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Diane Finstad - MC   

Well, hello, everyone. And thanks so much for logging on to our virtual edition of a wonderful agricultural 
tradition in Alberta called Chops and Crops, a chance for representatives from nine different commodity 
commissions to visit with policymakers, a tradition that's been going since 2012. My name is Diane Finstad 
and I'm a Red Deer based agriculture communicator. And it's an honour for me to be part of this program 
as your moderator. Now a special part, of course, of the Chops and Crops tradition has always been the 
featured Alberta food and beverage products that have always been a part of the evening. So hopefully, 
you've got your own Alberta grown goodies nearby just to enhance the flavour of our evening. It’s too 
bad we don't have like scratch and sniff on our screens or anything, so we could all share in the aromas. 
But as you can see, we've got some great visual backgrounds behind us that help you know who our 
various speakers will be this evening. You know, a new benefit, though, of this virtual opportunity is that 
the presentation is being recorded and more producers in the province can log on and view it later so that 
is great. A real big thanks to all of our commission staff folks for their hard work on making the switch to 
virtual. And we're so glad that all of our Chairs could be here along with the administration. And we're 
grateful that you could all be so flexible as the battle rages on against this awful virus. Our format for 
tonight is to have some opening remarks from our hosting commission, and then hear from the Minister. 
We'll move into a roundtable style format after that for questions from each, and to ensure everyone has 
an opportunity, we've asked each of our nine speakers to narrow their field of broad inquiries to a single 
question to be answered by the Minister. Now we're going to try and allow about five minutes for each. 
Part of my job is to keep us on time. And, of course, from my old TV and radio days, I'm pretty used to 
keeping a keen eye on the clock, so if you're getting close to time, I'll put up the one-minute finger signal. 
And, you know, I have been known to use a cowbell to help round up folks at conferences and help out 
with my time keeping. I tried it out and it seemed a little loud right here, so in keeping with the season, if 
you hear a gentle jingle of the bells, it's time to wrap it up, so we'll try and keep it fair for everyone. Also, 
of course, if you take a peek, you'll see our chat function will be available on the side. Just keep in mind 
that it's a bit like a live microphone, use it wisely and with respect. So, with that, let's get our Chops and 
Crops 2020 underway. Our hosting group this year is the Alberta Wheat Commission, so to bring us some 
opening greetings, I'd like to introduce Todd Hames, from Marwayne, Chair of the Alberta Wheat 
Commission, Todd. 

 

Todd Hames, Alberta Wheat Commission Chair    

Thanks, Diane. Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. And on behalf of our agriculture partners, it's my 
pleasure to welcome the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Devin Dreeshen, along with my fellow 
farmers to the ninth annual Chops and Crops event. For those of you who don't know me, my name is 
Todd Hames. I'm a fourth-generation farmer in Marwayne as Diane said, and the current Chair of the 
Alberta Wheat Commission. It all goes without saying that tonight's event looks a lot different than it has 
in previous years. Typically, we welcome a larger group of colleagues and government officials and 



industry stakeholders in an evening of celebration in which we showcase the finest foods and drinks 
produced right here in Alberta. But this year has taught us all the art of adapting. So here we are virtually. 
I'd also like to acknowledge everyone who has joined us online and thank you for joining in tonight. 
Hopefully you were able to grab that favourite drink and beverage from Alberta or snack to enjoy while 
we participate with the Minister. Tonight, I am joined here with fellow farmers, beekeepers and ranchers 
from across the province as we reflect on the past year and road ahead in our continued role to feed 
Albertans and the world, with some of the safest, highest quality food available. The need to adapt and 
change conditions has never been more apparent than in this year but the ag sector is built on resilience 
and this year was no exception. The demand for our commodities withstood the pandemic and some 
Alberta farmers saw strong yields and productivity, while some other parts of the province, farmers 
struggled due to weather concerns, so we always have to take our victories with stride with the variability 
across this great province. The pandemic has hit our province hard and the ag sector understands that 
this is a long road ahead for Alberta to get back on stable ground. Our organizations know that agriculture 
has the ability to step up and play a major role in the province’s economic recovery. Our province was 
built on agriculture, it is what we do best. In order for agriculture to maximize its role we need the 
continued support of our government in ensuring our farmers have the resources and tools that they need 
to do their part to create jobs, rebuild and continue to diversify Alberta's economy. Agriculture can help 
by continuing to provide jobs in the rural communities, urban centres, and the ability to process more 
primary products right here in Alberta. We are pleased that Invest Alberta has recognized agriculture as a 
key sector in attracting new businesses to the province. We must not lose sight of the fact that the larger 
majority of what we produce is exported. And our ability to increase our export market capacity is critical 
in providing more jobs to Albertans. This means that we need on the ground support of our provincial 
government to help overcome market access challenges and create new opportunities in key markets. 
The support will be critical to maintain and grow our exports at a time when all countries are rebuilding, 
and some are adopting a very protectionist attitude. We want to thank our government for sending more 
agriculture officers to key global offices to begin the work of boosting our exports and expand our market 
reach. We are thankful for the recent announcements as well the government has made in the areas of 
rural infrastructure and there is more to be done here. We look forward to working together to address 
critical areas such as rural connectivity, road infrastructure, water management, and monitoring. As 
agriculture continues to innovate and adapt, we look to the government to champion ongoing efforts to 
accelerate investments into rural connectivity as a means of ensuring that Alberta producers continue to 
be leaders in innovation. The ag sector has shown resiliency and stability and long viewed as an important 
part of the diversification of our provincial economy. Innovation drives our resilience and 
competitiveness. Your commitment through the Results Driven Agriculture Research or RDAR to ensure 
that farmers and ranchers needs are reflected in research priorities is welcomed. Continuing to prioritize 
research will be pivotal in our sector realizing its full potential. So again, I want to thank both Minister 
Dreeshen and my fellow colleagues for being here tonight. And we look forward to a productive 
conversation towards building a collaboration and addressing the needs of a competitive, financially 
stable agricultural sector as a means to contribute to Alberta's economy recovery plan and carry our 
farmers into the next generation. Thank you. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Well, thanks a lot, Todd for those comments. And as Todd mentioned, of course, our special guest here 
this evening is the Honorable Devin Dreeshen, the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry for Alberta. Now 
Minister Dreeshen is a fifth generation of his family to farm in the Pine Lake region in central Alberta, and 
a second-generation public servant. Now from a young age, he had a keen interest in policy and public 
speaking, as well as tractors and combines. He was first elected, of course to the Legislature in a by-



