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FORWARD 

At the end of 2021, we assembled a volume of 10 articles we had published during 

our first quarter online.  At the end of that volume, which you can find on our portal, 

we had also outlined our priorities going into 2022, and our intension to post more 

articles on a weekly basis.  This current volume is a compendium of our next 10 

articles, which follow the agenda we had set out for 2022-Q1.  You had access to all 

these articles on the portal, but now you can get them in one place, under one title. 

As we had stated in the first volume, we were very pleased with the response we 

were getting from the Prairie grain-community, with a following of more than 1000 

site-visitors at the end of our first quarter online.  Into 2022 our objective was to 

ramp this up by strengthening our case for direct-sales and containerized-exports.  

The content we were posting seemed to be striking a chord – 2.5-times more site-

visitors into our second quarter than the first, with much deeper engagement.   

As pleased as we are with our progress to date, we still have a long way to go in 

accomplishing our mission, as we are still at the early stages; we must go beyond just 

ideas or concepts to actual trade opportunities.  But first, we must raise producer 

awareness of direct sales prospects in overseas markets, as has been the case across 

North America.  Also, we must generate interest among importers, make them 

aware that we have the world’s most advanced farms from which they can buy a 

vast array of quality crops, and get them shipped to their doorsteps in containers. 

Our agenda going into 2022-Q1 reflected these priorities and will continue along the 

same lines for the next two quarters.  We expect these efforts to yield some direct-

sales for this year’s harvest, but in a limited way, as most of those crops would have 

already been sold or committed by then.  Our core-mission will go into high gear into 

the 2022-23 crop-year; in the interim, we have a lot to do to further deepen 

producer-engagement and extend our reach to end-markets through new channels. 

Our first article this year was Recasting our Global Image, a critical challenge we face 

in export markets, as we are primarily known for our bulk-trades, not direct-sales.  

To provide more visibility into our grain-economy and extoll its virtues to a global 

audience, we developed a 5-prong framework – advanced-farms, research-capacity, 

crop-variety, quality-assurance, and logistics-services.  This was primarily meant to 

raise awareness of this pressing imperative in institutional circles, mainly producer-

associations and public-agencies, but the article generated huge interest among our 

portal followers at large – our most popular article to date with almost 500-reads. 

With the next three articles we turned our attention to our core base, producers.  

First, we introduced our Farm Profile Program, giving farm-enterprises a window to 
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promote themselves to overseas importers as primary production sources, not just 

collection-points of the bulk-systems.  We continued down this path with a more 

detailed Follow-Up article on the same theme.  The next article introduced our 

Producer Consultation Program, starting with virtual-townhalls, but to be followed 

by in-person-meetings (group and individual) and local-area-club initiatives. 

In the next two articles we revisited some of the same themes we had touched on in 

our previous volume.  In Further Thoughts on Bulk Trades, we addressed the global 

competitive environment and the risks our exports faced.  The next article, Risks and 

Challenges of Direct Sales, was a supplement to a previous one on risk-reward trade-

offs – dealing with trade-risks, grain-handling capacity, container supply, and most 

importantly (at least in our view) reaching out to buyers in end-markets. 

In the previous six months, we had been getting a lot of questions about why we 

were pursuing containerized exports when there were no containers to be had in the 

interior.  It was a legitimate question, but obviously we had thought long and hard 

about this and would not have embarked on this mission if we did not believe we 

could reposition containers inland, or at least move grains to where containers could 

be found.  Thus, we wrote a short article on the topic, How to Alleviate the Container 

Supply Shortage – not surprisingly, our 2nd most popular article with 350-reads. 

Having dealt with what most producers thought was the main obstacle, container-

supply, we turned to export prospects.  In our next article, Another Look at our 

Export Profile, we examined the state of wheat, canola, and pulse exports, and 

highlighted some of the areas where we saw the greatest potential for growth.  Then 

we turned to The Need for More Market Research, a much-neglected domain where 

we need to do much more to understand grain consumption and processing trends.  

Our latest article, A Case Study: Wheat Export Prospects to China, drew on a previous 

study we had conducted of China’s wheat-flour supply-chain, the largest of its kind in 

the world, rapidly changing and restructuring to present new market opportunities 

for our wheat exports.  The original study we draw on in this article (which is also 

posted on our portal) had examined wheat production and consumption trends, 

flour industry’s modernization and restructuring, and dietary trends that were 

driving demand for higher quality flour-types, thus export opportunities for us. 

At the end of this volume, we provide our 2022-Q2 agenda, including many more 

end-market studies like the one on wheat we just posted.  Together with more 

market-research, we will give priority to two more areas.  First, we must continue to 

deepen producer-engagement through farm-profiles and other collaborative 

initiatives – be it townhall, coffee-shop or one-on-one meetings.  Second, we must 

develop the 5-prong framework to recast our image on the world-stage as the most 

advanced grain-growing region, where end-buyers can import from directly. 
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XI.  A Framework to Recast our Global-Image 

We ushered in the New Year with a brief article outlining our priorities for 2022.  We 

hope you had a chance to read it, and moreover, noted the new phase of our 

initiative – where we are going to need more engagement and participation on your 

part.  We are now setting the stage for our upcoming virtual-meetings (invitations 

will be forthcoming) and farm-profiles (subject of our next article) -- two critical 

items of our action-plan moving forward before the new crop-year gets going.  

In the meantime, we thought we would share our thoughts on another key part of 

our mission – recasting our global-image with a new focus, a rich source of not just 

bulk-grains but specialty-crops that can be bought directly from producers in 

containers.  We spent a lot of effort last year trying to convey why it is so vital for 

producers to pursue direct-sales, the only way to break loose from the bulk-cage 

they are trapped in.  But we must not forget that as vital as they may be, direct-

export-opportunities are not low-hanging-fruit; it will take effort to cultivate them. 

In earlier articles we talked about the challenges we face in reaching out to end-

markets.  We know little about buyer-needs while buyers know even less about us -- 

our production-capacity, crop-variety or institutional-strengths.  You may find the 

latter rather puzzling as we are the world’s 5th largest grain-exporter, known for the 

quality of our bulk-exports.  Regrettably, this is indeed the case; we learned this 

reality from living abroad for so many years, looking back at Canada from the eyes of 

foreigners, now potential buyers we are targeting through direct-sales channels. 

In fact, when we look in the mirror, this should not come as a surprise.  Our exports 

are more diversified than the US, but two crops (wheat and canola) still account for 

75% of our grain-exports.  Also, we remain highly bulk-oriented, 85% of our grain-

exports from the west-coast.  Recently, we have become a primary source of pulses, 

high-value crops we mostly export in containers, but in small volumes.  We also use 

some empty containers returning to Asia as over-flow-channels from bulk-streams, 

but we are not known for our bona fide containerized exports -- door-to-door 

shipments from production-sources to final destinations with crop-integrity intact. 

Looking at it from another perspective, our grain companies consolidate what 

producers grow and export in bulk; those at the receiving end are also bulk-traders.  

Thus, we have little contact with end-buyers, who in most instances may not even 

know they are buying Grown-in-Canada grains.  What we export goes into bulk-

grain-stocks at the other end and is sold domestically by intermediaries.  End-users, 

like flour-mills or food-processors, are not even aware of the fact that a huge variety 

of crops are available directly from producer-sources to meet their specific needs 

and requirements, crops that can be grown, sold, and shipped in containers. 
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Most importantly, importers have little idea of how advanced our farms are.  They 

utilize the latest farm-equipment and management-systems to achieve the highest 

crop-yields and quality-standards you can find anywhere in the world.  Moreover, we 

are also the largest source of quality fertilizers and chemicals in use in agriculture.  

Behind our farms are leading research institutes at the cutting edge of agronomy, 

particularly crop-genomics.  A few advanced farms working together can meet most 

purchase-orders to buyer needs-and-requirements with the highest quality crops. 

If end users are often not even aware that grains they are milling or processing are 

Grown-in-Canada, it is unrealistic to even expect them to relate to the realities of our 

grain-economy.  Even if they were curious enough to do a web-search, all they would 

see are rail-side grain terminals, even larger coastal ones with bulk-ships berthed at 

their docks -- these are the realities of the bulk-trades our producers are captive to. 

If we are going to achieve the paradigm-shift to direct-sales and container-logistics 

channels, we first have to make a concerted effort to recast our global-image.   The 

feedback we get from potential importers suggests that we have to do a much better 

job promoting ourselves to do justice to the advanced state of the Prairie grain-

economy.  To this end, we developed a five-pronged framework: 

➢ Advanced farms:  Getting increasingly larger, sectionalized for multiple-crops, 

using latest machinery-equipment, GPS-guided variable-spreading-monitoring 

devices, backed up by management-systems and big-data applications.  

