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Project Overview 
The hypothesis of the best practice of leading farmers’ project is that management solutions to 
the challenges farmers face already exist among “leading farmers.”  The long-term desired 
outcome of the best practice project is to optimize farm business profitability and sustainability 
by identifying new and improved management solutions. 
 
The objective of the best practice project is to gain a better understanding of the business 
management practices that leading farmers employ.  This includes a better understanding of 
proven innovations in value-add processing, expanded value chains, new niche markets and 
improved access to investment capital.  It is through identifying and successfully transferring 
advanced business management practices to farm business owners in all sectors, that 
enhanced and sustained profitability can be achieved across the nation. 
 
Two years ago, the Best Practice Group conceived the best practice project and consulted with 
leading international experts on the concept and project development.  Through the support of 
the national CARD program, the Western Canada best practice project was implemented during 
the 2003-04.  The Best Practice Group is a consortium of Canadian management consultants 
who are at the leading edge of this research topic.  The Best Practice Group completed a 
literature review, identified leading farmers in each of the four western provinces conducted 
surveys and personal interviews to identify, catalogue and report the findings.  These findings 
were validated by international experts and industry through a conference series in Saskatoon, 
Calgary and Winnipeg during February 17-23, 2004. 
 
Background 
The future of Canadian agriculture is moving rapidly away from a reliance on a “production 
oriented commodity base” to a “higher value-add market orientation”.  The Western Canadian 
agriculture sector, however, is still largely focused on the efficient production of commodities 
sold into a global commodity market heavily influenced by subsidies in competing countries. 
 
The definition of a commodity is “a product or service where the criterion for decision making is 
based on who is the lowest price provider”.  The down side of a base commodity market is the 
inability to charge for service and quality.  The solution for the Canadian agricultural industry is 
to “de-commoditize” its products through strategies such as identity preserved, niche/specialty 
markets and value-add processing in order to access higher value markets and lessen the 
impact of the global commodity subsidies in competing countries. 
 
Canada is well positioned to “de-commoditize” its agriculture industry by taking full advantage of 
the nation’s world class grading and regulatory systems, research capacities, variety and breed 
identity guarantees, and food safety protocols.  The goal is to sell higher value products into 
premium markets based on meeting customer needs for quality and food safety rather than 
striving to be the lowest cost commodity supplier into a surplus world market.   
 
Leading farmers have largely made the adjustments to thrive in this emerging consumer driven 
and controlled market.  The short-term challenge is to identify and share their successful 
management strategies and to support the majority of farmers in adopting business models, 
production alliances and marketing opportunities that will get them out of commodities and into 
the growth market of consumer oriented products.  However, in a competitive marketplace, all 
product and service innovations tend to become commodities over time.  The long-term 
challenge for the agriculture industry is to stay on the leading edge by constantly “re-inventing” 
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our agriculture and food advantage (i.e. continuous improvement) based on a focussed 
understanding of changing client needs. 
 
Leading farmers are successful largely due to their ability to understand and anticipate future 
market trends and to adjust or “re-invent” their business to capture future opportunities.  While 
leading farmers are successful today, they are already anticipating and planning for changes in 
the next five to ten years.  They have accepted the culture of lifelong learning and continuous 
improvement.  This is a culture that must be incubated and nourished. 
 
A key feature of the best practice project is to understand not only why leading farmers are 
successful today, but also to identify what their thoughts and strategies involve to sustain their 
profitability in the future. Through an understanding of how leading farmers are planning for the 
future, the project provides important recommendations on dealing with changes in agriculture 
five to ten years in the future. Being able to predict future trends will be a key part of future 
competitiveness and profitability. 
 
Rationale 
The primary rationale for the best practice project is to identify leading farmers and understand 
how they are adapting to change in a manner that sustains profitability and results in success in 
other areas, such as: personal achievement and recognition; community leadership; 
environmental stewardship; and quality of family life.  The best way to learn and understand 
these adaptation principles is from those who are already successful at managing both 
anticipated and unanticipated change. 
 
As the agriculture and food industry becomes global, there must be new and innovative tools to 
help and support primary producers to adapt and remain competitive. To date, there has been 
little focus on the highly successful farmers. The objective of most public sector programs has 
been risk management and other support aimed at the late adopters or farmers in trouble who 
are trying to cope and survive in a status quo situation. 
 
Change has been a part of agriculture and the rural economy since the west was settled.  It is 
possible to identify major changes in each consecutive decade.  It can be observed that the 
foundation for the transitional change, in each decade, was laid in the prior decade, by leading 
farmers and innovative researchers. 
 
