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INTRODUCTION 

In January 2021, John Knapp presented a paper to the Results Driven Agriculture Research (RDAR) 
Board of Directors about coordinating extension services in Alberta. Mr. Knapp’s paper posited that 
“Alberta’s extension system is currently disconnected, and that a discussion amongst key players could 
result in a system that is more effective.”  

The Board, recognizing the importance of extension, directed RDAR’s management to hold consultations 
with industry to see whether there was interest in further discussing a more coordinated approach to 
extension in Alberta.  

On February 16th and 17th, RDAR hosted three ninety-minute consultation sessions with 69 participants 
from across the industry (listed in Appendix A). Some of RDAR’s Board Members attended one or more 
session. Notably, although some participants are producers, all had a direct or indirect role in delivering 
extension services.  

Participants were asked whether they had interest in continuing the discussion and potentially moving into 
a further analysis and planning for additional phases. Overwhelmingly, they reported “yes.”  

Summary of Findings 
Each session followed the same format. Participants discussed: 

1) Reflections on Mr. Knapp’s paper and its conclusions 
2) What issues could be resolved with a more coordinated approach to extension in Alberta. 
3) What would be the likelihood of the issues being resolved if a more coordinated approach were to 

be pursued. 

Four themes, which complement and intersect each other, emerged from the discussion: 

1) Evolution of needs The industry has changed, as have producer demographics and 
needs.  

2) Roles & networks Understanding who offers which extension services in Alberta. 

3) Information dissemination How to connect, distribute, receive, and adopt/adapt information. 

4) Sourcing & resourcing Where to get information, who provides it, at what cost, and how 
to measure return on investment.  

 

If discussions continue, participants identified three areas of focus:  

1) Analysis of current state • What is the “extension ecosystem” now?  
• Who (or what) is performing extension, knowledge and 

technology transfer (KTT), or adaptive/applied research?  

2) Future state • What do Alberta’s producers need?  
• What does a “robust” extension system look like? 
• How will we know extension is meeting producers’ needs?  
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• What does success look like? 

3) Leadership • Who/what should lead a coordinated extension?  

 

The sessions may be reviewed online at:  

• Tuesday, February 16th 9:00 – 10:30 AM: https://youtu.be/i2LItCfh89o 
• Tuesday, February 16th 6:30 – 8:00 PM: https://youtu.be/OXeXYecjrsc 
• Wednesday, February 17th 10:00 – 11:30 AM: https://youtu.be/SIbp7Y_llLI 

DISCUSSION NOTES  

These notes summarize comments made that are categorized under each theme. 

Theme 1: Evolving Needs 

Extension service delivery 
There is acceptance that the previous extension delivery model will not return. The discussion is now how 
to adapt to whatever a “new” way may be.  

• Relationships between producers and District Agriculturists (DAs), home economists and regional 
agronomists, were cherished and effective. It is unrealistic for that level of service delivery to continue 
today.  

• Those in extension roles, provincially or federally, do not have the capacity to respond to one-one 
concerns as before (e.g. a researcher cannot travel an hour to a field to diagnose an issue and 
provide recommendations, especially if it’s outside their area of expertise). 

• Producers are finding other ways to gather information, largely through networking.   
• Need to value the role of extension. Sentiment that extension services are underappreciated and 

underused. 
• Many issues raised in the paper are well-known – as we have seen extension diminishing – we seem 

to have a lack of information or application of recommendations of previous work. 
• Note that it is not just information to share – cannot forget the technology component too, e.g. Smart 

farms and provide confidence that investment in tech can be substantial and farmers recognize the 
return on investment. 
 

Producer demographics / Willingness to adopt 
Producers are changing, as is their willingness to adopt information / technology.  

• There are producers who will do things the “old” way and others who are adopting technology, 
practices, and innovations. 

• For extension to be relevant and valued, providers need to understand what producers want, need, 
and how they would like to receive the knowledge or information.  

• Farmers participating in extension events represent different backgrounds and age groups. Their 
needs are unique.  

• Consider producers needs also on where they exist on the adoption curve. The later along the 
adoption curve, the more the producer seems to be influenced by their social networks. And some 

https://youtu.be/i2LItCfh89o
https://youtu.be/OXeXYecjrsc
https://youtu.be/SIbp7Y_llLI
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producers are progressive in some areas (e.g. genetics) may be laggards in others (e.g. riparian 
health). 

• When it comes assuming which producers will adopt new information, it’s hard to generalize. Also, 
not all progressive farmers are “big”. Some have been smaller. Depends on the individual’s risk 
tolerance. 