election in the summer of 2018 for the Innisfail/Sylvan Lake constituency and after being re-elected that 
spring, took on the role of the Ministry for Ag and Forestry. Of course, Minister Dreeshen gained a lot of 
valuable experience in his eight years as policy advisor for federal agriculture minister Gerry Ritz, where, 
of course, he helped to advocate for trade, improved rural infrastructure, the end of the week board 
monopoly, a few little issues like that. And now he is serving the industry as it tackles new challenges here 
in our province, as we'll soon hear. So, Devin, thanks so much for taking the time to speak with us here 
today. And we look forward to hearing some comments from you. Devin... 

 

Devin Dreeshen - Agriculture & Forestry Minister    

Well, thank you, Diane, and thanks, Todd, for the introduction and hosting Chops and Crops this year, 
obviously, in a very different format. One, I think that none of us on here would prefer, but obviously, 
with the health recommendations and everything that Dr. Deena Hinshaw has been advising the 
government, obviously the best way to reduce the spread of COVID-19, and, ultimately, the best way to 
make sure that everyone is safe all across the province going forward. And it's obviously my pleasure to 
bring greetings on behalf of Premier Jason Kenney and my colleagues at the Alberta Legislature. We're 
actually sitting tonight, and I don't want to say that you got me out of evening House duty tonight, but 
you may have, so again, thank you for that. We've been sitting in the legislature until about midnight or 2 
am, last week, and most likely this week again, discussing issues of great importance on the health files, 
but also as a government to try to do everything we can to advance what would we think, what we got 
elected to do, and what we think is the best way to help propel the province forward economically and 
ultimately, try to deal with the greatest challenge of our time right now, which is COVID and the massive 
unemployment rate. But when you look at this year, agriculture has been an economic bright spot. It's 
something that with all the massive unemployment that we're seeing with a whole bunch of sectors, 
whether it was negative oil prices, or so many people out of business or businesses having to shut down, 
agriculture and forestry have been a bright spot in the economy, and that's something that, we as a 
province, although there have been areas obviously that have had very tough weather, I think about 
650,000 acres that went unseeded this year due to wet weather. It hasn't been a bumper crop across, you 
know, for every county in every area, but overall, we've seen agriculture as a huge bright spot with 
extremely strong prices, and with an above average crop yield, and once it's all tabulated, it could be a 
record for the province of Alberta. And with CP and CN doing their part to make sure that they can have 
record weekly shipments to ports, that's again something that farmers benefit at the bottom line, and it's  
obviously just important overall on the crop side. And just with a very strange year, obviously with COVID 
and with the shutdown on the livestock side of two major beef slaughter plants with JBS and Cargill, there 
was a massive backlog that built up about 300,000 head of fed cattle and something that we've very 
proactively moved on similar to during BSE with a Fed Cattle Set Aside Program, something which is seeing 
great success to try to help mitigate the issues of having that massive backlog and trying to chew our way 
through. Of the height of over 300,000, we're now down to about 77,000 head that have been backlogged, 
which is a great, you know, a great feat in something government can actually try to intervene and help 
out the market. We also had that time, just viewing CFI federal inspectors contracting COVID, or maybe 
plants having to shut down because they don't have inspector capacity, we actually trained provincial 
meat inspectors here in the province. We have over 60 that we would have in place so that they could 
actually go out and replace whenever they would need to, federal CFIA inspectors. So again, they have 
our big major plants of 5,000 head a day plants that would actually have inspector capacity, so they 
wouldn't have to shut down due to those key people possibly being contracted with COVID. So with that, 
we actually introduced an agriculture training Support Program, something like $2,000 for an employer 
to hire someone new during COVID. Again, it was something that we anticipated with Temporary Foreign 
Workers being problematic, obviously, with international travel, we wanted to make sure that we could 



give an incentive to employers, whether it be greenhouses or beekeepers, to be able to hire local 
Albertans, especially with our massive unemployment rate, hire local Albertans when they were obviously 
having trouble getting international temporary workers to Alberta, which we thought was prudent of 
actually just realizing the fact that we need to have agriculture workers, but also that we could help 
mitigate the massive unemployment that we were seeing within the province. And then, I mean, 
agriculture is so important to the economy, I think everybody that's tuned in obviously knows that over 
77,000 people work in agriculture, about $11 billion in exports, we have a target as a government 
something early on of 1.4 billion in value-added business investment attraction, that we've been working 
on. Something that we have an investment team within Agriculture and Forestry, that are doing their best 
to work with processors, whether that's, you know, in potatoes or canola crush or a processing plant on 
the meat side. We were trying to attract investment here to the province to not just benefit our agriculture 
producers, but also Alberta's general economy, as agriculture is the largest natural resource economy that 
we have in the province, we want to make sure that we can have them attracted here and coming here. 
We also set a target of seven and a half percent increase in our exports, eight and a half increase in our 
value-added exports and value-added production here in the province. So we've been very leaning heavily 
and something that Todd mentioned of Alberta's economic recovery, being agriculture taking that lead. 
And it's something that just recent announcements this year of Results Driven Agriculture Research or 
RDAR, having $370 million of agriculture research publicly provided by the provincial government over 
the next 10 years, a long-term commitment so that research projects over the long term can have that 
sustainability and also at a rate of $37 million a year, larger than all the other prairie provinces combined 
when it comes to agriculture research from a public side. We again just view the importance of research 
to the ag sector to make sure that it continues in and can flourish as an industry. And obviously our $815 
million agreement that we made with eight irrigation districts down in southern Alberta will create over 
8,000 jobs of 56 rehabilitation projects, which essentially takes open pit water canals and converts them 
into pipelines, as well as, four off-stream reservoirs, which when you combine the off-stream reservoirs 
with all the rehabilitation projects, be about 200,000 acres of new irrigated land into the province of 
Alberta. So all of that, and the jobs that are created out of it, again, is something that we thought as a 
provincial government, we could be able to help facilitate, again economic growth, to try to benefit our 
industry. And then just finally, just like to highlight, we also doubled our international, our trade 
appearance of having, and not just four but eight international officers in key markets around the world 
so that our industry is being advocated for, and we're making those agriculture deals in new markets and 
expanding markets as much as we can. So, with that, those are just kind of the highlights that I think we've 
done as a government, and happy to take any questions. Again, I wish we were all in person, and we'd 
have the typical Chops and Crops, but I appreciate Diane and Todd and everybody that helped put this 
together, for being able to address you tonight. And I know that the Premier would have loved to have 
been here tonight and address everyone, but you got second fiddle tonight, so I hope that suffices, but 
thank you guys very much for your time. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Oh, well, it's a fiddle that still plays good music to the ears of these producers, especially it's, you know, a 
great tip for so many of them to have a real farmer representing them in Edmonton, so thanks for that. 
Alright, now it's time to sort of get to know our panel members, and we're going to go around the table 
and meet our various representatives. So, what we'll do is we'll go around and get each of you to just sort 
of Introduce yourself what commission you represent and where you're from, and then now we'll start 
our round of questions. So, Todd is host so we'll check in with you first. 

