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RDAR Introductory Policy Paper – Are There Some 
“Givens” that Will Help to Focus Industry Partner Input to 
RDAR? 

28 May 2020 

(Note – this is the first in a series of short policy papers intended to 
stimulate discussion amongst industry partners, prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The papers average about 1250 
words or about 5 minutes of reading time.) 

Introduction 
At an early stage in its tenure, the Interim Board will need to make some 
fundamental choices about its mandate. It will be impossible to develop 
a business plan, legally register articles of incorporation and begin 
funding projects without being clear on these choices. 

The Interim Board has made a deliberate decision to reach out to 
industry partners to obtain their input prior to making these 
fundamental policy choices. They intend to do this by engaging them in 
a series of policy seminars through the webinar format.  

Industry partners will naturally want some clarity on these policy 
choices prior to engaging in these webinars. The Board would like to 
share a series of “mini” policy papers prior to these seminars so that you 
have an opportunity to consider the issues before joining the webinars. 
The intent of the Introductory Policy Paper, unlike all of the papers that 
follow, is to help clarify the policy environment by outlining the “givens” 
– issues that aren’t open for debate. Papers 1 - 10 that follow, will each
explore a key policy issue on which the Board would like your input.
The papers are written by John Knapp.

So, What Do We Know About the “Givens”? 
The short answer is that there aren’t many givens, but here are the few 
items where we have certainty:  

1. The funding is intended to be $37 M/year. This is a substantial
amount – greater than the combined annual funding of ACIDF and ALMA
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in the fiscal years 2010/11 – 2015/16. We should note that in a 
parliamentary democracy, government funding flows from a budget 
document that has to be “voted” each and every fiscal year, so no one 
can make an absolute guarantee that the funding will be there next year. 
But the intent is clear. The only other obvious caveat is that RDAR has to 
perform. It would be very difficult for any Minister to continue to fund 
an entity that doesn’t deliver. 
 
2. Start-up funding of $2M CAP (Canadian Agricultural Partnership) has 
been provided for the first year. An additional $2M/year CAP funding 
will be provided in years 2 and 3 to help offset the costs of 
administering RDAR. The Interim Board has indicated it wants RDAR to 
be administratively “lean”. 
 
3. The new organization will be incorporated as a not for profit, at arm’s 
length from Government. Like ACIDF, but unlike ALMA, RDAR will be 
able to invest its grant funding, collect interest on that investment, and  
roll forward unspent funds at the end of each fiscal year into the 
following year. This provides the new organization with considerably 
more financial flexibility.  
 
4. The Interim Board’s mandate is to be a “builder” not a “caretaker”. 
Under the “caretaker” model the Interim Board would avoid any heavy 
lifting and simply fund a few projects, waiting for a successor board to 
build the scope, mandate and governance of the new organization. 
Under the “builder” model, the vast experience of the Interim Board 
combines with meaningful input from industry partners to develop a 
business plan and articles of incorporation. These key documents 
describe the character, purpose and mandate of RDAR.  
 
5. RDAR will be a funder of research, but not a conductor of research. 
RDAR will focus on funding research. In doing so it joins other key 
funding organizations like Alberta Innovates, Western Grains Research 
Foundation, commodity boards and commissions, etc. In funding 
research, it also performs a similar key role to previous organizations 
such as ACIDF and ALMA. But RDAR does not intend to own research 
facilities and employ scientists in order to directly conduct research. It 
will leave that role to the many other organizations with core research 
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capacity such as universities, Agriculture & Agri-food Canada Research 
Stations, colleges, applied research associations, etc.  
 
6. RDAR will consider funding projects along the entire continuum from 
basic research to demonstration. What has not been determined is 
where along that continuum RDAR will focus the majority of its funding. 
 
7. There will be one Board, not two. Board governance, mandate and 
funding scope will therefore focus on assisting both the livestock and 
crops sectors to move forward. It is also clear that RDAR is neither 
ACIDF II nor ALMA II. RDAR may indeed incorporate some the best 
features of those past entities, but it will become its own unique 
organization. 
 
8. The intention is for the permanent Board to take over the 
organization during an approximate timeframe of January – March 
2021.  
 
 
So With Those Few “Givens” Established, What Is Open for 
Discussion and Debate? 
 
Actually, quite a lot. Here are some key questions where the Interim 
Board would really value your input: 
 
1. How far up the food chain should RDAR fund – primary agriculture only 
or food processing as well? 
 
2. What should be the scope of RDAR funding for research initiatives? 
          a. Policy projects (eg. an analysis of how to improve food system 
security; developing import replacement strategies)? 
          b. Development projects (eg. export enhancement; upgrade to cheese 
plant; major knowledge conference)? 
          c. Private benefit? 
 
3. What should be the core focus of RDAR research funding? What are the 
priorities for agriculture research? 
  - Improving productivity? 
  - Competitiveness? 
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  - Sustainability? 
  - Public trust? 
  - Not limited to these categories. Any other ideas? 
 
4. What should be the core funding priorities of RDAR? 
  - Basic research? 
  - Discovery research? 
  - Variety/trait development? 
  - Applied research? 
  - Other? 
 
5. Should RDAR fund out of province research if it provides a benefit to 
Alberta producers and helps leverage funding? 
 
6. What advice would you give to the Interim Board for time period of 
RDAR’s portfolio of investments? (short: less than 3 years; medium: 3-6 
years; long: 6+ years) 
 
7. What principles should RDAR use to allocate resources across Alberta’s 
agricultural and food sectors? 
 
8. How should future RDAR Board members be selected? 
          a. Should the permanent board model be fully representative, fully 
skills-based, or a hybrid of the two? 
 
9. How should the Advisory Committee members be selected? How will 
RDAR ensure regional representation? 
 
10. What will industry use to consider whether RDAR is a success? 
 
Summary 
There are some “givens” that help us to slightly narrow the range of 
policy options regarding RDAR’s future direction: funding will be  
$37 M /year; RDAR will be a funder but not a conductor of research; it 
will fund projects across the entire R & D continuum, but it remains to 
be determined where it will focus most of its funding; there will be one 
board, not two, with the Permanent Board likely in place in the January 
– March 2021 time frame. Your input as a key industry partner would be 
appreciated on the 10 critical policy questions above. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 1 – How Far Up the Food Chain 
Should RDAR Fund – Primary Agriculture Only or Food 
Processing As Well? 
 
28 May 2020 

 
(Note: this paper is part of a series of short policy papers intended to 
stimulate discussion amongst industry partners, prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The papers average about 1250 
words or about 5 minutes of reading time.) 

 
Introduction 
There are some critical decisions RDAR’s Board will have to make 
regarding funding scope: 
 
   1. How far up the food chain should RDAR fund? 
   2. Where, along the basic to applied research continuum, should it 
focus the majority of its funding? 
   3. What type of projects should RDAR fund (development, policy, 
private benefit)? 
 
Policy Paper # 1 will focus on the first of these questions. The intent of 
the mini policy papers and webinars with industry partners is to assess 
key findings on broad strategies and to explore the pros and cons of 
moving in a particular strategic direction. The information in these 
papers was gleaned from literature review and from interviews with 
fund managers. Special thanks to the following individuals for 
graciously sharing their time and experience: Dr. Susan Novak, Dr. 
Gerald Hauer; Gordon Cove, Alan Hall, Dr. Cornelia Kreplin, Garth 
Patterson, Karin Schmid, and Dr. Lauren Comin.  
 
So How Far Up the Food Chain Did Previous Organizations Fund? 
Both ACIDF and ALMA funded projects all the way up the food chain - 
from primary production to value-added. Over time, ACIDF’s 
approximate distribution of funds was 25% genetics, 50% agronomy, 
and 25% value added. ALMA was clear in being open to projects all the 
way from proof of concept to market development. 
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Over the course of its 18-year tenure, ACIDF funded many new and 
novel foods and bio products. Perhaps the most noteworthy example of 
this was the $4.4 M grant to ACIDF from Western Economic 
Diversification. This grant was further supplemented by the Alberta 
Barley Commission and Alberta Innovates, and led to some key product 
development through the Food Processing Development Centre. Other 
examples include development of short-cook barley products, body oil 
emulsifiers, and diversifying potato products. 
 
One of ALMA’s key strategies was “Shifting from commodity orientation 
to producing high-value differentiated products”. Some examples of 
projects in this area include rapid E-coli detection in meat products, 
pork export market development, improving nutritional quality, 
improving cut-out and developing new product lines.  In its 2015 -2016 
Annual Report, ALMA notes funding for 12 projects focused on product 
differentiation and 43 projects focused on agri-food processing, 
automation and efficiency. In its 2015-2016 budget, ALMA allocated 
approximately $8 M or 33% of total project funding to the value added 
component of the food chain.  
 
In 2016, ALMA was terminated as an agency and its funds were moved 
inside the Department of Agriculture and Forestry in the form of the 
Strategic Research and Development Grant Program (SRDP). At the 
same time, ACIDF’s Government of Alberta funding essentially 
disappeared. SRDP carried on funding primary agriculture research 
projects for both livestock and crops at a reduced funding level 
(approximately $9.89 M in the 2019/20 fiscal year). SRDP did not fully 
bring over ALMA’s Industry and Market Development program, and as a 
consequence funded very few value added projects from 2016 onwards. 
This was partially offset beginning in April 2018 when the new CAP 
Agreement initiated programs in value added and food safety.  
 
Alberta Innovates’ Smart Agriculture and Food Program also funds 
projects further up the value chain. But the scope of this program is 
limited to funding specific components such as digitization and artificial 
intelligence. Other core components of food processing are not funded. 
The Western Grains Research Foundation (WGRF) does not fund 
projects beyond the farm gate. Commodity boards and commissions 
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vary in their approach to funding up the food chain, but on average, the 
majority of funding is focused on projects inside the farm gate. 
 
So What Position Should RDAR Take on Funding Primary 
Agriculture Versus Food Processing Projects? 
 
In order to explore the pros and cons of this question we take a 
hypothetical position and examine the advantages and disadvantages of 
that position. If we then explore the alternate position, the advantages 
and disadvantages would be almost exactly reversed. On that basis, 
exploring one hypothetical position should also help inform us on the 
alternatives. 
 
For argument’s sake, let’s take the position that RDAR should carry on 
both ACIDF’s and ALMA’s role of funding the entire food chain. Here are 
some pros and cons of that position: 
 
Pros 
1. While the CAP and Alberta Innovates programs are useful, they do not 
begin to approach the combined annual investment in value added that 
ACIDF and ALMA funded. RDAR therefore needs to focus some funding on 
value added. 
 
2. The recent pandemic crisis has reminded us of the importance of food 
security and the need to be less reliant on imported food products. What 
better time than now to invest in developing more “made in Alberta” food 
products? 
 
