it seems like some new prod-
uct hits the market promising to change 
the face of agriculture as we know it.

And for some farmers that give these 
products a shot, they can quickly become 
an expensive lesson in ‘buyer beware.’

“When it comes to these new products, it 
is a buyer-beware market,” said Ken Coles, 
executive director of Farming Smarter. 
“How does anyone know that new Tide 
works better than old Tide? You don’t — but 
the decisions that farmers make are on a 
magnitude of scale that’s a lot different than 
whether your whites are whiter than before. 

“Just because of the magnitude of those 
decisions, it’s pretty important for farmers 
to have access to unbiased information and 
advice.” 

But as federal and provincial funding 
cuts reduce the number of resources avail-
able to farmers, it’s becoming more chal-
lenging to find that “unbiased knowledge” 
in rural Alberta. 

“There are no extension specialists 
with what used to be considered unbiased 
knowledge,” said Coles. “So there’s a lot less 
access now to that government support.” 

But agricultural retailers are starting to 
develop research and development pro-
grams to produce “unbiased information on 
the products they’re being asked to sell,” he 
said. 

“In a sense, they’re trying to fill that void 
of free access to that type of information,” 
said Coles. 

“They want to be a trusted source of 
advice, even without the sale. To me, it’s 
encouraging to see that some parts of 
industry are not completely going after the 
high margins they make in selling these 
products. They’re looking to do what’s right 

for clients, and I think that’s pretty exciting 
to see.”

Beyond that, these retails don’t want to 
stake their good reputations on products 
that “don’t always provide a benefit to farm-
ers,” he added. 

“You may be able to get away with sell-
ing some high-margin products that don’t 
really deliver on promises for a while, but 
eventually the farmer is going to catch on,” 
said Coles. 

“These companies are recognizing that 
they may make high margins selling these 
products but if the farmers aren’t benefiting 
from them, eventually they’re going to lose 
their business and their trust. That could 
mean the difference between staying in 
business and failing as a business.”

In some cases, retails hired research 
companies or non-profit agencies to prove 
the products work in the local environment 
before they commit to selling them. 

“It’s more of an ethical approach for 
supporting their clients, and as part of that, 
they’re really committed to training their 
staff and sales agronomists in a way that 
allows them to maintain integrity with the 
farmer.” 

That’s something Coles experienced ear-
lier this year touring France as part of his 
Nuffield scholar research.

“I came across a retail that created their 
own research and demonstration branch for 
the same purpose — to test products and 
make sure they worked well for their farm 
clients,” he said. “I thought it was a really 
cool idea, and I was pretty excited when I 
came home to find out that an ag retail had 
approached us for that same reason.” 

As part of that partnership, Farming 
Smarter tested a number of different prod-

ucts and provided training to the retail sales 
agronomists — the people who will work 
directly with farmers purchasing these new 
products. 

“For farmers who want to protect them-
selves from products that overpromise and 
underdeliver, the obvious answer is to look 
for trusted third-party data that’s local to 
them. Ag retails are becoming that source of 
trusted information,” said Coles.

Part of the reason for that is the ongoing 
commitment agronomists and agrologists 
make to professional development and 
training, said Karen Dow, manager of agro-
nomic market development for Federated 
Co-operatives Limited.

“Agriculture is a science, and every year, 
there are new innovations, whether it’s 
products or technology or equipment. And 
these changes are coming faster and faster,” 
said Dow. “So our professional development 
ensures that people like myself — who have 
been in the industry for 40 years — are 
updating our knowledge to the current 
technology that’s out on the market.”

Beyond that, ongoing training ensures 
farmer clients have access to any techni-
cal advice they need for new practices and 
products hitting the market, added Dow, 
who leads five senior agronomists across 
Western Canada responsible for training 
agronomists at ag retails.

“Agriculture keeps changing quickly, 
and farmers can be assured that ag retailers 
have professional agrologists or certified 
crop advisers that continue to develop their 
knowledge of what’s new and what’s com-
ing,” said Dow. 