➢ Research capacity:  Leading universities and research-labs working behind the 

scenes but actively engaged in the fields, putting science-and-technology in 

action, with latest seed-varieties, farming-methods, and sustainable-practices. 

➢ Crop variety:  While our export-profile may be highly skewed towards staple-

crops, you can find different types and grades of coarse-grains, oil-seeds, lentils-

pulses and many other crop varieties, including organic of most things. 

➢ Institutional capacity:  Though the grain-industry is now privatized, its regulatory 

heritage (including classification systems) is there for quality-assurance along 

the entire supply-chain, from production to handling to processing to exporting. 

➢ Logistics services:  The service capacity is there in all corners of the region to 

handle, process, grade and test every export load, and ship in container-lots, 

with our own special efforts to pull empty-containers in-land for grain-trades. 

We will be integrating all these elements into a Prairie Profile tab on our portal -- 

much expanded version of what you see now.  The Farm Profiles you will be hearing 

from us on next (subject of our next article) will also be incorporated into this 

framework.  We look forward to your comments and suggestions in presenting the 

Prairies at their best -- by email or through the new comment-box on our portal.  
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Advanced Farms 

Technology:  In recent years the Prairie grain economy has undergone a remarkable 

technology-transformation, in display with latest farm-equipment with positioning, 

guidance, spreading and sensing devices -- AI-driven functionality and drone-usage 

paving the way for precision-farming.  Also, management-systems backed by big-

data, are in use for integrated activity-planning -- seeding to growth to harvesting.  

The results are evident from notable yield-increases and crop-quality improvements.   

Scale:  At the same time, the farm-economy has undergone massive consolidation.  

Now mega-farms, 20,000 acres or larger, are becoming the norm.  This trend played 

a major role in not just technology-advancement but also diversification, giving rise 

to sectionalized-farms growing multiple-crops, with on-farm storage-capacity to 

fulfill contract-orders.  These trends also had the effect of enticing smaller farms to 

pool resources to advance, the only way to compete with much larger neighbors. 

Traditions:  Consolidation helped keep corporate-farming at bay, allowing family-

farming traditions not only to survive but strengthen with a renewed sense of 

entrepreneurship in a highly market-driven environment.  Now younger generations 

are incentivized to stay behind, running or participating in family businesses in 

various capacities, not just traditional farming-chores but challenging professional 

roles, be it technology-adaptation, system-management or business-development. 

Diversification:  Preserving these traditions greatly helped the Prairie farm-economy 

advance, diversify, and prosper.  Over the years we saw this spirit at play in the shift 

from wheat to canola, and recently to much more lucrative pulses.  Now all the 

conditions are in place for our entrepreneurial, forward-looking farmers to embrace 

the next wave of value-driven specialization -- shifts to specific grades of staple-crops 

or new crop varieties, driven by direct-sales opportunities in export markets. 

Buyers can confirm all aspects of this advancement from the Farm-Profiles we post 

and be assured that producers, alone or in cooperation with others, are ready to 

meet all the challenges buyers throw at them -- they have the capacity to fulfill 

purchase orders no matter how large or difficult, and we are there to support them. 
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Research Capacity 

Institutions:  There are a dozen or more universities and colleges in the region, all 

with active agricultural research programs and labs at the service of the grain-

economy.  They have top-notch resources and are well funded through endowments 

and government agencies, provincial and federal.  They are not only renowned 

academically but also actively engaged in hands-on applied research efforts in the 

fields -- they have been instrumental in driving the advances in Prairie-farming.  

Seed varieties:  There were numerous contributions from the R&D sphere to Prairie 

agriculture, but probably the most significant were from the crop-genomics domain.  

Advances in seed-strains, and their adaptation to local soil conditions, contributed 

greatly to yield and quality improvements.  Also, we saw huge benefits from 

drought-resistant seeds in the last crop-year; though it still turned out to be a poor 

harvest, it was no where near as bad as the last drought-year a decade earlier.  

Growth conditions:  Agronomists are also involved in field-operations, providing 

guidance to farmers with respect to crop-choices most suitable to varying soil 

conditions across the region, as well as best-practices in seeding, fertilizer-chemical 

applications, and harvesting-methods.  The hugely successful effort in turning the 

region into a prime-source of pulses on the world stage was the result of close 

collaboration between agronomists, producers, and governments working together. 

Sustainability:  The scientific community is also active in furthering the cause of 

sustainable-agriculture, now with evidence that Prairie agriculture has turned into a 

carbon-sink, obviously a great feat in combating global-warming.  The region is 

blessed with irrigation-free-farming, but with the help of the scientific community 

both resource-requirements and carbon-emissions are closely monitored to ensure 

that the sustainability-record is not just maintained but continuously improved. 

These resources are available to not only local farmers but also buyers of Prairie 

grains from all around the world in advisory capacities, where to source specific types 

or grades of crops they need.  If you engage with any accredited research-institution, 

we will work with you to ensure that your needs and requirements are looked after.  
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Crop Variety 

Staple crops:  Wheat and barley used to be our board-crops exported through the 

Canadian Wheat Board.  Since the dismantling of this single-desk monopoly, wheat 

still remained our principal export-crop, now down to 50% of our grain-exports but 

all in bulk.  We intend to focus our efforts to specific grades of wheat, especially 

durum that we are well known for, but we also believe that our somewhat neglected 

barley varieties deserve more attention, mainly aimed at brewing and distilling. 

Coarse-grains:  We also have a much greater variety of coarse-grains in the offering, 

particularly oats and rye but also others -- already grown but mostly for domestic 

and US markets.  We see significant potential for these crops in global feed and food 

chains -- specific crops or special purpose mixes exported in container-lots.  We will 

try to bring more attention to these domains, particularly high-value types or grades, 

by targeting food-processing, breakfast-cereal, animal-feed as well as other markets. 

Oil-seeds:  Among oil-seeds by far the most significant volume we grow and export is 

canola; we are the largest grower and exporter of this crop in the world.  There is 

little growth potential in canola, and now the industry is looking for alternative uses 

like bio-fuels.  But recently soybeans have been getting a lot of interest, with grade 

and quality differentiation as a value-proposition.  We will pay a lot of attention to 

soybeans, together with flax and other oil-seed varieties that are in high demand. 

Pulses-lentils:  The discovery of our potential in this ancient-crop domain has been 

the greatest value-proposition to our producers -- dry beans, dry peas, lentils and 

chickpeas.  This has become a well-served segment of the grain-economy, with 

containerized-exports by industry leaders with global reach.  It may not need us as 

much as other grain-segments, but we will pay as much attention to this domain as it 

deserves, to facilitate new export channels to geographical markets that we target. 

In addition to the major categories noted above, there are many other crop grades 

and varieties available from our region, including niche-products like wild-rice and 

organic-of-anything.  The crop-range we grow for local markets is much broader but 

anything that can be grown would be available for export through direct-channels.  
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Institutional Capacity 

Regulatory heritage:  Over the last two decades we have been actively privatizing 

and liberalizing our grain-industry, thus there is a perception that the government is 

out of the way.  But deregulation pertains to markets, not health-and-safety; the 

grain-chain is tightly regulated from all angles to uphold quality-assurance standards 

along the entire chain, from production to handling to exporting.  Importers can take 

comfort in the fact what they buy in containers is as secure as our bulk-channels.  

Health-and-Safety:  Grain is part of the food-chain, thus subject to the same health-

and-safety regulations as anything we eat.  The entire production process, from 

seeding to harvesting to storage, are subject to regulations; inspectors may not 

reside on farms but farmers have long internalized rules, standards, and practices, 

and are often inspected to ensure full compliance.  Also, regulations extend to grain-

handlers, with every piece of equipment subject to health-and-safety rules.  

Trade Licensing:  Grain traders or exporters are also included in the regulatory-net, 

licensed through the Canadian Grain Commission.  Producers are incentivized to sell 

through licensed exporters as that is the only way they get insurance-coverage.  Any 

grain-trade we facilitate or get involved in will be through licensed-parties.  Also, 

there are government-certified labs involved in testing and issuing reports on all 

grain-exports, as well as a variety of channels engaged in routine inspections. 

