Time for farmers to stand up for our grain grading system!

By Stewart Wells
In 2014, a long-time advocate
for grain trade deregulation and
a former researcher for the
Western Canadian Wheat
Growers Association was
quoted in the ag press as saying
“I don’t remember one serious
conversation about market
power and the dangers it
imposed.” Apparently that conversation still hasn’t happened
for the farmers that are lobbying to open Canadian borders
to an inf lux of US-grown
wheat.
The American National
Association of Wheat Growers
(NAWG) and US Wheat Associates are lobbying the US government to help them export
more wheat to Canada. They
claim Canada’s grain grading
system is a barrier, so they are
asking President Trump to put
pressure on Canada. It is not
surprising that in Canada, the
corporate-backed wheat lobby
groups – Cereals Canada and
the Western Canadian Wheat
Growers -- as well as the Western Grain Elevator Association

which represents the grain
trade, are on-side with NAWG
and US Wheat Associates too.
These lobby groups want to
change the Canada Grains Act
to allow American grain access
to our wheat grading system or
else to get rid of the grading
system altogether so that companies buy on specifications
instead. Both options would
help the multinational grain
companies and harm farmers.
But first, let’s get one thing
straight: Canadian millers can
already bring in as much USgrown wheat as they choose.
No limits. Bringing in large
amounts of U.S.-grown wheat
would mean mixing that grain
with Canadian-grown product
and moving it through the
already-stressed Canadian
export system. Shady marketing will sell this grain as
“Canadian origin” which
would give corporate profit a
short term boost -- until the
world recognized that this grain
is not really the superior or
unique Canadian wheat they
were expecting. In short, our

much diminished Canadian
market power would suffer
another serious blow.
The idea that the US is missing out on the Canadian market
makes no sense either. The US
and Canada are two of the
world’s largest wheat exporters.
In 2016, the wheat Canada
imported was less than one percent of our exports.
Our international reputation
for quality wheat didn’t just
happen. It was built by Canadian farmers and governments
who knew that strict quality
control measures are needed to
obtain premium prices on the
world market. The wheat-growing areas of the Ukraine, the
USA and Australia are much
closer to ports. Our quality
standards allow us to obtain
higher prices which compensate for the cost of moving
grain from the prairies to port.
Our grading system adds about
$70 per tonne to the farmers’
price. Most years, Canadian
farmers produce around 25
million tonnes of wheat, so our
grading system adds $1.75 bil-

lion to Canada’s economy every
year!
What else is at stake if our
government caves in to these
lobby groups?
Allowing grain companies to
mix American wheat with
Canadian-grown wheat would
give US wheat a free ride on the
seed-to-port-terminal quality
control system we have developed over the past century, and
which the Canadian Grain
Commission (CGC) oversees
in the interests of Canadian
farmers. Canada’s grading system ensures farmers have
recourse to an independent
arbiter, the CGC, if we think
our grain has been unfairly discounted by the elevator. The
CGC’s official grain grading
guide provides transparent
standards for the grading of
grains, oilseeds and pulses. If
Canada were to dismantle our
grain grading system altogether, Canadian farmers
would have no choice but to sell
via individual contracts with
grain buyers. The buyer would
then have all the power and

farmers would have no recourse
if their grain was unfairly discounted or rejected.
The multinational grain traders – ADM, Bunge, Cargill,
Louis Dreyfus, Viterra and
Richardson International – are
connected to the lobby pushing
for US access to Canada’s system. These companies stand to
gain millions, if not billions, in
additional profits by disabling
the CGC. The grain trade
would then be in position to
take an even greater share of
fa r m e r s’ we a lt h w it h
impunity.
Farmers need to call upon
our federal and provincial
Agriculture Ministers as well
as our provincial wheat commissions to stand firm and
uphold the CGC and our grading system in the interests of
farmers, our rural economies
and Canada as whole.
Stewart Wells is a grain
farmer from southwestern Saskatchewan and a former President of the National Farmers
Union.
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M

embers of the agrifood
community gathered
recently at what could probably
best be described as a working
dinner to discuss the future orientation of the Canadian AgriFood Policy Institute and meet
Donald Buckingham, the new
President and CEO.

The event brought out a mix
of politicians and representatives from farm and commodity
groups and related organizations. The discussions around
the dinner tables were on the
issues facing the sector and the
best role for CAPI in addressing
them.
As backdrop to the evening
there were the NAFTA talks,
the consultations on a national
food policy and revisions to the
Canada Food Guide and the
simmering anger over the proposed federal tax changes to
name just a few.
One theme that emerged frequently as members of the audi-

ence spoke after dinner was
sustainability, not just in terms
of preserving our current food
producing capacity. We need to
find ways to make our soils
more productive and weather
resilient while protecting water
quality, wildlife habitat and supplying safe food.
Coupled with that is gaining
public trust, a matter the Canadian
Centre for Food Integrity and the
Canadian Federation of Agriculture have been addressing. If the
public doesn’t understand agrifood, it’s open to the outlandish
claims of hostile interest groups.
Underlying all the comments
was the ongoing frustration at get-

ting the government, both politicians and bureaucracy, to fully
comprehend the economic potential of the agrifood sector. The
centrepiece of that initiative is
implementation of the principal
recommendation from last
spring’s Powerhouse Report, prepared in part by CAPI, and the
Barton Report. It calls on Prime
Minister Trudeau to appoint an
Agrifood Growth Council composed of sector leaders and senior
bureaucrats to ensure that agrifood sector’s needs and potential
play a role in government policymaking instead of being treated as
an afterthought.
The consensus of the more 50
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Energy combinations that work

men and women in the room was
CAPI should keep on the policy
tracks it has followed in recent
years to bring the sector together
and educate governments. But a
key role for CAPI should remain
being the place where farmers,
processors, suppliers, retailers and
social policy groups interested in
food issues can openly discuss the
tough subjects facing them.
Invoking Wayne Gretzky’s
hockey motto of going to where
the puck will be, not where it is,
Buckingham said CAPI has to
foresee how issues will progress
and prepare for that outcome. 7
A
Now to make it happen.