3. Independent of the pandemic, the recent heavy blows to Alberta’s 
energy sector have underscored the importance of diversifying our 
economy. Many jurisdictions such as Ontario, the Netherlands, and several 
US states have grown their value added sector to a level where the ratio of 
processed food and beverage shipments to farm gate receipts is 3:1. 
Alberta’s current ratio is 1:1. A strategy aimed at lifting that ratio to a 
modest 1.5:1 would generate significant in-flow of investment, add sector 
jobs and help diversify our economy. Investing some of RDAR’s funds into 
the value added component of the food chain could therefore help to lift 
that ratio.  
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4. One of the strategic weaknesses of Alberta’s agri-food system has been 
an over-reliance on a commodity approach. This is especially true in the 
crops sector. In reality Alberta’s agricultural economy will always be 
geared to exporting a significant proportion of our raw farm products. 
But why should we simply continue to give away a huge economic 
opportunity, when we could process more of those raw products in 
Alberta?  
 
5. Alberta is blessed with some strong institutional support in food safety 
and value added, including U of A, UCVM, and the Leduc Food Processing 
Centre. We could better leverage these critical resources by investing some 
of RDAR’s funding further up the value chain.  
 
 
 
Cons 
1. Funding the entire food chain will spread research dollars over more 
projects and reduce the amount available for primary agriculture. We 
could make considerable gains in areas such as agronomy, new varieties, 
and feed efficiency by focusing the entire $37 M on funding primary 
agriculture research. 
 
2. Other organizations such as Alberta Innovates, Protein Industry Canada 
and some of the CAP programs are already funding the food processing 
end of the value chain. RDAR should therefore focus on primary 
agriculture.  
 
3. The RDAR news release mentioned “farmer led research”. Doesn’t this 
suggest that RDAR should focus its research funding on primary 
agriculture?   
 
4. Food processors are attracted to regions that have a strong primary 
agriculture system. We will do a better job of attracting food processors if 
RDAR focuses its research funding on supporting the competitiveness and 
sustainability of primary agriculture.  
 
5. If we fund research projects across the entire food chain, the portfolio 
will become very complex and difficult to manage within the context of a 
“lean” administration. 
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Conclusion 
There is no simple answer on the question of how far up the food chain 
RDAR should fund. RDAR’s predecessor organizations did indeed fund 
projects across the entire food chain. But today, several existing 
programs partially fund the “food processing gap” that resulted from the 
loss of these predecessor organizations. The Board will have an 
important decision to make in this regard. The considered input of 
industry partners will be invaluable in helping the Board to reach that 
decision.  
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RDAR Policy Paper #2 – What Should Be the Scope of RDAR 
Funding For Research Initiatives? 
 
28 May 2020 

 
(Note: this document is part of a series of short policy papers intended to 
stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The papers average about 1250 
words in length, or about five minutes of reading time.) 

 
Introduction 
As scientists and research institutions consider applying to RDAR for 
funding, they will want to know what types of projects are “in scope” 
and “out of scope”. For example, will RDAR fund policy projects (eg. an 
analysis of how to improve food system security; developing strategies 
for import replacement)? Will RDAR consider development projects (eg. 
export enhancement; upgrade to cheese plant; support for major 
knowledge conference)? What about projects that are focused primarily 
on private benefit? 
 
The RDAR Board wants to answer these key questions so that they can 
build a business plan that provides clarity on what types of projects the 
organization will fund. This paper examines some of those key 
questions. 
 
 
Should RDAR Fund Policy Projects? 
 
In looking back at predecessor organizations we discover that ACIDF 
funded very few policy projects, choosing instead to focus mainstream 
funding on genetics, agronomy and value added. In contrast, ALMA 
funded a significant number of policy projects. In 2013/14 for example, 
ALMA sponsored a multi-stakeholder meeting aimed at creating an 
FAO-based dialogue on livestock sustainability. That same year, ALMA 
also supported a roundtable on the policy aspects of the Canada-Europe 
Comprehensive Economic Trade Agreement (CETA).  
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Amongst current funding programs, SRDP has funded a limited number 
of policy projects, including one that supported the Livestock R & D 
Advisory Committee in developing policy options in the post-ALMA 
environment. The Alberta Innovates Smart Agriculture and Food 
Program includes policy projects as “in scope”. Western Grains Research 
Foundation does not fund policy projects, but has occasionally funded 
economic analysis projects that have been used by other groups for 
policy analysis. Some of Alberta’s commodity boards and commissions 
have funded policy projects but these tend to focus mostly on economic 
analysis. 
 
So what approach should RDAR take on funding policy projects? As in 
previous papers, we take a position for argument’s sake, and then 
analyze that position by examining pros and cons. So let’s take the 
position that RDAR should fund policy projects. Here are some pros and 
cons of including policy projects within RDAR’s funding mandate: 
 
Pros 
1. ALMA and the current SRDP program have both funded policy projects. 
RDAR should therefore carry on this aspect of funding so that it does not 
create a gap in funding scope. 
 
2. While policy projects don’t use a lab bench or a seed drill, that doesn’t 
mean they aren’t as important as “physical” research projects. Finding 
solutions to key transportation logistics that are choking our exports, or 
analyzing phyto-sanitary trade barriers are as critical to our industry as 
agronomy or feed efficiency projects. 
 
Cons 
1. RDAR should “focus its fire”. As the range of project scope grows wider, 
RDAR’s capacity to make a real difference in one significant theme area is 
reduced.  
 
2. Governments should focus on resolving policy issues. A research funder 
like RDAR should focus on non policy-based research projects. 
 
What About Funding Development Projects? 
Alberta’s agriculture industry has participated in discussions over many 
years on the subject of “R & D”. The “D” obviously refers to development 
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– moving a new product, process or practice into mainstream 
commercial use. Development can also refer to developing capacity in 
areas like product processing or improving producer knowledge.  
 
Examples of development projects at the farm level include introducing 
new low-volume sprayer technology, assessing swath grazing practices, 
and the introduction of new commercial seed varieties. Perhaps the 
most sweeping change in prairie agriculture in the last century – the 
introduction of minimum and zero tillage – went through a long period 
of development in different agro-climatic zones.  
 
In the food processing sector, several major “capacity” development 
projects have focused on introducing high pressure cooking technology 
to reduce cooking time and to increase food safety. Upgrades to food 
safety technology in cheese and poultry plants also fit the definition 
projects that help to develop capacity. Major knowledge seminars and 
trade shows are also key “knowledge capacity” development venues for 
discussing and demonstrating practical new ideas. 
 
In assessing other organizations’ policy on funding development 
projects, we discover a mixed approach. ACIDF funded very few 
development projects, with the notable exception of the $4.4 M Western 
Economic Diversification protein project that we discussed in more 
detail in a previous paper. In contrast, ALMA focused a significant 
portion of its funding on development projects, many of which are 
included in the examples above.  
 
SRDP funds very few development projects. But the CAP Science and 
Research Program does fund some development projects on-farm, and 
through ARA’s and college research programs. The programs focus on 
determining economic feasibility of new practices, addressing 
knowledge gaps that are barriers to adoption, etc.  
 
Alberta Innovates Smart Agriculture Program funds very few 
development projects, although they do sponsor their own knowledge 
conference. WGRF does not fund development projects, although they 
do support information transfer. Commodity organizations are mixed in 
their approach, with some funding development of new technologies or 
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processes and others choosing to fund demonstration but not 
development. 
 
For argument’s sake, let’s take the position that RDAR should fund 
development projects. Here are some pros and cons of that position. 
 
Pros 
1. Very few other current funding organizations provide this type of 
project support. In the post-ALMA environment, this leaves a major 
funding gap that RDAR should fill. 
 
2. Many great ideas die at the concept stage because no one is willing to 
fund them through to the development stage. This creates a major “valley 
of death” in the R & D continuum that RDAR could bridge.  
 
3. Some types of development projects have no commercial application – 
for example, swath grazing practices, soil conservation techniques, ideal 
forage environments for honey bees. A publically funded agency like RDAR 
should step into this void to assure these key productivity improvements 
are given an opportunity to be developed and adopted by industry. 
 
Cons 
1. “Scope creep” into more and more funding parameters will dilute the 
effectiveness of RDAR’s research funding.  
 
2. The commercial sector and some of the commodity boards and 
commissions currently focus some of their funding in this area. Let RDAR 
focus on research.  
 
3. The title of the RDAR as an organization is Results Driven Agriculture 
“Research”. How did “development” work its way into the discussion? 
 
And Finally, Should RDAR fund Private Benefit Projects? 
Private benefit projects are those where public funding supports a 
project that will improve the productivity or profitability of a “for profit” 
company. Some examples of private benefit projects are: 
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- Funding from several sources to a private company to use oat 
fractions in developing a popular skin cream through the Leduc 
Food Processing Centre; 

- Funding from ALMA in 2014 to Siwin Foods for scale up and to 
Champion Petfoods for product development; 

- Funding from several sources to develop rapid disease-testing 
commercial kits. 

 
A review of previous and current funding programs (ACIDF, ALMA, 
SRDP, CAP Science, AI Smart Agriculture & Food, WGRF) indicates that 
all have funded or currently fund private benefit projects, although 
WGRF has done very few. With both ACIDF and ALMA, the beneficiary 
was required to release information to the public within a specified 
period of time (three years for ACIDF). WGRF does not normally fund 
private benefit projects, but has funded a very small number of these 
over the years. Alberta’s commodity boards and commissions have 
funded very few private benefit projects.  
 
For argument’s sake, let’s take the position that RDAR should fund 
private benefit projects. Here are some pros and cons of that policy 
choice: 
 
Pros 
1. Most other previous and current major funding organizations fund 
some private benefit projects. If RDAR doesn’t continue this approach it 
will create a gap in predictable and reliable funding models. 
 
2. There is significant public benefit in investing in private benefit projects. 
Public investment in these projects usually leverages between 3:1 and 4:1 
in private investment. This brings outside investment, jobs and tax dollars 
to Alberta’s economy. 
 
3. Even though profit could accrue to the developers of new commercial 
products and processes that are supported by RDAR, there is also the 
potential to significantly improve the competitiveness of producers who 
adopt these new products.  
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Cons 
1. RDAR’s funding comes in the form of a grant from the Alberta 
Government. These funds should therefore be directed exclusively to public 
benefit projects.  
 
2. How would RDAR justify project funding for some larger companies 
that seem to have deep pockets? 
 
3. Most larger private companies are headquartered outside of Canada. 
Supporting the profit stream of foreign-owned companies is hard to justify 
at a time when we are trying to strengthen Alberta’s economy. 
 
