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A message from the director of research 

Alberta Barley has had a long-standing commitment to 
providing barley growers with innovative management 
solutions and improved, adapted genetics to increase 
their profitability. Research is integral to making sure 
barley remains a competitive crop in Alberta and a viable 
option for farmers.
Enclosed in the Alberta Barley Spotlight on Research is a sampling of our 
research portfolio and information on new initiatives in the industry. Learn 
about work being done at Lakeland College on growing malt barley for 
feed end-use and agronomic practices to enhance performance. Check 
out some innovative strategies to tackle two barley production challenges: 
sprouting and lodging. Find out about the newest home for barley 
breeding in Alberta. And, learn about a prairie-wide producer initiative to 
collaborate on strategic investments in barley research. 

We are committed to funding critical research to improve barley growers’ 
success. I hope you enjoy reading about the excellent science that is 
being conducted across the prairies to benefit farmers. 

More information on Alberta Barley’s research program can be found at 
www.albertabarley.com.

Stories written by Geoff Geddes | www.thewordwarrior.ca 

LAUREN COMIN | ALBERTA WHEAT AND BARLEY COMMISSIONS 
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BREWING UP 
BREAKTHROUGHS 
FOR BARLEY

LAUREL THOMPSON

Failure to yield
“I was involved with other researchers in a multi-
environment study from 2014 to 2016 comparing some 
newer feed varieties with older ones from 15 years 
ago,” said Laurel Thompson, crop research scientist at 
Lakeland College in Vermilion. “We found that the newer 
ones weren’t yielding any better than the older varieties, 
so there wasn’t the expected genetic improvement in 
those select newer varieties we tested.”

Thompson and her colleagues were aware that barley 
acreage has been declining in Alberta by three to 
four per cent, per year over the last 20 years, and that 
feed barley was seeded on about half the barley acres 
annually. Armed with that knowledge, they began 
looking at ways of increasing feed barley yield and 
profitability so it is retained in the rotation and breaks up 
the predominant wheat-canola two year rotation.

Their approach was to explore the nontraditional 
practice of growing a malt variety but managing it for 
feed end-use.

“There had been anecdotal evidence that the yields 
were quite improved in newer malt varieties,” said 
Thompson. “Traditionally, malt varieties are managed 
under lower nitrogen (N) concentration to keep the 
protein level low to meet malt grade, so usually they are 
not fertilized as much as feed varieties. We wanted to 
see what would happen if we took new malt varieties 

and fertilized them with a higher N rate, as if you 
were managing a feed variety. How does that impact 
profitability and yield compared to feed varieties side by 
side?”

If the malt variety proved as profitable as a feed variety 
when grown for feed end-use, it would give farmers the 
option to purchase malt barley seed and choose the 
path they took based on fertilizer management rather 
than end-use.

“We conducted trials in 2019 and 2020 at Lakeland 
College in Vermilion and Battle River Research Group 
in Forestburg. In consultation with farmers, we selected 
three malt and three feed varieties, using a benchmark 
check of CDC Copeland for malt and CDC Austenson 
for feed barley, as well as two newer malt (AAC Synergy 
and CDC Bow) and two newer feed (Brahma and 
Oreana) varieties. They were all fertilized under low (80 
kg/hectare) and high (140 kg/hectare) total nitrogen.”

Yields in the field
Upon analysis, Thompson found some interesting results. 
While certain malt varieties were similar in yield to their 
feed counterparts when managed under high N, and 
similar to CDC Austenson, most often it was a newer 
feed variety called Oreana that produced the highest 
yield in all four environments.

Though noteworthy, the findings also come with a 
caveat.

To malt or not to malt? As questions go, 
it’s less profound than “to be or not to 
be”, but the answer can have a profound 
effect on the bottom line. With that in mind, 
researchers delved more deeply into the 
feed versus malt dilemma in the study 
“Managing malt genetics for feed end-use: 
increasing barley profitability by challenging 
traditional end-use boundaries”.
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Thompson is an agronomic research scientist at 
Lakeland College in Vermilion, Alberta, where she 
also farms grain and raises cattle with her husband. 
She completed her MSc in 2017, which focused on 
advanced agronomic practices to maximize feed 
barley profitability in Alberta. 