• Need to understand what the needs are among the market to see what the desire for this is going 
forward. 

• Be sure to connect with what farmers need and want by truly listening, although it is difficult to provide 
that service across the region. 

Complexity and variance among industry sectors 
Agriculture is a diverse industry, which means that various sectors and supporting organizations may be 
more or less able to support extension efforts.  

• Recognize that needs may be unique across industries (e.g., Poultry). We have a structure, but 
where will we be in a few years – is there an opportunity for additional and different structures? How 
do we leverage skill sets? 

• Some issues as a small organization as funding may be harder to obtain. Cannot always rely on 
continuous funding (e.g. CAP).  

• Some organizations don’t have the resources to continue many previously publicly funded efforts like: 
cow/calf manual, Alberta forage manual, Blue Book of Herbicides, unless professional resources are 
allocated. Some commodity groups with the human and financial resources are reinventing these 
efforts. 

• Some sectors fill different needs to different extent.  E.g., crop side – many agronomists, perhaps 
fewer on the forage side. 

• For beef producers, some gaps may be: 
1) having relatable and knowledge extension experts available and easily accessible to answer 

specific questions or help problem solve. Existing groups have done well to develop 
informational and decision-making resources that are available online, but don’t have the 
capacity to answer individual questions.  

2) extension agents who target and tailor their messages to producers who don't actively seek 
out information or reach those who are naturally curious and progressive. 

 

Theme 2: Roles & Networks 

Roles 
Each “player” in the industry has a d role in extension delivery, and not all are well known. Some 
organizations are thought to be in a good position to coordinate efforts.  

• Post-secondary institutions certainly have a role in extension - to connect researchers with the 
opportunity in research results. It’s important to note that not all researchers can “translate” the 
results through a network and may also need to train others to carry out the extension work. 

• Applied Research Associations (ARA):  
o Belief that the ARAs have the network, regional reach, and connection to producers to fill 

gaps in extension and disseminating information.  
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o Perform adaptive research and must have two-way communication from producers to 
researchers. E.g. a study in Lethbridge may not be as relevant to producers in Fort Vermilion. 

o The ARAs have been working to avoid overlap and gaps – helping to create an open system 
of information sharing.  

o ARAs want to make resources available to those we serve – are producer led and operated. 
Could set something up that works for Alberta.  

Networking and Knowing Whom to Contact 
The agriculture industry has both informal and formal networks that have evolved to connect researchers, 
producers, private business and educational institutions that are filling some of the gaps in extension. The 
importance of peer networks and information sharing was also noted. Some comments about networks 
and other available resources included: 

• A gap that we often hear is that producers want to hear from their peers on their experiences in 
implementing a new practice or tool. What went well? What issues were encountered? What 
adjustments were needed? 

• Entomologists have been hosting a weekly “BugChat” on Twitter during the growing season. This is 
an informal group of experts providing real time information to farmers with crop problems. 

• Perhaps there could be a directory of specialists in the various crop/livestock sectors that producers 
can contact to get further information about their issue/concern? 

• What about using Agriculture Fieldmen? Where would they get information?  
• Alberta Institute of Agrology could be a valuable source of extension expertise, as could the Certified 

Crop Advisor program. 
 

Theme 3: Information Dissemination 

Knowledge Transfer – This is the “biggest” issue 
Many participants noted that simply getting information / technology into producers’ hands was the 
biggest challenge overall. “Losing” Ropin’ the Web, the Ag Info-Centre, District Agriculturist and the “quick 
call” access to experts, has resulted in information dissemination becoming a significant challenge.  

• How will the research that is done get to the producers? Researchers not sure how to do this. 
Organizations say: “we have this result, how do we get this out?” 

• We need a set of tools to move research into the hands of farmers, ranchers and agri-businesses. 
Those tools are necessary to continue the pipeline of improvement and innovation. 

• Professionals that provide products and services to the ag industry are great resources for tech 
transfer. The big gap I perceive are resources for those folks - a set of dedicated extension 
professionals that can inform field professionals, and mechanisms to cover the costs of that tech 
transfer. 

• To inform future discussion, in 2-3 years, RDAR may wish to see how many 'views' extension 
documents (transferred from Ropin’ the Web) receive on the Government’s open data site. If few 
views, shows a need for alternative methods of delivering this information. 

