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The Canadian Federation of Agriculture: 
This submission represents the official position of the Canadian Federation of Agriculture (CFA), Canada’s largest 

farmers ’organization, through its members representing approximately 200,000 Canadian farmers and farm 

families from coast to coast. CFA was formed in 1935 to answer the need for a unified voice to speak on behalf 

of Canadian farmers. It continues today as a farmer-funded, national umbrella organization representing 

provincial general farm organizations and national commodity groups. The CFA's mission is to promote the 

interests of Canadian agriculture and agri-food producers, including farm families, through leadership at the 

national level and to ensure the continued development of a viable and vibrant agriculture and agri-food 

industry in Canada. 

The United Nations Food Systems Summit: 
The United Nations Food System Sustainability Summit (UN-FSS) will be held in September 2021. The summit 

will look to deliver a number of key priorities including a high-level set of principles that will guide UN member 

states in achieving targets under the UN Sustainable Development Goals. The summit will also look to establish 

a system of follow-up and review that will drive new actions and results, allow for sharing of experiences, 

lessons and knowledge, and incorporate new measures.  

Agenda – Canadian Livestock: Confidence and Security through Sustainable Production 

 

Summary of Outcomes:  
As part of our dialogue’s discussion session, each of our five facilitators asked their breakout room participants 

five questions. Summaries of key themes have been provided beneath each question below.  

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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1. Are we "just fine" or do we need to accelerate best management practices (BMPs) 

adoption to keep pace with rising expectations around sustainability? Are BMPs really 

sufficient today? 

 Can do better: 

▪ Must be forward-looking and innovative to keep up with the sustainability process.  

▪ BMPs need to consider sustainability as an ongoing process without a ‘finish line’. 

▪ Sector priorities and external pressures are always changing, requiring quick response from 
agriculture stakeholders in order to remain competitive and positioned successfully long-term. 

 The disconnect between BMPs with consumers and farmers  

▪ Consumers will continue to demand more, but don’t understand what has already been done by the 
industry or the cost implications (higher standards mean consumer must pay more). BMPs are not 
well known by consumers – better communications of BMPs is required.  

▪ Knowledge gap in BMP from farmers – there is a need to better educate farmers on BMPs. 

▪ Using a global outlook on BMPs may quickly show gaps that come from a Canadian perspective. 

 Need for research 

▪ Need research to capture the complexity of the issues,  as “one size does not fit all”. 

▪ Must be careful in applying BMPs in order to ensure they fit the reality of production on-the-ground 
(i.e. soil & climate conditions). 

 Where BMPs fail 

▪ BMPs do not fully capture or acknowledge the sustainability benefits achieved. 

▪ Need for benchmarking, indexing, measurement to show the work being done. 

▪ Use global perspectives and global sharing to reveal the gaps. 

 Concerns 

▪ BMPs could be used by marketers to differentiate themselves – confusing consumers and damaging 
reputations.  

▪ Need government stakeholders to understand trees are not the only carbon sequestration solution. 
Net-zero strategies need to better consider the complexities of carbon sequestration for each 
different sector. 

 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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2. Do we have adequate data to provide sustainability assurance? For example, how can we 

demonstrate the cattle sector's contribution to good grassland/ecosystem management? 

 Consensus: No, more work to be done to collect, analyze, disseminate data  

▪ Many commodities still working to develop or refine the critical targets needed to measure progress 
on sustainability. This process works to inform what data needs to be collected and analyzed. 

▪ Must update codes to ensure that BMPs are being followed in order to provide sustainability 
assurance. Producers must be able to prove/support their sustainability efforts with reliable data. 

▪ Things need to be viewed in today’s context, as farmers and society in general have access to more 
data and information then previously and so farmers need to evolve with the information capacity 
to meet sustainability targets & remain competitive in the market. 

 Data collected must capture adequate information  

▪ A lot of duplication of data collection – programs need better alignment to ensure they all meet 
common objectives (i.e. benchmarking). Additionally, objectives/questions for data collection should 
be refined on an ongoing basis ensure that critical targets are prioritized. 

▪ Partnerships & collaboration with ENGOs are critical (i.e., Ducks Unlimited, Nature Conservancy 
Council) to ensure necessary & critical data is being captured. 

▪ “Not everything that matters is measured and not everything measured matters”. 

▪ Concerns surrounding self-reporting, as it does not equate to scientific data. 

▪ Consumers don’t understand how data relates back to production/farmers. Transparency is critical. 

 Data is not always the most critical factor in providing sustainability assurance  

▪ Both science and consumer expectations drive sustainability – consumer expectations not always 
driven by science. This creates conflict when not all stakeholders are moving in the direction of 
science. 

 Capacity for Data Collection  

▪ Financial burden on farmers to collect data – sometimes have to hire someone to handle data 
collection, and capacity not the same for small/medium scale farmers. 

▪ Concerned about who will fund improvements in data.  

▪ Data collection needs to be strategic to lessen the burden on producers (i.e. through innovations 
such as CASI). 

▪ Need to understand the immense pressures to collect data (i.e regulatory and market place). 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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▪ While collection of certain data can be time and labour consuming, there can be significant value 
gained by better understanding the conditions on the ground (i.e. satellite data collection to 

  

measure forages & carbon storage). This will help farmers meet critical requirements for reductions 
in the future.  

 Handling of Data  

▪ Concerned that data can be manipulated and used to tell one story and not another. 