Her current work focuses on agronomic solutions 
to increase cereal production and profitability, and 
it has recently grown to include pulse and canola 
research. Laurel explores interactions between cereal 
genetics, agronomic management practices and the 
environment to assist producers in making targeted 
agronomic decisions. Since 2016, Laurel has developed 
the new Lakeland College crop research program to 
include a strong extension component to local crop 
producers and industry.

About Laurel Thompson DID YOU KNOW?
• Insured acres of malt and feed 

varieties are roughly equal in Alberta 
on any given year.

• Barley is a crop in Alberta that has 
multiple end-uses, including animal 
feed, malting for beer production 
and human consumption.

• The main quality parameters for 
feed barley, when selling for cattle 
consumption to feedlots, are grain 
moisture and test weight.

“None of the malt varieties yielded higher than Oreana. That 
said, I wouldn’t actively discourage farmers from growing 
malt variety for feed end-use, but we found the best scenario 
was growing this particular newer feed variety for feed 
end-use. I just want to stress that we did not test every 
new feed variety. This was a four environment study [two 
locations in two separate years] as opposed to a province 
wide project with many site-years. It is a limited sample size, 
but still gives us some valuable data that growers can use to 
help with decision-making. Just keep in mind that if you take 
these results and use them, in say Lethbridge under irrigated 
conditions, your outcome may not be the same.”

As part of the study, Thompson and her team also explored 
the most lucrative method for growing barley.

“When making variety selection decisions, is it better to 
choose a feed variety and grow it for feed end-use, or a malt 
variety and grow it for malt end-use? The latter can be risky, 
as environmental conditions that are out of your control may 
downgrade your malt to feed class. When that happens, 
you have fertilized in a restricted way that limits yield a bit in 
hopes of getting a higher value malt product. If it does not 
make malt quality, you end up with lower value feed and your 
yield took a hit as you couldn’t fertilize it to its full potential, so 
it’s a double whammy for growers.”

Researchers found that half the time in the two growing 
locations, it was more profitable to grow the higher yielding 
and newer feed variety Oreana and shoot for feed end-use 
versus growing any malts and attaining malt end-use. This is 
an important finding for farmers; it is much less risky in terms 
of downgrading dangers to target feed end-use, as you 
are more guaranteed to grade feed versus malt, so you can 
eliminate some risk from your barley production plan.

Crunch time
Discoveries are exciting, but profits are even better, so 
Thompson crunched the numbers.

“Compared to the malt varieties that were fertilized for malt 
end-use, we have a range of increased profitability with 
Oreana fertilized for a feed end-use of $16 to $72 per acre, 
depending on which malt variety and which environment 
you are examining. I based the calculations on a urea price 
of $700 per metric tonne, feed barley prices of $4 per bushel 
and a malt barley price of $5 per bushel.” 

In spite of the limited nature of this study, the impact on 
industry as a whole could be significant.

“A huge amount of malt barley is grown every year and  
sold into the feed market because it doesn’t make malt  
grade, or maybe it does but the market may be flooded 
with malt-grade barley on a year when the environment was 
conducive to grade malt, thus causing growers to market 
the feed route. That scenario of malt barley fertilized under 
a low N rate and then sold for a low feed price was the least 
profitable outcome in our study. Given the implications of 
these results, farmers can now seriously consider growing 
a high yielding feed variety like Oreana and fertilizing at a 
feed N rate. This can be a strategy to help them maintain or 
increase profitability while removing that grading risk.”
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STANDING UP TO LODGING

You may have been taught to “stand up for yourself”, but 
plants are harder to reason with. As any barley grower knows, 
lodging - the displacement of stems from their vertical 
position to often near ground levels – makes crops hard to 
harvest, while dramatically reducing yield, increasing disease 
and lowering grain quality. Fortunately, research is coming 
to the rescue with the smartly named study “Barley Lodging: 
Getting to the root of the problem”. The study is funded 
by Alberta Barley, SaskBarley Development Commission, 
Agriculture Development Fund of Saskatchewan, Western 
Grains Research Foundation and Saskatchewan Cattlemen’s 
Association.

