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BY GORDON BACON

P
eople are passionate about 
good food. While the defini-
tion of good food has always 

been about taste, it has expanded 
over the last few decades to include 
nutritional quality.

Now, growing concerns about the 
environment and climate change 
are prompting food manufacturers 
to expand the definition of good 
food and market more products as 
sustainable. Between 2008 and 
2018, new food product claims 
related to the environment grew by 
1,175 percent to over 40,000 new 
products introduced with environ-
mental claims. 

The focus on food and the envi-
ronment has moved beyond the 
food sector. Earlier this fall, Mark 
Carney, governor of the Bank of 
England, weighed in on the need 
for climate risk management and 
sustainable investing to go main-
stream. And a recent trade agree-
ment between the European Union 
and Mercosur countries included a 
clause on climate conference com-
mitments, opening the opportuni-
ty for the EU to link trade and 
access to climate impacts. The 
future of food is being shaped by 
many hands.

The reality is that many of the 
words we use to describe food tells 
us little about the quality of our 
food. Terms like local, seasonal, 
organic, non-GMO and natural 
don’t tell us a lot about the nutri-
tional quality or environmental 
impact of that food.

Nutritional quality is based on 
different nutrients, which are mea-
sured according to standard meth-
ods. Defining how sustainable a 
food is will not be as simple as tell-

ing someone that it was grown or 
raised in a “good” way or that the 
manufacturer cares about the envi-
ronment. There is a need to mea-
sure the environmental impacts of 
putting food on our plate.

For the markets that value sus-
tainability, and the brands being 
developed to capitalize on con-
sumer interest in environmental 
quality, objective measures of out-
comes are needed in key areas such 
as carbon balance, biodiversity 
and water-use impacts. The chal-
lenge is that the current measures 
of environmental impact, and the 
data being used to drive these mea-
sures, need to be modernized and 
expanded. 

To understand the impact that 
the food system has on the envi-
ronment, an approach to choos-
ing good food will require the 
development of data that reflects 

the specific eco-system and man-
agement practices by all crop and 
livestock sectors, as well as the 
processing required to have food 
ready for the plate. This work has 
already begun as numerous orga-
nizations are building inventories 
of data for food and agricultural 
products. It isn’t about good or 
bad food — it is about choosing 
products and a dietary approach 
that reduces the environmental 
“food print” while meeting nutri-
tional requirements with food that 
tastes good.

A global approach that uses farm 
level and eco-system specific infor-
mation will provide incentives for 
all segments of the food supply 
chain to work toward making sus-
tainability improvements. Most 
importantly, it will provide con-
sumers with the information they 
need to make educated food 

choices based on an understand-
ing of measuring what matters to 
the environment.

Ultimately, the person pushing 
the grocery cart has the most power 
to drive change. Given enough 
information, food companies and 
consumers will make the ingredient 
and food choices that are right for 
them. Good information will also be 
key to good government policy for 
food and the environment.

The food sector has made signifi-
cant strides to provide information 
on the nutritional quality of foods 
to consumers. Now it’s time we 
consider how we do the same for 
sustainability and food. Let’s 
ensure that Canada’s agri-food 
system is ready to compete in the 
future of good food.

Gordon Bacon is chief executive 
officer of Pulse Canada.
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W
ith Andrew Scheer’s 
resignation as leader of 
Conservative Party of 

Canada, the party has an oppor-
tunity to establish a new approach 
to the climate crisis and promote 
economic development in rural 
and agricultural ridings.

T h e  C o n s e r v a t i v e  p a r t y ’s 
approach to reduce greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions targets large emit-
ters and doesn’t affect farmers.

Agriculture is largely exempt 
from the federal carbon tax brought 
in by the Liberals, but it does add 
extra costs for farmers to transport 
their goods and to dry grain.

Both of these plans miss the mark 
when it  comes to agriculture 
because they don’t provide incen-
tives to farmers to improve their 
GHG footprint or recognize how 
helpful the industry can be to com-
bat climate change. 

Neither the Conservative nor 
Liberal parties plan to address the 
climate crisis leverage, which is 
one of Canada’s largest advantages 
— our ability to convert a lot of land 
into carbon sinks.

The Conservative plan to reduce 
GHG emissions relies on yet-to-be 
developed technologies,  but 
incentives to change land-use pat-
terns can immediately increase 
carbon sequestration.  

