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OTTAWA, IDRC--It used to be said that the twenty-first· century. belonged to 

Canada. Despite today's gloomy economic situation in the country, some experts 

believe that prediction may still prove to be true. 

In the year 2000 Canada will likely be one of the few countries facing a 

relatively bright future. Her resources are ample to meet the needs of a 

population considerably larger than at present, and the demand for those basic 

resources -- food, energy, forest products, minerals -- will grow in the rest of 

the world. 

That demand, particularly the demand for food, will place increasing 

pressure on the Canadian environment, however, and will force Canada to face up 

·to some very difficult decisions. Decisions such as who eats and who doesn't. 

Planners at Agriculture Canada believe Canada can withstand the pressure, 

manage her resources rationally, and provide sustained yields. Their future 

development strategy is based largely on continuing to provide increasingly 

valuable food exports to a hungry world. 

Not all the experts agree on how much food Canada will be producing in the 

future, however. Dr Gerald 0. Barney, author of the Global 2000 Report to the 

President, a $3 million computer forecast prepared for US President Carter in 

1980, last year prepared a Canadian version, Global 2000: Implications for 

Canada. 
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While agreeing on Canada's promising future as a resource rich nation, 

Barney's study is at odds with the projections of Canadian agricultural 

experts. The prospects for increased production and export of cereals -- the 

most important component of food supplies -- given in the report are sketchy. 

The only specific projection is for wheat, which represents less than half of 

grain exports, increasing by :Il percent in the period 1970-1985, and declining 

to 7. 31 mi 11 ion tonnes by 2000 -- a ·decrease of 52 percent over the 1 ast 15 

years of this century! 

The study does not attribute the decline to any of the risk factors such 

as soil deterioration or climatic change that it warns could constrain 

production. Rather it says that decline in wheat exports will be the result of 

growth in domestic demand. 

Comments Dr Len Shebeski, former dean of agriculture at the University of 

Manitoba, and now a consultant on agricultural development: 11 ! find this 

projection most puzzling. Demand for food within Canada will go up very little 

over the next two decades ..•• Therefore if there is to be a reduction in Canadian 

exports it must result from a reduction in production, and, in my opinion, there 

is simply no logical reason for expecting such a reduction. 11 

Canadian forecasts, including Agriculture Canada data on which the Global 

2000 model drew, see Canadian productivity rising by 65 percent by the turn of 

this century. Grain surpluses for export are expected to double over that 

period, to about 35 million tonnes. 

However, this could be close to the maximum agricultural production Canada 

is capable of achieving., assuming a high level of management on all agricultural 

1 ands. Agriculture Canada pegs maximum production at 62.2 million tonnes, 

exportable wheat at 25.l million tonnes, and makes no mention of overall cereal 

surpluses. 

Agricultural and environmental scientists in Canada point out that only 0.5 

percent of Canada 1 s 1 and area is prime agricultural 1 and, with no .significant 

limitations for cropping. Almost half of this land is in areas where lo_sses to 
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urban spread and non-farm uses are the highest in the country. 

Farming occupies about 69 million hectares in Canada. An additional 60 

million hectares h~ve some productive capacity, but less than 12 percent of this 

is deemed to have any significant potential. Problems are beginning to occur on 

existing farmlands: loss of up to 50 percent of the organic matter in many 

soils; salt build-up cutting yields on 10 percent of prairie grain growing 

lands; erosion; waterlogging and deterioration caused by pollution in the form 

of chemicals or acid rain. 

Improved agricultural technologies using new plant varieties, chemicals, 

and management practices have so far more than offset the declines, but these 

yield-increasing trends have reached a plateau from which productivity will drop 

unless the resources are more rationally managed. 

Despite these concerns, the experts at Agriculture Canada are optimistic. 

A paper entitled Challenge for Growth: An Agri-food Strategy for Canada, states 

that 11 Canadian agriculture may be emerging into an era of much higher growth, 

propelled from the export sector. 11 And the strategy identifies oil-exporting 

and rapidly industrializing developing countries as offering the greatest 

opportunities for rapidly expanding food sales; countries such as Algeria, 

Brazil, Mexico, South Korea, and Venezuela. These projections are based on data 

drawn from the original Global 2000 study. 

A key element if the agri-food strategy is to succeed will be increased 

support for farm and food research. Agriculture Canada will dispense $263 

mi 11 ion in research funds this year, but the Canadian Agricultural Research 

Council has called for an additional $200 million to be allocated 11 immediately11 

to upgrade research facilities that have fallen into neglect in recent years as 

a result of insufficient funding. Areas such as soil productivity conservation, 

pest and disease control, biotechnology, and the continued improvement of plant 

varieties are all in urgent need of additional funds, the Council says. 

Another serious concern to many scientists is the "mining of soils 11 for 

food exports. The loss of the most basic of food production resources -- the 
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very soil itself -- has been estimated at anywhere from 20 to 80 tonnes per 

hectare in Canada. Some farmers have substituted cheap fertilizer for 

traditional soil building and rehabilitating crop patterns. Now soil 

conservation experts warn that we are in danger of trading short-term gains 

against the longer-term sustainability of production. 

As the Global 2000 study sees it, Canada has at least two major resource 

option.s: 11 
••• it can sell to the highest bidder, or it can demand disciplined 

action on the part of resource -- and food -- importing nations as a condition 

for access to Canadian resource supplies. By demanding a thoughtful and 

responsible approach to sustainable economic development, Canada could exert 

considerable influence with only marginal amounts of resources (on a world 

scale) if it demonstrates that its own resource management policies meet these 

goa 1 s. An approach to agri cul tu re th at recognizes and restricts the export of 

topsoils would be one very constructive such example. 11 

Regardless of whose statistics prove to be correct, there is little doubt 

that Canada will continue to be a large-scale food producer and exporter in an 

era when an increasing number of people will be unable to get enough. Avoiding 

the political pitfalls of being a major food surplus nation in a world of food 

insecurity and potentially disastrous shortages will be one of the most 

important challenges Canada faces on the international scene in the next few 

decades. 
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