• Farming the Web (AFIN) is a new forage and ag marketplace - from Ropin’ the Web. 
(farmingtheweb.ca) 

• Repetition of requests from producers for solutions to issues that were largely addressed by research 
many years previously. This indicates a miss in getting existing information communicated well 
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enough for it to be adopted and creates difficulty in being able to move research forward onto new 
issues.  

Two-Way Communications: Producer to Researcher and vice versa 
This is not a new issue. Participants raised the issue that it is not part of a researcher’s job to perform 
extension. They also noted that producers do not have an effective mechanism to identify needs to 
researchers.  

• The question of how researchers can get information back is asked all the time. Developing a 
mechanism to help make this happen would be beneficial. There was a program developed called e-
extension developed in the US which is about linking various extension specialists across the country 
in a web environment to produce wide ranging extension information. 

• Extension is a two-way street between the information developers (researchers, etc.) and end users 
(mostly producers, but also consultants, extension agents, etc.). Need a conduit to allow for that two 
flow of information. 

• Producers need to make this a priority; need the researchers to talk to the farmers. How can 
Commissions be used as a conduit? 

• ARAs see needs on the ground but do not have a way communicate with Universities – is the two-
way mechanism broken? 

• What is needed is an entity to facilitate the two-way interaction between research and farmers. 
• I think it is important for various industries to make their needs known to universities so that 

universities understand that extension work has value. 

Use Many Communication Channels to Meet Needs 
Effective information dissemination will require multiple channels and methods to reach audiences, 
especially in an industry where producers are very diverse. Extension delivery agents must adapt and use 
many different channels to disseminate information.   

• What is the role of platforms such as AgVisorPro in maintaining a database of "who is who" and 
allowing producers quick access to the experts who can help them? 

• Extension may work best with various methods. Sometimes it’s the same people showing up to 
events, others learn from their peers. Could consider a “train the trainer” model. 

• Some associations use various channels to connect. Twitter to podcast to connect – all have a cost 
and effort associated. 

• Note that awareness doesn’t equal adoption. Need to use different methods to drive adoption as the 
ultimate outcome.  

 

Theme 4: Sourcing & Resourcing 
This discussion centered on which model of funding and human resourcing would be best to deliver 
extension within Alberta. Two questions are central to this discussion: 

1) Financial resources: what is the “right” model for extension funding?   
2) Human resources: how to build the capacity to deliver extension within existing and/or new 

structures? 
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Public / Private Funding Sources 
Participants noted that we are likely at the end of publicly funded extension, and noted that without a 
long-term resource commitment, it will be very difficult to create a “new” model of extension delivery in 
Alberta. Discussion also included merits of both public and private funding.  

• Believe we are at the last stage of publicly funded extension – we need to look at the next phase of 
doing the best research, which will be translated.  

• A concern with the private fee-for-service model is that it puts the smaller producers at a 
disadvantage, possibly limiting their access to information due to affordability. 

• Agriculture is in the public good. People want a robust extension system, but who pays for it? 
• Private industry may be doing and sharing results of research, as are their competitors. Producers will 

need to discern which result is most relevant to them.  
• Need to determine whether extension is considered a public good, or it is being treated as an industry 

that needs to stand on its own. 
• There are others in the private sector who are providing extension services. If they evolve, then don’t 

need public dollars. 
• Several commissions fund extension either by hiring their own people directly or through other 

industry associations. 
• A hybrid private/public funded model may work? E.g., small fee for service but could be subsidized. 
• Need to be careful that stating that publicly funded extension is without bias, and privately funded is 

biased. Publicly funded may support the funders’ goals, same as a private delivery agent. There may 
be truth in both, but there are independents working to provide the best info to the clients. 

• Shifting a mindset to paying for formerly free advice is quite tricky, at least for our producers. A 
transition may help show how valued extension is among producers.  

• It takes time to show producers that there is value for paying for information. 

Researcher Capacity 
Researchers have only so much time and capacity to disseminate the results of their research. 

• One issue in the academic world is that you don't have any designated time for extension, its 
research and/or teaching. You are being rated based on number of publications, citations, etc. 
Currently, there is no system in which extension efforts and achievements can add to your 
achievements and rating of your productivity. Most or all extension activities you do are in your own 
time. 

• Just as there are researchers who are passionate about their research - there are extension agents 
who are very passionate about connecting with producers and helping them to thrive. If these 
extensionists have the proper funding and network, they can effectively help producers in the field to 
disseminate a wide array of research to help in a holistic fashion, rather than a topic or project 
specific way. 

• Time, labor and capacity are needed to interpret then apply the research. 

Extension Training 
Extension is a skill. No everyone can be expected to just “do” extension. How do we train and keep skilled 
resources engaged?  