“We want to make sure we know about 
all the tools a farmer has available to them 
for whatever their goals may be.” h
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A cross the country, volunteer boards 
of directors manage, monitor and 
support literally thousands of 

organizations, ag and non-ag alike. Board 
members generously contribute manhours, 
effort, and commitment to organizations. 
However, being a board member today isn’t 
what it used to be. Whereas board positions 
used to be coveted and board membership 
was a position of pride and some honour, 
the competing pressures of modern life have 
left boards today short-handed and begging 
for volunteers. Meanwhile, many non-
profits today are much bigger businesses 
than ever before, leaving stretched and often 
under-qualified boards grappling to manage 
multi-million-dollar budgets. Given today’s 
realities, is the current structure of boards 
and the expectations of volunteer board 
members effective? 

“We’re blessed to have a board that is 
effective,” says Ken Coles, Farming Smarter’s 
executive director. “But when I look across 
the landscape of ag boards, I’m seeing a lot 
of stress, frustration and potential pitfalls. 
I’m also very worried that, in this era of 
funding moving to a heavily project-based 
model, there are fewer and fewer dollars 
for the necessary administration that keeps 
organizations successful. That means boards 
are saddled with more and more operational 
weight. As an industry, we need to be think-
ing about how to move agriculture forward, 
which includes how we run boards and what 
we’re asking them to take on.” 

While board management might seem a 
strange one for Farming Smarter’s typically 
agronomy-focused magazine, our goal at 
Farming Smarter is to open new doors of 
possibility by pushing past the status quo, 
always with the ultimate goal to support 
southern Alberta’s farmers. That means we 
question everything, from agronomy to 
novel crops to — yes — even board manage-
ment. 

Mandy DeCecco-Kolebaba, one of Farm-
ing Smarter’s current board members, looks 
at board leadership from every angle. She’s 
been an executive director for a non-profit, 
has volunteered on multiple boards, and 
is by profession a strategic consultant who 

specializes in board effectiveness. She agrees 
with Coles that, first and foremost, boards 
shouldn’t be carrying an operational role. 

“So where a big company would maybe 
have a CFO and an HR manager, we’re now 
expecting those things to fall on volunteer 
boards. I just don’t think it’s sustainable and, 
in fact, I’ve been part of organizations where 
(that reliance on volunteers) was the organi-
zations’ biggest failures,” she says. 

The expectation to carry operational 
weight isn’t only foisted onto boards; many 
boards themselves incorrectly see that as 
their role. 

“The number one thing I hear from 
executive directors is: Can you make sure 
that the board knows they’re not involved 
in day-to-day operations?” says DeCecco-
Kolebaba. “But then I go to the board 
meeting and it’s all day-to-day operations. 
It’s like: How many people did you serve? 
Who’s using these services? How much 
money did you raise? What’s the buy-in over 
here? That’s when I step in and say, hold-up: 
that’s not the big picture stuff. You’re into the 

details of the day-to-day which can just be 
in a report. You should be thinking about 
growth, accountability, fiduciary responsi-
bility, overall direction — that’s your role.” 

In fact, even that kind of governance 
model isn’t the ideal or most effective option, 
DeCecco-Kolebaba says. Rather, she advises 
boards to shift from operational and gover-
nance perspectives to seeing themselves as 
supporters of the organization. 

“Board members provide value because 
they bring different perspectives to the orga-
nization through their own life, work and 
professional experiences. If we can make 
that advisory component more important 
than the overarching bylaws and opera-
tional components, people on both sides 
of the organization would have a lot more 
satisfaction, and it would allow executive 
directors to have more autonomy in grow-
ing the organization,” she says. 

To successfully transition to an advisory 
board, the board must release ultimate 
responsibility for the organization’s deci-
sion-making, both big and small. Rather 

Rethinking non-profit boards

BY MADELEINE BAERG

than carrying the overall nuts-and-bolts 
of the organization — a role many board 
members feel under-qualified to achieve, 
anyway — an advisory-focused board 
relies on proven accountability structures 
like accountants and auditors, values the 
professionalism of its staff, and builds a 
team-focused rather than interrogative 
relationship with its executive director. This 
critical shift creates space for the board to 
focus on overall guidance and for staff to 
deliver maximum meaningful value, much 
as a corporate board provides direction but 
gives autonomy to the corporation’s CEO 
and team. 

