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About the Business Council of Alberta

The Business Council of Alberta is a non-partisan, for-purpose organization dedicated to building a
better Alberta within a more dynamic Canada. Composed of the chief executives and leading
entrepreneurs of the province’s largest enterprises, Council members are proud to represent the
majority of Alberta’s private sector investment, job creation, exports, and research and development.
The Council is committed to working with leaders and stakeholders across Alberta and Canada in
proposing bold and innovative public policy solutions and initiatives that will make life better for
Albertans.

This document reflects the views of the author based on their own research and expertise. This is
published by the Business Council of Alberta. It may not necessarily reflect the perspective of all BCA
member companies, and should not be read as the position of any one member or of the Council itself.

Land Acknowledgement

In the spirit of truth, reconciliation, and respect, we honour and acknowledge the lands upon which we
live and work as guests, including the traditional territories of the First Nations in Treaties 6, 7, and 8 and
the citizens of the Metis Nation of Alberta. We thank the First Peoples of this land, which we now call
Alberta, for their generations of stewardship of the land, and we seek to walk together in the spirit of
truth and reconciliation to build a shared future for all in Alberta.
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There is much discussion about agricultural “value
added” among farmers, the food industry, and
government as a strategy to improve profitability
and enhance economic activity.

This paper is intended to encourage discussion
and action to enhance Alberta’s ability to attract
and nurture greater agricultural value-added.
Unfortunately, there appears to be very little
research on how areas become leaders in value-
adding. Therefore, what follows are observations
about leading food processing centres around
Minneapolis-St. Paul, the Central Valley of
California, and New Jersey in the US. 

The value of a processing centre is greater than
the initial set of companies that form it. Eventually,
a critical mass develops to make a region truly a
leader. When an industry becomes relatively large
and dominant in a concentrated area, spinoffs and
serendipity take it in directions beyond the normal
supply chain for the basic industries. This has been
key for Waterloo, Ontario’s communication and
computing hub, as new industries were built on
the original communication technology industry.
Alberta has an emerging example of this with
Feedlot Health Management Services in Okotoks.
This company integrated the internet and other
technologies to administer veterinary and
nutrition services remotely, but efficiently and
effectively. It has developed a worldwide client
base with its business model and transformed the
way veterinary services are delivered. It would not
likely have happened, at least not in Canada, had
there not been a strong feedlot industry in the
province. It is an example of how developing one
industry can cause innovation and development in
another. 

Once a region becomes a centre for a set of
businesses, the eventual growth and evolution
that it spawns is unpredictable.
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What is Value Add?
A value-added product has been enhanced to
make it worth more than its raw material
ingredients. It may be more convenient, more
attractive, more palatable, easier to use, or
transformed into a new product. 

Canola’s value chain illustrates. Canola has value in
the farmer’s field, but located there, it has little
value to a consumer in Vancouver, Los Angeles, or
Tokyo. It has more value when transported to a
crushing plant. More yet when it is made into oil
and meal. Canola meal’s value increases again
when it is transported to a feedlot. And again when
the feedlot turns it into a finished animal, and again
when the animal is transformed into beef. One can
continue tracing the beef or the canola oil down
the supply chain for more examples. 

These examples show that many factors can add
value: simple sorting, transportation, processing,
packaging, and branding. Alberta has several
examples of entrepreneurs who were or are
successful value-adders. They include Tom
Droog’s Spitz Sunflower Seeds, the Hilton family’s
malt plant and micro-brewery, Jeff Ball’s Wagyu
Beef operation, and the Price family’s Sunterra
Group. All of these and many others are examples
of farmers who integrated downstream in the food
chain to capture value. Of course, Alberta also
attracts national and multinational companies in
the meat, oilseed, potato and, lately, malting
industries. 

What makes the three centres cited earlier
successful? Here are several observations
relevant to some or all of them:

What Causes Investment in Value-
Adding in a Region?

Most fundamentally, a ready supply of raw
agricultural products is available. For California
and New Jersey, it is mainly fruit/vegetable and
dairy production. Minneapolis is a hub for grain,
oilseeds, and dairy, but Minneapolis is also near
Le Sueur (Valley of the Jolly Green Giant) in
Southern Minnesota and the vegetable area of
Western Wisconsin. 
Access to a consistent supply of labour with
the right skills and/or appropriate training
programs. 
Access to capital at competitive interest and
terms.
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Operating in a regulatory environment that is
consistent and makes decisions quickly and
predictably.
Access to competitively priced transportation
for both raw and finished products. 
Access to water that is abundantly and reliably
available.

Based on these “criteria”, here are some
observations about Alberta’s strengths and
weaknesses.

How does Alberta stack up?

Access to Raw Products and Customers
Alberta’s primary strength is its production of
grains, canola, pulses, alfalfa, beef, and pork, with
access to more from Saskatchewan. Alberta also
has a relatively strong horticultural industry in the
south. Much of this area is irrigated and relies on a
relatively robust processing industry. This
component is tied up with water, both for the
production of raw products and often for
processing, which will be discussed below.

