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From food sovereignty 
to food insecurity
How changes to the Canadian Wheat Board and seed policy 
leave farmers worse off

Ann Slater

Between 2008 and 2014, Canada’s federal government, led by Prime Minister Ste-

phen Harper, has not acted in the interests of the farmers who grow food in Canada 

or the people who eat the food we grow. Uniquely Canadian institutions, developed 

over the past century to rebalance power between farmers, buyers of farm produce 

and input suppliers, have been destroyed or severely weakened. Trade agreements 

and changes to Canada’s agricultural policies and laws have handed more power 

and control to an ever-dwindling number of multinational seed, chemical, grain, 

and food processing companies. In common with changes made in other sectors 

of Canadian society, the fundamental shift in the agricultural landscape was done 

with little transparency, without regard for basic democratic processes, through 

the use of omnibus bills, and by showing disdain for those who question the fed-

eral government’s direction.

Once it received a majority of seats in the House of Commons on May 2, 2011, 

the Conservative government moved quickly on a campaign promise to take away 

the single-desk marketing power of the Canadian Wheat Board (CwB). In doing so, 

it set out to destroy an institution that had worked in the interest of Prairie grain 
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farmers for over 75 years. Although the prime minister and his agriculture minister, 

Gerry Ritz, had been hostile toward the CwB during their pre-majority mandates 

and in the 2011 election campaign, they had still indicated that farmers would de-

cide the board’s future, as law required. Farmers took them at their word, but only 

two days after the election, Minister Ritz announced the new government would 

end the CwB’s single desk as soon as possible.1 In his opinion, the federal election 

had served as the only vote needed on the future of the CwB.

The Canadian Wheat Board prior to 2012

The Canadian Wheat Board was established in 1935 to give farmers collective mar-

ket power in dealings with grain companies. The government of the time, led by 

Conservative prime minister R.B. Bennett, believed the creation of the CwB was ne-

cessary to prevent the collapse of Prairie economies. Through the CwB all farmers, 

whether they were close to railways or not, had an opportunity to sell grain. Price 

pooling under the CwB meant that grain farmers jointly shared the risks and re-

wards of price fluctuations. Farmers received an initial payment based on the pro-

jected price as well as the volume and grade (quality) of their goods, and if grain 

sold higher than the projected price a final payment was received at the end of the 

year. In the few instances when prices dropped after the initial payment, resulting 

in a loss, the government covered those losses.

The CwB prior to 2012 was not a grain company. It had no shareholders, neg-

ligible assets and no grain-handling infrastructure. Its most significant asset was 

its legislated mandate to sell all of the wheat, durum wheat and barley grown in 

Western Canada through its single desk. All of the proceeds of grain sales, net of 

operating costs, were returned to farmers each year. The CWB Act did not permit 

retained earnings; revenues were distributed back to farmers. The CwB’s sales 

were worth approximately $5 billon per year.2 Under the single desk there were 

no competing sellers to undercut each other’s prices to gain buyers. It gave farm-

ers market power in an international grain trade dominated by a handful of multi-

national grain companies. The system provided fair returns to the greatest num-

ber of farmers.

The CwB did a lot of things beyond selling grain, which it did very well in over 

70 countries. It supported public interest research, ensured that farmers were able 

to load producer cars to ship their grain as an alternative to using elevators owned 

by grain companies, ensured access to elevators for all grain farmers, defended 

farmers in trade challenges launched by the United States against Canada, and 

advocated on behalf of farmers in negotiations or disputes with rail companies.
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Canadian wheat has the excellent reputation it does around the world because 

the CwB paid close attention to quality, provided superior service to customers, and 

co-ordinated timely and efficient movement of grain from Prairie farmers’ fields 

to international ships in Canadian ports. From 1998 until December 2011, the CwB 

was run by a board of directors made up of 15 people, 10 of them elected by farm-

ers. The debate about ending the single-desk authority of the CwB was long-stand-

ing in political and agricultural circles, but farmers across the Prairies consistently 

elected pro–single desk farmers to represent them on the CwB board.