In very general terms, here is a historical overview of decade to decade change across Western 
Canada and a suggested extrapolation into the future based on current trends: 

• 1920’s – massive immigration brings new expertise - cultures and enthusiasm 
• 1930’s – mechanization from horses to tractors - larger equipment 
• 1940’s – diversified export agriculture in all sectors due to the war effort 
• 1950’s – heavy field equipment – new research crop - expanding farm size 
• 1960’s – rural modernization (power/water) - European livestock - cross-breeding 
• 1970’s – specialization (crops & livestock) – commodity export expands 
• 1980’s - continuous cropping - diversification - new crops & exotic livestock 
• 1990’s - precision farming – ILO’s, Big Box consumer stores - computerization 
• 2000’s – food safety – environment - risk management - commodity export declines 
• 2010’s – Life science economy, designer foods, integrated value-chains, HR??? 
• 2020’s – food, health, medical continuum, individualized customer products??? 
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When we look back at each decade, we can see substantial change in technology, research, 
development and recently growing consumer awareness.  Each decade of growth was based on 
a foundation of work done in the previous decade by leading farmers, researchers, agrologists, 
entrepreneurs and academics that were challenging the system with new approaches. For 
example, the 1990’s saw the emergence of consumer issues impacting agriculture policy. This 
has become a major factor in the 2000’s. Leading farmers understood this trend ten years ago 
and have made management and marketing adjustments. 
 
Historically, a large component of the agricultural industry (including research, teaching, input 
suppliers, lenders, processors and farmers) tended to “react” to change because there was no 
method to adequately predict or anticipate change.  Change usually happened only when the 
status quo became untenable and other alternatives failed, rather than seeking to understand 
and pro-actively adapt to change.  
 
Canada’s future competitive advantage will be the ability of the entire industry to better 
anticipate, predict and adapt to change. The new management mode will be continuous change 
(i.e. adaptation and improvement through learning, unlearning and relearning). To begin this 
journey is the primary rationale of the best practice of leading farmer’s project. 
 
The secondary rationale for the project is that best practice and benchmarking complements the 
AAFC Agriculture Policy Framework in all the five pillars, but most specifically in Renewal. The 
best practice project was designed to directly support the Renewal goals and outcomes in the 
following areas: 

1. To increase profitability through expansion, intensification, alliances, value-chains, 
financial and human resource management; 

2. To enable farmers to make choices about sources of incomes based on a broad range of 
proven alternatives; 

3. To help farmers meet market and consumer demands respecting food safety and food 
quality and environmentally-responsible production through tangible examples; and, 

4. To help farmers capture opportunities from science and innovation. 
 
The results of the best practice project clearly address both the issues identified and the 
rationale for the project. 
 
Methodology 
The first step in the project implementation was a detailed literature search to determine what 
had been done worldwide in terms of identifying the best practice of leading farmers. There were 
a number of examples of benchmarking from a financial performance perspective in Australia 
and New Zealand, but very little benchmarking in terms of management styles.  Only a few 
academics and consultants were beginning to study the elite farmers in terms of the best 
management practice.   
 
The literature search identified key researchers in Australia, UK and the USA who have done 
some work examining the best practice of leading farmers. Several researchers manage 
executive training programs specifically to fit the upper echelon farmers who were seeking to 
become elite or top farmers. The Best Practice Group contacted key individuals in Australia (Rob 
Napier, Napier Agri-Futures), UK (Dr. Andrew Fearne, University of London) and the USA (Dr. 
David Kohl, Virginia Tech and Dr. Danny Klinefelter, Texas A&M) and asked them to be advisors 
to this project, which they agreed. 
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4. Further Research Projects 
Leading farmers indicate that maximizing profit and net worth are their two most common 
goals.  Of those surveyed, 46% indicated maximizing profit as their primary goal, while 
35.8% indicated that maximizing net worth their primary goal. 

• While farmers will indicate that they enjoy the ‘way of life’ that their business provides, 
leading farmers clearly manage their farms as businesses as evidenced by the 
application of setting specific profit and return investment goals. 

 
Recommendation #11 – Correlation Between Management Skills, Asset 
Management and Profitability 
It is recommended that future management projects focus on more detailed financial 
information allowing for additional analysis to be made on the strong correlation between 
leading management practices and financial performance. 

 
Some business management practices are more closely related to maximizing profit than 
others.  For example, 50.3% of respondents agreed with the statement that “I consistently 
price farm products at a greater than estimated seasonal average price.” 

• Further analysis revealed that certain sectors such as the greenhouse and vegetable 
industry were significantly more inclined to respond positively to this statement. 

 
Recommendation #12 – Measure Key Financial Performance Indicators 
It is recommended that additional research be undertaken to better understand the 
applicability and transferability of best management practices across different sectors 
within agriculture and between agriculture and other industries.  This is required to better 
understand which best practices are used in what ways in order to replicate similar 
achievement.  In other words, what are leading farmers actually doing to consistently 
achieve financial returns greater than the average? 