A new Conservative climate 
change plan could provide incen-
tives for producers to convert small 
parcels of less-productive or awk-
ward-to-access land, including 
around field edges and wet spots, 
into carbon sinks though a pay-
ment-for-ecological-ser vice 
scheme.

Small pieces of land across Cana-
da could add up to thousands of 
acres of new carbon sinks, which 
would help the industry be seen as 
a solution to the climate crisis 
instead of a root cause.  

Similar to how the Prairie Farm 
Rehabilitation Administration 
helped farmers recover from 
drought in the 1930s through pro-
moting new approaches to land 
use, including tree culture and a 
focus on water supply, a new Con-
servative climate change plan 
could help rural landowners both 
mitigate and adapt to a changing 
climate. 

Transitioning Canada to have 
fewer net GHG emissions is going 
to cost money, and it makes sense 
that people who help the country’s 
GHG balance sheet should benefit.

Rural landowners are also strong 
supporters of the Conservative 
party, so it wouldn’t be a bad move 
for the party to return the support. 
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W
ith the dollars at play 
i n  c r o p  n u t r i t i o n ,  i t 
shouldn’t be surprising 

that companies both reputable 
and not so reputable all want a 
piece of the pie.

In the Crop Production Costs — 
2020 guideline document recently 
released by Manitoba Agriculture, 
the assumed fertilizer cost for 
canola is more than $80 an acre, 
with hard red spring wheat at nearly 
$64. The only big break is on nitro-
gen-fixing crops, such as soybeans 
and peas, where the assumed fertil-
izer cost is in the $13 to $17 range.

Fertilizer prices since spring have 
been stagnant to lower, but fertil-
izer costs might still increase in the 

next growing season even if prices 
don’t. That’s because producers 
have been steadily increasing fer-
tilizer rates as they chase higher 
yields. 

A report recently prepared for the 
National Farmers Union advises 
farmers to cut their  nitrogen 
expenditures as a way to make 
more money. Most producers see 
that as ludicrous. Global Ag Risk 
Solutions, a company that provides 
production cost insurance, has 
data showing that increasing input 
spending, on average, increases 
farm profitability. 

It is true, however, that optimum 
fertilizer rates are a matter of inter-
pretation. Different soil test labs 
will give you different results on the 
level of nutrients in your soil and 
then agronomists will interpret 
those numbers differently. 

While an estimate can be made of 
how much water is in the soil at the 
time of sampling, no one knows 
how much moisture will fall during 
the growing season. Do you assume 
average precipitation or do you fer-
tilize for an above average crop?

Nitrogen, phosphate, sulfur and 

potassium still form the basis for 
most fertility programs, but the 
offering of alternative forms of the 
major macronutrients is more 
diverse than ever. And there’s a big 
push on micronutrients such as 
zinc, boron and copper applied in 
various forms. 

All the companies have trial 
results and convincing testimonials 
designed to drive sales. Some of the 
products have merit while others 
have merit only in certain circum-
stances. Some are a waste of money.

In extreme cases, some compa-
nies promote soil science princi-
pals that appear to come from 
some sort of parallel universe. 
They’ve invented their own jargon 
and while it sounds convincing, it 
has little basis in science.

The newest craze is biologicals. It 
is possible for micro-organisms 
including mycorrhizal fungi to work 
with plant roots to more effectively 
access nutrients in the soil. It’s an 
interesting area worthy of more 
study. However, we should realize 
that more effective plant uptake 
does not create soil nutrients.

When you harvest a crop and ship 

away the grain, you’re shipping 
away a large amount of nutrients. 
Unless you think the soil has an 
endless supply of what plants need, 
nutrients somehow need to be 
replaced. 

The one exception is legume 
crops that work with rhizobium 
bacteria to produce soil available 
nitrogen. This is a truly additive 
impact — fixing nitrogen from the 
air.

Most farmers don’t have formal 
training in soil science and even for 
those who do, it’s difficult to scruti-
nize the explosion of crop nutrition 
offerings. How do we make good 
decisions when so much money is 
on the line?

Personally, I like hiring compa-
nies that interpret soil test results 
and provide advice but aren’t in the 
business of selling any of the 
inputs. Paying a little bit for an 
unbiased recommendation beats 
paying for questionable crop nutri-
tion products.
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