“Decision making needs to shift toward 
the executive director — who, incidentally, 
should know the organization better than 
the board members anyway — with the 
caveat that every decision should be run 
through the filter of: Is this project our core 
business? Is this decision aligned with our 
mission, vision and values? If those are 
always the focus, then you can be confident 
good decisions are being made because 
everyone has already bought into the over-
all direction,” says DeCecco-Kolebaba.  

Respecting board members for what 

they know rather than what they can do 
by definition means the hands-on work 
of the organization will be carried by staff 
rather than board members — incidentally, 
a much healthier and more sustainable 
operational strategy. That requires adequate 
dollars for staffing, however. 

“There’s no question we need to allot 
more dollars to the administrative opera-
tions of these organizations,” says DeCecco-
Kolebaba. “We get into danger when we 
undervalue the benefits of having a strong 
admin team and focus only on the service 
delivery or the project delivery. Strong peo-
ple on the back-end help with strong service 
delivery on the front-end. To only look at 
funding by individual project doesn’t help 
with sustainability, longevity, good policies 
and procedures, or good people manage-
ment.”

The insight and commitment of vol-
unteer boards is more critical than ever to 
agriculture, given the multiple and intense 
pressures facing this industry. 

“We need to ensure those who step up 
are valued and given the support they need 
to make meaningful contributions, both at 
the staff and board levels,” says Coles. h

What’s really their role?

Mandy DeCecco-Kolebaba

The agronomy team is one of five teams involved in day-to-day operation of Farming Smarter.  
Our volunteer board members trust and appreciate that management takes care of daily  
business.

FARMING SMARTER SNAPSHOT  |  Farming Smarter director Will Van Roessel and 
Board President Ryan Mercer take a few minutes to visit with RDAR representative Samuel 
Peprah at the July Plot Hop. Organizational advocacy is a prime role for board members.



farmingsmarter.com28   FARMING SMARTER / FALL 2022 FARMING SMARTER / FALL 2022   29farmingsmarter.com

Non-profit Management Non-profit Management

PHOTO: FARMING SMARTER

A cross the country, volunteer boards 
of directors manage, monitor and 
support literally thousands of 

organizations, ag and non-ag alike. Board 
members generously contribute manhours, 
effort, and commitment to organizations. 
However, being a board member today isn’t 
what it used to be. Whereas board positions 
used to be coveted and board membership 
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profits today are much bigger businesses 
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multi-million-dollar budgets. Given today’s 
realities, is the current structure of boards 
and the expectations of volunteer board 
members effective? 

“We’re blessed to have a board that is 
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executive director. “But when I look across 
the landscape of ag boards, I’m seeing a lot 
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Globalization

W hen I called Ken Coles, Farming 
Smarter Executive Director, to 
interview him on this topic, 

he didn’t pick up his phone when I 
called at our set time. He called 
back shortly after and told me 
that he had coincidentally been 
on the phone with an equip-
ment dealer, trying unsuc-
cessfully to acquire some 
equipment for the upcom-
ing season. Why unsuccess-
ful? “Major supply chain 
issues,” with precursors for 
all of their equipment. And 
this is affecting every single 
equipment dealer. 

I’m sure we’ve all seen 
examples of supply chain 
issues since 2020 in our busi-
ness and personal lives. Global 
trade has been disrupted by a pan-
demic, war, natural disasters and ships 
getting stuck in the Suez Canal — just to 
name a few. 

So what is the solution? Do we need 
to become more self-reliant as a country? 
If the parts we need to build or repair 
agriculture equipment were all made in 
Canada, there is less chance of something 
going wrong. But at what cost? Likely a 
rather high one. Most countries consis-
tently rely on other countries with capac-
ity to manufacture goods at a lower cost 
than domestically. 