This project is actually a collaboration of two leading 
researchers, and it’s turning out to be a perfect fit.

“Allan [Dr. Allan Feurtado] and I first got in contact regarding 
our work with oats,” said Dr. Aaron Beattie, barley and oat 
breeder in the Crop Development Centre  at the University of 
Saskatchewan. “A year later, I was in the field and seeing a lot 
of lodging with our barley trials. It got me thinking about my 
conversations with Allan and some of our common interests.” 

That experience told Beattie that lodging was a bigger issue 
in barley than in oats, and that additional tools and knowledge 
about lodging, specifically around a possible root component, 
could be helpful for growers. He felt that Dr. Feurtado 
possessed important skills that would complement his field 
capabilities, so it seemed like a natural collaboration.

“When you look at lodging, there is a component contributed 
by the stem, and then a root anchorage or root lodging 
component,” said Dr. Feurtado, associate research officer, 
Seed and Root Biology - Plant Abiotic Stress Focus, National 
Research Council of Canada. “With a lot of cereal crops, 
good progress has been made breeding for straw strength 
or stem strength, but roots and direct selections for beneficial 
root traits have been over-looked in the global breeding 

community until recently. Fortunately, over the last decade 
there has been a greater research focus on root systems and 
their diversity within germplasm (lines or groups of plants 
that vary in their genetic makeup) that breeders use for their 
crosses.”

While conventional wisdom says that lodging is much more 
common in taller plants, there are notable exceptions.

“We’ve often thought that the taller the plant, the more likely 
it is to lodge, but we have examples of taller barley varieties 
that lodge badly and others that do not,” said Beattie. “We also 
have examples of European barley varieties being grown in 
Canada that are quite short, usually semi-dwarfs, that show a 
range in lodging.”

Given the lack of attention thus far to root systems and their 
role in lodging, it was important to take a comprehensive 
approach to this project with both a lab and field component. 
Since roots by their very nature are hard to observe, hidden 
within the rhizosphere (region of soil in the vicinity of plant 
roots) beneath our fields, researchers had to get creative.

“Our focus is on root system architecture, which is the shape 
and spatial arrangement of roots in the soil,” said Feurtado. 
“There is no perfect strategy for studying them given that they 
are underground, but we are starting by using hydroponics 
to grow plants in the lab so we can easily visualize the root 
systems. We often employ a pouch method that gives you a 
two dimensional view of the roots and allows you to observe 
and image hundreds of plants at once.”

Another method they are applying is a cutting edge three 
dimensional, mesh tower method developed by Dr. Leon 
Kochian from the Global Institute for Food Security at the 
University of Saskatchewan. It involves use of a tower with 
levels built of fishing line in a mesh pattern as a way to support 
the root system in hydroponics. As the roots grow 

DR. AARON BEATTIE DR. ALLAN FEURTADO

Research made possible 
through collaborative 
industry funding:

and the Agriculture Development 
Fund through the Government of 
Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Agriculture.
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down through the levels of mesh, the root architecture is 
appropriately maintained in three dimensions allowing for 
better modeling of roots and more sophisticated image 
analyses.

“The third approach is using a rhizobox, which includes two 
pieces of acrylic or plexiglass about a centimeter apart,” said 
Feurtado. “We filled the boxes with soil and grew the plants 
at a 45 degree angle causing the roots to gravitate towards 
one side of the plexiglass and allowing us to visualize the root 
architecture.”

Using the three systems to capture root architecture helps 
ensure the analyses are consistent and allows for a better 
understanding of the root systems, how they differ, and how 
the differences relate to lodging susceptibility.

“These three systems gives us a  better idea of what is going 
on in the soil,” said Beattie. “From there, we want to correlate 
root measurements from the lab with field trial data. We have 
grown a range of barley varieties differing in plant height and 
lodging resistance, and this summer we collected a good data 
set where varieties showed differential lodging with some 
standing well and some flat on the ground.”

