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Honourable Rona Ambrose,  
President, House of Commons Privy Council 
Wellington Street 
House of Commons 
Ottawa, ON  K1A 0A6 
 

Re: Regulatory issues involving Plant Novel Traits (PNT) and their impact on Innovation 

 

Dear Rona Ambrose, 

 I am writing to address the issue of the Canadian definition of "novelty" and its negative effects on 
innovation and commercialization in the feed sector, especially on small to medium sized businesses and 
public sector plant breeding institutions.  There are three areas where change is needed immediately to 
ensure that Canadian agricultural producers are able to compete on a level playing field with their 
international competitors.  The first area of concern is harmonizing the definition of plant novel traits (PNT) 
with the rest of the world.  The second: harmonizing the definition of PNT among departments (Health 
Canada, Environment Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, and the Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency).  Thirdly, there needs to be harmonization of the definition of PNT within those same organizations. 
  

With regards to PNT designation, Canada is the only country to consider both GMO and non-GMO 
under the classification PNT in traditional breeding outcomes.  Currently, the rest of the world understands 
“novel” to mean genetically modified.  As a result, any Canadian variety labeled as “novel” is looked upon as 
“Franken food.”  Canada is sadly out of step with the rest of the world and it is placing Canadian agricultural 
producers at a disadvantage.   

 
Canada needs to look at harmonizing the definitions for novelty with our key trading partners since 

we cannot operate in isolation as a country.  Nor can we place such burdens on innovation without resulting 
corresponding negative impacts on Canadian innovation.  Unnecessary regulatory barriers within an 
exporting nation such as Canada confound the system, especially when both the federal and provincial 
governments say innovation is not happening here based on the amount of research funds spent in this 
country.   

 
To further exacerbate this challenge, there are different definitions of “novel” among each of the 

departments; in particular between Health Canada, Environment Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada and the Canadian Food Inspection Agency.  Currently, each has its own interpretation of what a 
“novel” trait is.  This translates to multiple levels of “proof” being required from each department, with 
differing standards, processes, and procedures to meet each different definition.  One department cannot 
operate in isolation because isolation results in undue requirements that stifle progress.  To correct this, all 
federal departments must have common definitions to speed innovation.   

 



 

 

 
 

 

Finally, and perhaps most frustrating, is not the challenge with international or interdepartmental 
harmonization, but from within the various domestic regulatory organizations.  Case in point- the CFIA seed, 
food, and fertilizer & food divisions each interpret “novel” differently from within the organization.  Consider 
the following example: to date, HB379 a low phytate barley variety developed by CDC Saskatoon has been 
stymied under the current registration procedures for a new barley variety.  HB379’s innovation allows more 
phosphorus (P) to be digested in the hog stomach reducing the need for feed additives in their diet.  It also 
translates to less P in the manure for an added environmental benefit protecting groundwater.  This 
innovative variety was not developed using genetic DNA processes but rather with traditional breeding 
systems.  In this case, HB379 was recognized by CFIA Seed division as a “non-novel seed.”  Since then, 
vast amounts of time and resources have been invested to bring this seed to market only to have the CFIA 
Feed division, without any sound scientific rationale or consideration of relative risk, rule that HB379 is a 
“novel feed.”  This apparent contradiction has stalled the registration of HB379 and caused much 
consternation on the part of the CDC.  To date, despite more than eight months of repeated efforts on the 
part of the CDC to provide the CFIA Feed division with sound scientific rationale as to the error of their 
decision, no progress has been made.  The resulting delays have affected many stakeholders across the 
industry.  One wonders if the meat from the hogs eating this barley will then have to be proven not to be a 
“novel food” under the CFIA Food division or the manure from these hogs called a “novel fertilizer” by the 
CFIA Fertilizer division let alone what Environment Canada might say about the by-product if the CFIA has 
classified it as “novel.”  

 
The various steps of the registration process need to be outlined and clarified for each separate 

issue with regards to PNT.  Rather than simply placing roadblocks in the path of progress, there must be 
clarity on the next step in the process.  This cannot be an open-ended process; assuming all of the 
conditions have been met, approval should follow.  If we are going to task every advancement with this level 
of oversight we will not see improvements, but rather stagnation, as our international competitors move 
ahead.  The data requirement should be clearly identified for each of the criteria and thus not a surprise to 
the registrant after the fact.  

 
The agriculture industry is constantly being told to “be nimble, creative, and innovative” - yet it 

seems the industry’s own speed, creativity, and innovation is choked by arcane bureaucratic process.  
Currently, all new crops are deemed “guilty until proven innocent.”  This interference has meant a significant 
barrier to the release ground-breaking, original products.  Given the competitive nature of agriculture, 
Canadian farmers are losing competitive advantage to farmers in countries whose registration processes 
are more streamlined than our own.  Canadian farmers can simply sit on the sidelines and watch while US 
and international competitors move ahead in giant leaps with respect to innovation for their producers, 
consumers, and the environment.  As proof of this last statement, the US has already licensed one new low 
phytate variety, with another scheduled to come on the market very soon. 
  

It is clear that the situation needs immediate attention.  The cumbersome system of PNT 
designation in Canada does not benefit farmers.  Nor does it benefit the value added food and fiber 
industries that depend on farmers to meet domestic and global market demands for safe innovative 
new solutions to challenges and consumer demands.   

 
We would ask you to assist us by using the “Smart Regulations” process to streamline and 

harmonize this problem with our international trading partners, across departments and within the various 
divisions of those departments.  There must be two sets of regulations: one for GMO products, and a 
second for non-GMO products.  A benefit/risk evaluation process needs to be created and a fast-track for 
low-risk improvements for future cases.  It is therefore essential to establish a risk criteria scale in 
collaboration with industry and all of the government oversight agencies.    
  

 
If there ever was a need for Smart Regs, it is now!  Without them, we will continue to stifle 

innovation within this country while our competitors move forward.  The organizations who have signed this 
letter therefore call for a summit hosted by the Privy Council to bring us all together as an industry with the 
various departments and trade officials to discuss how to move forward. 

 



 

 

 
 

 

Thank you for your time and attention.  If you have any further questions please contact Mike Leslie, 
General Manager of the Alberta Barley Commission (403) 291-9111. 

 
 
 
Best regards, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mike Leslie, 
General Manager 
Alberta Barley Commission 
 
 
Cc.  Honourable Chuck Strahl, Minister of Agriculture and Agri Food  

         and Minister for the Canadian Wheat Board  
 Honourable John Baird, Minister of Environment 
 Honourable Tony Clement, Minister of Health 
 James Bezan, Chair, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 

André Bellavance, Vice Chair, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Paul Steckle, Vice Chair, Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
David Anderson, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Alex Atamanenko, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Ken Boshcoff, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Barry Devolin, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Wayne Easter, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Roger Gaudet, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Jacques Gourde, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Charles Hubbard, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 
Larry Miller, Standing Committee on Agriculture and Agri Food 

 
 

      
Terry Young      Jeff Nielsen 

       
            
Chairman             President   
Alberta Barley Commission    Western Barley Growers Association 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

 

        
Jurgen Preugschas     Irmgard Critcher 
 

      
 
Chairman      President 
Alberta Pork      B.C. Grain Producers Association 
 
 

     
 
Bryan Walton      Barry Hall 

         
                                                                   
Chief Executive Officer     President 
Alberta Cattle Feeders’ Association    Flax Council of Canada 
 
 
 
 

      
 
Ross Ravelli       
         

           
       For: Phil de Kemp 
President      President 
Grain Growers of Canada    Malting Industry Association of Canada 
 