Ultimately, in a country like Canada, 
the chance of becoming completely self-
reliant is very slim. And we’re not alone. 
Dr. Ellen Goddard, professor in Agricul-
tural Marketing and Business at the Uni-
versity of Alberta, suspects China is the 
only country that might be close to being fully self-sufficient. 

If we can’t do it alone, how do we ensure a constant supply of 
everything we want the instant we want it? It wasn’t that long ago 
we took that luxury for granted. 

Goddard suggests we think about matters of national security. 
Health, food, and energy might be areas we want to take strides 
in making sure we are self-sufficient. For example, maybe we 
should be manufacturing our own vaccines, needed fertilizers, 

but accept that we likely need to import our cell 
phones. 

We need to think about the flip side 
too. Coles said he’s heard that there 

are only around seven countries 
that can produce food in surplus 

to export. Canada is one of the 
world’s top exporters of agri-
culture and food products. 
All the remaining countries 
rely on an external food 
supply. Can we ethically 
or financially say we won’t 
export to those in need? 

The Ukraine and Russia 
are significant exporters of 
food as well. Shortages as a 

result of the war are driving 
up food prices. Goddard points 

out that when food becomes 
scarce, more political and military 

instability occurs. This just fans the 
fires of global conflict. 
So, is this a failed experiment? It is if 

our experiment’s hypothesis was that we 
would have a constant supply of what we 
want when we want it. If a scientist per-
forms an experiment that fails to prove a 
hypothesis, they need to examine what 
happened, consider what might have 
gone wrong, and possibly rework the 
hypothesis. 

Perhaps a new hypothesis in this case 
would be that we will have a reliable sup-
ply of what we need when we need it, along 
with strong consideration of how to define 
‘need.’ From there we figure out how to set 
up our next experiment. 

Goddard suggests more multilateral 
rather than bilateral trade agreements 
could increase security. It makes sense 

to me that we should work toward having our needs met via a 
combination of self-sufficiency and then preferably more than one 
source for what we can’t provide for ourselves. At the same time, 
it’s in our best interest to ensure other countries have their needs 
met as well. 

It’s a tangled web, but it seems we have a better chance in the 
long run if we expand and strengthen that web than if we build a 
wall and aim for independence. h

Is globalization a  
failed experiment?
BY KRISTI COX

Perhaps a new 
hypothesis in this 

case would be that 
we will have a reliable 

supply of what we 
need when we need 
it, along with strong 

consideration of how 
to define ‘need.’ 



D.A. Builds Agriculture
D.A. Steel Buildings has been an industry leader for
over 40 years! We design, engineer, and manufac-
ture your building in our Lethbridge facility. Our
workmanship is evident in every job we do.

We offer flexibility to build to your exact specifica-
tions! No more cookie-cutter building packages. Get
the building you want, exactly how you want it!

Give us a call today for a free consultation and quote.
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GROWER
ENGAGEMENT
MEETINGS

ALBERTA
CANOLA
CONFERENCE

GROWER ENGAGEMENT

MEETING DATES &

LOCATIONS:

Tuesday, November 29
OLDS –

POMEROY HOTEL

Thursday, December 1
FORT SASKATCHEWAN –

DOW CENTENNIAL CENTRE

Tuesday, December 13
VIRTUAL

Thursday, December 15
GRANDE PRAIRIE –

POMEROY HOTEL

REGISTER
EARLY
for a chance to
win a Milwaukee
M18 Grease Gun!

One winner at each event!

REGISTER NOW:
albertacanola.com/GEM

January 17 & 18, 2023
SANDMAN SIGNATURE LODGE – LETHBRIDGE

Join us for the new two-day Alberta Canola
Conference and 33rd Annual General Meeting.
Connect with like-minded growers to discuss
the issues that impact the success of canola
farming in Alberta.

For information visit: albertacanola.com/conference

Take a seat at the table to discuss
canola agronomy, updates to business
risk management programs, and get
an in-depth look into the federal
governments proposed reduction
in fertilizer emissions.
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