 



 

 

Todd Hames, Alberta Wheat Commission Chair    

I'll keep this short and as I said Todd Hames from Marwayne, Alberta, and I'm the current Chair of the 
Alberta Wheat Commission, so east central Alberta. I think Devin knows where I'm at, so thanks, welcome 
here. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Oh, sounds good. Okay, next, we'll check in with Jeremy. Go ahead and introduce yourself Jeremy. 

 

Jeremy Olthof - Alberta Beekeepers Commission Chair    

Hi, my name is Jeremy Olthof. I'm the current Chair of the Alberta Beekeepers Commission. We operate 
4,500 hives east of Lacombe, the big town of Tees, Alberta there.  

 

Diane Finstad    

Great. All right. Next up is Brent. 

 

Brent Moen, Alberta Pork Growers Chair    

Bent Moen, Chair of Alberta Pork based out of Calgary. 

 

Diane Finstad  -MC   

Thank you, Brent and onto Brad. 

 

Brad Boettger - Alberta Oat Growers Chair    

Good evening. Brad Boettger, farm near Tofield. Alberta, and I'm the current Chair of the Alberta Oat 
Growers Commission. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Next to him we have John. Go ahead, John. 

 

Brent Moen, AB Pork Chair     

Good evening Minister, John Guelly, Chair of Alberta Canola.  I farm over in the Westlock area. 

 



Diane Finstad - MC   

Okay, next to that, Gary, we'll check in with you next.  

 

Gary Tokariuk - Alberta Sugar Beet Growers President     

Gary Tokariuk, I'm President of the Alberta Sugar Beet Growers. I farm an irrigated farm just outside of 
Lethbridge, and I'm third generation and my daughter will be the fourth generation coming up. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Great. Okay, over to Dave. 

 

Dave Bishop - Alberta Barley Commission Chair    

Good evening. I'm Dave Bishop. I'm Chair of Alberta Barley, and we have an irrigation and dryland farming 
in the Barons area, just north of Lethbridge. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Great then, we'll move into Don's territory, Don. 

 

Don Shepert - Alberta Pulse Growers Chair    

Hi Minister. Don Shepert, I'm Chair of Alberta Pulse Growers. I'm in northeast Alberta, in the St. Paul area, 
and I'm right in a forest of faba beans right now. So, thanks for taking the time to talk to us tonight. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

And Russ. 

 

Russ Van Boom - Potato Growers of Alberta Chair   

Thanks. As you may have guessed from my picture, too, I'm Russ Van Boom here, Chair of the Potato 
Growers of Alberta and I'm a seed potato farmer in Fort Saskatchewan area. Good evening. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC  

Great. Okay. Well, now we've had a chance to meet all of our panel members and to hear from the 
Minister. We'll move into our question and answer session. And so we'll kind of go in the same order that 
we introduced you in. That means then Todd, you’re first up to ask your question and get the Minister's 
response. 

 



 

Todd Hames, Alberta Wheat Commission Chair   

Thank you, Diane. As Minister, your talk already brought up the fact that you increase the international 
representation in our offices to doubling and that's very much appreciated. Canada has negotiated away 
most tariff barriers through free trade agreements, but the ag exports continue to experience a lot of non-
tariff and technical barriers to trade that disrupts access to our key markets. Despite CETA, we still have 
the country of origin labeling issues with Italy with regards to durum wheat and pasta products, and there 
are other examples across all commodities. Early notice of potential non-tariff trade barriers is becoming 
a key factor to address these concerns. So going with your offices and your officer, what role do you see 
for your government and these new agricultural representatives abroad to play in identifying and 
addressing barriers to the Alberta agriculture exports. Thank you, Minister. 

 

Devin Dreeshen - Agriculture & Forestry Minister    

No, well, thanks, Todd. I assume you can hear me. That's a very important question, obviously, something 
that we obviously with over 80% of most of our agriculture commodities being exported, we have to make 
sure that we have open access to markets. That's something that we look at other provinces, and just as 
a country, we need to make sure that we have a presence in other, in large markets, and something that 
when whether it's Australia, or other competing countries, they have that presence on the ground. And 
we have to make sure that we as a province of Alberta, working with the federal government have access 
because the federal government obviously signs off on these free trade agreements and we need to make 
sure that we have people on the ground that do two things. One, which is advance our advocacy group, 
try to sell Alberta companies, Alberta produce to direct buyers in other markets, because that ultimately 
increases the price that our farmers receive when they go and sell their products. So that advocacy, you've 
been opening up those economic channels, is first and foremost that they work with. And then secondly, 
we want to make sure we're working with the new Invest Alberta group that has just been announced 
with David Knight Legg as the head. It's something that we want to make sure that we have investment 
opportunities with international investors into Alberta. So, whether that is pick a different type of value- 
added group that you could possibly think of or business, we want to have companies around the world 
wanting to invest in value-added production here in Alberta so we ultimately aren't just exporters of raw 
commodities, but also, we can have the economic benefit of having jobs here, of having the investment 
here, of having the tax dollars here and developing more value-added products, and then shipping them 
around the world. So, it is something that our eight new officers in eight different key jurisdictions around 
the world, we've doubled that because we, again, recognizing importance of our international presence 
and being able to export our commodities and try to get those deals and get those premium prices, but 
also to get investment dollars around the world. So, it's obviously very important and something that we 
want to make sure that we were focusing on. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Alright, thanks for your answer there, Devin. So that will move us into Jeremy now. Jeremy, your turn to 
throw the Minister a tough question. 