Grain Classification:  Our systems have long been in place and served as templates 

for most parts of the world.  The original emphasis was on wheat and barley (board-

grains) but with the shift to other crops they have been expanded with even more 

detail with crop-attributes -- our soybean standards truly stand out in differentiating 

our grades.  Most importantly, our identity-preservation rules and procedures are 

also outstanding, and of course are of crucial importance in containerized trades. 

You would be hard pressed to find a single other jurisdiction in the world where you 

can be more confident of the rules-and-regulations governing the grain-industry. 

Quality assurance along the entire grain-chain, growth to handling to exporting, is 

not something you need to worry about, as long as you rely on credible channels.  
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Logistics Services 

One-stop-service:  Once producer-buyer contracts are finalized, among themselves 

or through our channels, we can get into the act in a logistics capacity.  Though we 

can play an advisory role in this capacity, we prefer to take on the full responsibility 

of door-to-door shipments, one-stop-service, whether for one-time or steady-

contract orders.  We look after the entire logistics chain, from farm-pickup to final-

delivery, including grain-handling and intermodal-transport services in between.  

Container-supply:  In the Prairies you cannot avoid hearing about the perennial 

problem of container shortages, while vast volumes of containers return empty from 

the coast that could otherwise be carrying grain (under today’s market conditions 

more than 2 MT/yr).  We would urge not to take these concerns seriously; problems 

can be solved by working with container-lines to manage and balance container-

flows.  If we did not have practical solutions, we would not be in this business. 

Grain-handling:  The supply of grain-handling services may look limited across the 

Prairies for the simple reason that most traffic moves in bulk.  As containerized 

exports develop, suppliers will rise to the occasion, but we are not sitting idle for 

these services to emerge organically.  We have a plan in place to facilitate this 

process, through our own initiatives as well as third-parties.  As others did in the 

pulse-domain, we will overcome these challenges to meet all your needs. 

Intermodal-services:  We already have a logistics-partner with extensive trucking and 

rail-reload operations across the region, with established working relationships with 

both the railways and port-authorities.  Neither producers nor buyers will be captive 

to any one logistics service-provider; in time there will be competitors to choose 

from but in the meantime, we have a ready-made solution for clients, producers or 

buyers, whoever takes on the logistics responsibilities on a given trade-contract. 

We not only offer fully-integrated logistics services to move crops to export positions, 

but beyond to your doorsteps, which could be much further inland from the landing 

port.  Quite familiar with the problems at that end, we have lined up reliable service 

partners throughout Asia Pacific to ensure timely delivery of your container-loads.  
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XII.  Farm-Profile Program 

In order to demonstrate our region’s capacity to fulfill direct-exports we must recast 

our image on the world-stage.  To this end, we presented a 5-pronged framework to 

display our virtues in farm-production, research-capacity, crop-variety, quality-

assurance, and container-logistics.  In the coming months a key element of our 

strategy will be individual Farm-Profiles, to showcase our producers’ capacity to 

grow a broad range of quality, high-value crops to meet buyers’ particular needs. 

Farms are the least visible treasures of the Prairie grain-economy, portrayed as mere 

collection-points in bulk-systems.  Our mission is to dispel this image by extolling 

their virtues, how they advanced over the years, increased their yields, diversified 

their crop-mix, and are now ready to rise to the challenges of a new era driven by 

direct-exports.  In pursuit of this quest, our portal must give utmost priority to 

displaying their production capacities, to show to the world that instead of being 

mere peons of bulk-traders, they can be bona fide grain-suppliers to global markets. 

To demonstrate the vitality of this task, let us go back to the nature of grain-trades 

we are trying to facilitate.  We are taking a web-based approach, but as we made it 

clear at the outset, this is not going to turn into an e-commerce platform where we 

post crops that buyers can choose from and purchase.  We are trying to cultivate 

interest on the part of overseas buyers to turn to our production-sources, farms, to 

meet their particular crop needs, and hopefully engage in sustainable contract-sales. 

As we discussed earlier, end-users of grains know very little about our region; 

sometimes they may not even be aware that the grains they buy from trading-

houses or wholesalers to mill or process are Grown-in-Canada.  Thus, we face a 

formidable challenge in raising awareness and confidence among global buyers that 

our region is not only a prime source of the grains they need, but also that even 

higher quality crop varieties and grades can be bought directly from producers. 

This is why we want to present a Prairie-Profile that we can use to promote the 

virtues of our region as a prime source of grains -- not hype but reality.  As part of 

this effort, we also want to present individual Farm-Profiles, as our mission is to cast 

our producers as prime suppliers of grains, not just agents along the grain-chain.  

The same way as producers can relate to the viability of direct-sales-models, so can 

buyers, but they need more visibility into our grain economy from different angles. 

In this article we describe what we have in mind in the way Farm-Profiles with a brief 

description of the contents, what producers' need to submit to create one.  We also 

layout a roll-out plan from 10-15 profiles to many more across the region.  Then we 

provide a roadmap to how we plan to promote this material in overseas markets.  

But we will wait for your comments and suggestions before finalizing our strategy. 
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Our Farm-Profile Concept 

Purpose:  As part of our trade-facilitation efforts, our mission is to present Prairie 

producers as “sources” from which importers can procure grains, whereby making 

them as accessible to overseas buyers as they are to North American ones.  With the 

Farm-Profiles we post, we want to extol the virtues of our advanced farm-economy 

where importers can source the crop-varieties they need and get them shipped to 

their facilities in containers -- door-to-door grain deliveries with crop-integrity intact. 

Scope:  End-users of our grains never see the true scope of Prairie agriculture, as all 

they are exposed to is the “bulk-system”. Our farms are among the most advanced in 

the world, with science-and-technology in action to produce a huge variety (types or 

grades) of high-quality crops to fulfill contract-orders, individually or collectively.   If 

only this capacity were more visible to prospective buyers overseas, buyer interest 

would be forthcoming, leading to sales-negotiations and ultimately contract-orders.   

Input:  We are developing the tools to display farm attributes, which we describe 

below, but we naturally need input and cooperation from producers to execute this 

plan.  The type of material we are going to need from participants include photo-

images, technology-highlights, farming-practices, past crop-mix and volumes, and 

this year’s crop-outlook.  We will discuss these needs with each participant and get 

their consent that the information they are providing can be displayed on our portal.    

Process:  After you sign up, we will contact you for a brief consultation session, and 

as we start receiving material, we will populate your profile.  When a draft is ready, 

you will be able to review it online, privately and securely.  Then we will finalize the 

material with your explicit consent and post your profile on the Farm-Profile tab of 

our portal.  As the numbers of profiles increase, we will introduce a search-routine 

(by crop-attributes) for viewers to find the type of farms they are looking for. 

The first batch of 10-15 profiles we prepare and post are at no cost to participants.  

We intend to scale this program up to 100s of farms (in time 1000s), thus we need 

funding.  Now we are looking for corporate, institutional and/or government 

sponsors to be able to offer this service at as little cost to producers as possible. 
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End Goal: Prairie Grain Mall 

Concept:  We intend to assemble the farm-profiles into what we will call the Prairie 

Grain Mall -- a virtual collection of grain-outlets, akin to market-places or trade-malls 

you see all around the world.  On-display at this virtual-mall will be a wide variety of 

“grains”, already in stock or to be available at the end of that crop-year.  Buyers will 

be able to search for what they need, and post expressions of interest to purchase -- 

a starting point for trade-dialogues between parties, hopefully leading to contracts.  

Tools:  We are now developing a platform with data and image management tools, 

whereby your photos and graphics can be updated and uploaded quite easily.  We 

will set-up personalized farm databases (crop types, volumes, prices, etc.) which you 

can update and manage on your own.  We will also report aggregate statistics for 

crop-regions, grains by type and grade, to give prospective buyers more visibility into 

regional grain-stocks.  Also, you will be able to post your own promotional pieces. 

Specials:  Once we achieve a critical mass of farm-profiles, we will be promoting 

regional highlights to prospective buyers -- like farm of the week posts, crop-region 

overviews, science or technology specials, as well as specialty-crop reports.  As most 

market-places do, on a regular basis we will assemble and post promotional reports 

to extol Prairie virtues on subjects of particular interest to global grain audiences.  

Thus, we intend to take on a promotional role in creating new trade opportunities. 

Forum:  The Prairie Grain Mall will also have a section for prospective buyers to 

engage in, where they can post purchase-requests.  Producers can follow these posts 

and respond with their own crop-availability posts or expressions-of-interest.  This 

will serve as a first step towards potential buyer-seller engagement that can then 

lead to more detailed discussions on contract terms-and-conditions and delivery-

schedules -- though we do not want to raise expectations of one-click e-sales.  