• It is easy to slash budgets and resources, but very difficult to build up and keep expertise. If extension 
is to be built up, only way to do this is to invest in attraction and retention. 
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• Need to train people in extension – Universities can step in and do this but will not unless there is a 
long-term funding commitment to do so.  

• Noted methodology and training of extension, training becoming less valued – it’s a skill, not 
everyone can “just do it”. Changing behavior is not just getting them info. 

MOVING INTO THE NEXT PHASE OF DISCUSSION 

As noted, most participants agree that the conversation about the future of extension should continue. To 
do so, three areas must be assessed:  

1) Current State 
2) Defined Future State 
3) Leadership 

Better Understanding of Current State 
Many on the call were not fully aware of all extension activities currently underway, or who does what. 
The first step to forward planning would be to create a fulsome picture of who’s doing what.   

• We need to understand each organization's roles, responsibilities and restrictions. For e.g. from the 
federal perspective, 'extension' is under the provincial purview so we focus on transferring knowledge 
that our researchers have generated - i.e. discrete pieces of information. This means I need to work 
with others to complement and build on an existing body or knowledge. 

• We are tempted to rapidly go to the solution(s) while I'm not sure we have a deep understanding of 
the needs, to identify the real underlying challenges faced by producers before going to ideation. 
Sure, we need a coordinated approach as multiple science organizations are generating knowledge 
and directing it to audiences. 

• Try to find gaps and address as part of mandate to help extension become more robust. 

Define Future State  
Participants also noted that discussions will need to define what “extension” should look like, and how its 
success would be measured. Noted that this is not an easy task and needs to be approached with little 
steps rather than trying to address all issues concurrently. 

• The answers are out there - there are extension services and models worldwide that we can model. It 
is just a matter of being strategic about it. 

• If we can all agree on priorities and outcomes, then we can figure out which groups can tackle each 
then that could be a good path forward. 

• A coordinated, formalized network approach requires strong leadership, buy-in and resources. 
• Why limit to Alberta? Can consider Western Canadian approach? 
• This is a BIG job. Need to take a small bite at a time. Don’t need a monster organization. 
• A coordinated approach to meet sector goals that could take the pieces done by an organization and 

bring together into an overarching strategy to get the awareness out and spread it – gather, 
disseminate, and work with producers in a lot of different ways.  
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Who Should Lead? 
Participants noted that “someone” needs to take a leadership role to encourage coordination and to 
ensure that the system is working effectively. It was also noted that a mindset shift would be required to 
allow a group to lead, and for others to follow.  

• I fully support the concept of coordinated extension across the province. I would submit that the 12 
applied research associations are well positioned to carry this forward. 

• The network of ARAs have presence across the Province, at greater proximity to producers than 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada or Universities, and skilled in translating new findings from 
research into knowledge and extension work. They could play a significant role. 

• Despite the willingness of different groups to participate, it will be difficult for a coordinated approach 
to be developed without a provincial focused group to take on leadership on the coordination. Not 
wanting to pick on RDAR, but exactly the challenge RDAR has brought forward but has indicated they 
will not lead. 

• Without leadership, or mandate (to work at a provincial level), coordinating extension at a provincial 
level will be difficult and success may be coincidental. 

• Would mean all of us to think about things a bit differently. 
• It needs leadership – REAL leadership – not just a coalition of the willing. 
• Cooperation means maybe not having your name at the front. This can be hard for grower groups as 

it means letting someone else have the credit. 

NEXT STEPS 

This summary will be provided to all participants and RDAR’s Board of Directors. The Directors will 
determine whether there is interest in proceeding with Phase 2, and what role it will play going forward. 
Mr. Knapp described Phase Two as:  

Phase Two 

This Phase is where the real hard work begins. It would proceed only if there were sufficiently strong 
interest amongst industry partners to engage in a more in-depth dialogue targeted at conceptually 
building a more strategic and coordinated approach. It would likely entail four to six sequential 
discussions, where partners progressively build and flesh out a concept. These discussions would take 
place over about 10 weeks, and would likely require the support of three to four progressively more 
detailed concept papers which would begin to document and build: 

1) An inventory of “who currently does what” that can be used to develop a schematic that identifies 
the gaps in the system; 

2) A record of existing or intended collaboration between and amongst partner organizations that 
can identify the disconnects; 

3) A possible coordinated process for high-quality extension training; 
4) An operating approach for a possible integrating mechanism where partners work together to 

further connect the multiple programs and address the obvious gaps in the system. 