Researchers are also looking at the barley stem and gauging 
stem strength based on how much force it takes before it will 
snap or noticeably bend. As well, they are using a pushing test 
where they determine how hard it is to push the plant over 
and dislodge or move the root system without bending the 
stem. The latter test helps measure root anchorage strength, 
which is a key component of the study.

“It’s all about trying to understand if there is a component 
of lodging that is due to the stem, and another component 
related to the roots,” said Beattie. “We think both are important 
and if we can find a simple root-based phenotyping system 
that helps breed barley lines with good lodging resistance, 
then that is the ultimate outcome.”

At present, scientists must wait for the right conditions to 
occur in the field that promote lodging in order to study it. If 
everything is standing well one year, they can’t determine if 
one line is better than another in that respect, so this project 
could help avert that challenge.

Ultimately, the hope is that success in the lab and in the 
research field will translate to success for growers.

“The payoff for farmers is having varieties that stand up better 
in the field than the ones they have now,” said Beattie. “That 
ties into a lot of benefits, such as improving harvest efficiency 
and grain quality. It means you can drive the combine through 
the field at a decent speed instead of slowing down to pick 
up lodging crops. We are just trying to put barley on the same 
page as a lot of other cereals that don’t have similar problems. 
If we can get barley to that level of lodging resistance, we are 
doing the whole industry a favour.”

DID YOU KNOW?
• The foundation for overall root system architecture 

in cereals has a significant genetic component and 
is often largely defined by the angle at which roots 
emerge from the ground.

• Root anchorage strength depends on the spread 
and depth of the crown roots.

• Crown roots, which are actually shoot-borne roots, 
emerge about a week or more after sowing and 
growth is more heavily impacted by drought stress 
than other roots. 

Dr. Beattie is a barley breeder and associate 
professor at the Crop Development Centre 
(CDC), University of Saskatchewan. His breeding 
program focuses primarily on two-row malting 
barley, but also devotes effort towards feed, 
food and forage barley. The CDC barley 
breeding program has released seven varieties 
over the past decade, including CDC Fraser, 
CDC Bow, CDC Copper and CDC Churchill. 

He is currently a member of the Prairie 
Recommending Committee for Oat and Barley, 
sits on the board of the Canadian Malting 
Barley Technical Centre and is the barley data 
coordinator for the Saskatchewan Seed Guide.

Dr. Allan Feurtado is an associate research officer at the 
National Research Council of Canada (NRC) in Saskatoon. 
Feurtado has a background in functional genomics and 
focuses on the discovery of genes controlling traits that 
impact crop productivity and quality, particularly during 
abiotic stresses. 

As a research officer at the NRC, his studies shifted to 
abiotic stress in wheat, including drought and plant 
standability. Plant standability and water stress studies 
motivated a move to below ground and research on root 
systems of cereals and pulses. Feurtado, along with his 
team at the NRC and his collaborators, are uncovering root 
traits and genes important for crop improvement including 
a focus on lodging resistance and water and nutrient 
uptake.

About Dr. Aaron Beattie About Dr. Allan Feurtado
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ADDRESSING 
PHS…ASAP

DR. JASWINDER SINGH

Among the many farming acronyms, 
PHS (pre-harvest sprouting) is about 
as welcome for barley farmers as FHB 
(fusarium head blight), and for good 
reason. PHS — the premature germination 
of grains while the head is still maturing 
in the field – can cost the global cereal 
industry as much as $1 billion a year, 
resulting in lower yields and grains of 
inferior quality. Addressing this troubling 
condition for farmers is a top priority 
for research and was the impetus for 
the study “Integration of new molecular 
markers to develop pre-harvest sprouting 
tolerant cereals”.

Dr. Jaswinder Singh is currently serving as an associate 
professor in the Department of Plant Science at McGill 
University in Montreal. After completing his PhD from 
CSIRO Plant Industry, Canberra Australia, he did his 
postdoctoral studies at the University of California, 
Berkeley. 