Farmers denied a say in the future of their CWB

Section 47.1 of the Canadian Wheat Board Act required a binding plebiscite (vote) 

of farmers before any substantive changes to the CwB’s single-desk authority could 

be initiated. Despite repeated calls from agriculture organizations, Canadian cit-

izens, and civil society organizations to let farmers decide on the future of the CwB, 

Prime Minister Harper and Minister Ritz remained steadfast in their commitment 

to ignore the CWB Act. The Conservative government did not provide farmers with 

the freedom to choose via plebiscite whether or not the CwB should sell grain on 

their behalf via the single desk. Instead the Conservative government chose to act 

on behalf of the grain companies to facilitate changes that would lead to farmers 

receiving less for future hard-won grain harvests.

The CwB conducted its own plebiscite in the summer of 2011 regarding wheth-

er or not the board should retain its single-desk authority: 62% of farmers voted 

in favour of keeping the single desk for wheat and 51% supported keeping the 

single desk for barley. Even though the vote took place during the busy summer 

season, was not binding, and was boycotted by organizations that supported the 

government’s initiative to destroy the CwB, it still drew a turnout of 56% of af-

fected farmers.

Bill C–18, An Act to Reorganize the Canadian Wheat Board and to Make Con-

sequential and Related Amendments to Certain Acts, dubbed the Marketing Free-

dom for Grain Farmers Act, was introduced in the House of Commons on October 

18, 2011.3 Not only did the federal government deny farmers a vote on the future 

of the CwB, it also used closure to limit debate on Bill C–18, which passed second 

reading on October 24 and was referred to committee. Usually, an agricultural act 

like Bill C–18 would be referred to the standing committee on agriculture and agri-

food. Determined to destroy the CwB as quickly as possible, the government creat-

ed a special ad hoc committee to review this specific act. The committee adopted 

its report on November 3, 2011, presenting it to the House of Commons the follow-
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ing day. After passing third reading on November 28, the bill proceeded quickly 

through the Senate and received royal assent on December 15, 2011.

As the government moved Bill C–18 through Parliament, the Friends of the 

Canadian Wheat Board (FCwB) challenged its legality in Federal Court, alleging 

the bill ignored the requirements laid out in the CWB Act and described above. On 

December 9, 2011, Justice Douglas Campbell declared that the introduction of Bill 

C–18 under the circumstances violated the rule of law. The federal government ig-

nored this and proceeded with the bill while also appealing the ruling. On June 18, 

2012, the Federal Court of Appeal overturned Justice Campbell’s decision.4 A FCwB 

class action suit continues to address the fundamental injustice in the Harper gov-

ernment selling valuable CwB assets paid for by farmers.5

Marketing freedom for grain companies

With the passage of Bill C–18, Prairie grain farmers were thrown back into a sys-

tem of grain sales and handling dominated by a handful of companies. Current-

ly, the top three grain companies — the privately held Richardson and Cargill, plus 

Viterra, which is owned by Swiss-based Glencore — own 60% of Canada’s grain 

terminal capacity and 59% of the Prairie elevator capacity, according to Canadian 

Grain Commission statistics.6 The Marketing Freedom for Grain Farmers Act elim-

inated the farmer-elected members of the board, but left the government-appoint-

ed directors in place. Under the legislation the remaining directors are required to 

either privatize the CwB or liquidate it by the end of 2017. Although the legislation 

declares the CwB is not a Crown corporation, the current CwB is subject to final 

control by the ministers of agriculture and finance.