Conclusion 
RDAR’s Interim Board has some important policy choices to make in 
regard to funding scope. Examining the policies of ACIDF, ALMA, and 
other current funding programs provides useful context to help analyze 
those policy choices. But the policy choices of other funders in no way 
“bind” RDAR into following a particular path. The input and advice of 
industry partners will be invaluable to the Board as it considers a range 
of policies regarding funding scope. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 3 – What Should Be the Core Focus of 
RDAR Research Funding? (What Are the Priorities for 
Agriculture Research?) 
 
28 May 2020 

 
(Note: this document is part of a series of short papers intended to 
stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to participating in a 
consultation webinar. The papers average 1250 words in length, or about 
five minutes of reading time.) 

 
Introduction 
Another key aspect of funding scope that RDAR’s Interim Board wants 
to address is where it should focus the core of its research funding. For 
example, should RDAR’s priorities be to fund research targeted at: 

- Improving productivity? 
- Competitiveness? 
- Sustainability? 
- Public Trust? 
- Any other ideas, not limited to these categories? 

 
Is There a Common Definition for Each of the Priority Areas Listed 
Above? 
There are a myriad of different definitions for the priorities listed above. 
For discussion purposes, the best way to ensure a reasonably common 
understanding of these terms may be to provide real examples of what 
they include: 
 

- Productivity improvement: research that results in increased yield 
of wheat per acre based on genetic improvement of cultivars or 
better agronomy practices; developing blackleg and club root 
resistant canola cultivars; breeding more efficient beef cows based 
on genetic selection for animals that can produce the same weight 
of calf on less feed and forage than their herd mates; increasing  
vegetable processing plant throughput by increasing packaging 
speed.  
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- Competitiveness: This definition certainly includes the productivity 
examples above but is generally viewed as broader in scope. In 
addition to the examples above, competitiveness research could 
include: analyzing solutions to phyto-sanitary trade barriers to 
Alberta cereal, oilseed and pulse exports; an economic analysis of 
average versus best-in-class farrow to wean cost inputs; an analysis 
of port logistics aimed at reducing demurrage costs at shipping 
terminals; consumer brand testing for new pre-cooked meal kits; an 
analysis of the agriculture policies in OECD countries to determine 
the relative rates of return on public investment into farm 
stabilization programs versus agricultural research. 
 

- Sustainability: this focus area can be extremely broad. For example, 
in addition to research projects aimed at improving soil 
conservation, grazing systems, manure management, water quality, 
biodiversity management, green power, regenerative agriculture 
practices, natural pest management and carbon sequestration, the 
United Nations FAO definition also includes the human element – an 
agricultural system that offers fair employment and an 
economically sustainable way of life for rural families.   
 

- Public trust: research projects focused on improving the welfare of 
laying hens by moving to a free run environment; improving food 
safety by reducing listeria contamination of meat products through 
better in plant detection; improving food safety through colour 
sorting of vomitoxins in cereals; reducing antimicrobial resistance 
by substituting management practices for antibiotic use in livestock 
rations; examining the social license of farms that market through 
farmers markets. 
 

- Other ideas: this area is wide open. It could include research aimed 
at assessing the R & D scope of universities, colleges, ARA’s, 
commodity organizations and all three levels of government, in an 
attempt to create better integration in the agricultural research 
system. It could include research that explores barriers to attracting 
top quality research talent to Alberta. It could include a global 
study of the research funding practices of best-in-class 
organizations. 
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So What Do We Know About the Funding Priorities of Other 
Organizations? 
Many individuals in the research community will recall that the 
previous provincial government, in its paper Science, Research and 
Innovation Framework, outlined its intent in 2017 – 2018 to narrow its 
future research funding priorities to sustainability and public trust. That 
narrowing of focus did not occur in practice, as the general election in 
2019 resulted in a new government. 
 
ACIDF and ALMA adopted an open-ended approach, funding projects in 
all of the priority areas listed above. The net result of that approach was 
a major focus on productivity and competitiveness and a minor focus on 
sustainability and public trust.  
 
The SRDP and CAP Science programs currently fund all priority areas. 
Alberta Innovates Smart Agriculture and Food Program also funds all 
priority areas, although its primary focus has been on productivity and 
competitiveness. The Western Grains Research Foundation prioritizes 
both single crop development and whole farm multiple crop 
development. Its primary areas of focus are varietal development and 
production improvement. Alberta’s commodity boards and 
commissions focus the vast majority of their funding on productivity 
and competitiveness. 
 
It is also noteworthy that many research projects represent a 
combination of three or more of these priority areas. For example, 
research into more efficient beef cows not only improves productivity 
and competitiveness, it also improves sustainability by reducing carbon 
footprint. Research into food safety not only addresses the public trust 
issue, it also improves competitiveness by increasing consumer 
confidence.  
 
In order to evaluate the choices regarding the priority funding areas, we 
could take either a relatively broad or a relatively narrow position. For 
argument’s sake let’s take the broad position that RDAR’s policy should 
be to fund all five of the priority areas listed above. Here are the pros 
and cons of that choice: 
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Pros 
1. As a new funding agency RDAR should encourage scientific creativity by 
being open to funding projects in all of the priority areas.  
 
2. If RDAR narrows its priorities versus keeping them broad, it will deliver  
the same amount of funding to a smaller competitive pool, thereby 
funding projects of lower merit that would not have made the “cut” in the 
broader pool. 
 
3. Rather than making an arbitrary choice up front, RDAR should “let the 
chips fall where they may”.  Over time, this approach of combining the  
relative volume of applications in particular priority areas with the merit 
process will naturally begin to identify core focus areas. 
 
4. All of these priority areas are important to the future of agriculture in 
Alberta. As the social license issue gathers momentum, sustainability and 
public trust research are becoming more mainstream. But the industry’s 
reaction to the former government’s choice to fund only those two 
priorities was very negative. Don’t restrict the priorities. Let need and 
merit determine where the core funding priorities should be, 
understanding that both crises and emerging trends may shift those core 
priorities over time.  
 
 
Cons 
1. As on other issues of scope, RDAR could generate greater total progress 
by concentrating all of its funding on one or two of the priority areas. 
 
2. Many other funds, especially at a federal level, are focused on 
sustainability and public trust priorities such as mitigating climate 
change, biodiversity maintenance, water quality and antimicrobial 
resistance. RDAR would be better to focus on the priority areas of 
productivity and competiveness.  
 
3. No other research organization is focused on crazy new ideas that 
might turn out to be world changers. Why doesn’t RDAR focus solely on 
that priority? 
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4. RDAR cannot be all things to all people. It will end up being a milk toast 
organization if it fails to narrow its research funding priorities.  
 
Conclusion 
Determining core funding priorities is a key task for every agricultural 
research funding organization. Unfortunately the task is never 
completed. Emerging disease and pest crises, consumer and societal 
trends, weather patterns and trade issues drive the need for constant 
review of those priorities. But RDAR has to start somewhere. The input 
and advice of key industry partners will be invaluable to the Interim 
Board in making that start. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 4 – What Should Be the Core Funding 
Priorities of RDAR? 
 
28 May 2020 

 
Introduction 
Policy Paper #1 examined the issue of whether RDAR should fund only 
primary agriculture research projects, or food processing projects as 
well. Policy Paper #2 looked at the pros and cons of funding policy 
projects, development projects and private benefit projects. Policy 
Paper #3 assessed priorities for funding: improving productivity, 
competitiveness, sustainability, public trust, and other ideas.  
 
Policy Paper #4 looks at the R & D continuum and asks the question: 
“Where along that continuum should RDAR focus its project funding?” 
For example, should RDAR fund basic research? What about discovery 
research? Variety/trait development? Applied research? Other?  
 
One of the “givens” outlined in the Introductory Paper was the fact that 
RDAR would consider funding projects all the way across the continuum. 
But what is not yet clear is where along the continuum RDAR will focus 
the major portion of that funding.  
 
There seems to be broad agreement on the concept of a research 
continuum beginning with basic research and ending with applied 
research. Similarly there seems to be broad agreement that the 
complete continuum is essentially R & D & D – including the 
downstream elements of development and demonstration. A common 
way to describe this complete continuum is “from the lab bench to the 
market place”.  
 
Unfortunately, there is often disagreement on the definition of each of 
the steps in the continuum. This can lead to difficulty in categorizing 
exactly where in that continuum a particular research project actually 
fits. 
 
So Is There a Common Definition of the Steps in the Continuum? 
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Unfortunately, there are dozens of these definitions. Linguists tell us 
that modern languages erode and change by about 10% every 200 
years. In contrast, the various definitions of the stages in the research 
continuum seem to erode and change by about 10% every year! The 
definitions are also subject to “trendy” influence. A current example is 
the competition between the terms “basic” and “foundational” to 
describe the first stage in the process. Another emerging influence is the 
global momentum gathering behind the 9-point Technology Readiness 
Level Scale. 
 
Notwithstanding the difficulties outlined above, we have to start 
somewhere. So for the purposes of this paper we’ll defer to a simpler 
definition of the continuum that has been well accepted in the 
agricultural research community in Alberta. Basically, there are five 
stages in the research continuum: 
 
Basic Research – this is research that has no specific practical application 
in mind. It simply seeks to better understand natural or artificial 
phenomena or processes. Galileo’s observations of the movement of 
celestial bodies would fit this definition. His famous statement, “the earth 
moves”, certainly got him into trouble, but his intent was simply to better 
understand the natural movement of objects in the heavens. The discovery 
of the double helix configuration of DNA, for which Watson, Crick, and 
Wilkins received the 1962 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, could 
also be described as basic research. Closer to the world of agriculture, the 
mapping of the genome of crop and livestock species would fit the 
definition of basic research. The vast majority of basic research is 
conducted in university settings. The term “discovery research” is 
sometimes used as a substitute for basic research, but in some literature it 
fits between the basic and applied elements. For the purposes of this paper 
we’ll include it as a component of the basic research process. Basic 
research is subject to very rigourous scientific standards, including 
replication and thorough peer review.  
 
Applied research moves further down the continuum. In this case the 
knowledge gained from basic/discovery research is tested to determine 
how it might support various practical applications. A famous piece of 
applied research was conducted at the Lethbridge Research Station more 
than 70 years ago. Basic research had discovered that the wheat stem 
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sawfly laid eggs inside wheat stems. This led to the applied research work 
of developing solid stem wheat cultivars that were largely resistant to 
sawfly damage. Applied research is often divided into “early applied” and 
“late applied”. The difference here is that early applied research is 
conducted in highly controlled laboratory conditions. Late applied is 
conducted under field conditions, and involves replicated, larger plot sizes 
or multiple herds or flocks. Applied research is also subject to rigourous 
standards of replication and peer review. Agriculture and Agri-food 
Canada research stations as well as universities, the private sector, and 
some ARA’s conduct applied research. 
 