His research focuses on the enhancement of quality 
traits, stress tolerance and developmental phase 
transitions in crop plants using molecular breeding, 
functional genomics and biotechnological approaches. 
His laboratory is actively researching germination/
dormancy from a unique perspective. His group has 
provided a new epigenetic-based direction for  
pre-harvest sprouting (PHS) in the small grain cereals 
by identifying a genetic switch for seed dormancy  
and PHS. 

As well, Singh’s group has recently discovered a novel 
barley gene, which regulates the ß-glucan activity 
during germination. His findings have also shown for 
the first time the reversal of epigenetic silencing in 
plants. He has published over 50 research articles and 
delivered over 60 invited talks in renowned academic 
institutes and international meetings. He served on 
various executive positions in different Canadian 
plant science societies, notably as the president of 
the Canadian Society of Agronomy (2018-19), Eastern 
Director of the Canadian Society of Agronomy (2010-
12), Plant Canada board of directors (2018-2020), and 
membership officer of the Canadian Association of 
Plant Biotechnology (2013-14). He is also the director of 
the recently funded multi-institutional NSERC-CREATE 
program on “Genome Editing for Food Security and 
Environmental Sustainability”. 

About Dr. Jaswinder Singh

Research made possible through 
collaborative industry funding:
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“In recent years, onsets of rough weather were extremely 
damaging for cereal grains, often causing the downgrading 
of grains,” said Dr. Jaswinder Singh, associate professor, 
Plant Science Department at McGill University. For the 
current project, Singh is also collaborating with two other 
Prairie breeders, Dr. Anna Badea and Dr. Joseph Nyachiro, to 
generate resistance to PHS in barley. 

Pushing costs up and grades down
“A similar situation was also noted in other Prairie provinces, 
including Manitoba and Saskatchewan. In North America, if 
sprouting is noted in more than four percent of grains, the 
harvest is downgraded. This is worse in Japan where the 
acceptable level is even lower. In a nutshell, PHS is a huge 
global problem and has a high economic cost for both 
growers and end-users.”

Against that backdrop, the main goal of this research project 
was to generate and deploy novel genomic tools for 
breeding of future generations of Canadian barley cultivars 
that are tolerant to PHS.

The study also targeted a number of specific objectives. 
Researchers aimed to broaden the genetic base of Canadian 
barley cultivars for resistance to PHS. They also targeted 
characterization and genetic association analysis of a 
particular class of genes (AGO4_9) for PHS resistance in barley 
and development of efficient genetic markers. Finally, they 
sought to understand the epigenetic-based mechanism of 
PHS regulation in cereals. Epigenetics literally means “above” 
or “on top of” genetics. It refers to external modifications to 
DNA that turn genes “on” or “off.” These modifications do not 
change the DNA sequence, but rather, they affect how cells 
“read” genes.

Most research breakthroughs begin with observation and 
analysis, and this project was no exception.

“At McGill University, we were screening our newly developed 
mutants in barley and we observed in some mutants that 
germination was affected,” said Singh. “We further examined 
these mutants and found that the key genes of the epigenetic 
machinery have been associated with this germination 
discrepancy. We then analyzed the expression of the AGO4_9 
class of genes in PHS susceptible and resistant barley varieties. 
The lower expression of this class of genes was correlated 
with resistance to PHS.”

As a result of their work, scientists have identified specific 
genetic sequences associated with PHS which are the key 
components of epigenetic machinery, and the project’s 
collaborators have also developed new genetic populations 
for screening of these markers.

While progress on PHS has implications for a number of crops, 
it may be especially impactful for barley.

“Modern malting barley cultivars are also affected by PHS, 

which causes significant reductions in yield and malting quality 
due to low extract yield and high levels of beta-glucan in 
wort, which can hinder the brewing process. For barley, it is an 
important goal to breed for the right balance of resistance to 
PHS on the one hand, and for rapid and uniform germination 
on the other. The results of our research will directly benefit 
barley growers in competitive world markets.”