The process to privatize the CwB has been quick and quiet. An attempt by the 

Farmers of North America (Fna), a private business owned by James Mann of Sas-

katoon, to purchase the CwB’s assets received a lot of media attention in the farm 

press during the late summer and early fall of 2014. Although Fna’s proposal was 

turned down by the CwB, the Fna initiative highlighted the lack of transparency in 

the privatization process and the intentions of the federal government to complete 

the privatization ahead of the 2017 deadline.7 In April 2015, the government gave 

the assets of the CwB to Global Grain Group (G3), a joint venture between multi-

national agricultural firm Bunge and SaLIC Canada Ltd, a subsidiary of the state-

owned Saudi Agricultural and Livestock Investment Company. No money changed 

hands. However, the deal requires G3 to invest $250 into the company, and to hold 

49.9% of the shares in a trust that provides units to individual farmers proportion-
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ate to the quantities of grain they sell to the company. After seven years, G3 can 

unilaterally buy out the farmers’ shares.8

Losing more than a single desk

Ideal planting, growing and harvest weather conditions during the 2013 season 

led to a bumper harvest across the Prairies. During the winter of 2013–2014, the 

chaos in the movement of grain in Western Canada received a lot of media atten-

tion. The federal government said the bottlenecks in the system were caused by a 

lack of infrastructure and poor service by rail companies.

Prior to 2012, the single-desk CwB would have co-ordinated the movement of 

the huge stockpiles of grain from farmers fields to ships waiting in port. Even in 

years with a bumper harvest all farmers would have seen some of their grain move, 

whether they were close to rail lines and ports or further inland. Through its co-

ordination of logistics and its role as a farmer advocate with clout, the influence 

of the CwB helped ensure non-board commodities, such as canola, oats and puls-

es, were also moved efficiently through the transportation system to the benefit of 

farmers. Ships waiting in ports would have relied on the CwB to ensure the correct 

grade and quantity of grain was delivered in a timely fashion, reducing or elim-

inating demurrage charges, and often paying a bonus to the CwB and farmers for 

providing grain quickly.

Bottlenecks in the movement of grain benefit the grain companies. They are 

able to use them to justify charging a large basis, thereby devaluing farmers’ grain.9 

When they control the movement of grain out of elevators and inland terminals, 

grain companies are able to “hold” grain to push the price paid to farmers down 

and to increase the price charged to grain buyers. The result is more money in the 

pockets of the grain companies.

On the Canadian Wheat Board Alliance blog, and in presentations to farmers, 

Ken Larsen has reported on information from CwB audits showing that under the 

former CwB farmers and local Prairie businesses received 85–95% of grain prices 

at port. He has also reported that, by February 2014, elevators were only returning 

40% of the port grain prices to farmers.10 The losses to farmers are mounting from 

basis deductions, captive supply and unequal access to delivery, loss of pricing 

transparency and market knowledge, and mounting debt in the face of rising in-

terest costs on bills that cannot be paid until stored grain is sold.

In 2014, Prairie grain farmers were reporting highly inequitable treatment by 

grain companies, with opportunities to deliver and sell grain being offered or de-

nied based on other commercial relationships.11 For example, farmers who pur-
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chase inputs like seed or fertilizer from the grain companies were being given the 

opportunity to sell grain while other farmers had to look further afield for a grain 

buyer or continue to store unsold grain on their farm. By destroying the farmer-

friendly CwB the Conservative government has facilitated a move back to a “com-

pany store” mentality whereby farmers are pushed to buy inputs from the grain 

companies so they are able to sell grain after the harvest.

Rising seed costs

The destruction of the CwB was harm enough on its own, but it is unfortunate-

ly only one of the initiatives undertaken by the Harper government to undermine 

farmers and consolidate the power of global agribusiness corporations.

To plant a seed is the most fundamental act of agriculture. For millennia, farm-

ers have been the keepers of seed — choosing and saving seed from each harvest 

for their next year’s planting or to share with other farmers. Over time the use of 

farm-saved seed has declined in Canada. For some crops like corn, farmers switched 

to purchasing seed several decades ago because they wanted the agronomic and 

yield benefits that come with hybrid varieties.12 In other cases, farmers have been 

pushed into purchasing seed each year by the use of contracts, gene patents and 

plant breeders’ rights (PBRs). For crops like wheat, planting farm-saved seed has 

remained a common practice. Using farm-saved seed allows farmers to keep con-

trol over one of their major expenses. When farmers have control over an input 

there are fewer opportunities for global seed companies to make money selling 

that input to farmers.