 
The statement “I complete activities at the most optimal time, minimizing cycle times and 
maximizing output” was agreed to by 85.6% of the respondents.  

• What is not reported is what practices the leading farmers are actually employing in order 
to have this achievement.  What is it that they are doing in a timely manner that is 
different than non-leading farmers and what are the financial correlations with respect to 
sustained net profit and return on investment? 

• There are numerous other such indicators within the survey that bear similar 
consideration. 

 
Recommendation #13 – Synthesize Key Business Models and Management 
Decision Frameworks 
It is recommended that more detailed study and analysis of the application of accepted 
business management practices take place among the best practice farmers who 
reported gross farm receipts greater than $2 million.  There is a need to better 
understand different business models and the applicability of the ‘best’ business 
management practices sustained profitability. Although no one business model exists, 
similar behaviour patterns and systems are apparent in the top quartile. 

 
As gross farm revenue grows, farmers are more likely to consider direct marketing to both 
domestic consumers and foreign buyers. Leading farmers are already responding to 
specialized consumer demands with customized products and services. Leading farmers are 
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forming alliances, partnerships and joint ventures that provide economies of scale, uniform 
quality, and consistent quantity of product to serve specialized, niche markets at a premium 
price.  The existing marketing systems tend to be “one-size fits all” where producers serve 
generic commodity markets. This is not the reality of the new economy. New training 
programs and new infrastructure (systems) must be adapted to support and encourage a 
customer-based orientation of specialized goods and services at premium pricing 

 
Recommendation #14 – Continue Best Management Practice Longitudinal Analysis 
It is recommended that the top 25% of the sample group be surveyed annually for a 10-
year period. Analyzing the data within the survey assessments resulted in questions 
about longer-term trends.  How does this information compare with what respondents 
would have reported 5 years ago?  It is obviously not possible to determine this with any 
assurance on a one-time basis.  There is a need to roll this type of assessment forward 
on a longitudinal analysis to improve predictability of needs.  This type of on-going 
management decision making information is critically important to government and 
industry as further investment in agriculture is considered. 
 
Recommendation #15 – Regional Business Models to Support Average Farm 
Managers 
It is recommended that business models be identified on how various horizontal 
alliances, partnership and joint working arrangements, among small groups of individual 
farm business enterprises, can effectively join together within a community region.  
These models need to be studied to replicate successful models that will sustain many 
farm business operations that excel at production, but may be weak in other areas of 
business management.  This is critically important because Canadian agriculture needs 
to advance all levels of farm business management expertise in order to remain at the 
leading edge and be globally competitive 

 
5. Agriculture Policy Framework 

47% of respondents agreed with the statement “I understand the Federal Government’s 
Agriculture Policy Framework and how to adopt it into my strategic plan.” 

• If it is assumed that leading farmers tend to be more informed about new initiatives 
designed to advance their businesses, then 47.0% represents a low level of 
understanding about the APF.  By extrapolating this to the total farm population, it can be 
concluded that farmers are either not informed about the APF or do not understand how 
to access the program to their best advantage. 

 
Recommendation #16 – Communication- the Agricultural Policy Framework 
It is recommended that government continue to actively promote the APF, providing 
information on program content, desired outcomes, interconnectivity between pillars, and 
how farmers can benefit from the program. This study shows the APF is not well 
understood, even by leading farmers, which is likely a proxy for the sector. 
 
Recommendation # 17 – Expand Best Management Practice Themes – 
Applications through APF Renewal Pillar 
It is recommended that Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and industry support the 
expansion of the Best Management Practice Project across Canada in Phase II (April 
2004 to March 2005).  Many of the key learning’s of the Best Practice project relate 
directly to the general goals and objectives of the APF in the following ways: 

• Helping farmers face significant change; 
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• Providing assessment and consultation services to help farmers adapt; 
• Providing new skills and knowledge required on an ongoing basis; 
• Planning tools to ease intergenerational transfer; 
• Creating opportunities to access capital, the key to growth and diversification; 

and, 
• Identifying options and alternatives that work. 

 
Recommendation #18 – Annual Conferences & Seminar 
It is recommended that best practice project and benchmarking information be regularly 
disseminated to the agriculture and food industry through multi-province seminars and an 
annual national conference. 

 
 
In addition to this final report, the best practice report results will be available through the 
website at www.bestpracticeofleadingfarmers.com, as well as newsletters, e-zines, web-based 
self-assessment tools and publications of case studies by region and sector. 
 
This study of Best Practice principles is seen to be the first in the world to deal with this issue at 
the farm management level and international experts and leading farmers have validated the 
approach. This project shows a new way for Canada to proceed. 
 
Let us now take up the challenge and move forward. 
 
Best Practice Group 
 
March 2004. 

 
 