It can take a lot to get scientists excited, but the novel nature 
of this project may just do the job.

Novel mysteries
“There is a long-standing interest in unravelling the mystery 
of grain sprouting. Though germination and dormancy are 
always connected with the genes associated with hormones, 
our work has established new research at the epigenetics 
(above genetics) level which may identify novel mechanisms 
independent of hormones.”

Consequently, this research opens up a whole new area of 
exploration for scientists as they try to increase the yields of 
small grain cereals and decrease losses due to excessively 
humid conditions. 

“That aspect of exploring new frontiers in research is very 
exciting to me,” said Singh.

Like any groundbreaking research, this study is not without its 
hurdles, but the payoff is well worth the effort.

“Breeding PHS resistance is challenging due to genetic 
complexity and phenotyping difficulties. The current project 
will allow us to craft reliable, simple and efficient molecular 
markers for the development of the next generation of high 
yielding barley varieties, with improved grain and malting 
quality.”

DID YOU KNOW?
• Unpredictable weather could cause 

serious problems with pre-harvest 
sprouting in various grain crops 
and cause unexpected loss in their 
productivity and quality.

• Barley, being a beer crop, is 
generally more susceptible to 
sprouting than wheat.

• The science of Epigenetics could 
provide information about the 
“personality of the gene”.
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FCDC: MOVING OUT 
AND STEPPING UP

Feed for thought
“FCDC has been around since 1973, so it has a long 
history in Alberta,” said Dr. Lauren Comin, director of 
research at the Alberta Wheat and Barley Commissions. 
“Its formation was heavily promoted by industry as a 
means of creating new feedstocks and evaluating their 
performance. From there they branched out to working 
on different crops, including winter wheat, and they 
currently have a barley program focusing on six-row 
and two-row food, feed and malt varieties, as well as a 
triticale program.”

Alberta Barley was a longtime contributor to FCDC, 
providing core funding and maintaining a strong 
relationship with the centre, which has developed a 
number of new barley varieties for different markets. 
That relationship ended in 2018 when Alberta Barley 
chose to step back, concerned that the close 
involvement of government in the centre made FCDC 
vulnerable to changing ideologies and red tape that 
was not conducive to a research program.

“A program like this that generates intellectual property 
is a bit of a different ball game requiring more of a 
business-minded approach,” said Comin. “Once the 
government signaled that they no longer wanted to be 
active in research, we felt they would be receptive to 
changing the program, maintaining FCDC as a public 
operation but modifying its strategy and management.”

Despite some ups and downs, FCDC remains a key 
part of the province’s research landscape. It maintains 
Alberta’s only barley breeding program and Alberta is 
Canada’s largest barley producer, as well as boasting a 
strong livestock industry.

The Alberta advantage
“Alberta producers have always stressed the 
production of high quality feed on farm, so having a 
facility like this in the province means we can produce 
varieties that are well adapted to our environment 
and the demands of different regions,” said Comin. 
“Keeping FCDC in Alberta allows farmers to have 
a close connection with a research institution and 
program and gives researchers a reciprocal relationship 
with producers. You can walk across the highway 
and a farmer is growing the same variety you worked 
on, or experiencing a challenge that your genetic 
development can help them overcome.”

Over the years, both livestock and barley producers 
have invested a considerable amount in FCDC, money 
that has produced a vast amount of germplasm and 
intellectual property. Given that investment and the 
returns to date, producers felt strongly that the centre 
should remain a public program going forward, and 
Olds College was the chosen host.

If you thought lugging that couch and recliner to a new address was daunting, try 
to transfer an entire research operation. That is the challenge embraced by Alberta 
Agriculture and Forestry’s Field Crop Development Centre (FCDC) as it moves from 
its current home in Lacombe to the campus of Olds College. While the program’s 
physical location will continue to be Lacombe, Olds College – chosen because 
of its reputation as a nexus of innovative agriculture research – will assume 
management of the program.
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Once the government signaled that they no longer 
wanted to be active in research, we felt they 
would be receptive to changing the program, 
maintaining FCDC as a public operation but 
modifying its strategy and management.”
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“We started the conversation with Alberta Agriculture and 
Forestry many months ago, recognizing that they were looking 
to transition some research capacity to other organizations,” 
said Stuart Cullum, president of Olds College. “FCDC was a 
natural fit with our institution as our producer-driven, applied 
research philosophy aligns well with the centre’s approach to 
delivering its research mandate.”