If we can ramp up sign-ups to Farm-Profiles, from 10-15 by early summer to 100 or 

more by this year’s harvest, we would be able to launch the Prairie Grain Mall 

concept before the end of 2022. We look forward to your comments and suggestions 

on the Prairie Grain Mall concept, while urging you to sign-up for Farm-Profiles. 

  

 



Prairie Grain Portal 

15 

 

Profile Roll-Out Plan 

Initial launch:  We will start with 10-15 profiles of producers we select from those 

registered to the program on our website -- farm-profile sign-ups on the landing-

page.  We will draw a representative sample from these sign-ups for the initial 

launch, and in time expand to a much larger collection as we roll-out.  With the 

visitor feedback we get to the initial launch, we will design a staged roll-out-plan to 

cover the entire Prairie region with hundreds of farms, in time even thousands. 

Regional scope:  We anticipate that the farms we select for the initial phase will be 

mostly in Saskatchewan (where our following is the largest).  In the next phase, the 

program will extend to Manitoba and Alberta with similar samples, hopefully with 

the support of those provinces, as we expect from Saskatchewan early on.  Once we 

post the first 10-15 farm profiles, we will also start reaching to target-markets -- we 

will fine-tune our roll-out strategy as we get feedback from prospective buyers. 

Representation:  Our roll-out plan will cover all three provinces, and we will ensure 

that all crop-regions with direct-export potential are fairly represented.  This may 

introduce some crop-bias into the process, but by relying on producer feedback we 

will make sure that posted profiles reflect both local-interest and market-potential.  

Our profiles will include farms of all sizes; as we noted before, through cooperation 

or consolidation initiatives even smaller farms can participate in direct-contracts. 

Producer Pages:  Once the Prairie Grain Mall we have in mind reaches hundred or 

more “profiles”, we also want to introduce another tool, producer-pages that can 

grow into individual websites that we can promote under our portal-umbrella -- a 

concept Ali Baba uses very effectively in its portal-models.  Also, we will promote 

voluntarily formed producer partnerships or cooperatives, to achieve large and 

sustained volumes to fulfill contract-sales that will be more secure for producers.  

We have an ambitious time-frame in mind.  We want to be ready with at least 10-15 

profiles as you watch your crops grow this year, and be online with hundreds more 

before seeding starts for 2023-24, when we hope direct-exports will reach hundreds 

of thousands of tons, and grow steadily into 2024-25 crop-year and beyond. 
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Promoting to End-Markets 

End-markets:  As we discussed earlier, our initial trade-facilitation efforts will focus 

on Asia Pacific -- in addition to the largest market, China, we will target Japan, South 

Korea, Indonesia, Philippines, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam.  In each of these 

markets, we will designate representatives to pursue our interests.  In China we 

already have an established base; despite our grim trade outlook with China, we 

believe direct-export opportunities are still promising (direct or re-export channels).  

Buyer-posts:  We will promote not only producer-posts but also prospective buyer-

posts, in the form of expressions-of-interests and even purchase-requests (with crop 

specifications and volume requirements).  We hope to have enough of these buyer-

posts for producers to consider fulfilling at the end of the 2022-harvest.  Into the 

2023-24 crop-year we expect a much larger volume of posts that can be matched 

with stocks our producers have for sale -- foundations of an active market-place. 

Buyer-pages:  As on the producer side, we will encourage prospective buyers to go 

beyond just purchase-posts, and take-up buyer-pages like our producer-pages.  

These will provide us more information on buyers (corporate identity, finances, 

operations, etc.) to vet their credentials, and also help us assess how we, as a portal, 

should get involved in prospective trades -- procurement, consolidation and/or 

logistics agents, depending on the nature of the trades (volume, mix, terms, etc.). 

Reach-out:  As you would expect, reaching out to buyers will be more challenging 

than to producers in our own backyard.  The core of our buyer-campaign will be 

web-based but coupled with two other tracks.  First, we will leverage our market-

research to identify key industry leaders -- like we did in our two previous market-

research posts.  Second, we will lean on local contacts or representatives to make 

referrals -- even in China, a market we are most familiar with, this seems necessary.  

Our market-reach efforts are already underway but low-key, as it is hard to promote 

direct-exports when there is so little visibility into our production-capacity.  Once we 

reach a critical-mass of Farm-Profiles, we will intensify our market-reach, but in the 

meantime our priority is to prepare and post as many Farm-Profiles as we can. 
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XIII.  Farm-Profile Follow-Up 

With last week’s article we introduced our Farm Profile Program -- an integral piece 

of the 5-prong-framework in recasting our global image.  This program will shed light 

on our region’s production-capacity by showcasing farms, among the most advanced 

in the world but little known beyond our borders.  Since we have been relying on 

bulk-exports, we never felt the need to promote ourselves from this angle.  But in 

pursuing direct-sales, this must become an integral part of our promotional strategy. 

As we discussed in our two previous articles, in the context of bulk-trades farms are 

seen as mere collection-points, peons of grain-traders, not bona fide producers to 

their own right.  In direct-sales farms are the actual production-sources importers 

buy from, making farm-production capacity the focus of their attention -- how crops 

are grown, their variety and quality, and for higher value grades, even more specific 

crop-attributes.  This in turn brings the focus on farming technology and methods. 

It so happens that these are the leading virtues of our Prairie grain-economy, but 

virtues that we have not paid much attention to in promoting ourselves in global 

markets -- perhaps taking them for granted, or not appreciating their importance.  

Now that we are shifting our focus to direct-sales channels, to create higher-value 

export opportunities that can yield higher-margins, we must bring more attention to 

production-capacity at the farm level, key to crop quality, grades, and varieties. 

To this end, we are trying to recast our global image down two complementary 

tracks.  First, we proposed a 5-prong-framework to portray the strengths of the 

Prairie grain-economy -- advanced-farms, research-capacity, crop-variety, quality-

assurance, and logistics-capacity.  Second, we are trying to amplify the region’s 

production-capacity by posting individual farm-profiles, the subject of our last article 

where we described our approach, the roll-out plan and promotion strategy. 

The article we posted two weeks ago on image-recasting attracted a lot of attention, 

by far the most read article on our portal so far.  The next article was on farm-

profiles but fearing that we had not laid out the process clearly enough we thought 

we would post this follow-up on the same subject -- how producers would benefit 

from participating, with a brief description of the process they would have to go 

through.  We also elaborate on information requirements and the process ahead -- 

evolution from prototype-templates to profile-database to farm-mall to trade-forum. 

Naturally, we cannot post farm-profiles without proprietors’ participation.  We need 

their consent and input, information to showcase their capacity.  But this does not 

have to be onerous; it can be as simple or elaborate as they choose.  We have added 

a new farm-profile tab to our portal for participants to see a template of what their 

profile might look like, and a sign-up box to proceed with the consultation process.  
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Importance of your participation 

The paradigm-shift we are calling for from bulk-trades to direct-sales is basically a 

restructuring of the grain-supply-chain.  Through bulk-systems, you as producers sell 

your crops to grain-companies that consolidate at large terminals and ship to end-

markets in bulk-ships.  At the receiving end, your crops enter bulk-stocks that are 

then redistributed to end-users, typically through yet another set of intermediaries. 

Door-to-door containerized grain shipments that we are advocating cut out a few 

links in the supply-chain and allow producers to sell direct to end-buyers.  A few 

decades ago, bulk-systems offered significant cost advantages but with the advent of 

intermodal-systems, now door-to-door costs have become competitive, in fact in 

favor of containerization, with even further advantages other than just cost. 

By selling direct to end-users you can cut out intermediaries along the supply-chain 

and enhance your margins -- albeit with some trade-risks but ones that can be 

mitigated.  Containerization offers a further advantage, identity-preservation, for 

you to grow and sell higher value crops with specific attributes (grades or varieties) 

that fetch a price premium -- attributes that are typically lost through bulk-channels. 

Then why has this shift, from bulk to direct, not taken place under market forces?  In 

fact, these opportunities exist and are often taken advantage of domestically, even 

across North America, but we have not been able to extend our market-reach to 

overseas buyers.  We are known for our bulk-exports, not for highly advanced-farms 

and their production-capacity, sources of grain that importers can buy from directly. 