The other component of location is access to
consumers when compared to the three US
regions mentioned above. Calgary, Edmonton, and
Vancouver are the closest, with good access to
destinations along the US West Coast. California
has the whole west coast, and Minneapolis is
better located for the corridor of Kansas City-St
Louis-Chicago-Indianapolis. So Alberta has a
smaller immediate market and is farther from
major US markets than some of its competitors.
But the province is reasonably well positioned for
access to burgeoning Asian markets through
Vancouver. All of this underlines the need for fast
and efficient transportation infrastructure.

This may give Canada a competitive advantage.
This writer is not qualified to assess the adequacy
of Alberta’s water supply for future expansion,
except for two observations. First, the current
irrigation system in southern Alberta allows for
products and productivity that would not
otherwise be possible. Second, Canada has the
largest endowment of fresh water of any country
in the world. 

What investments are required to ensure water is
consistently available where it is needed, when it is
needed?

Labour
Labour has long been a weakness for Alberta’s
agricultural sector, largely because of volatility
from the oil and gas industry. When oil is profitable,
the oil patch can hire people away from the
agriculture and food sector. However, when oil is
not profitable, labour is not problematic for the
agricultural sector. There is likely no end to this
cycle, so the most likely solution is to develop an
immigration policy that allows as seamless a
labour supply as possible. 

A strength of Alberta’s agricultural sector is its
educational institutions, especially its community
colleges, which are dedicated to providing training
for the industry and are flexible in terms of the
type of training needed.

Water
Water seems to be an issue everywhere, with
California in a major drought and Minneapolis at
the source of a very low Mississippi River.
California’s issue seems to be permanent, with
companies such as Driscoll’s berries contracting
growers in Canada and Mexico to take pressure off
their California growers. 

Access to Capital
Some entrepreneurs in Alberta report that one of
the province’s weaknesses is access to capital,
especially in early-stage production. Canadian
financial institutions tend to be more risk-averse
and less inclined to finance new ventures at
reasonable cost and terms than US institutions. At
least two prominent Alberta entrepreneurs report
that this and the following issue—regulatory
environment—have caused them to make
investments in the US that they would have
preferred to have made in Canada. This problem is
likely exacerbated by interest rates rising. It is a
serious constraint. 
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Transportation
Western Canada’s rail transportation system is a
vestige of the late 1800s. Few new investments
have been made, while rival countries have
invested billions in transportation infrastructure.
While our transportation is likely adequate in the
short term, as climate change improves western
Canada’s agricultural potential, this will become a
major constraint.

Regulatory Environment
This is a problem not just in Alberta but
everywhere in Canada because of the
performance of institutions like Health Canada and
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA).
Much research shows that Health Canada is slow
to make approval decisions about new products
compared to other jurisdictions. Health Canada is
not transparent or consistent in its requirements
and is often impaired by the use of the
precautionary principle. CFIA is widely perceived
to have similar problems with transparency and
consistency. 

One such example is a new food processing plant
in Alberta a few years ago. CFIA had a staffing
vacancy in the position that informs the owners
what is required to start a food processing plant. 

So, CFIA brought in the equivalent person from BC,
who explained to the Alberta-based company what
was required. The company complied, but when
the plant was finished, the position in Alberta was
filled. The newly hired inspector indicated many
major things that differed from those listed by the
BC inspector. The result was several months of
delay and several hundred thousand dollars of
unexpected investment. These regulatory
inconsistencies affect companies’ capital
budgeting calculations and often remove Alberta
from consideration as a location for business start-
ups.

Entrepreneurs tell us that provincial and local
regulators are not more consistent than federal
ones. But the new Chair of Canada’s House of
Commons Agricultural Committee supports
improving this situation.

Conclusion
Based on the brief discussion here, it is clear that
developing Alberta as a centre for agricultural
value-adding will have challenges. But
opportunities also abound, especially with
significant and growing water challenges in the
southwest US. 

One suggestion, if in-depth analysis warrants a
program to encourage it, is to have the provincial
and selected local governments work together to
promote Alberta’s agricultural value-adding
potential. Having and clearly stating an intention to
develop Alberta’s value-added industry draws
attention to it and helps make it a success. 

The immediate factors that need focus are
improving access to capital, improving the
regulatory system, ensuring access to labour, and
ensuring the best possible access to water within
the constraints of the current system structure.
The new Chair of the House of Commons
Agricultural Committee understands the issues
with federal regulation. Therefore, the timing may
be right to work with the federal and other
provincial governments to improve the system.
Alberta should do the same with provincial and
local regulations.

Longer term, governments (at all levels) and
industry need to focus on enhancing water and
transportation systems. In all aspects, it seems
sensible to benchmark against the Minneapolis/St
Paul and central California areas, as well as
relevant regions in Asia and Brazil. The US and
Brazil are the major competitors for agricultural
value-adding, and with support in key areas.

Alberta can be, too. 
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