Hammer time
Once they hammered out the details with the government, 
Olds College entered a memorandum of agreement for 
the transition. They will soon take on the research programs 
currently delivered by FCDC, using the land and facilities at 
Lacombe under the leadership of Olds College. The centre 
will also receive a $10.5 million dollar grant from the province 
over three years through Results Driven Agriculture Research 
(RDAR), which promotes farmer-led research.

“This arrangement means that FCDC will continue on as a 
producer-focused program, looking to enhance its impact 
through its breeding program,” said Cullum. “It means the 
centre will survive and thrive for the foreseeable future, and 
we’re very excited about that.”

For Olds College, the transfer adds a significant research 
component to what they were already doing, substantially 
growing their research capacity.

“We are a key source of applied research and innovation that 
is central to what Alberta needs at this time,” said Cullum. “This 
promises to strengthen the impact of our research program.”

Full details of the transfer are still being finalized but it should 
be completed before the end of the calendar year, something 
Cullum is eagerly anticipating.

“Alberta Agriculture and Forestry has been a really strong 
partner to work with and we look forward to completing the 
transfer,” said Cullum. “We will soon hold an extensive review 
with our industry and research partners in Alberta to craft a 
strategic plan and determine how FCDC should be positioned 
to maintain and enhance its impact.”

For its part, Alberta Barley is glad to be included in that 
planning process as Comin has been placed on the Steering 
Committee for the review.
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Pull up a seat
“We are not a signatory to the transfer or any future program, 
but we would like to be as engaged as possible as a key 
stakeholder and potential supporter of the new program, 
as well as a past supporter of the previous operation,” said 
Comin.

Alberta Barley has offered its expertise to Olds College, to 
be used as the college sees fit, and is looking forward to the 
program “getting a new life”. Given the challenges and stakes 
involved, that offer may come in handy.

“Olds College and FCDC have to figure out their operating 
approach given that they will be dealing with a reduced 
budget and completely different environment,” said Comin. 
“Our hope is that they will look to industry for support moving 
forward so we can develop a sustainable program that is 
responsive to industry needs and forges a strong connection 
between science and the producer.”

Despite those hurdles, there is reason for optimism. 

“The transfer moves FCDC out of the government bureaucracy 
and into an institution that is focused on science, education 
and research, so that is hopeful,” said Comin. “The college 
has some freedom to operate that perhaps the provincial 
government lacks.”

There is also the potential for collaboration with other 
educational entities that may have been more difficult for 
the government, and FCDC will have a more stable mandate 
without the constantly changing leadership inherent in the 
election process.

If all goes as planned, the new arrangement may soon feel as 
smooth and natural as your favourite recliner.

Whenever the government is in new hands, they 
want to shift their focus but crop breeding is a 
10 year endeavor,” said Comin. “When you start 
crossing barley lines, you have a goal in mind and 
have to carry it through. If you change at the halfway 
point and switch your focus to a different trait, you 
have to start your work all over again, and that’s not 
ideal in a genetic situation. Educational centres tend 
to have a more consistent strategy or direction.”
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Eyes on the prize
First contemplated in 2018, the CBRC was an effort 
by the three Prairie provinces to make the best use 
of limited barley industry resources in achieving 
research targets set out in Alberta’s Getting to 
Growth strategy. As gaps in barley research were 
identified by the Canadian Barley Roundtable, 
three organizations — Alberta Barley, SaskBarley 
Development Commission and the Manitoba Crop 
Alliance – teamed up to form the CBRC.

While still in its infancy, the coalition sees great 
potential for impacting industry in a meaningful way.