Development refers to the concept of converting a practice that has been 
proven effective at the applied research level into a new agronomy,  
livestock, or food processing practice or product, very often with an 
intended commercial product in mind. An example of this in the crops 
world would be the development of coated seed to prevent disease. Other 
significant examples include the development of minimum and zero tillage 
equipment. An example in the livestock world that had a profound effect 
on management, but where no commercial product ensued, was the 
development of swath grazing practices. In contrast, the development of 
robot milkers in the dairy sector has led to a significant innovation in 
commercial products. The same is true of high pressure rapid cooking 
techniques in the food processing sector. The development of fenceless 
grazing systems through GPS control of livestock movement is on the near 
horizon. 
 
Demonstration is fairly well understood, as most of us have participated in 
field days where a new concept or product is demonstrated. The intent of 
demonstration is to introduce, to a wider audience, a concept that has 
been proven through applied research and converted into a new process 
or product through the development stage. For example, demonstration of 
new crop cultivars in regional settings has led to widespread adoption of 
new varieties across the prairies on an annual basis. Applied research 
associations and forage associations do a good job of demonstrating new 
cultivars, agronomy techniques, more efficient irrigation systems and 
better grazing management. 
 
Extension is a broader definition that includes the full cycle of 
understanding the needs of agricultural producers, developing knowledge 
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transfer programs to meet those needs and then evaluating the success of 
those programs. Technology transfer is the middle component of that 
cycle. Demonstration, as described above, also fits into the middle part of 
that cycle, as does the publishing of papers in scientific journals, popular 
farm media reporting, agricultural short courses, seminars, conferences 
and trade fairs. A great deal of technology transfer occurs every year at 
FarmTech, the Western Canadian Dairy Seminar, Alberta Beef Industry 
Conference, etc.  
  
 
 
So Where Along this Continuum Do Other Organizations Focus 
Their Funding? 
 
ACIDF was open to funding projects all the way along the continuum. In 
practice the vast majority of it’s funding was focused on the basic to 
applied end of the continuum with less funding on development, 
extension, etc. In contrast, ALMA truly funded the entire continuum, 
“from basic research to market development”. 
 
Agriculture and Forestry’s post-ALMA internal fund, the SRDP, has 
supported projects that are mostly in the basic to applied range, with 
the demonstration, piloting and knowledge transfer being funded 
through its CAP Science and Research Programs. 
 
Alberta Innovates Smart Agriculture and Food Program funds the range 
of basic to applied, but very little development. The Western Grains 
Research Foundation also funds the basic to applied range but does not 
fund development projects. However, both these organization will 
support a small amount of project funding for knowledge transfer. 
Alberta’s commodity boards and commissions have tended to allocate 
the majority of their funding to applied research. Many commodity 
groups also do not consider development projects as “in scope”. In 
recent years, Alberta Pork has moved away from funding individual 
projects along the continuum, choosing instead to allocate annual 
capacity grants to major swine research institutions. 
 
So Where Along the Continuum Should RDAR Focus Its Funding?  
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As you can see from the discussion above, different funding 
organizations have chosen very different approaches as to where they 
focus their funding along the continuum. For argument’s sake, let’s take 
the position that RDAR should distribute funding evenly across the 
entire R & D continuum. Here are some pros and cons of that position: 
 
Pros 
1. In practice ALMA funded the entire continuum. In order to sustain the 
momentum of this important predecessor organization, RDAR should be 
open to funding the entire R & D continuum. 
 
2. Most other major funders do not fund the entire continuum. This leaves 
an important funding gap that RDAR should fill. 
 
3. Narrowing RDAR’s focus to only part of the continuum will limit 
creativity. Doesn’t RDAR want to promote creativity and innovation?  
 
4. It may be better to let time, experience, application volume for different 
stages across the continuum, and project merit sort out the question of 
where RDAR should focus its funding. Being too rigid about this in the 
early going may be a mistake. 
 
Cons  
 
1. The further that funds are stretched across the continuum, the less 
impact they will have in any one area. The net effect of this approach will 
be a small amount of progress in many areas, versus potentially a large 
amount of progress in a few areas. If RDAR wants to have impact, it needs 
to opt for the larger progress approach. 
 
2. RDAR should limit itself to the basic to applied end of the continuum. 
Other organizations including applied research associations, forage 
associations, boards and commissions, the private sector, etc. can handle 
the downstream end of the continuum. 
 
3. It has been said that RDAR is not ALMA II. Just because ALMA funded 
the entire continuum, it doesn’t follow that RDAR should do the same. 
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4. For heaven’s sake. All of these papers have argued that RDAR should be 
all things to all people. Surely we’re capable of making SOME decisions 
that narrow funding scope.  
 
Conclusion 
Choosing where along the R & D continuum RDAR should focus the 
major portion of its funding will be an important decision for the 
Interim Board. There are strong arguments for both narrowing that 
focus and keeping it broad. The input and advice of industry partners 
will be invaluable in helping the Board to reach that critical decision. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 5 – Should RDAR Fund Out of 
Province Research If It Provides a Benefit to Alberta 
Producers and Helps Leverage Funding? 
 
28 May 2020 

 
(Note: this document is part of a series of short papers intended to 
stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to participating in a 
consultation webinar. The papers average about 1250 words in length or 
about 5 minutes of reading time.) 
 
Introduction 
This document is the final paper in a series that has focused on RDAR’s 
funding scope. Together, these five papers will form the basis for 
discussion and interactive polling, during a webinar that is scheduled to 
take place in the next few days.  
 
A second series of five papers will examine issues relating to RDAR’s 
mandate and governance. That second series of papers will form the 
basis for a second webinar that will again feature discussion and 
interactive polling.  
 
This last paper in the funding scope series will be slightly shorter than 
previous papers, as the issue is less complex than other issues of scope, 
and the decision is binary in nature.  
 
 
What is the Policy Approach of Other Organizations to Funding Out 
of Province Research? 
 
ACIDF’s approach to this issue was to fund out of province research if it 
could not be performed in Alberta. This resulted in funding a number of 
projects conducted by the University of Saskatchewan, by Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada in both Saskatchewan and Manitoba, and 
occasionally in locations further afield. ALMA took a similar approach, 
expecting a higher ratio of partnership funding for out-of-province 
projects. In both cases, a key decision tool was the question of whether 
the project would benefit Alberta Producers.  
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The current internal Agriculture and Forestry Program, the Strategic 
Research and Development Grant Program (SRDP) funds out of 
province projects provided there is a clear benefit to Alberta. The CAP 
Science and Research programs fund very few out of province 
programs, but this is not unexpected since the Federal Government has 
similar CAP Science programs with each of the provinces, and the 
purpose of the programs is to advance the adoption of innovation in 
Alberta.  
 
Alberta Innovates’ Smart Agriculture and Food Program also funds out 
of province projects, but as with other funders, there has to be a clear 
benefit to Alberta. Alberta Innovates also looks for a higher leveraging 
ratio for out of province projects.  
 
As a national agency focused primarily in Western Canada, WGRF 
obviously funds out of province research. But it will also consider 
funding research that is outside Western Canada. A recent example is 
WGRF funding for relevant fusarium research in P.E.I.  Almost all of the 
major commodity boards and commissions fund out of province 
research. Often, funding is focused on supporting a national research 
strategy. Examples of this are funding focused through the national Beef 
Cattle Research Council and the National Dairy Strategy. The same 
considerations regarding benefit to Alberta producers apply to funds 
directed to these national industry research efforts.  
 
In summary, almost all past and current Alberta agricultural research 
funders have provided funding for out of province research projects. All 
funders require the project to benefit Alberta producers, and most look 
for increased partnering/leveraging. 
 
What Are The Pros and Cons of Providing Funding for Out of 
Province Research? 
 
For argument’s sake let’s take the position that RDAR should fund out of 
province research projects. Here are some pros and cons of taking that 
approach: 
 
Pros 
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1. Most modern research projects are based on a high degree of 
collaboration amongst researchers. Why should an Alberta researcher be 
penalized for collaborating with a lead researcher who happens to be 
located in another province? 
 
2. Out of province research funding tends to leverage a higher percentage 
of funding from other sources. This is an efficient way to “make the money 
do more”.  
 
3. RDAR’s predecessor organizations, and almost all current funding 
programs in Alberta consider out of province projects. RDAR will therefore 
create a significant funding gap if it doesn’t fund out of province research.  
 
4. The distribution of AAFC scientists across the prairies tends to result in 
“expert groups” centered in one province or another. For example, the 
expert group on irrigation research is strongly centered at the Lethbridge 
Research Station. These scientists have benefited from research funding 
from both Saskatchewan and Manitoba. In a similar vein, why shouldn’t 
RDAR reciprocate, if a certain crop-breeding program that will benefit 
Alberta producers, happens to be located in Saskatchewan or Manitoba? 
 
Cons 
1. We are talking about Alberta taxpayer money. Won’t taxpayers be 
concerned if they discover that their dollars were being sent out of 
province? 
 
2. It’s all very well to justify the out of province project funding by saying it 
will benefit Alberta producers. But usually, the more distant a project is 
geographically, the less it benefits Alberta producers. Has anyone 
measured the actual benefit of all these out of province projects? 
 
3. As a new organization, why is RDAR making things difficult for itself? 
Out of province projects are more complicated to administer. Shouldn’t 
RDAR learn to master Alberta-based projects first, before even thinking 
about out of province funding? 
 
4. As with other issues of scope, the more RDAR tries to be a “funder at 
large”, the less likely it is that it will find its true focus and generate 
lasting impact. 
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Conclusion 
The issue of whether to fund out of province research, providing the 
project benefits Alberta and the funds are leveraged, has obviously been 
discussed at a policy level by all past and current funders. Almost all 
have chosen to consider out of province projects where there is benefit 
to Alberta producers and usually where funds are leveraged. But the 
fact that other past and current organizations have funded out of 
province research should not “bind” the Interim RDAR Board into 
accepting this policy. The Interim Board welcomes the input and advice 
of industry partners as it considers this important policy aspect of 
funding agricultural research in Alberta. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 6 – What Advice Would You Give to 
the Interim Board for Time Period of RDAR’s Portfolio of 
Investments? (short: less than 3 years; medium: 3-6 years; 
long: 6+ years) 

12 June 2020 

(Note: this document is part of a series of 10 short policy papers intended 
to stimulate discussion amongst industry partners, prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The second group of 5 papers 
averages about 1750 words in length or about 7 minutes of reading time. 

Introduction 
Welcome back! This first paper, in the second and final group of five 
papers, is slightly shorter in length to offset the greater length of some 
of the later papers in the series. 

One of the key questions scientists and researchers will naturally ask is 
“What length of project is RDAR willing to fund?” This is important in 
terms of project design, and to some degree will influence the type of 
projects RDAR funds. For example, if RDAR intends to invest in 
“capacity” in the form of university chairs, those investments would 
typically be for 5 years or longer. Conversely, if RDAR decides to invest 
primarily in “quick wins” in the applied research dimension, project 
funding would typically be 1-3 years.  