 

Jeremy Olthof - Alberta Beekeepers Commission President    



There have been significant changes to the province's research system. Some of these changes that were 
tied to your ministry's 2020 to 2023 business plan creates a lot of uncertainty if academic positions are 
only funded for the next three years. Now that Agriculture and Forestry has transitioned Dr. Shelley 
Hoover, honeybee and pollination researcher, to the University of Lethbridge, the beekeepers of Alberta, 
the hybrid canola industry and even Dr. Hoover are all concerned about the longevity of the role and her 
research program. Under the new research model, how does the government plan to ensure that 
researchers who are based in academia and funded by RDAR, have some assurances for long-term stability 
to contribute to the growth and sustainability of Alberta's agriculture sector?  

 

Devin Dreeshen - Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

Well, thanks Jeremy for that very important question. I actually met with Shelley when we did the 
transition announcement down in Lethbridge, and something that we wanted to make sure of our rock-
star researchers, the researchers that everybody on this call knows and understands, were getting that 
transition funding. And it's something that we thought, whether it's university or college, that they have, 
not only the capacity and the lab space and the resources to be able to conduct research, but they also 
have teaching opportunities, where it's the next wave of researchers in agriculture that these researchers 
now have teaching opportunities working with the colleges or universities, to set curriculum and to be 
able to have new courses in agriculture and just further the research that we have.  Something that you 
don't have as an Agriculture and Forestry employee. And again, with to your question of how will they get 
that long-term beyond the three year funding, it is just like every agricultural research project in the 
province of Alberta going forward with RDAR, Results Driven Agriculture Research, they're going to get 
$37 million a year annually from the province of Alberta, which again, is more than Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba combined, they will get that research dollar, those research dollars from the provincial 
government, which ultimately can be leveraged, you can have private investors, you can however the 
researchers try to come up with their proposal for whatever type of research project they have. If it has 
massive industry buy-in something that producers, whether it be farmers, ranchers, or being producers 
have, they view as this is critical to our industry, that's where the priorities of RDAR will be set. And that's 
where the dollars will eventually go. So, it's something that we campaigned actually as a government, or 
as a party about 18 months ago, that we didn't want government ideology getting in the way of 
agricultural research. We want to make sure that it was grassroots and it was farmers and ranchers and 
producers that were actually dictating and directing public agriculture research dollars. And so that's why 
we created RDAR that has a, you know, wide swath of different commodity groups on it and I have full 
confidence in Dr. David Chalick, who's the head of RDAR, to be able to define that sweet spot of whether 
it be livestock or crops, or any other commodity group, to be able to get the research dollars that they 
need to ultimately just increase the value of agriculture research in Alberta. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Yes, next. So, we're going to head over to Brent Moen from Alberta Pork for his question for the Minister. 

 

Brent Moen, Alberta Pork Chair    

Minister Dreeshen, over the past year, the government of Alberta has significantly reduced department 
budgets and key staff members in several areas, including Agriculture and Forestry. However, our ability 
to mitigate both human, animal and crop disease issues is predicated on strong disease surveillance and 
rapid response capacity as COVID-19 and other disease issues have shown. To this point, will ongoing 



staffing and budget reductions impact the ability of the Office of the Chief Provincial Veterinarian and the 
Agriculture and Forestry Provincial Lab to help protect our province’s multi-billion-dollar agricultural 
industry? 

 

Devin Dreeshen - Agriculture & Forestry Minister    

Well, thanks, Brent for that question. And, no, it's something that we viewed our Chief Veterinary Officer 
as a key critical officer of this government. We want to make sure that the research dollars and his funding 
was adequate so that he could do his job to make sure, that on the livestock side, he had all the funding 
needed to be able to conduct any type of research, or to make sure that he was fully funded to make sure 
that you could ultimately do what he is supposed to do, which is make sure that herds in the province are 
safe, and that if there is an outbreak of any type of disease, that he has all the resources available to him 
to be able to conduct that and to conduct that work. And I think it's something too, we announced too, 
about a month or so ago, in the University of Calgary, adding to the surveillance and the veterinary 
capacity of the University of Calgary to be able to do our own testing here in the province of Alberta, for 
so many livestock tests were actually sent to just to Saskatchewan to be able to see whatever type of herd 
disease or herd issue may have arose, and now the fact that we can do that locally here in Alberta, not 
just is a time factor and something that if there happens to be an outbreak, time is obviously critical, but 
we can do it here in Alberta. And it's also cheaper for producers to be able to get any type of testing done, 
we ship it down to Calgary versus having to ship it to Saskatchewan. So, we've transitioned that type of 
research and testing capacity to the University of Calgary, we've made sure that our Chief Medical Vet or 
Chief Vet has all the resources available to be able to do any type of research and with the H1N2 case that 
was found in Alberta, he worked hand in glove with Dr. Deena Hinshaw, obviously our Chief Medical 
Officer of Health in the province. And, it was something that I was very proud of him and his work and the 
speed in which he conducted herd tests across the province, across central Alberta. So, I think it's 
something that he's, a physician when I first met him as Minister, I said over the four years, "I hope I never 
see you again". But it is something that you want to make sure that you have a qualified, well staffed, well 
resourced Chief Medical Vet for the province, as a provincial Ag Minister, and I think we have one here in 
Alberta, and I'm tremendously proud of him and know that he has the resources that he needs to do his 
job extremely well. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Okay, thanks for that answer there. Okay, next up, we swing over to Brad Boettger from the Alberta Oat 
Growers Commission. Brad. 