CORE BARLEY 
AGREEMENTS 
BREED SUCCESS
As anyone who has been 
asked to sign a pre-nup can 
attest, some agreements are 
more contentious than others. 
Fortunately, the core breeding 
agreements forged by the 
Canadian Barley Research 
Coalition (CBRC) are strictly 
a “good news story” for the 
coalition, breeders and, most 
importantly, farmers. 

 “There is tremendous value in 
coordinating research dollars for Western 
Canada and hopefully all of Canada down 
the road,” said Brent Johnson, vice chair 
of SaskBarley and a board member of the 
CBRC. “With the three Prairie provinces, 
this alliance gives us confidence that 
we are not duplicating research efforts 
and that priorities are being met across 
the Prairies. Working together to give 
producers a competitive advantage is the 
best way forward for barley research in 
Western Canada.”
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A key part of fulfilling CBRC’s objectives are core breeding 
agreements, originally established by the Western Grains 
Research Foundation (WGRF) to support core capacity and 
human resources for public breeding institutions. 

“We currently have two such agreements with the University 
of Saskatchewan’s Crop Development Centre (CDC) and 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC),” said Johnson. 
“In the short term, these deals give us deliverables with 
those breeding programs so that producers can expect 
improvements on new varieties in the registration system. 
They also represent stable funding for the program that enable 
them to hire staff and build on the valuable work they have 
been doing to date.”

Over the long term, the agreements signal a desire for 
continuous improvement in key breeding areas such as quality, 
yield and disease resistance. Of course, such improvements 
come at a price and funding is designed to set both breeding 
programs up for success.

“The amounts of the core breeding agreements reflect the 
size and value of the program that we expect to see,” said 
Dr. Lauren Comin, director of research at the Alberta Wheat 
and Barley Commissions. “The agreements with CDC and 
AAFC are for $2.7 million and $1.5 million respectively, and are 
not necessarily project based. The overall output for both 
agreements is field ready varieties that can be registered and 
made available to our farmers.”

At a time when everyone is watching their wallet, these 
agreements should provide a strong return on the initial 
investment.

Core value
“The majority of barley varieties in Alberta are coming from 
these two programs,” said Comin. “The agreements ensure 
that the programs continue to be active and productive, 
breeding varieties that are important and relevant to producers 
as well as commercial partners in the feed, food and brewing 
malt industries. Each agreement gives us a seat at the table 
with these institutions so we can represent farmer interests and 
bring grower-specific trait priorities directly to the breeders. 

It also keeps breeders in tune with what is happening in their 
breeding environment. If producers are having a specific issue 
with a disease or pest, or with drought conditions, we can 
share their needs with the breeders and work with them to 
develop a plan for addressing those needs, as well as aiding  
in the evaluation of the plan’s success.”

Whether these core barley breeding agreements are worth 
the money will ultimately be the call of producers, but the 
initial feedback is promising.

“Based on the comments I see on social media and hear 
through word of mouth, barley producers like the idea of 
funding these efforts and keeping breeding programs going 
for the benefit of all,” said Johnson. “They see this as a positive 
way to fund seed breeding and place it in the public sphere 
so we can improve our genetics and enhance the aspects that 
are most important to us as producers.”

No buyer remorse
Though growers might feel that their dollars are being 
stretched in all directions these days, Johnson feels this is one 
initiative that is bound to get buy-in.

“With all the resistance around end point royalties (used by 
plant breeding companies to gain a return on their investment 
in development of improved plant genetics) and trailing 
royalties (collected from the use of farm-saved seed), the 
checkoff dollars funding the CBRC are a royalty of sorts,” said 
Johnson.

The difference is that, unlike end point and trailing royalties, 
the boards of the three Prairie commissions in the coalition are 
accountable for allocating checkoff dollars, and that money is 
refundable if producers disagree with the direction the boards 
are taking.

“When we look at the CBRC and its core breeding agreements, 
this is a model that producers will get behind,” said Johnson. 
“There is a good vibe around this and the value of having a 
unified organization to get barely seed breeding in Western 
Canada the funding it needs.”
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