We can perhaps narrow our range of choices by assuming up front that 
RDAR was never contemplated as either a long term funder (6 -10 
years) or as a primary capacity funder. At this point in our discussion 
we are not totally ruling out long term projects or long term capacity 
funding, but these types of projects would be on the margins, or 
occasional exceptions to the rule.  

What we are really focusing on therefore is whether RDAR should 
support projects that are 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 years in length. For simplicity’s 
sake we group our two choices into short (less than 3 years) and 
medium (3-5 years). 
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One final introductory thought: there actually is a mechanism to accept 
longer term projects without providing longer term funding up front. 
For example, let’s suppose RDAR supports a project on the genomics of 
selecting beef cows that are more efficient converters of forages than 
their herd mates. Unlike cereal breeding, where plant breeders can 
grow crops in two hemispheres and thus benefit from a 6 month 
generation interval, the beef interval is at least two years, and on 
average much longer. So in comparison to cereal breeding, progress is 
much slower.  
 
In this example RDAR could fund a 4-year Phase One beef genomics 
project, followed by another 4-year Phase Two project. The Phase Two 
funding is not automatic. Phase One is considered a complete and 
separate project requiring its own final report. The researcher would 
then have to enter the competitive process for funding for the new 
project (Phase Two), along with other scientists competing for their 
own project funding. But if the researcher is successful in securing 
Phase Two funding, then in practical terms the project actually runs 
over a total of 8 years.  
 
What Portfolio Length Do Other Organizations Support? 
ACIDF tended to support relatively short term projects of three years or 
less. A few projects extended into four years, and on an exception basis 
ACIDF provided some five-year funding for professorships. ALMA also 
tended to support projects that were mostly three years or less in 
length. SRDP has tended to focus on projects that are three years or less 
in length, although several recent projects have been funded for four 
years, and one has been funded for 5 years. The CAP Science program is 
part of an agreement with a definite five-year horizon, so as each year 
expires the program has to consider projects that are progressively 
shorter in length.  
 
Alberta Innovates also focuses on funding projects that are three to four 
years or less in length. WGRF formerly funded some very long projects 
with an 8-10 year horizon, but now considers projects that are a 
maximum of 3-5 years in length. The exception to this is some 7-year 
funding for several research chairs. The project lists for Alberta’s 
commodity boards, commissions and associations indicate a very few 
projects of longer duration, including the funding provided by some 
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organizations for university chair positions. But overwhelmingly, 
project terms that are funded by commodity boards, commissions and 
associations are three years or less in length.  
 
In general, many organizations noted that for legitimate reasons 
(analytical equipment broke down, couldn’t get grad students, etc.) a 
significant number of three-year projects were extended beyond three 
years, via amendments.  
 
 
So What Position Should RDAR Take on Length Of Portfolio 
Investment? 
Assuming that there will not be a major focus on longer term project 
funding, there may be only two realistic options for RDAR to consider: 
 

- A strict position of funding projects less than three years in 
length; 

- A more open-ended approach of funding projects 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 
years in length.  

 
For argument’s sake, let us take the hypothetical position that RDAR 
chooses the second option and funds projects that are 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 
years in length. Here are some pros and cons of choosing that option: 
 
Pros 
1. In the early going RDAR would be wise to take a fairly open ended 
approach and subsequently consider whether to narrow portfolio 
bandwidth on the basis of experience with multiple projects.  
 
2. Nature moves at different speeds in different fields of enquiry. 
Shortening the portfolio length will arbitrarily rule out some outstanding 
projects that may have high impact potential. This will eventually be 
prejudicial to certain commodity groups. 
 
3. Projects take their own time to complete. If RDAR accepts only short 
term projects, it will eventually have to face a series of Phase Two 
applications that will only increase the administrative burden on an 
organization that is trying to operate at the lean end of the scale. 
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Cons 
1. If RDAR wants to have early impact, it needs to support projects that 
are completed, published and shared with the industry as fast as possible. 
3-5 year projects will result in a longer period of silence that will cause 
RDAR to lose momentum and potentially lose industry support. 
 
2. Given the economic imperative, agricultural producers cannot wait a 
long time for new products and management processes. The phrase in the 
news release, “farmer led research” suggests RDAR is meant to have a 
short term, applied portfolio that produces the rapid results that the 
industry needs and wants. 
 
3. Five years is a long time. Shifting priorities, emerging needs, and new 
knowledge could result in a project that seemed like a good idea five years 
ago, being obsolete by the time it is completed. 
 
Conclusion 
Length of funding portfolio will be a critical decision for the Interim 
Board, and a policy choice that is keenly anticipated by researchers. The 
two core choices the Interim Board faces are whether to fund strictly 
short term projects, or to fund a combination of short and medium term 
projects. The input and advice of industry partners will be invaluable as 
the Interim Board moves towards a decision on this critical issue. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 7 – What Principles Should RDAR Use 
to Allocate Resources Across Alberta’s Agriculture and 
Food Sector? 

12 June 2020 

(Note: this document is part of a series of 10 short policy papers intended 
to stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The second group of 5 papers 
averages about 1750 words in length, or about seven minutes of reading 
time. 

Introduction 
RDAR’s total budget represents a significant block of funding. In fact it is 
larger than ACIDF’s and ALMA’s budgets, during their later years. It will 
therefore be important to choose sound principles on which to allocate 
this significant pool of funding. 

Defining the Issue 
In previous papers we looked at principles relating to funding scope, 
including how far up the food chain, funding for policy, development 
projects, and private benefit projects, priorities related to productivity 
and competitiveness versus sustainability and public trust, the 
continuum of basic research to extension, out of province projects and 
length of funding portfolio.  

But there is a more elemental question. Before RDAR even considers 
issues of funding scope, how would it allocate resources across Alberta’s 
agriculture and food sector? For example, an assessment of farm gate 
receipts in 2019 indicates that the crops and livestock sectors generated 
almost identical farm cash receipts of just under $7 B each. On that 
50:50 basis, should RDAR create one basic “sub fund” of half of the total 
fund for the crops sector and another identically-sized sub fund for the 
livestock sector? In other words, should the funding be allocated based 
on a preset formula derived from the relative economic size of the 
sectors? This approach is based on the principle of the “relative 
economic share”.  
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This “relative economic share” principle is currently employed in 
allocating provincial shares of federal-provincial-territorial CAP 
funding. Under this principle, Alberta gets about 22% of the total federal 
pie based on the economic size of its agriculture sector relative to 
Canada as a whole. 
 
Following the relative economic share principle, should RDAR move 
further down to the sub-element level? For example, Statistics Canada 
reports 2019 Alberta farm cash receipts for several commodities in the 
crops sector as follows: 
- Wheat                                      $2,066,861,000 
- Canola                                      $2,425,240,000 
- Fresh potatoes                       $   255,007,000  
- Forage seeds                           $     41,070,000 

 
Employing the relative economic share principle, RDAR would therefore 
allocate 29.53% of its crop funding to wheat projects, 34.65% to canola, 
3.64% to fresh potatoes and 0.59% to forage seed projects. Similarly, 
within the livestock pool, RDAR would allocate 0.39% of its funding to 
sheep projects. 
 
There is a precedent for this approach. In 2001, Alberta Agriculture and 
industry partners were standing up ACIDF and its companion 
organization, the Livestock Industry Development Fund (LIDF). A group 
of diversified livestock organizations (bison, elk, deer, sheep, goat, 
horse, ratite, camelid) came forward to express concern that their small 
projects would be passed over in the face of more professional 
applications from the mainstream livestock species. As a consequence, a 
new organization was set up at a sub-element level in the form of the 
Diversified Livestock Fund of Alberta (DLFOA). DLFOA existed as its 
own distinct not-for-profit organization, with its own board of directors. 
The same parallel did not take place in the crops sector, where larger 
and smaller crops worked together under the ACIDF banner.  
 
The alternative to allocating to each sector is to simply employ the merit 
approach. While the phrase “let merit decide” may sound straight 
forward, the compelling question becomes “what constitutes merit”? 
Here is where the board would need to agree on a set of 
“characteristics” they would employ to determine merit. These could 
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include: a strong connection to a compelling industry need; solid 
research design; support of industry organizations; track record of the 
proponents; leveraging and collaboration; evidence of a complete 
extension plan, etc., etc.   
 
Under the merit approach there is no predetermined formula to allocate 
funds. The best projects determine where the funds are allocated. 
Obviously, under this approach there would need to be some reporting 
of the relative shares that were allocated to each sector, possibly on a 
rolling three-year or five-year basis. 
 
One other consideration is the fact many projects cover more than one 
sector. For example, an irrigation efficiency project could cover water 
use issues that affect irrigated alfalfa, potatoes, sugar beets, soft white 
wheat, and canola. It would be difficult to decide how to divide up the 
pie in this example. 
 
 
What Principles Do Other Organizations Employ to Allocate Their 
Funds Across Alberta’s Agriculture and Food Sector? 
 
From the beginning, ACIDF chose to fund strictly on merit. Over time 
this resulted in an equitable distribution to all crops, small and large 
alike.  
 
The gold standard for crops research globally, Australia’s Grains 
Research & Development Corporation (GRDC), projects a 2020 
budgeted income or $218 M from levies on the 22 participating crops 
and from government matching funds. Like ACIDF, GRDC funds strictly 
on merit. GRDC has noted this principle has resulted in a slight funding 
bias in favor of new and smaller crops, primarily because they are at an 
earlier stage of development and therefore require proportionately 
more research.  
 
ALMA also funded strictly on merit, but carefully tracked funding by 
species over the years. ALMA’s experience was that over time the merit 
process resulted in the smaller species not only receiving a fair share of 
the total funding, but in some cases a disproportionately larger share.  
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All other current funders, including SRDP, CAP Science, Alberta 
Innovates, WGRF and commodity groups have chosen to award project 
funding based on merit. 
 
What Are the Pros and Cons of A Merit-Based versus a Relative 
Economic Share Approach? 
 
For argument’s sake, let’s take the hypothetical position that RDAR 
should take an approach similar to all other past and current 
organizations, allocating resources based on project merit. Here are the 
pros and cons of that approach: 
 
Pros 
1. All other past and present funders have created a culture in Alberta of 
merit-based project funding. Researchers have risen to this challenge by 
developing generally high quality applications for funding. It would be a 
mistake to lower the bar by moving away from merit-based funding.  
 
2. Some outstanding individual crop or livestock projects might not be 
funded, and conversely, some projects of lower merit might be funded, if 
RDAR moved away from merit to a “relative economic share” allocation 
process.  
 