Seed costs are rising faster than other farm expenses. This trend began long 

before Stephen Harper became prime minister, but the policies implemented by 

his government will give seed companies more control over seed and will provide 

less protection to farmers from poor seeds and poor varieties. In 1981, seed costs 

were about 2.5% of total farm expenses. By 2011, the amount paid for seeds had 

risen to over 4.5%. However, in Saskatchewan, a province where saving seed for 

crops like wheat continues to be a common practice, the overall costs of seed for 

all crops went up seven fold from 1981 to 2011.13

The Alberta government tracked seed prices for wheat, barley and canola from 

1994 to 2011. They found that the price of wheat and barley seed remained fairly 

steady over that time span, but the price of canola seed started to increase signifi-

cantly year after year starting in about 2001.14 The first varieties of herbicide-toler-

ant genetically modified (GM) canola were introduced in 1996 and 1997.15 Prior to 

this, farmers had regularly saved canola seed, but with the patent protection on 
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GM canola seeds farmers began purchasing seed for one of the major crops on the 

Prairies.16 Patents on gene sequences are one tool seed companies use to protect 

their intellectual property rights over seeds. PBRs are another tool plant breeders 

use to restrict access and/or charge royalties for the use of their “property” — seed.

A new regime of plant breeders’ rights

On December 9, 2013, Minister Ritz introduced more legislation that will have a 

profound effect on farmers. The omnibus Bill C–18, also known as the Agricultur-

al Growth Act, amends nine different federal agricultural laws including the Plant 

Breeders Rights Act (PBR Act), the Seeds Act, the Debt Mediation Act and the Health 

of Animals Act. The amendments to all nine acts covered in Bill C–18 needed care-

ful and thoughtful analysis by farmers and their farm organizations, but out of 

necessity the National Farmers Union focused on the changes to the Plant Breed-

ers Rights Act. In doing so, it initiated a broad discussion around how the move to 

UPOV ‘91 will restrict farmers’ customary right to save, re-use and sell seed grown 

on their farms.

The UPOV Convention is an international entity that establishes rules that rec-

ognize, ensure, and define the intellectual property rights of breeders of new plant 

varieties.17 Countries may join UPOV by agreeing to adopt one of its model laws, 

with UPOV ‘91 being the newest and most restrictive. Canada joined UPOV in 1991 

after we adopted the UPOV ‘78 model law. The amendments to Canada’s PBR Act 

in Bill C–18 bring Canada under UPOV ‘91, giving plant breeders and seed com-

panies more rights and making it more difficult for farmers to use farm-saved seed.

The move to UPOV ‘91 under Bill C–18 extends the period during which PBR 

holders can charge royalties on seed from 18 to 20 years and it enables the option 

of end-point royalties (ePRs) — royalties charged on the whole crop instead of on 

purchased seed alone. Under UPOV ‘78, PBR holders have the exclusive right to 

sell seed, produce seed for sale, and collect royalties on the sale of seed. In Bill 

C–18 those rights are extended to cover all production, reproduction, conditioning 

(cleaning and treating), stocking (bagging and storing), importing and exporting 

of PBR-protected varieties of seed.

UPOV ‘91 gives governments the option to include a “farmers’ privilege” to save 

seed within their PBR laws. The federal government says this privilege has been 

entrenched in Section 5 of Bill C–18. However, Section 50 enables the Governor in 

Council (i.e., cabinet) to put limits on the farmers’ privilege provisions. The UPOV 

guidance documents advise governments to avoid granting the farmers’ privilege 

too widely and to place limits on the types of crops or varieties, the size of farms, 
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the value of the crop, and the area or crop grown when the farmers’ privilege is in-

cluded in national laws.18

Global seed companies and their Canadian lobby organization, the Canadian 

Seed Trade Association (CSta), have long advocated for Canada to adopt UPOV ‘91. 