Once again, participants could decide to off ramp at any point during Phase Two. 

Please contact Lydia Talpash, Operations Director, RDAR for more information about this initiative. 
Lydia.talpash@rdar.ca, 780-782-1583.

mailto:Lydia.talpash@rdar.ca
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APPENDIX A: SESSION PARTICIPANTS 

  Name Organization 

1 Carmen Andrew AB Agriculture & Forestry, Director of Rural Programming 

2 Talon Gauthier AB Peace Region Forage Seed Growers Commission 

3 Luree Williamson Ag for Life, CEO 

4 Beth Halford Ag for Life, Manager, Strategic Partnerships 

5 Carolyn Fitzsimmons Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

6 Francois Eudes Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

7 Charles Geddes Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

8 Hushton Block Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

9 Keshav Singh Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

10 Oscar Lopez Campos Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

11 Erl Svendsen Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 

12 Haley Catton Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

13 Ravinder Goyal, Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

14 Nitya Khanal Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Beaverlodge 

15 Breanne Tidemann Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, Lacombe 

16 Hiroshi Kubota Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Lacombe 

17 Mike Dugan Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Lacombe 

18 Nuria Prieto Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Lacombe 

19 Kevin Floate Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, Lethbridge 

20 Jody Wacowich AgSafe Alberta 

21 Fred Lozeman Alberta Beef Producers 
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22 Karin Schmid Alberta Beef Producers 

23 Connie Phillips Alberta Beekeepers Commission 

24 Holly White Alberta Canola 

25 John Mayko Alberta Canola 

26 Ward Toma Alberta Canola 

27 Rick Taillieu Alberta Canola 

28 Rob Renema Alberta Chicken Producers 

29 Melissa Moggy Alberta Farm Animal Care 

30 Annemarie Pedersen Alberta Farm Animal Care 

31 Gary Vander Waal Alberta farm Fresh Producers Association 

32 Blaine Staples Alberta Farm Fresh Producers Association, Director 

33 Kerry Degenhardt Alberta Federation of Agriculture 

34 Les Burwash Alberta Horse Industry Association 

35 Ashley Scott Alberta Lamb Producers 

36 Jason Lenz Alberta Wheat Commission 

37 Lauren Comin Alberta Wheat Commission and Alberta Barley 

38 Rhonda King ALUS - Alternative Land Use Services 

39 David Bressler Associate Dean Research, Faculty of ALES at U of A 

40 Khalil Kyle Battle River Applied Research Association 

41 Tracy Herbert Beef Cattle Research Council 

42 Cornelia Kreplin Canadian Agri-food Automation and Innovation Network 

43 Dianne Westerlund Chinook Applied Research Association, Oyen 

44 Jessie Radies Edmonton Northlands 

45 Laura Gibney Foothills Forage & Grazing Association, High River 
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46 Janine Paly Gateway Research Organization & Alberta Wheat 
Commission 

47 Greg Paranich Grey Wooded Forage Association 

48 Brenda Kossowan Grey Wooded Forage Association 

49 Josie Van Lent Lakeland College, Dean of Ag Technology & Applied 
Research  

50 Samuel Peprah Mackenzie Applied Research Association 

51 Lance Ouellette North Peace Applied Research Association 

52 Nora Paulovich North Peace Applied Research Association, Manning 

53 Liisa Jeffrey Peace Country Beef & Forage Association 

54 Katie McLachlan Peace Country Beef & Forage Association 

55 Danny Limoges Peace Country Beef & Forage Association 

56 Johanna Murray Peace Country Beef and Forage Association 

57 Terence Hochstein Potato Growers of Alberta 

58 Anne-Marieke Smid University of Calgary 

59 Herman Barkema University of Calgary 

60 Ed Pajor University of Calgary 

61 Tim Olchowy University of Calgary Vet School 

62 Kim Stanford University of Lethbridge 

63 David Hyink Vice Chair Alberta Chicken Producers 

64 Russ Pickett Western Stock Growers Association 

  Board Members   

65 Dr. David Chalack Board Chair 

66 Brian Otto Director, Research and Governance Committees 

67 Vance Yaremko Director, Governance and Finance & Audit Committees  
Manager, SARDA Ag Research 
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68 Nichole Neubauer Director 
Chair, Communications Committee, Research Committee 

69 Melissa Downing Director, Governance and Communication Committees 
Alberta Verified Beef Coordinator 

 
RDAR Staff 

 Gerald Hauer Interim CEO 

 Heather Crosby Executive Assistant 

 Lydia Talpash Operations Director 
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