3. How does RDAR explain to a researcher that his/her project was 
rejected in favour of an inferior project because of the relative economic 
share funding allocation process? 
 
Cons 
1. Doesn’t RDAR want buy-in from all sectors in the industry? Being 
assured up front of a fair allocation for your sector is a good way to build 
buy-in. 
 
2. The smaller sectors may have a concern about being buried by the 
larger sectors. One way to offset that concern is to move to a relative 
economic share approach of distributing the funding. This approach will 
eliminate the tension regarding every sector getting their fair share. It’s 
predetermined, so there is no competition between individual crop or 
livestock species. 
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3. It’s been said over and over that RDAR should not be bound by the 
practices of other past or current organizations. Let’s try the relative 
economic share approach, and we might be surprised how well it works. 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
There are two fundamental principles that RDAR could employ in 
allocating resources across Alberta’s agriculture and food sector. The 
relative economic share principle is not currently employed by other 
funding organizations in Alberta, but could certainly be considered by 
RDAR as its own, unique approach. Conversely, RDAR could align with 
other funding organizations and the science-based culture in Alberta 
and choose to employ the merit principle. The Interim Board will have 
an important decision to make in this regard. The input of industry 
partners will be vital in helping to make that critical decision. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 8 – How Should Future RDAR Board 
Members Be Selected – Should the Permanent Board 
Model Be Fully Representative, Fully Skills-Based, or a 
Hybrid of the Two? 

12 June 2020 

(Note: this document is part of a series of short 10 policy papers intended 
to stimulate discussion amongst industry partners, prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The second group of five papers 
averages about 1750 words in length, or about seven minutes of reading 
time. This paper is about double the length of other papers and may 
require 12 minutes of reading time.) 

Introduction 
This paper is deliberately the longest of the policy papers. In part that is 
because the subject is complex and the nature of the question 
encourages industry partners to consider the issue with a long field of 
vision, and at the highest level of integrative thinking.  

But in the main, the length of the paper is based on the importance of 
the issue. The other 9 papers address the issue of how RDAR behaves. 
This paper addresses the issue of who RDAR is. The question is so 
elementally important that if we get it wrong, in some ways the rest will 
not matter.  

More than any other, this issue is also rooted in our fundamental sense 
of fairness. It seems, always, to be the most contentious and emotional 
issue with agricultural producers. And it is powerfully driven by our 
sense of rural egalitarian ethics, which still run deep.  

Framing the Issue 
Through rose-coloured glasses, it would all be very nice if everybody 
could have a seat on the Board. But if we add up all of the industry 
partner organizations that participated in the first round of consultation 
webinars, it would potentially result in a Board of almost 50 members. 
Since almost all of the industry partners who are reading these papers 
have strong experience in governance, they will recognize that a 50-
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person board would quickly devolve into a “general assembly” model 
that struggles to provide timely and effective governance.  
 
That certainly doesn’t preclude those organizations from all becoming 
“members” of RDAR as a not for profit organization. Indeed, depending 
on how RDAR’s Articles of Incorporation are constructed, it could 
potentially be from the “members” that the Board is appointed or 
elected. But general assemblies are rarely effective as governance 
boards.  
 
In order to come to grips with the issue of the Board model, we begin by 
making some assumptions that narrow our choices: 
 
1. Firstly, we take the position that the RDAR Board is a governance 
board versus a management board. This is important, because it could 
impact our choice of the type of individual that might be chosen for the 
Board. Management boards, which are more common in the private 
sector, require board members to actively engage in the day to day 
running of the organization. This requires a much larger time 
commitment from board members, a constant availability, and a high 
level of familiarity and skill in daily contract management, accounting, 
human resource management, dispute resolution and mastery of the 
subject material. In this model, board members act almost like program 
heads who are part of an operational executive committee. 
 
In contrast, governance boards set strategic direction through making 
policy choices. They may become involved in the approval process of 
larger projects, but generally leave the day to day running of the 
organization to the staff. Typically they work effectively through 
providing direction to a CEO, whom they hold accountable for executing 
that direction. In particular, the Chair and the CEO have to work 
together effectively to assure a clear and transparent understanding 
between board and staff. 
 
Almost all boards that lead non-private agricultural organizations are 
designed as governance boards, as opposed to management boards. The 
same is true of the rural municipal councils that have governed affairs in 
the geographic settings we are all familiar with. Our first assumption 
therefore is that RDAR is a governance board.  



 3 

Classification: Protected A 

 
2. Our second assumption makes things more difficult. Through long 
experience, we discover that the maximum effective size of a 
governance board is about 11 members. In other words, we cannot 
begin to come close to assuring that every industry partner organization 
holds a seat on the board. 
 
Why 11 members? Some may think 9 or 13 members is a better 
number. Depending on the situation that a particular board is designed 
to govern, 9 or 13 may indeed be a better number. Eleven is merely 
chosen to convey a relative size in comparison to the 50 potential board 
members. What is clear through the experiences of many, is that once 
boards expand beyond the relative size of 11, issues take much longer to 
discuss, progress is slower, focus is frequently lost, and board members 
are reluctant to attend because board meetings are such painful affairs. 
These general assembly boards also require more formal voting 
procedures, they sort into dissenting “camps”, and lose their capacity to 
make consensus decisions. 
 
3. Our third assumption is that the number of members on the Board is 
uneven by design. Normally the vote is a formality based on a consensus 
decision. But where there is no clear consensus, the uneven number 
assures a decision one way or the other. 
 
4. While this is still to be determined, our final assumption is that 
Agriculture and Forestry holds a non-voting, ex-officio seat on the 
Board, representing the Ministry’s interests. The author held an ex-
officio seat on the LIDF Board, and then as Deputy Minister on the ALMA 
Board. In both cases the relationship between the Ministry and the 
Board were functional and collegial, and the author was frequently 
asked for the Department’s views on issues. We assume therefore that 
RDAR includes an ex-officio, non-voting Deputy Minister or designate 
board position, that is not included in the total of “eleven” mentioned 
above.  
 
 
So Having Narrowed the Field Slightly, What are Our Choices for 
Board Model? 
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As the title of this paper suggests, there are three fundamental choices 
for Board Model. There are indeed many variants on these three themes. 
But an exploration of all the variants will make for a very long paper and 
lead us down a rabbit hole that doesn’t necessarily add value to our core 
decision.  
 
The three key choices are: a fully representative model; a fully skills- 
based model; or a hybrid of the two. Here is a description of those 
models with some examples of what they could look like (special thanks 
to George Cuff for sharing his excellent thinking on these models): 
 
1. Fully Representative Model 
This is the model that is most familiar to agricultural producers. Alberta’s 
commodity boards, commissions and associations, as well as applied 
research and forage associations function under this model. Board 
members are elected by their peers, frequently representing them on a 
regional basis. In addition to serving the needs of the industry as a whole, 
the role of the fully representative board member is to represent the 
interests of agricultural producers who elected him/her.  
 
In an RDAR setting, the fully representative board member walks into a 
meeting wearing his own organization’s hat, and keeps that hat on 
throughout the meeting. The primary guidance that would determine how 
a board member behaves during board discussion, and subsequently 
during voting, is the policy position that individual’s home organization 
supports. Where a major policy decision is to be made on a new issue that 
has not previously been discussed with the agricultural producers that 
board member represents, the board member would be honour bound to 
“consult” with their “electorate” prior to taking a position on the issue.   
 
(Note: in reality, since almost all crop producers grow 2 – 5 different 
crops, a representative of one commodity, would likely be “softly” 
representing a broader cross section of crops. This raises a deeper 
question, which we will flag here, but do not pursue further in this paper – 
in a fully representative model would the crops sector send separate 
canola, wheat, pulse, etc. representatives or “crop” representatives.)   
 
In practical terms, an RDAR board that was fully representative would be 
derived exclusively from the member organizations. Board members could 
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be formally “elected” at an RDAR AGM. But in practice, they would have 
been nominated as the only representative of their organization or group 
of organizations, and the “vote” at the AGM would be a formality. 
 
So how would this work with an 11-member board? If we assume a chair 
at large and 10 members from Alberta’s approximately 30 commodity 
boards, commissions and associations, then it becomes clear that many 
board members have to represent a group of organizations. There is no 
easy way to slice and dice this, but here is only one example of what Board 
composition could look like: 
 
1 cereals 
1 canola 
1 pulses 
1 forages, smaller and new crops (alternating amongst these crops) 
1 greenhouse, nursery, sod, floriculture, etc. (alternating) 
1 beef  
1 dairy 
1 pork 
1 poultry 
1 diversified livestock (alternating) 
 
If we expand the selection pool to include 1 fully representative member 
from applied research associations and 1 from forage associations, that 
reduces the number of board members from commodity organizations to 
8. If we further expand the selection pool to include one fully 
representative member from each of academia, the private sector and 
other funders, we have now reduced the board numbers from commodity 
groups to five, or half the total board number. Clearly, there may be better 
and worse variants for board composition under this model, but there are 
no perfect choices. 
 
2. Fully Skills-Based Model 
This model is totally different from the fully representative model. In this 
case, a nominating committee would put forward a slate of potential 
directors whose skills in widely varying fields were well-proven and widely 
recognized, often at a national level. These directors do not necessarily 
need to come from the membership body of the organization. For example, 
the directors could include an expert in negotiating international trade 
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deals, the president of a major food retail firm, the vice president of a 
major fast food chain, an expert in social license issues in agriculture, an 
expert in agricultural markets, a renowned scientist, a dean, and several 
former national chairs of agricultural commodity organizations.  
 
In the fully-skills based model, the Board member behaves in an 
“independent leader” role. The Board member walks into the meeting 
room and takes off the hat of their home organization. They represent no 
one except RDAR. Their motivation is simply to use their judgment and 
unique experience to act in the sole best interests of RDAR. This 
independent leader role fits well with the skills-based model. 
 
3. The Hybrid Model 
This model simply combines the first two models. In practical terms it 
could look something like this for RDAR (bearing in mind that there are 
many possible variants on the structure below): 
 
1 cereals 
1 oilseeds and pulses 
1 greenhouse, horticulture, forages, small and new crops (alternating) 
1 beef  
1 pork/dairy/poultry/diversified livestock (alternating) 
1 applied research and forage associations 
4 skills-based, nominated at large  
1 skills-based chair, nominated at large 
 
Those who are looking at this through a magnifying lens will note 3 crop 
commodity groups and only 2 livestock commodity groups on the Board. 
This may be offset by the preponderance of value added food processing in 
the livestock sector, and consequently greater likelihood for a skills-based 
board member from the value added livestock sector. It is also partially 
offset by the fact that forages are included under the crops banner, even 
though their use is primarily by the livestock sector. 
 