The fundamental change you would notice in the new supply-chain is that you will 

now have new “buyers” -- not just grain-companies but also end-users.  For sales to 

thrive in any line of commerce, buyers and sellers must get to know each other to 

build trust and confidence.  But currently, overseas buyers have little visibility into 

our farm-economy, a barrier we are trying to overcome with your farm-profiles. 

We will come back to the advantages and the challenges that new export-channels 

bring in our future articles in the coming weeks.  Also, we will address them during 

the producer-meetings we will be holding in the next two months.  In the meantime, 

we urge you to participate in our farm-profile-program, as it is in your best interest. 
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Process Overview 

The process starts with sign-up, a simple email registration, on our portal: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We follow your sign-up with a brief telephone conversation, or an email-exchange -- 

whichever is convenient for you.  We describe the process we need to go through to 

prepare your profile and outline the type of information we would need from you.  

Depending on the type of information you are prepared to divulge, or have available 

to post, we propose a “template” -- which can be as brief or elaborate as you wish.  

Once you agree to the proposed format, we send you an email to confirm the details 

of the input we will require from you.  And once you agree, we are all set to go. 

Once you start forwarding the material, photo-images and text-outlines, we start 

populating your draft-profile.  When this is ready, we share and review your profile 

online, by giving you access to it on our portal.  We get your feedback, comments 

and suggestions; then we make all the changes and revisions for your final review.  

Upon receiving your email-consent, we are ready to post your farm-profile online. 

Once finalized and posted, your profile will be publicly available on our portal for all 

to see.  But the information on your portal-profile belongs to you, and you can ask us 

to remove or revise any part of it as you please.  You can ask us to bring down your 

profile at any time, while we maintain the same right if we disagree with any of the 

contents, but either way the information belongs to you.  We cannot use it in any 

other form or through any other channel without your explicit consent. 
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Suggested Information 

You can see a template of a prototype-profile on our portal.  We are very flexible 

when it comes to your own profile; it can display as little information as you wish or 

be as elaborate as we would like to showcase your farm.  In general, we would like to 

stick to brief text-contents but rich in photo-centric displays -- relying on readily 

available photos, until the weather permits for professionally taken new shots. 

We would like to start each profile with a brief-overview and end with a personalized 

story that we can compose with you.  As you can see from our prototype-template, 

we would like to capture the essence of your farm through six rotating windows: 

Operational Highlights:  A few key business-profile highlights are important to instill 

confidence in prospective buyers, that you are a business establishment, source of 

quality-crops that buyers can deal with professionally in executing sales-contracts. 

Technology Elements:  Evidence of advanced technology -- farm equipment, devices, 

information-management-systems -- are all features that attract buyers to your 

farm, especially if interested in specialty-crops, even order-to-grow possibilities.  

Storage-Handling:  On-farm bin-capacity and loading or other handling systems are 

important factors in containerized export shipments, which we would like to bring 

attention to -- if not, there will be nearby facilities that your crops can be shipped to. 

Crop Varieties:  Of critical importance to your profile is naturally your crop-mix, what 

you grow (by type/grade) in different sections of your farm, now and in the past.  

Also, it would be useful to indicate your desire to diversify to other crop varieties.  

Stock Volumes:  Also, it is useful to give an indication of your yields (past, present, 

and projected), and crop-volumes you typically have or could plan for in stock (in 

bins or elsewhere) -- important for buyers to express interest in contract orders.   

Special Projects:  We would like to highlight any seed, crop, or any other research 

projects you have participated in (or plan to).  Also, if you have embarked on (or plan 

to) any sustainability initiatives, it would be great to bring attention to them. 
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Platform Evolution 

As we discussed in our last article, our platform will evolve in stages, from sample 

templates to an active trade-forum.  We are ready to migrate to the profile-platform 

as quickly as profile-subscriptions ramp up, and our goal is to get to the grain-mall 

phase as fast as we can, as we believe this is going to turn into the most effective 

promotional tool in export markets -- a novel concept, first of its kind in the world. 

1. Prototype Template:  What you are signing on to is the first phase, 10-15 sample 

profiles we select from initial sign-ups to the program.  Viewers will be able to scroll 

through the list and select the one they like to view -- each one showcased with an 

“overview”, 6 boxes populated with photos and brief text-headlines, and “story” 

section with a short history of the farm and what proprietors would like to highlight. 

2. Profile Platform:  We are now working on a more advanced platform with photo 

and data management tools to handle large volumes of profiles (1000 or more).  The 

10-15 prototypes will be migrated to the new platform, and more profiles added as 

fast as subscribers sign-up.  Using the new tools, we will be able to offer subscribers 

the ability to upload new photos, add comments/materials, and manage their data. 

3. Prairie Grain Mall:  Once we reach 100 profiles or more, we will introduce our new 

feature, virtual grain-mall, for prospective buyers to scroll through.  They can visit 

individual farm-pages (or farm-sites) to get a taste of the Prairie grain-economy and 

query crops that they are interested in (by grade/volume).  At this stage we will also 

be posting special-features of regional or end-user interest to attract visitors.   

4. Trade Forum:  Into 2023-24 we expect our grain-mall to have not only producer 

exhibits but also buyer-pages.  Producers will be able to post what crops they have in 

stock for sale (by type and grade) and buyers can post expressions-of-interest and 

even purchase-offers.  It is at this stage that our initiative will turn into a trade-forum 

where sellers and buyers can interact and move towards contract-negotiations. 

Our goal is to post the prototype-templates as quickly as possible, reach 100 or more 

profiles on the new database platform by Fall, 2022, and introduce the virtual-grain-

mall before the end of the year, thereby achieve trade-traction for the 2023-harvest. 
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XIV.  Producer Consultation Program 

Watching the evolution of the Prairie Grain Economy over the last 30 years, we 

cannot help but be amazed by how producers responded to market opportunities, 

diversified their crop-base, and advanced their production-capacity.  By the same 

token, we cannot overlook the missed opportunities, how much better it would have 

been if not for the structural impediments standing in their way.  Lack of open sales 

channels were greatly limiting their ability to further diversify to higher-value crops. 

In the last few years our attention turned to facilitating direct-sales channels that 

could be fulfilled with containerized grain-shipments.  Great advances had been 

made in intermodal-systems, making them more competitive with bulk-systems.  We 

had observed these shifts taking place across Europe, and recently extending to Asia 

Pacific; we felt the time had come to make a similar push from the Prairies to Asia. 

We knew our mission would serve the interests of producers but did not know how 

they would react.  There is always resistance to “change” when markets turn in new 

directions, bringing logistics-challenges and trade-risks.  In this case, there was also 

the fear of container shortages across the Prairies, something we were less worried 

about as we had tackled these problems in much less developed parts of the world.  

Anyway, we were brave enough to embark on this initiative in October 2021, and in 

just 3 months ramped up our following to more than 2000, with most of our articles 

getting 100+ reads (some 400 or more).  With this level of interest why would we not 

get on with the job of generating direct-sales?  The problem is that it takes two-to-

tango; there is producer-interest but we now have to attract buyer-interest. 

Though one of the most advanced agricultural regions in the world, there is little 

visibility into our farm-economy.  Most of our grain exports are traded in bulk; we 

make little effort to promote ourselves in export-markets for the variety and quality 

of crops we can grow and export outside bulk-channels.  We face an urgent need to 

recast our global-image, which we keep bringing attention to in our articles or posts. 

Our greatest treasure is our production-capacity, farms that can grow a huge variety 

of crops to the highest standards in the world, anything discerning end-users would 

need.  Moreover, buyers can reach out to actual sources-of-production, our farms, to 

procure what they need and get them shipped to their door-steps with crop-integrity 

intact in containers.  But they know little about our farm-economy to engage. 

We developed a framework to recast our global-image and provide more visibility 

into our grain-economy.  We urged you to sign-up to our farm-profile-program, an 

integral part of this recasting effort.  Now we are also holding virtual-consultation-

meetings to get your input and participation in our efforts to serve your interests. 
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Upcoming Virtual Meetings 

When we first launched the PGP, naturally we were hoping to attract producers, and 

we did.  But we also knew that to get them to engage and become active 

participants in our mission we had to establish more direct contacts -- explain what 

we intended to do to serve their interests by opening direct-sales channels.  To this 

end, our plan was to hold town-hall or coffee-shop meetings across the Prairies. 

At the time we were under the delusion that the COVID-crisis was subsiding, and we 

would be able to hit the road as 2021-harvest was winding down.  You know what 

happened in the interim on the COVID-front, thus we had to opt out for a virtual-

format, hosting Zoom-sessions through March 2022, but with the full intention of 

going back to in-person meetings once the seeding-season chores subside. 