 

Brad Boettger - Alberta Oat Growers Chair     

Thanks Diane. Minister Dreeshen, you were on the inside when the federal government reduced Agri-
Stability to 70% and introduced Reference Margin Limits, which would further reduce the trigger to well 
below 70% drop in margin. Around 2012, farming incomes then we're on the rise, market access was 
increasing, and trade barriers were being removed. However, in our recent years, we have seen increased 
market and trade volatility, more severe weather-related events and increased cost of our inputs; and yet, 
Agri-Stability has not reacted to support our farmers for these impacts that are beyond our control, as 
well, delays in year-end production summaries and payouts, particularly in northern Alberta, have made 
it difficult to plan and it further worsens the financial stress on farms. So, to these points, what are the 
government's short-term and long-term plans to ensure Business Risk Management programs meet our 



farmers needs, including assurances for more adjusters and timely payouts so that we can remain 
competitive? Thank you. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister  

Well, thanks, Brad. And not to get too nostalgic. The decisions that were made back then were... it was a 
choice. And something that back then, we had commodity groups say  that was the best change to happen, 
because we knew as a federal government, we had to find efficiencies and whether it was research or an 
Agri-Stability change at that time, it was something that was widely supported that the Agri-Stability 
change would be better than any cuts to research. So again, wasn't the minister then, but that is 
something that, at the time, was made, and something that we have now heard from lots of commodity 
groups to say that Agri-Stability hasn't been fixed, and it doesn't work. And I think that's something that 
even prior to the reference margin change or the trigger change, it's something that I've heard from a lot 
of farmers to say, why should I spend thousands of dollars on an accountant, wait almost two years to see 
if I actually get a payment from something? I think BRM Programs should be timely, bankable and 
predictable. That's something that the federal and provincial governments have said, those are the types 
of commodity, those are the types of BRM changes that we actually want to see. So, it's something that 
we are at our FPT meetings right now, we had last Friday was the first half, this upcoming Friday is the 
second half of those meetings. And it's something that we as a province want to make sure that we can 
develop something that works. And we've actually, we're in discussions with other provinces, we're 
developing a program that would actually be a replacement to Agri-Stability, because when you look at 
Agri-Stability, and the tax returns and everything that it takes for them to be able to pay almost two years 
out after an actual real revenue reduction, margin reduction. We're looking at an insurance-based margin 
program, that like crop insurance would actually pay out at the end of the season. You could say, this is 
my loss, this is my revenue loss for the year, and here is I as a producer, can choose my own risk level to 
be able to invest into, or to buy coverage for a margin loss and then that is actuarially sound through an 
insurance-based system. So that's something that we're working on, we're advocating for, to see if we 
actually have federal buy in. If we don't, I guess we'll have to go back to the drawing board, but we think  
that is a margin-based insurance program is something that is timely because it will pay out within the 
year similar to crop insurance, unlike the two plus years, or two-ish years, it'll take for Agri-Stability and 
it's bankable because farmers get to be able to choose the coverage and the reference level and the trigger 
points that they would want. And it's bankable, because it's actuarially sound versus wide swings that not 
just affect farmers, but also governments as well when it comes to budgeting. So again, not to get too 
nostalgic, back then, budgets were very tight, and there wasn't a lot of federal or provincial government 
dollars to go around and when we, as a province of Alberta, this year have looked at negative oil prices 20 
plus billion dollars in deficit this year, next year not looking too well, either. It's been extremely tough as 
a government and that's why we want to make sure that we have government supports for agriculture 
that are reasonable and something that when you look at all the other businesses that are having a very 
difficult financial stress, that it's something that is bankable and predictable and timely for our producers 
here in Alberta. So we'll see what happens on Friday, but it's my opinion that Agri-Stability was never a 
good program and it is something that we need to try to find an improvement, and the next five-year 
framework for Agri-Stability, that essentially, even if you wanted to change it, or whatever the next five-
year framework is going to look like, we'll have to have sign-off by next year or the year after. So, from all 
provinces and the federal government. So, to me, even if you did tinker with Agri-Stability now, you 
wouldn't see the benefit until the next five-year framework were to happen anyway. So, that's, something 
that we're developing and that we're going to be advocating for on Friday. 

 



Diane Finstad - MC 

Hmm, sounds like an interesting development. And we'll definitely keep our ears open for Friday's news. 
All right, now. Well, move on to John, with his giant canola for your question. John. 

 

John Guelly - Alberta Canola Chair  

Thanks, Diane, hope you're enjoying the view from my field. Minister, you're a farmer, so I don't have to 
tell you that farmers are price takers in a trade exposed industry, with no ability to pass on those increases 
to our customers. We pay retail prices for our inputs, and we sell our commodities at wholesale prices. 
We use energy to irrigate, dry our grain, and heat and cool barns, and we pay the freight both ways. All of 
which is subject to a federal carbon tax. It's expected to rise to $50 per ton in just over a year. To remain 
competitive and be able to feed Albertans and the rest of the world, we need more carbon tax exemptions 
for the energy and fuel we use on-farm, new agricultural carbon offsets and increased renewable content 
in the Federal Clean Fuel Standard, all with less red tape. So my question is…How will the government of 
Alberta ensure farmers remain globally competitive in the face of these carbon challenges? And what 
value does the government place on the carbon we sequester in our agricultural soils through improved 
sustainable practices? 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