At a CSta meeting in November 2013, Minister Ritz promised he would soon intro-

duce legislation to bring Canada under UPOV ‘91. In an open letter to Minister Ritz 

following the meeting, CSta President Peter Entz said his organization “is abso-

lutely committed to you and the Government of Canada as the legislation makes 

its way through the parliamentary process.... CSta and its members look forward 

to continuing our productive working relationship with you and your staff.”19

On December 9, 2013, the day Bill C–18 was introduced in Parliament, a new agri-

cultural organization called Partners in Innovation appeared on the public stage. 

This “Astroturf,” or fake grassroots group, includes the CSta and other organiz-

ations like Cereals Canada, the Grain Growers of Canada (GGC), the Grain Farm-

ers of Ontario (GFO), the Canadian Horticultural Council (CHC), and the Canadian 

Federation of Agriculture (CFa). Partners in Innovation claims to represent farm-

ers but a close look shows that it is really a mouthpiece for multinational seed and 

chemical companies. The CSta board, for example, has representatives from seed 

and chemical companies like Bayer CropScience, Monsanto Canada, and Syngenta 

Canada. Members of the Partners group have received sponsorships and funding 

from some of the same corporations.20

Both Partners in Innovation and members of the Conservative caucus worked 

hard to show their disdain for farmers and citizens who questioned the benefits 

of Bill C–18. On June 4, 2014, the Conservatives introduced a motion to limit the 

debate on the bill at second reading to five hours. During that debate, Minister 

Ritz and his parliamentary secretary, Pierre Lemieux, both referred to the Nation-

al Farmers Union as a “small splinter group.” In response to a question from ndP 

MP Jean Crowder, Minister Ritz said, “I am not interested in hearing from people 

in downtown Vancouver or downtown Montreal.”21

The seed industry and the government say that the move to UPOV ‘91 is the only 

way that Canadian farmers can receive the benefit of new varieties. The Nation-

al Farmers Union contends that more restrictions on farmers’ seed-saving are not 

necessary for the development of useful new varieties. The new exclusive rights 

granted in Bill C–18 will encourage seed companies to sell seed they import from 

other countries, rather than developing new varieties specifically suited to Can-

ada’s varying climates.

Public interest plant breeding has developed some of Canada’s most important 

crops, including most of Canada’s wheat varieties. However, the current govern-

ment has severely curtailed the work of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s pub-
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lic plant breeders; they are still allowed to develop germplasm, but can no longer 

continue development of wheat to the final variety stage.22 Instead, the germplasm 

will become the property of private corporations who will be able to claim exclu-

sive rights to any varieties they develop from it, and will be able to collect royal-

ties from farmers when the seed is used.

Beyond UPOV ’91 and the end of the CWB

With the end of the single-desk Canadian Wheat Board, farmers have lost a power-

ful ally that helped them receive a better price for their hard work. At the same time, 

the move to UPOV ‘91 will lead to higher seed costs for farmers, making it more dif-

ficult to earn a decent living. As such, both the Marketing Freedom for Grain Farm-

ers Act and the Agricultural Growth Act are clear examples of how the Harper gov-

ernment has put Canada’s farmers in a more precarious position.

Changes to the variety registration system have left farmers with less confidence 

that the varieties they purchase are reliable and suited to their climate. Trade deals, 

such as the Canada–European Union Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agree-

ment, have given intellectual property rights holders, including seed companies, 

powerful new enforcement tools while poking holes in Canada’s supply-managed 

dairy sector. Well-respected regional agricultural research centres have been closed 

and agricultural researchers laid off. The Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administra-

tion’s community pasture program, established in 1935 to rehabilitate land dam-

aged by drought and soil erosion, was ended in the March 2012 federal budget.

The list is long of the damage done to rural landscapes and farmers between 

2008 and 2015 through decisions and actions taken by this federal government. 

The interests of farmers, those who eat the food we grow, our environment, and 

our democratic process have all been trampled over in the rush to benefit global 

agribusiness, seed and chemical companies.
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