The registration is now open for the first two of these virtual-meetings, March 1 and 

March 3, 2022.  Since we are limiting active participants to 40 for each meeting, we 

urge you to sign-up as soon as you can through our portal where you would find a 

“tab” labelled “town-halls”.  Alternatively, you can just send an email to our portal 

prairiegrainportal@gmail.com or to organizers rachellangen@upfront-consulting.net  

These two dates are confirmed, and once you register (or request) you will get an 

invitation (to the email address you contacted us from) for a Zoom-meeting.  We 

intend to hold 4 more of these meetings in the first 3 weeks of March 2022.  If there 

is demand we will try to hold more sessions before the upcoming seeding-season 

and continue offering them throughout the year as long as demand continues. 

  

 

https://www.prairiegrainportal.com/town-halls 

mailto:prairiegrainportal@gmail.com
mailto:rachellangen@upfront-consulting.net
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Meeting Agenda and Format 

The virtual-meetings will be hosted by Upfront Consulting in Regina and attended by 

representatives of the Prairie Grain Portal.  Following an opening statement by 

Upfront, PGP will take 10-15 minutes to present a brief presentation-deck, which you 

will be able to see on your screens.  Then we will follow a Q&A format for discussion, 

where you can ask questions about our mandate, agenda, initiatives, or concerns. 

You will find the presentation deck on our portal, on the registration-page, that sets 

the stage for discussions during these sessions.  Topics we hope to cover include the 

following, but the floor will be open to any questions, comments, or suggestions you 

may have -- curious, supportive or critical, we want to hear them all.   

➢ Challenges that bulk-trade-dependence poses to the future of Prairies 

➢ What do we mean by direct-channels and how will they function? 

➢ Risk-reward trade-offs: bulk-trade versus direct export channels 

➢ What do we need to do to attract importers: recasting our image? 

➢ Role of farm-profiles: critical window into our production sources  

➢ Platform evolution: Farm-Profiles to Grain-Mall to Trade-Forum 

➢ Time-lines: where we are at and when do we think trades will materialize 

Aside from these consultative sessions, we always encourage you to contact us 

directly with any questions you may have, or topics you want to discuss.  We are 

only an email away, and always open to email exchanges or phone conversations. 
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More Consultative Initiatives 

Virtual Meetings:  Our virtual-program will continue as long as there is demand.  

Though we were skeptical about this venue at the outset, preferring in-person 

meetings, with the model we developed, we now believe it is going to be effective in 

conveying our mission and attracting participants.  Although we are launching the 

program in Saskatchewan, we plan to extend its reach to Manitoba and Alberta. 

In-Person Gatherings:  In addition, however, we still believe in the virtues of in-

person gatherings, which we will pursue by holding town-hall or coffee-shop like 

meetings as soon as conditions become conducive in late Spring or early Summer.  

These will start across Saskatchewan, and in time extend to Manitoba and Alberta -- 

in all three provinces we will coordinate virtual and in-person venues in tandem. 

One-on-One Engagement:  Aside from these group venues, we still see a pressing 

need for one-on-one engagement with producers, which we will initiate through 

email or phone-calls and follow up with farm-visits.  Initially the need for these 

engagements is evident in the context of our farm-profile program, but as we 

progress into the trade-facilitation phases, they will become all the more essential. 

Local Area Clubs:  As we discussed in our earlier articles, direct-sales channels will 

present opportunities for producers to collaborate to fulfill larger contract-orders.  

We will make every effort on our part to facilitate the formation of local-area 

producer-clubs, strictly on a voluntary basis to serve their own interests -- 

consolidation in advance to attract buyers, or in response to purchase-requests.   

Through all these consultative initiatives, our objective is to deepen producer-

engagement in the process, whether to respond to sales opportunities we bring to 

the table, or opportunities they take the initiative to create for us to present to 

overseas buyers.  As we continue to emphasize, trade-facilitation is a collaborative-

process that requires engagement and participation on the part of producers. 
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Another Invitation to Farm-Profiles 

After our two articles (and many more posts) you may have had enough of our 

insistent calls to sign-up for our farm-profile-program.  But we can’t emphasize 

enough how important it is to convey to the world how advanced our farms are, and 

that they are not mere collection-points for bulk-trades.  They are production-

sources from which importers can procure a much broader range of high-quality 

crops and get them shipped directly in containers with crop-integrity intact. 

At the root of this neglect in promoting our production-capacity at the farm-level is 

our dependence on bulk-trades, where it does not matter where the crops come 

from as long as, once consolidated, grain-stocks meet certain grade and quality 

standards.  In direct-sales, however, crop-differentiation is even more important, 

and moreover, buyers would like to have more visibility into actual production-

sources they are buying from.  Thus, it is incumbent upon us to showcase our farms. 

Public agencies and producer associations do not seem to recognize the importance 

of this, but we hope producers can relate to it and sign-up for the program.  We are 

committed to making this as easy as possible for them and note that we need to 

present as many profiles as possible to move on to the next steps in our agenda, 

Farm-Mall and Trade-Forum, essential tools in facilitating direct-sales channels. 

 
  

 

 

https://www.prairiegrainportal.com/producer-profiles 
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XV.  Further Thoughts on Bulk-Trades 

We are calling for a shift away from bulk-trades to direct-sales.  We acknowledge 

that any change in trading practices brings certain risks and challenges that our 

producers must face and deal with.  We will come back to those associated with 

direct-sales in our next article but here we want to focus on bulk-trades, their 

drawbacks and more importantly the risks our bulk-exports face in global markets.   

At the outset let’s take a stock of where the grain-economy is at.  We have achieved 

significant yield-increases and export growth.  Also, our export-mix diversified, first 

with the addition of canola and later pulses -- the latter small in volume but 

significant in value.  But our two major crops, wheat, and canola, still account for 

75% of what we export, and 85% of our exports through the West Coast are in bulk.   

Producers have choices with regards to what they grow and how they export, but at 

the end of the day they are highly dependent on bulk-trades.  There is always talk if 

not disgruntlement about their captivity to a hand-full of grain companies and the 

low margins they end up getting.  Given the industry structure they face, there is no 

immediate relief in this regard, but even worse, we fear that the situation may 

further deteriorate in the years to come under increasing global competition.  

We start with a reminder that bulk-systems came with our regulated heritage but did 

not vanish into the privatized and liberalized era.  They bring certain advantages to 

producers, mainly steady purchases with secure and reliable payments.  But on the 

downside, they yield narrow margins and limit diversification to higher-value crops. 

Then we move on to a much greater danger our bulk-exports face in global markets.  

The next 20-30 years may not bring as much growth in demand for grains on the 

world stage as the last 20-30 years.  Moreover, supply is on the rise with rapid yield 

increases in emerging grain-growing regions, low-cost production-sources we would 

have difficulty competing with, intensifying the margin-squeeze on our producers. 

On the bright side, we do not have to remain so dependent to bulk-trades.  We have 

shown our capacity to diversify in the past, first to canola and later to pulses.  There 

are many other opportunities, not just wheat and barley but also other oil-seeds and 

coarse-grains, only if we could turn our attention to containerized-trade prospects. 

We raised these concerns in past articles but before our virtual town-hall meetings 

we thought we would restate our case, the need to wean off our dependence on 

bulk-trades.  Prior to these meetings, we will also post another article to look at the 

alternatives we are advocating, direct-sales, the risks and challenges they bring, so 

that you can relate to both sides, bulk and direct, to assess risk-reward trade-offs. 
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Bulk-systems and their shortcomings 

Bulk-systems came with the regulated heritage of the grain-industry, the Canadian 

Wheat Board era, but despite all the market-liberalization efforts, we could not 

shake off our dependence on these trade-channels.  Guided by our firm belief in 

unfettered market-forces, we rushed to privatize grain-industry assets (CWB and 

wheat-pools) without giving much consideration to competitive consequences. 

Bulk-systems are capital-intensive, with investment required in terminals both in the 

interior to consolidate and on the coast to ship.  Even post-privatization, the industry 

was going to further consolidate, leaving the system in the control of a handful of 

companies with little incentive to compete.  Thus, it should not come as a surprise 

that producers are now complaining about slim margins and unfair contracts. 

Also, within bulk-systems scale-economies come with more-of-the-same types of 

grains, thus their custodians favoring volume rather than crop-attributes, limiting 

crop-differentiation to fetch higher-prices in world markets.  Thus, grain-companies 

have a vested interest to stick to staple-crops, not specialty types or grades, with the 

unintended consequence of limiting value-driven diversification across the region. 