Thanks, John, and I am envious of the canola plants you can grow up there. But, when it comes to carbon 
taxes in Alberta, if we're successful as a province in fighting the federal carbon tax and the Supreme Court, 
you won't have to pay them. And that's something that we still have our best lawyers fighting the Supreme 
Court to make sure that, we can win that constitutional jurisdiction battle with the federal government. 
And when it comes to the Clean Fuel Standards, or anything that the federal government throws at us, 
that really just increases the price of doing business in any province. But specifically, in Alberta, you're 
absolutely right, John. It's so difficult to compete to be in the export markets, and to have to compete 
with a government that is always trying to increase the costs for us, even though we have the highest 
labour standards, the highest human rights standards, the highest environmental standards of any 
country in the world, but when they're always moving the goalposts and increasing costs to trade 
dependent, and to your point, price takers, it feels like a noose tightening around your neck. And that's 
something that we, as a province, are always going to fight and to push against. And, I think it is something 
that, to your point, maybe we have to be more creative. Maybe we have to say, we sequester, and we 
sequester an amazing amount of carbon through our modern agriculture prices, and we should get a 
benefit for it. I know on the forestry side, we have 87 million acres of forests here in Alberta, that's the 
size of Germany, but yet, we don't get credit for it. We don't get credit for the amount of carbon that we 
sequester on the agriculture side, with zero till and all the grazing leases or the grazing practices that we 
have in Alberta. So, it is something that these attacks, these increased costs to production shouldn't 
happen. But if they are happening, then we should be, to your point, be able to take credit for all the 
tremendous, amazing work that we do on the environmental side, because there's no other country in 
the world that's more cleaner than us, and more ethical than us. And if you were to play in the world of 
'Let's pay a premium product for environmentally friendly produce that's been exported around the 
world', well, Alberta should get that premium price every day. And it's something that we have to fight 
and make sure that we do. And I think that is something that we're working on with our federal 
counterparts to make sure that they understand the environmental benefits that we do every day here, 
and with modern agricultural practices in Alberta.  



 

Diane Finstad - MC 

Thank you for that. Now, we'll swing down to sugar beet country and check in with Gary. Gary. 

 

Gary Tokariuk - Alberta Sugar Beet Growers President    

Thanks, Diane, as a water user with the St. Mary's Irrigation District, I would like to thank you, Minister 
Dreeshen, and your government for doing the investment in irrigation. It'll pay off by the rehabilitation of 
canals and everything in the long run, and that's the segue into my question is that waters become a 
commodity which everyone is interested in, especially the PMRA and the public. What does the provincial 
government plan on doing to ensure consistent water monitoring is being conducted to provide scientific 
data to help combat myths and inform decision makers, especially in the area of PMRAs on crop protection 
tools. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister    

Well, thanks Gary. And I'm not sure if this was you or someone else but a wise man once said, whiskey’s 
for drinking and water’s for fighting over. And it's something that we obviously understand the importance 
of  irrigation, we, beyond actually the $815 million announcement that we made to expand the 200,000 
acres of irrigated land in southern Alberta, we're actually looking at a second phase as well, and working 
with the Canada Infrastructure Bank, and other producers to be able to try to expand your irrigation, 
because again, we understand the importance of it. But to your point PMRA, the new federal Water Body 
Commission, I'm not sure what the federal government has recently announced, there's a lot of issues, 
regulatory issues, that can impede economic growth. So, we've always pressed PMRA or other levels of 
government to make sure that they view the economic stability, economic growth of our industry of 
agriculture as a priority.  So, it's something that the competing uses of irrigation bodies, I know down in 
Strathmore lots of folks who say, 'Well, this is a beautiful, nice recreational lake', well, it's actually an 
irrigation area, and yes, the water levels will go up and down obviously because of water use. So it is 
something that I think it's a bit of education, but it's also strong advocacy work to make sure that PMRA, 
or any other regulatory agencies have the right focus, and have an economic focus, as well as an 
environmental focus, obviously, but that they view that the growth of the industry is something that is 
important. They do cross jurisdictional scans of, again, what our international competitors use, and what 
their regulations are, because there shouldn't be a never-ending goalpost that moves way beyond reason. 
And that is something that we have to make sure that we, as provincial government and producers can 
advocate and fight for to make sure that we can remain competitive, that we can have a strong agriculture 
sector, because, again, we're an amazing renewable resource sector here, and the sky's the limit. And it's 
something that we have to make sure if we want to have those value-added processors attracted to this 
province, they look for stability, and especially through irrigation is one of those big major pillars that 
they're attracted to. So we have to make sure that we  have that here, as well as the things we can control 
as the province, which is almost a near obsession with red tape reduction to make sure it's easy to set up 
a business and to operate, as well as an extremely low competitive tax rate so that they know that they 
can invest here, and it's something as a job creator,  they can flourish and do business and again benefits 
the province of having more jobs here. So, I agree, there's a constant regulatory review that shouldn't be 
never-ending increase in regulation. But it should also be a common-sense view as well. 

 



Gary Tokariuk - Alberta Sugar Beet Growers President    

Thanks. You mentioned whiskey at the start. I was wondering if you received your Alberta sugar grown 
and produced Alberta Brumble. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

I did. But I can't tell you what level the bottle is still at. So… 

 

Diane Finstad -MC  

All right. Well, thanks for that question. And I know Dave's been chomping at the bit, so to speak, to talk 
for Alberta Barley, so Dave, it's your turn.  

 

Dave Bishop - Alberta Barley Commission Chair   

Thanks Diane, Minister Dreeshen. Farmers are strong contributors to the tax base of rural municipalities. 
We were pleased to see a rollback of the proposed linear tax assessments by Minister Allard for a more 
favourable model for our municipalities. Understanding that these are hard times for the oil and gas 
sector, our farmers are concerned that major changes to non-residential and linear tax assessments will 
download impacts onto the agricultural sector and our farmers, through increased taxes, costs and 
erosion of services. So, my question is: How will your government strike a balance in attracting oil and gas 
and other investment into rural areas, while still ensuring that farmers can maintain their margins, as well 
as the necessary services to contribute to the diversification of the economy and the economic recovery? 
Thank you. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister    

Well, thank you, Dave. And obviously oil and gas is so important to the province of Alberta. And it is 
something that that we're keenly focused on of how we can try to attract more investment, whether it's 
conventional or not, oil and gas production. We recently announced a new capital grant program, where 
12% of the capital costs of a large oil and gas operation will be granted by the provincial government, 
again, just to try to attract the main employer in the province, which is oil and gas. And for municipalities, 
it's up for them, obviously, to set their own tax rate. But it is something that we encourage them to try to 
attract any type of industry, whether it be oil, gas or agriculture. And we also encourage and look at 
whether it be, you know, confined livestock operations or agriculture groups to make sure that they don't 
implement rules, regulations, taxation, that actually hurts or demonizes agriculture, because it is such an 
important aspect to our economy and the provincial government, we can do everything that we think we 
can do to try to attract investment, but if we don't have federal government support, or agreement or 
municipal government support or agreement, you're still going to see companies that are going to decide, 
‘I with my global capital would rather go someplace else’. So it is something that we work with and  
Municipal Affairs Minister Allard has done a tremendous job trying to reach out and talk to as many 
municipalities as she can to make sure that that message of 'we're all in this together, we all have to try 
to attract investment, we all have to try to create more jobs', especially with a near record unemployment 
level that we have here in Alberta. So, I think it is one of those 'we're all in this together' moments. And 
we have to make sure that we can work with municipalities to make sure that we can try to attract 



investment and get jobs back, and get Alberta booming again. Because that's obviously when we're at our 
best, is when we can get ourselves back on track. 