There are obviously dozens of realistic variants to the hybrid model, but as 
with the other two models, all of them require tough choices. Even if we 
marginally reduce the pressure through size creep to a board of 13, there 
are still tough choices to make. Part of the solution to these tough choices 
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may be in the form of a larger and more fully representative advisory 
committee. That is the subject of the next paper in the series.  
 
There is of course a fourth model – appointment of all of the Permanent 
Board members by the Minister, as is the case with the Interim Board. The 
logic here is that the Minister is providing all of RDAR’s funding, so he 
should be able to appoint the Permanent Board. The industry certainly 
understands the need to appoint members at the start-up level. But as a 
permanent solution, this model is definitely not what the industry 
requested in several white papers. The Minister also appears to be willing 
to consider more of an industry-governed model. For those reasons we will 
not explore the “Minister Appointed” option further in this paper.  
 
An after thought on our discussion on board models, is the issue of term 
length (6 years, 9 years, etc.). While it is beyond the scope of this paper 
to get into detail on that topic, it will certainly be a decision point that 
the Interim Board will face as it considers its Articles of Incorporation. 
 
 
So What Governance Model Have Other Organizations Chosen? 
 
ACIDF chose the fully representative model, with board members 
directly representing their commodity commission, or in the case of the 
smaller crops their group of industries. In theory, board members had 
to be “elected” at ACIDF’s AGM, but once their commission nominated 
them, they were almost assured of a seat on the board. Discussions with 
various ACIDF Board members over the years suggest that they rarely 
had to pound the table to assure their industry received a fair share of 
the pie. Over time, the merit principle seemed to lead to a relatively fair 
share for all. 
 
In contrast, ALMA was fully skills-based. An appointed nominating 
committee put together the original group of board members. As terms 
expired, a nominating committee from the ALMA Board itself, chose 
new members, all of whom sat at the Minister’s discretion. 
 
SRDP and the CAP Science funds of course do not operate under a board 
structure. Rather, as with all Department programs, they are ultimately 
accountable to the Minister. 
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Alberta Innovates operates under a skills-based board appointed by a 
Minister. In this sense their governance model is very similar to ALMA’s. 
In contrast, Western Grains Research Foundation operates under a very 
similar governance model to ACIDF. Each of the eighteen WGRF member 
organizations nominates a member to the board.  
 
Of course Alberta’s commodity boards, commissions and associations, 
as well as applied research and forage associations all operate under a 
fully representative governance model.  
 
 
 
 
So What Advantages Do these Different Models Bring to RDAR’s 
Governance Choices? 
 
In previous papers, where decisions were mostly binary, we took a 
hypothetical position for argument’s sake and then explored the pros 
and cons of that position. In this paper we take a different approach. In 
part because the issue is so emotionally charged, and in part because 
there are multiple choices (and also in part because this paper is 
becoming too lengthy) we simply assess the pros of each of the three 
distinct governance choices. It will become intuitively obvious that the 
pros listed under one option often become cons under another option.  
 
Pros of the Fully Representative Governance Model 
 
1. This is the model the industry requested in several recent white papers. 
It is the model they are familiar with, and one they believe will best 
represent the interests of the industry.  
 
2. The phrase in the News Release, “farmer led research”, seems to 
strongly imply that agricultural producers, through their boards and 
commissions should make up the governing body of RDAR. 
 
3. The term “skills-based” is offensive to duly elected members of boards, 
commissions, associations, ARA’s and forage associations. Just because 



 9 

Classification: Protected A 

these board members are elected by their peers, doesn’t mean they don’t 
bring strong skills and good judgment to the table.  
 
 
Pros of the Skills-Based Governance Model 
 
1. If RDAR wants to be a “board of excellence” it needs to put together the 
best minds it can find to guide the future of agriculture R & D. 
 
2. In combination, the penetrating insights of national class leaders 
around the table will keep Alberta ahead of the curve as issues and trends 
evolve over time.  
 
3. The former national leaders of commodity organizations will do a very 
good job of bringing the perspective of agricultural producers to the table. 
 
Pros of the Hybrid Governance Model 
 
1. This model does the best job of balancing industry expectations for a 
fully representative model with the power of innovative thinking from 
skills-based board members. 
 
2. RDAR wants to be a high impact board. The Hybrid model offers the 
best hope for ensuring the board is well grounded with the industry while 
at the same time thinking innovatively about the future. 
 
3. Surely, with the good governance of a $37 M fund at stake, the industry 
can partially deviate from tradition and find space for some of the best 
thinkers in the country at the RDAR Board table.  
 
Conclusion 
Governance choices always seem to be more hotly debated than other 
organizational issues. That is probably because they are at the heart of 
who the organization is. In this paper we have assumed a few “givens” 
and then explored three primary governance options. It is clear that 
each of these options has strengths and weaknesses. One of the critical 
skills in assessing these options will be to look well into the future and 
ask “which of these models will best stand the test of time?” The Interim 
Board will want to weigh each of the options carefully as it moves 
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towards a governance decision. The thoughtful input of industry 
partners will be important in helping to guide that decision. 
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RDAR Policy Paper # 9 – How Should RDAR Advisory 
Committee Members Be Selected? How Will RDAR Ensure 
Regional Representation? 
 
12 June 2020 
 
(Note: this document is part of a series of 10 short policy papers intended 
to stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. This second round of five papers 
averages about 1750 words in length, or about seven minutes of reading 
time.) 
 
Introduction 
We should begin this paper by clarifying what we mean by an advisory 
committee. The term advisory committee is often confused with the 
term expert committee. In the context of research funders, expert 
committees are really technical committees that review projects for 
research design, technical merit, the possibility of duplicate research, 
etc. Like other funders, RDAR will no doubt employ this type of technical 
review process.  
 
A second area of confusion comes with the term board committee. 
Board committees, unlike advisory committees, are usually comprised of 
sitting board members who may undertake more focused work on 
critical issues with the intent of bringing a recommendation back to the 
board for final consideration. Examples of board committees can 
include: finance committee; communications committee; programs and 
services committee; compensation review committee; etc. These board 
committees are a formal part of the governance process.  
 
In contrast, the term advisory committee signifies a very different 
function from either the technical review process or board committees. 
Advisory committees are not generally a formal part of the governance 
process, but undertake other important functions, which we’ll come 
back to later in the paper.  
 
Every advisory committee should have a clear mandate document, 
including roles and responsibilities, governance, code of conduct, etc. 
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These mandate documents do not need to be as elaborate as those for 
the Board, but they need to be clear. Most advice provided by an 
advisory committee would be consensus- based, and often derived 
through members participating in focus group discussion processes. 
 
This brings us to the role of the chair of the advisory committee. The 
less formal nature of the advisory committee discussion suggests an 
advisory committee chair with the skills of a facilitator - a good listener 
and a motivator who creates a safe environment, who can help to draw 
out participants’ thoughts and ideas. But like the Board Chair, the 
advisory committee chair also needs to be able to be assertive and 
directive when called on, to prevent the conversation from meandering 
off topic and to keep the agenda moving. The choice of advisory 
committee chair will be an important consideration.  
 
 
 
Do Other Funders Operate with Advisory Committees? 
 
There is a mixed approach amongst other funders regarding the use of 
advisory committees. ACIDF operated with an advisory committee, but 
they met infrequently. ACIDF also made widespread, periodic use of 
focus groups. ALMA also operated with multiple advisory committees 
that tended to be structured by commodity group and that also included 
food processors. These groups met once or twice per year. 
 
SRDP and CAP Science programs, as internal department programs, are 
not supported with an advisory committee process. Alberta Innovates 
does not operate with an advisory committee structure, but they do 
release white papers to obtain industry input. WGRF and some of the 
larger commissions operate with an advisory committee process, but 
these tend to be more technically focused.  
 
How Should RDAR’s Advisory Committee Members Be Selected? 
For the purposes of this paper, we assume that RDAR will have an 
advisory committee. We know already that the advisory committee is 
intended to be inclusive, and will encompass all of the RDAR member 
organizations, including boards, commissions, associations, ARECA, 
FarmRite, etc.   
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So how many members would this relatively large advisory committee 
include? Assuming 25 - 30 boards, commissions and associations, plus 
ARECA and FarmRite, and possibly others, the advisory committee 
could conceivably be as large as 27 – 32 members. Obviously, this larger 
size would require the committee to break out into smaller interest 
groups. For example, during an advisory committee meeting, the 
committee could come together for an opening discussion, and then 
break out into perhaps a livestock group, a crops group, and possibly 
other groups. These groups would then come back together to report to 
each other and advise the Board.  
 
An obvious question here is why not run with two or three smaller 
advisory committees based on the breakout groups identified above? 
This option is certainly possible, but it has two drawbacks: 
 
1. The different committees do not get to come together for a plenary 
session at the end of the day where they can hear and debate each 
other’s recommendations. 
 
2. The sheer scale of the administrative task entailed in planning and 
following up on three separate advisory committee meetings, perhaps 
six times per year, would bury the small staff group. In addition, 
assuming it is important for Board members to hear the 
recommendations of advisory committee members, it would be almost 
impossible to ask very busy board members to attend 18 + advisory 
committee meetings per year. 
 
Let us come back to the question of who should be on the advisory 
committee by assuming that the industry makes the selections to the 
committee, and the Board welcomes the input and advice of whomever 
the industry has placed on the committee. The question of “who are the 
members of the advisory committee” is therefore narrowed in scope to 
“what type of individual would be best suited to the advisory 
committee?” For example, would boards send their chair, a director, 
their executive director/general manager, or their science or policy 
officer to represent them on the advisory committee?  
 
The answer to the question of “what type of individual would be best 
suited to the advisory committee” may become intuitively clearer when 
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we settle on the role that the advisory committee is intended to take in 
the organization. There are two fundamental advisory committee 
models that the organization can choose in this regard: 
 
1. A narrowly defined, assignment-based role, where the Board requests 
the committee to complete specific tasks. For example, the Board could 
ask the advisory committee to provide a critique on its draft three-year 
business plan. It could also ask the advisory committee to assist in the 
development of key performance indicators, and to play a role in 
reviewing vision, mission, and strategies. These are all critically 
important tasks that many successful organizations ask advisory 
committees to complete. 
 
2. A broader and more strategic role. In this model, the Board may 
indeed ask the advisory committee to take on the tasks outlined in the 
narrowly defined, assignment-based model, above. But in addition, it may 
ask the advisory committee to take on a broader, more strategic role, 
including: 
 

- Advising and commenting on the organization’s strategic 
direction; 

- Providing feedback to the board on how industry is reacting to the 
organization’s programs; 

- Providing timely advice on emerging industry needs; 
- Helping the organization to establish its research priorities; 
- Providing input to an organization’s outward presentation of 

itself; 
- Helping to “ground” the organization by linking back to its  
      grassroots. 