▪ Privacy and confidentiality – data is personal and valuable, as a result some may be reluctant to 
share the data.  

 Some feel that farmers’ data is not being acknowledged for its real value, and therefore work 
needs to be done to ensure it is in everyone’s best interest to share data. 

▪ Concerns surrounding verification & credibility of data, which creates challenges around auditing 
responsibilities for farmers’. 

 

3. Are supply chains (from farmers to retail) aligned enough to demonstrate sustainability 

credentials? If not, how can they be aligned better?  

 Competition as a barrier to alignment  

▪ Suppliers, retailers, processors all have a lot of players involved who are competing against one 
another, making it harder to align in this context. 

▪ Many brands look at different sustainability metrics as a “differentiating piece” to separate them 
from competition, and this can impact the whole supply chain. 

 Collaboration  

▪ Different parts of the supply chain have varying ideas of what sustainability is to them, making a 
common understanding of the objective the first step. This would allow for ease of collaboration 
between individual ‘silos’. 

▪ Should collaborate before the government steps in with regulations to solve problems; industry 
could self-manage. 

▪ The supply chain must be involved in industry sustainability efforts. Need for the supply chain to 
collaborate. 

 Incentives for alignment  

▪ Banks could be an ally – example of Bank of Montreal providing Maple Leaf Foods a sustainability-

linked interest rate for GHG footprint. 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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▪ Within the sector – Canadian Roundtable or Sustainable Beef provides a great example where when 

cattle go through assurance procedure, cattle operators are given a cheque which creates incentive 

approach to alignment (retailers pay for the process of sustainability assurance).  

▪ Grocery code of conduct and similar innovations could be used as a mechanism to better align 

sustainability credentials. 

 Concerns 

▪ Ultimately, consumers are likely to choose price over sustainability measures if these increase 

consumer prices. 

 
4. Does environmental sustainability require best practices that improve farm productivity? 

If so, what might hinder or enable even greater productivity?  

 Potential of Sustainability BMPs to improve productivity 

▪ When stakeholders consistently manage the ecosystem, they are able to deliver multiple lasting, 

mutually reinforcing gains for the sector towards sustainability.  

▪ These benefits include: reduced negative environmental impacts, longer-term resilience to drought 

and climate issues, and safeguarding production operations. Another specific example of these 

mutually reinforcing gains can be seen in wetland protection work that produces co-benefits for 

livestock production. 

▪ Many things producers do that are good for environment are also good for productivity. Speed of 

adoption will go up when this connection is demonstrated. 

▪ Farmers can gain insight from adoption of BMP practices across the world. 

 Financial Sustainability  

▪ Some BMPs help both the environment and bottom line (i.e. reduced chemical input application). 

▪ Financial security must be part of greater sustainability, including the realities of farmers’ 

livelihoods. 

▪ Some sustainability practices (i.e., planting trees on existing farmland) can negatively impact the 

farmer’s business. This is where financial incentives can play a role to increase adoption of these 

practices/technologies.  

▪ There are many practices around species-at-risk or air quality that have no financial payoff as of yet. 

But there is a large opportunity to give an economic incentive to sustainability projects. 

▪ Economic impact on farmers is resulting in less adoption of sustainability practices. Need to 

emphasize value of ecological goods and services to gain economic alignment (i.e. leveraging data 

that demonstrates this value). 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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▪ Goal of farmers should be about producing high quality food for consumers.  

▪ The federal government’s recent budget and focus on the environment is important, and agriculture 

should take advantage of programs/funding to increase productivity and sustainability.  

 Concerns 

▪ Government programs often focus on only one specific impact that sustainability measures may 

have, and fail to consider the trade-offs involved for other aspects of farming. 

 

5. Is a key challenge facing Canadian agriculture that our definition of "sustainable 

agriculture" varies from how others define it as, such as consumers, regulators, advocacy 

groups? If so, what needs to be done about it?  

 Metrics 

▪ Must understand each other on metrics to keep communications to consumers concise and simple – 
will provide harmonization throughout the supply chain. 

▪ Standardization of metrics is a key step in moving forward and can allow producers to be proactive 
rather than reactive. 

▪ CASI demonstrates strength in responding to issue of varied understanding by adopting global 
definition – ensures beef producers in alignment with sustainability goals. 

 Economic Security 

▪ At farm level, sustainability should not impede on profits, business growth, or productivity. 

▪ New tech can be expensive and a barrier to new farmers entering the industry.  

▪ Farmers need a variety of incentives from government.  

 Sustainability Definition 

▪ Shouldn’t get stuck on definition – action on the ground is what matters to consumers, 
environment, and economic bottom line. 

▪ Definition and working understanding of sustainability differs based on group-specific interests, 
making it hard to find alignment. 

▪ Misconceptions about what are truly sustainable production methods vs. what various special 
interest groups are advocating. 

 Concerns 

▪ Sustainable agriculture is not about a single commodity being sustainable. Mixed systems can be 
some of the most sustainable. There’s a variety of interpretations of sustainability, which is the 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
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chaotic nature of the market place. However, this puts an onus on Canadian food to demonstrate 
the breadth of sustainability to address preconceptions.  

 

 

 

.   .   . 

 

 

 

Questions? 

 

Please contact 

CFA Director of Environment & Science Policy 

Frank Annau  
frank@canadian-farmers.ca 

http://www.cfa-fca.ca/
mailto:frank@canadian-farmers.ca