 

Dave Bishop Alberta Barley Commission Chair    

Thank you, Minister. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC  

All right, we're gonna head back to the land of giant crops and check in with Don from the Pulse Growers. 

 

Don Shepert - Alberta Pulse Growers Chair   

Yes, thanks, Minister. On a personal note, Minister, I'm very pleased that you've persevered so much with 
the beef industry because we're shipping our calves tomorrow. So, we're looking forward to, you know, 
hopefully doing okay, and we will. And I have the question, a hard question, I guess. But you've answered 
it many times already. Alberta has a hard-earned reputation for high quality ag products and a growing 
capacity to help meet the global demand for food, value-added processing as an opportunity to be a 
strong driver for our province’s economic recovery. For example, the trend, in demand for plant-based 
protein is significant and growing. And just a comment, Lovingly Made Ingredients, by Calgary, have 
opened, we have a pulse flour mill opening by St. Albert, and also Fabs Canada has moved into the pea 
butter plant. So, on the pulse side, it looks really good, and hopefully the milk people are building their 
fractionator. So how is the provincial government encouraging greater value-added investment to 
capitalize on the increased interest in plant proteins and other locally processed ag commodities? Thanks, 
Minister. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister     

Well, thank you so much Don. And it is something that, of that $1.4 billion investment target again, it was 
something that if you don't set something, you don't measure against it, you'll never be able to improve 
upon it. And with that $1.4 billion investment that was within our own Agriculture and Forestry 
department, we had about 30 or so companies that we were working with as a concierge-type service or 
red carpet type level of engagement, where they would see that, whether it's municipal water licenses or 
provincial water licenses, or whatever type of permits that they would need to set up shop, we want to 
make it easy for them. And I think of that 1.4 billion, we're at, I think, 300 or so million dollars of it, of 
projects large and small, saying ‘yes, we are shovel ready, we want to actually set up shop,’ and again, you 
mentioned a few of them. It is something that it's exciting that if you don't actually go out, and court these 
companies, they're going to set up shop someplace else. So, it is something that we, if we're going to talk 
the talk about jobs, jobs, jobs, and that we're trying to increase your economic activity, we have to be able 
to put our money where our mouth is, and focus on those areas to try to attract those types of businesses. 
And it's not just international, a lot of it is local, or within Canada investments. Cavendish is a great one 
on the potato side, where we're working with them to see what would it take to build a second plant of 
that same size. We obviously point to our natural advantages of a low tax rate, and again, with that red 
tape reduction focus, but we asked them, and we're continually asking them, if we don't have this right 
for you, what else would it take to be able to set up shop here? What are other jurisdictions that you're 
working with, what are they offering you that we could counter? And  sometimes it's a lot of bluster, so 



you have to kind of cut through that, but you want to make sure that we are as competitive as we can be 
to attract job creators, because, to your point, there's a huge economic potential for the province to be 
able to attract them, get them here, for the farmers, as well as the people that are employed in those 
industries. So, it's important, and it is something that we were focused on before the economic downturn 
in COVID. But it is something that I'm a huge believer in agriculture and think it has a tremendous growth 
capacity to be able to be evermore prominent in the province. And then I think it's, you know, I think we're 
kind of humble when it comes to the agriculture industry, where a lot of other industries get more 
attention, and they can be more flashy, but it is something that we need to make sure, whether it's 
through the Calgary Stampede or organizations that can bridge rural and agriculture to big major urban 
centres. That's so important, because we have such an amazing agriculture story to tell here in Alberta. 
We just have to make sure we tell it, because if we don't, nobody else will. So, it's very important, and 
value-added is a great way to be able to bridge that divide. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

Or somebody else will tell it and not the right story. Right? Okay, thank you. We're just about around the 
table. Let's check in now with Russ from potato country. Russ. 

 

Russ Van Boom - Potato Growers of Alberta Chair   

Hey, thanks, Diane. My question is on water security, and actually, Gary gave a question about water 
quality, so you can see our questions might be in the same stream, if you will. I'd like to also echo what 
Gary said with giving thanks for the $815 million announcement in irrigation, and my question goes along 
with that. So, with that announcement of funding to modernize the irrigation districts, and increasing 
water storage capacity and supporting long-term value adding processing, that was a pleasant surprise. 
Freshwater is vital for potato processing.  It's a vital thing and all other agri-food processing and expansion. 
So, when can we expect to get some more clarity from the government on the specifics of where this 
funding is going? And perhaps more importantly, what is the government's plan to secure access to a 
continued supply of fresh water, specifically mountain runoff, which is critical for existing and potential 
value-added processing facilities in Alberta?  

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

Sorry, Russ, could you repeat that one more time? It cut out on my feed. I got the beginning. Okay. 

 

Russ Van Boom - Potato Growers of AB Chair   

So, when can we expect to get some more clarity from the government on the specifics of where this 
funding is going, and more importantly, what is the government's plan to secure access to a continued 
supply of fresh water, specifically mountain runoff, which is critical for existing and potential value-added 
processing facilities in Alberta? 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister     

So, the details of the $815 million for irrigation? I believe that's what you're referring to?  