 
The key question then is “Should RDAR opt for an advisory committee 
role that is narrowly defined, assignment-based or broader and more 
strategic?” For argument’s sake, we take the hypothetical position that 
RDAR should opt for the broader and more strategic advisory 
committee. Here are some pros and cons of that choice: 
 
Pros 
1. Why hold back the industry from providing the advice it wants to share 
with the Board? The broader and more strategic role enables the advisory 
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committee to provide advice in many critical areas. Some of this advice 
may be vital to the Board as it considers its strategic choices. 
 
2. Especially in the early going, RDAR will need to ground truth a wide 
range of its activities. In the broader and more strategic role the advisory 
committee can play a key role in doing exactly that. 
 
3. A more engaged advisory committee with a broader remit, will better 
understand RDAR and its strategies and will therefore be well placed to 
knowledgeably share that information at industry meetings. 
 
Cons 
1. It’s the Board’s job to provide strategic direction. The advisory 
committee should not be asked to do work that the Board can do. 
 
2. The broader and more strategic role sounds like a lot of work. Are we 
talking hours and hours of reading time and days and days of meeting 
time? 
 
3. Providing general advice is one thing but taking a deeper dive into some 
of these issues would be best left to consultants. 
 
 
How Will RDAR Ensure Regional Representation? 
 
Given the random geographic distribution of 27 - 32 advisory 
committee members, it is highly likely that RDAR will be well 
represented regionally. In addition, ARECA and FarmRite collectively 
cover virtually every region of the province.  
 
In the event that there was a glaring regional “hole” somewhere, the 
advisory committee chair could work with several of the industry 
partner organizations to help fill that hole. For example, the chair, after 
discussing the issue with several organizations, could ask the “willing” 
Alberta Beef Producers to appoint an advisory committee member that 
filled a “regional hole” in the south eastern region of the province. 
 
 
 



 

 6 

Classification: Protected A 

Circling Back 
Before we conclude this paper, we circle back to the question “what 
type of individual would be best suited to the advisory committee?” 
The answer of course is “it depends.” If the Interim Board settles on the 
narrowly defined, assignment-based advisory committee role, then 
industry boards may want to ask a senior staff member or a director to 
participate. Conversely, if the Interim Board settles on the broader and 
more strategic role, then industry boards may want to ask an 
experienced director or their chair to participate. 
 
 
Conclusion 
The strategic scope of the advisory committee, especially in the early 
going, will be a critical choice for RDAR’s Interim Board. The two issues 
of advisory committee membership and regional representation are 
intricately entwined, and heavily dependent on the consequences of 
reciprocal choices. What is clear is that with thoughtful choices, RDAR 
may be able to operate with both an effective advisory committee and a 
reasonable level of regional balance. The input and advice of industry 
partners will be informative and invaluable in helping the Interim Board 
to assess these critical policy issues.  
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RDAR Policy Paper # 10 – What Will Industry Use to 
Determine Whether RDAR is a Success? 
 
12 June 2020 
 
(Note: this document is the last in a series of 10 short policy papers 
intended to stimulate discussion amongst industry partners prior to their 
participation in a consultation webinar. The papers average about 1750 
words in length, or about seven minutes of reading time. 
 
Introduction 
 
The term success can have many meanings. In Alberta’s agricultural 
context, the term success, as applied to organizations, seems to convey 
an intangible state of esteem, a respect for demonstrated behaviours, 
and a recognition of impact. Statements like the following often describe 
how the industry views success: “They did exactly what they promised 
they would do; they are great to work with; they are going about their 
business with energy and purpose; they are having real impact.” 
 
When we ask the question “What will the industry use to determine 
whether RDAR is a success”, we should qualify it by also asking “What 
stage on the journey are we talking about?” For example, before RDAR is 
fully up and running it will go through at least the following nine steps: 
 
1. Introduction and information sharing (done - April/May); 
2. Policy engagement with industry partners (in progress right now); 
3. Core Interim Board decisions on funding scope, mandate and 
governance; 
4. Development of a draft business plan and consultation with industry 
partners; 
5. Development of a website; 
6. Development of articles of incorporation and a business framework; 
7. Formal incorporation; 
8. Receipt of the funding;  
9. First call for project proposals, etc. 
 
The industry will apply it’s own measures of success to each of these 
start-up steps. For example, the information series conducted in 
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April/May, and the first round of policy discussions seem to have been 
appreciated by industry and reasonably well received. We might 
therefore say that 1 and ½ steps into this 9-step start up process RDAR 
is being reasonably successful. But we also know that if RDAR suddenly 
goes off course or stalls out on one of the succeeding steps, it will be 
deemed unsuccessful for that step.  
 
But these evolving start-up steps are a rapidly passing story. Hopefully, 
within less than a year RDAR will be up and running, and fully 
operational. It is that ongoing, fully operational stage that we’ll be 
focusing on as we examine what industry will use to determine whether 
RDAR is a success.  
 
So How Do You Measure Success? 
There are three very different ways to measure success. The first and 
most common set of measures is what business theorists define as 
output measures. In the RDAR context these could be measures like the 
number of projects funded; total dollar value of those projects; average 
leveraging ratio; total number of participants in RDAR sponsored 
learning events; total number of papers published from RDAR 
supported research; etc. 
 
These output measures are statistically-based, easy to understand and 
the cheapest, at a cost level, to maintain. Their problem is that they do 
not measure real impact. For example, funding a large number of 
projects, having hundreds of individuals attend learning events, and  
publishing lots of papers suggests some likelihood of impact. But what if 
few of those projects connected to industry, what if learning attendees 
rated the events very poorly, and very little development followed from 
the published papers? While output measures can be useful in pointing 
to probable success, they stop short of measuring the impact that is 
characteristic of true success. 
 
The second type of measurement is outcome measures. These are much 
more expensive and labour–intensive to deliver. But they do measure 
real impact. Some examples of outcome measures are: actual 
improvement in profitability by adopting a practice change; percentage 
change in public approval rating as a result of a key management change 
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(eg. free run hens); reduction in E-coli contamination as a result of 
feedlot bedding practices.  
 
The reason these outcomes measures are so expensive and labour-
intensive is that each of them requires a deep dive study, often involving 
multiple producer interviews, to come up with defensible facts. The 
sheer volume of work behind these outcome measures means that most 
organizations can only afford the staff or consultant time to measure 
three to five of them in any one year. 
 
In reality, most successful organizations combine eight to ten output 
measures with 3-5 outcome measures, in their annual reporting. Of 
course there is a sensitive balance here. Once an organization employs 
more than 20 measures, it tends to become obsessed with measurement 
at the expense both strategic focus and operational excellence.  
 
These measures are important. In many cases, the industry watches 
these results closely and forms a major part of their opinion on the 
success of an organization through monitoring these measurement 
results. 
 
But there is a third type of measurement that is more intangible and 
philosophical in nature. It derives from our longstanding rural ethical 
sense of what is good and fair. It speaks to the perceived character of an 
organization, whether it can be trusted, how it treats the people it deals 
with, and what it truly cares about. It also speaks to its iron 
determination to live up to its values. These intrinsic measures sum up 
into what we term organizational reputation. 
 
As intangible as it seems, organizational reputation can actually be 
measured at reasonable cost, through ongoing surveys. Of the three 
measures, it is perhaps the most important, because without reputation, 
efficiency and effectiveness don’t get much credit. 
 
One final point on measurement. Most of us have heard the well-worn 
truism “People support what they help to build.” Many successful 
organizations have invited industry partners to participate in building 
their measures and in reviewing and commenting on their 
measurement report on an annual basis. Would there be an opportunity 
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for RDAR to follow this wise practice by engaging its advisory 
committee in the process from the very beginning? 
 
Do Other Organizations Measure Outputs, Outcomes or 
Reputation? 
 
The short answer is yes. ACIDF employed several output measures and 
a few outcome measures, mostly because they saw the value in doing so, 
but also because their funding agreement required it. ALMA also used 
many indicators, including for example, an ongoing measure of 
leveraging ratio. SRDP is still a fairly new program and has not yet 
developed measures. In contrast, the CAP science program has built in 
measures as required in the federal-provincial funding agreement. 
Alberta Innovates employs many output measures and some outcome 
measures. WGRF and boards and commissions also employ output and 
some outcome measures of success. While it is not a routine annual 
practice, many of these organizations have conducted surveys or focus 
groups from time to time to measure organizational reputation.  
 
The Basic Question 
So we come back to our basic question “What will industry use to 
determine if RDAR is a success?” We suggest it will use a combination of 
personal opinion based on direct experiences with RDAR, word of 
mouth reports from peers, and a review of RDAR’s own annual 
measurement reporting.  
 
For the purposes of this paper, we examine some pros and cons related 
to something RDAR has full control over – the scope and dimension of 
it’s annual measurement reporting. We take the hypothetical position 
that RDAR should track and report on about a dozen output/outcome 
measures annually, and should also conduct organizational reputation 
surveys at least every second year. Here are some pros and cons of that 
approach: 
 
Pros 
 
1. The Alberta Government is providing RDAR with a significant block of 
funding this year. It is inconceivable that it will give RDAR any money next 
year if it doesn’t develop and report on some robust measures of success. 
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2. The Board itself will want to see the results of these measures of success 
so that it can consider operational and strategic changes to respond to 
areas where the measures suggest it is not doing well.  
 
3. A key part of building organizational reputation is honestly and 
transparently reporting on what measured up well, and what didn’t.  
 
Cons 
 
1. RDAR needs to really focus on operational excellence in its first two to 
three years. That is how it will build reputation. All this focus on 
measurement will distract attention from operational excellence. 
 
2. The level of measurement and reporting that is proposed will require a 
lot of staff time and energy. That will increase the administrative cost for 
an organization that is supposed to be administratively lean. 
 
3. Measurement is a bit of a fad preached by consultants who are looking 
for business. It can become a hollow “me too” exercise. RDAR should stick 
to the knitting and get on with real work.  
 
Conclusion 
RDAR’s predecessor organizations and most current funding 
organizations have practiced some form of annual success 
measurement and reporting. But RDAR will have many challenges in its 
first few years, and does not want to become bogged down in 
measurement reporting at the expense of operational excellence in 
many other important areas. The advice of industry partners on the 
appropriate balance will be invaluable as the Interim Board considers 
this important policy issue.  
 
Afterword 
Congratulations! If you’ve stuck with it and read the introductory paper 
and the 10 policy papers, you’ve covered a lot of ground. The 16,709 
words you have just read are the equivalent of reading through the first 
third of a standard novel. Like that first third of a novel that gives rise to 
much thought about what direction the plot will take, we hope these 
papers have given you the opportunity for much thought and input into 
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the direction that RDAR will take. Thank you for the effort you have put 
into helping RDAR move forward successfully on its amazing journey! 
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