Proponents of bulk-systems may take exception to our claim that the grain-industry 

is overly concentrated with too much power over their suppliers, producers.  They 

would be right that grain-companies are price-takers from global markets, but with 

too much power over domestic suppliers that are largely captive to them -- not a 

monopoly but with oligopolistic tendencies that shape the Prairie grain-economy. 

Defenders of the status quo may also claim that if alternative channels were needed 

to achieve the full potential of our grain-economy, market-forces would rise to the 

challenge.  But it is a well-known fact that emerging or transitional markets may 

need “facilitation”, if for no other reason than providing information for markets to 

function effectively, to connect buyers and suppliers to facilitate trade.  And this is 

precisely our mission, to facilitate the formation of more competitive market-

channels.  We are trying to serve producer-interests, but not by imposing rules, 

regulations, or restrictions on grain-companies to limit their market-power. 
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Risks bulk-trades face in global markets 

Aside from these drawbacks inherent in bulk-systems, our staple-exports face much 

graver threats on the global stage:  demand growth slowing and supply from new 

sources increasing.  We had been achieving steady yield increases, and with fairly 

stagnant domestic demand, we had to export the surplus.  Global demand was there 

to absorb our production growth, but we made little effort to understand the 

underlying demand-drivers, instead assumed that these trends would prevail. 

China-factor:  China’s grain-imports have grown dramatically to represent as much 

as 20% of global grain trades, while accounting for two-thirds of our export growth in 

the last three decades.  China’s unprecedented growth spurt was bound to slow, 

together with its insatiable appetite for grain imports, as it had already risen from 

the poorest to middle-income country ranks.  To make matters worse, we let our 

trading relations with China to deteriorate to such an extent that now one-fifth of 

our total grain exports are in jeopardy, at least through traditional bulk-channels. 

New-sources:  Too self-absorbed in our own yield-increases and export growth, we 

ignored the fact that the same might be happening in other parts of the world, not 

just China where significant yield-increases were evident, but also what we call the 

New Grain Belt, stretching from Caucasia to Central Asia, a landmass as large as 

Canada or US.  China was highly instrumental in reviving the agricultural potential of 

this vast region with its Road and Belt Initiatives, and now is turning to it as a source 

of grain-imports, thereby putting our bulk-exports to China in jeopardy. 

The whole Asia Pacific region, including China will be turning to the New Grain Belt 

for their basic grain-needs to substitute for what we (together with all of Americas) 

export in bulk. This is the dark side of the story, but luckily there is also a bright side, 

only if we could wake up to the global market realities.  We in the Prairies have the 

capacity to shift to higher value crops, which China and other Asia Pacific countries 

will continue to have a need for -- not just new varieties but also higher grades of our 

staples like wheat and barley.  And this underlies the specialization imperative we 

are calling for, together with a shift from bulk to containerized grain-exports. 
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Our past diversification record 

For evidence of our farm-economy’s capacity to diversify, we only must look back on 

our past achievements, most notably first with canola and later pulses.  In both, 

these shifts were initiated by producers in response to new market opportunities, 

not mandated or induced by policy initiatives, public subsidies, or other incentives.   

Canola:  The shift to canola was an escape from CWB’s monopoly over wheat and 

barley exports.  Once it got underway, however, it was fueled by the higher prices 

the new crop fetched in both North American and overseas markets.  Our production 

reached EU levels, but with modest domestic demand, we became by far its largest 

exporter in the world, leaving behind higher margins to producers, as well as more 

value-add for the local economy through canola-oil -- crushed-canola became an 

animal-feed ingredient, as in China, by far our largest importer of the raw-crop. 

In two decades, our canola exports reached above 25 MT (half our wheat-durum 

exports) but mainly captive to bulk channels, with the exception of truck or rail 

shipments to the US.  Despite the better value-proposition, however, we found 

ourselves in a vulnerable position, source of two-thirds of total global trades, with 

almost half of our exports going to China.  Thus, now we are planning to crush more 

domestically, and with limited market for canola-oil, use it as a bio-fuel source. 

Pulses:  Our subsequent diversification wave to pulses came later, strictly market 

driven, nothing to do with regulatory matters like the canola-wave.  Producers were 

keen to explore and government agencies supportive of adapting these ancient and 

lucrative crops to local soil and growth conditions.  There were start-up pains with 

handling and shipping but in time they were overcome.  Now peas and lentils still 

represent only 10-15% of our grain-exports, but a much higher share in value.  

There was flirtation with the idea of exporting pulses in bulk, but containerization 

prevailed as the value-proposition was in crop differentiation and quality.  A very 

successful local company emerged, with an overseas partner, to package and export 

market-ready pulses.  Another local enterprise formed after rounds of mergers but 

ran into trouble, with its assets taken over by one of the oldest US grain-companies.  

Now the stage is set for growth in containerized pulse exports to global markets. 
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Many more opportunities remaining 

Now we face multitude of new diversification opportunities to higher value export 

crops that can be sold through direct-channels and shipped door-to-door in 

containers with crop integrity intact.  These include higher-grade varieties of wheat 

for flour-milling and food-processing, barley for brewing-distilling, high-value oil-

seeds, variety of coarse-grains, many niche or exotic grains, and organic-crops. 

Wheat:  Our largest crop-export, wheat (including durum) hovered around 20 MT/yr. 

over the last 25 years, though global trade volume was increasing.  We seemed to be 

content with our traditional markets, failing to take advantage of new ones with the 

excellent quality of our grades, especially durum.  There is huge potential to increase 

the value of our wheat-exports only if we could shift to containerized deliveries. 

Barley:  Our barley exports are modest (once 2 MT/yr. and even lower now) mainly 

because what we have in the offering is in bulk, mainly suitable for feed.  We missed 

out on different grades of barley that fetch higher value for brewing or distilling.  

These trades involve smaller containerized deliveries to specific locations -- huge 

market potential in this segment across Asia Pacific, especially the China-market. 

Oil-seeds:  Content with canola, we had ignored other oil-seed varieties.  Recently 

we discovered the potential for high-quality soybeans, now with our export volume 

reaching 4 MT.  There is potential for growth in this domain across Asia as long as we 

stay away from cheap, low-grade soybean that China buys mainly from US and Brazil, 

almost 100 MT/yr. for animal-feed, while using domestic varieties for food or sauce. 

Coarse-grains:  Unlike the US, we do not grow much corn or sorghum, but in smaller 

quantities we do grow enough of other coarse-grains to export, like oats and rye 

(largest exporter in both), and also have the potential to grow other varieties.  There 

is export potential in this domain if we turned our attention to containerized-exports 

-- breakfast-cereal exports to China alone is one huge market worthy of attention. 

Other specialty crops:  Our soil-and-growth conditions are conducive to much further 

diversification to more exotic or niche crops, including organic-of-anything that we 

have the potential to grow for export.  However, the key to all these small market 

opportunities is containerization, as orders are small and require direct deliveries to 

customer locations -- all high-value and lucrative, as long as trade-risks are managed. 

These are the type of opportunities we see for Prairie producers in a value-driven 

strategy to diversify and realize higher-margins from their lands, instead of sticking 

to the bulk-trades that they have always been so dependent on if not captive to.  But 

the key to success in all these trades, even wheat which we cannot even relate to in 

this way, is containerization, ability to ship direct to customers with crop-integrity 

intact (mostly IP-trades) -- all worth considering for the sake of future prosperity! 
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XVI.  Risks and Challenges of Direct-Sales 

It is always difficult to contemplate change, particularly when confronted with such a 

fundamental shift that may affect our livelihoods.  You may not be content with the 

current situation, if not truly frustrated and fed up, but a paradigm-shift like the one 

we’re calling for may be scary.  There are many unknowns to contemplate and assess 

down any new path, but we should resist the temptation to stick to the status quo. 

This is only natural and rational; thus, it is wise to dwell on “risks” rather than get 

carried away with the “rewards”.  Accordingly, before our upcoming virtual-meetings 

we thought we would publish a short piece to address some of the concerns you 

may have about direct-sales.  Also, rather than the many virtues of direct-sales, with 

prospects of higher margins, here we are going to focus on risks and challenges. 

Before getting into these matters, we also ask you to reflect on our previous article, 

where we brought up our concerns about the future of bulk-trades.  The global 

demand-and-supply situation may put our bulk-exports in jeopardy, threatening the 

channels we take comfort in and continue to rely on.  Thus, there is a push-factor at 

play as well -- a necessity to consider alternatives for the survival of our grain-sector. 