 

Russ Van Boom - Potato Growers of Alberta Chair    

Yes. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister     

Yes. It is of the 56 projects. Just on the rehabilitation side, that's something with the eight irrigation 
districts they've identified as projects that they deem necessary. And so, I think those are mostly public 
right now. And the four off-stream reservoirs that they're going to develop, it's a mixed bag. Some are 
widely known, some are... they've already got land purchased and others, they're not that well advanced. 
So, there's kind of a mixture, so when can we give clarity on that, the sooner the better. It's something 
that we want to be able to put this money out there, we want to be able to have these operational because 
if this was a stimulus spending move, which it was, we want to be able to make sure that we have shovels 
in the ground, we have people employed, the eight plus thousand people that are going to be employed 
by this funding, we want to make sure that that happens right away. So, it's something that I'd love to be 
able to tell you exactly where everything is right now, but in due course, once everything has been 
finalized with landowners and the irrigation districts, it'll be revealed. But mountain runoff is so important. 
And I think, you know, this was the first tranche, the first wave, other irrigation districts, or even the 
existing eight irrigation districts have come to us and said that they have other projects and other ideas 
that they'd like to see. And just the expediency, you're trying to get this out the door as soon as possible. 
This was the low hanging fruit that we identified with these irrigation districts. So, we want to make sure 
that we could hit this, you know, fast and hard of the Canada Infrastructure Bank that had been around 
for years, this was actually the first project that ever got signed off with them. So, we wanted to kind of 
strike while the iron is hot, get this done, but we're not done. When it comes to irrigation, we are looking 
at a second wave, whether it's within the existing irrigation districts or even outside of them to be able to 
do more projects, and to try to capture the water that we have. We have 50% access to our rivers that 
flow out of the province, and of all of them, we're not coming close to hitting that level. So water is so 
important, catching mountain runoff, especially in the spring is obviously so important, because ultimately 
everything's going to go out to Hudson's Bay, if we can’t capture or utilize it, so why not use it in an 
environmentally, you know, sustainable way, as well as an economic beneficial way, and keep it here in 
the province of Alberta, because we have the mountains, as long as there's snow in the mountains, we'll 
be able to have wonderful flowing rivers, and let's get the economic benefit of it. And that's something 
that we're obviously focused on.  

 

Diane Finstad - MC  

All right. Thanks for that reply. Minister Dreeshen, I know we're just about out of time. But I'm just 
wondering, we did have one question on the chat that seems to have generated some interest if you're 
open to taking one more. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

Sure. You bet, Diane. 

 



Diane Finstad - MC 

Okay, it says, Does the Chief Plant Health Officer also have the same security in their role as the Chief 
Veterinarian that we discussed a little earlier? 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

I would say yes. She's working with the Fusarium Action Committee. Krista (Zuzak) is someone, that I think 
has been doing a great job, great work. And whether it's, you know, our environmental sustainability that 
we have as producers, as farmers here in Alberta, we have to make sure that we have the people in place 
and can be able to tell that story, that we're doing this in an environment, we do modern agriculture, and 
environmentally sustainable way. So, I think it's something that, as I said, we have tremendous confidence 
in her, whether it's her or chief vet, we need to have those validators at that kind of high academic level 
that is beyond just, you know, agriculture advisory groups that may be seen as bias, no offense, we need 
to be able to have those types of validators that really do a tremendous job of promoting our industry. So 
again, it's something that it's very important. 

 

Diane Finstad - MC   

All right, well, thanks for taking that on as well. And I think that wraps up our question and answer format. 
We really hope that next year at this time, we can get together again in person and truly enjoy the Alberta 
food products gain. So, thanks again, for everyone for your flexibility. And with that, I'm going to turn it 
back over to Russ Van Boom for some closing comments. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister  

Thank you, Diane. 

 

Russ Van Boom - Potato Growers of Alberta Chair 

Well, thank you, everyone, for your participation in the conversation here. It is, indeed, unfortunate that 
we could not hold this event face to face in our traditional manner. But of course, given the circumstances, 
I am glad that everyone could join us this way. What would we do without the internet, right? So, we have 
been fortunate to discuss a range of topics this evening that well encompass agriculture in Alberta. 
Looking through the producers’ questions and hearing them discuss, highlight some of the words and 
phrases that characterize progress, and advancement. Words like stability, support, access, protection, 
competitiveness, barriers, investment and planning have been commonly spoken tonight and represent 
key underpinnings to the agricultural commodity economy. What a great opportunity we have all seized 
here to discuss these themes, and we eagerly anticipate how these will be addressed moving forward. I've 
had the privilege of attending Chops and Crops for a few years now, and I am continually impressed with 
the unique aspects that this event holds. It really is a fantastic way for government and agricultural 
industry to exchange ideas and to build relationships. These two goals are incredibly important and this 
underscores the merit of holding this event annually. It's been great to have had the chance to parlay our 
particular questions this evening. On behalf of the agricultural community represented here, I would like 
to offer sincere thanks to members of our government for attending and listening to your constituents. 
Ecclesiastes five, verse nine says 'But this is game, for a land in every way, a king committed to cultivated 



fields'. There is wisdom in this biblical principle of government investing and caring for their dominion. 
Among other efforts, your participation in this venue demonstrates your commitment to maintaining 
agriculture. I'd like to extend special thanks to the Honourable Devin Dreeshen, our Minister of Agriculture 
and Forestry, for being a central part of our meeting this evening, and for the time given addressing our 
questions. It's no small task to manage the dynamic agricultural portfolio you have in this proud province, 
and you do this job well and with grace. Additionally, I'd like to thank the other members of Alberta's 
Legislative Assembly for the work they do in agriculture. By listening to their individual constituents or 
through the hard work of legislation, their function in agriculture is vital. Finally, I'd like to acknowledge 
the organizers of this event and our hosts for the evening, both Megan Evans and Diane Finstad. Wrangling 
farmers and technologies is harder than wrangling livestock for me at least. So, thank you for giving our 
meeting order and keeping things running, it as much appreciated. While, this year's edition of Chops and 
Crops has certainly taken a more formal approach, it is great to have had the time to connect nonetheless. 
I'm sure I'm not alone in saying that I look forward to resuming this event in person with a more typical 
setting. We've reached the close of our time together. So, in memory of past years’ events, at home or in 
your office, feel free to warm up some appetizers and tackle a craft brewed beverage or two. After all, 
some traditions need to survive COVID, so with that I'd like to say thanks for your time this evening, and 
please feel free to exit the call and please accept my best regards. Have a good evening, everyone. 

 

Devin Dreeshen, Agriculture & Forestry Minister   

Thank you, Russ.  

*This transcript was provided as a resource. Please consider the video as the official record. 

 

 

 

 

 