Shifting to direct-sales is all about risk-reward trade-offs, weighing the potentially 

higher rewards against the trade-risks involved.  To this end, we keep emphasizing 

the importance of risk assessment and management.  Properly vetted contracts with 

secure payments are always preferable to one-off sales, and so is risk-spreading over 

multiple contracts or crops with different parties – a more diversified portfolio. 

You may also worry about grain-servicing and container-supply.  The latter has been 

a perennial problem, but we feel confident about our ability to pull containers inland 

that otherwise return empty to Asia, or to move your grains to the coast to load 

those containers.  As to grain processing and handling services, there is more than 

what meets the eye, and as these trades flourish even more capacity will surface. 

Then we turn to the greatest challenge we face, attracting buyers.  Our region is 

known for its bulk-exports, not its farms that buyers can do business with.  We can 

change this image, but only with your active participation in posting farm-profiles, 

which we can then incorporate into our trade-mall concept.  The goal here is to 

provide visibility into our region by displaying our farm-capacity and crop-variety. 

We hope that this brief discussion paper, together with the previous one on the risks 

our staple-exports face, is helpful in assessing risk-reward trade-offs between bulk 

and direct sales channels.  We are looking forward to discussing these matters with 

you further in our upcoming virtual-meetings, and hope to receive more comments 

and suggestions from you to shape up the discussion-agenda for those meetings.    
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Managing Trade Risks  

All along we have been upfront with the fact that though direct-sales may yield 

higher margins, they also bring more trade-risks to worry about than you may be 

accustomed to through bulk-channels.  As narrow as bulk-trade margins may be, 

producers are familiar with the contractual arrangements and enjoy secure payment 

terms -- though some may doubt that when faced with contract-conflicts. 

In stepping out of the familiar bulk terrain into direct-sales, producers ought to be 

much more careful in selecting credible buyers and considering all the trade-risks: 

➢ More market research into targeted end-markets before making crop choices 

suitable to own conditions, with options to fall back on conventional channels 

➢ Develop a strategy to strike a balance between bulk and direct sales, and limit 

exposure to any one channel or buyer -- risk-spreading across different channels 

➢ As much as possible, rely on contract-orders from credible buyers, with due 

diligence into their corporate background, reputation, and financial strength 

➢ Make sure that the buyer needs your crops as much as you need its payments -- 

try to gain “critical” supplier status, not just one of many they procure from 

➢ Before entering contracts, solicit professional and legal advice regarding terms-

and-conditions, delivery and payment terms, dispute resolution clauses, etc. 

➢ Assess own production capacity before taking on contractual obligations, 

including grade and quality promises, volume commitments, and delivery dates 

➢ Engage credible service providers (handling, processing and logistics) that can be 

relied upon, with contractual obligations to meet fulfillment/delivery conditions 

➢ Go through licensed export agents to ensure insurance-coverage, and line-up 

reputable agents to clear customs and make deliveries at the import end 

The above list may sound onerous but keep in mind that even regular contracts you 

enter with local grain-companies have their drawbacks.  Also, bear in mind the risks 

bulk-exports face in global markets; the future may not be as secure as you may be 

led to believe.  Most importantly, take small-steps in switching to new channels; 

diversify your crop-base and do not bet an entire year’s supply on direct-sales. 
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Grain handling capacity 

Many of you may remember the growth pains on the grain processing and handling 

front as the pulse-wave was getting underway.  Startup pains cannot be forgotten 

but local initiatives did emerge, and a number of local grain companies turned their 

attention to these budding trades.  The handling and containerization capacity may 

still not be where we would like, but a mature industry segment has fallen in place, 

and pulses now account for 10-15% of our grain exports, a significant achievement. 

In the meantime, we have seen containerization initiatives in other segments as well, 

still too limited in scale but nevertheless worth taking note of.  The few start-ups we 

watched were successful in setting up cleaning, grading, bagging, and loading 

facilities with all the necessary equipment in place.  The problem, however, has been 

sustaining steady volumes to stay alive in this business, clearly due to a lack of trade-

facilitation channels to give rise to a viable grain handling sector with staying power. 

To use a cliché, this is a classic chicken-and-egg problem.  Without steady volumes 

you cannot expect a viable service-sector to emerge, and without that in place, you 

cannot fulfill contract orders.  But we thought long and hard about this challenge, 

and developed concept-plans to nurture new export-channels to form -- at our 

logistics partners’ facilities, or through third-party contract arrangements, and in all 

likelihood, hybrid models across the region, depending on specific service needs. 

One reality is clear, however, that you cannot build facilities and deploy equipment 

in advance waiting to be utilized.  Trade-facilitation must come first to gain better 

insights into the type of trades that are likely to emerge before investing in facilities 

and equipment.  Requirements are going to be very different for container loads of 

wheat or barley than specialty-soybean or custom-mixes of coarse-grains or oilseeds. 

We cannot make any contractual commitments to third-parties or ask anybody to 

invest until we have more visibility into the types of grain-trades we are going to 

generate.  But we do have contingency plans to handle different crops through 

existing channels.  Also, our principal logistics-partner, Arrow, is keen to extend its 

reach into these service domains once needs and volumes gain greater clarity. 
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Container supply difficulties 

We are encouraged to see that many producers are expressing interest in direct-

sales channels.  But the typical response we get is: where are we going to find the 

containers to fulfill these orders?  We are all too familiar with this perennial supply 

problem across the Prairies.  But if we continue to knock on railway doors for empty 

containers, we are going to get more of the same answer, as they are not your local 

container-store.  In fact, they have no control over container-flows to help you. 

We have been hearing these complaints for decades since we were retained in 1990 

by the provincial government to look into this pressing problem and find solutions.  

But our recommendations to work with shipping-lines, to develop balanced trade-

flows and service-plans to pull more containers inland, have never been taken 

seriously.  Instead, shippers and governments alike have been begging railways and 

port-authorities to find solutions to a problem they have little influence over.  

The reality is that there are huge volumes of containers returning empty from our 

coast to serve the head-haul in Trans-Pacific trades, enough to give a significant 

boost to containerized grain-exports.  But even beyond this, shipping-lines can direct 

more containers eastbound across the Pacific through our ports instead of others in 

the US, as long as westbound grain exports continue to grow to balance the flows. 

The reason shipping-lines do not release containers inland, instead swallow the cost 

of returning them empty, is that timely port-returns are rare events.  They will not 

take these risks when the priority lane for them is eastbound, where they have to re-

position empty containers as steadily as they can.  Pulling containers inland and 

returning them back to the coast will take more time, but if done reliably, shipping-

lines will gladly put more containers on those routes to earn back-haul revenues. 

We are already engaged with shipping-lines to find practical solutions.  The problem 

is somewhat more complicated than just balancing imports from Asia and exports 

from the Prairies, as there is another piece to the puzzle, pulling containers inland 

loaded to make them available for outbound grain shipments.  Otherwise, we also 

must consider moving grain-exports to where the empty containers are, instead of 

loading them at source -- issues that boil down to cost, not lack of container-supply.  

   

 



Prairie Grain Portal 

 36 

Real challenge: reaching buyers 

Aside from managing trade-risks, developing the service-capacity, and re-positioning 

empty containers inland, the more pressing challenge is reaching out to buyers and 

presenting a compelling case for procuring the grains they need at source from 

producers.  In this vein, we keep stressing the importance of recasting our global 

image from one of bulk-trades to an advanced farm economy, where a huge variety 

of crops can be sourced from farms and shipped direct to end-users in containers. 

To this end, we presented a five-prong strategy to promote ourselves to prospective 

buyers -- advanced farms, research capacity, crop variety, institutional capacity, and 

logistics services.  The article we posted on this topic attracted a lot of attention 

from producers.  But ironically, we cannot seem to get public-agencies or producer-

associations to take this initiative seriously, even though the perils bulk-trades face 

in global-markets are evident and we must create alternative export-channels. 

However, we are not going to let that distract us from our determination to carry on 

with our trade-mission.  We laid out a plan to bring more visibility into our farm-

economy by showcasing farm-profiles, which we believe will attract the attention of 

grain-buyers from all around the world.  Moreover, we developed a virtual-grain-

mall concept, a web-platform to display our production-capacity and all the crop-

varieties we have in the offering, for buyers to purchase directly from producers. 

We now have a template on our website where you can see what a farm-profile will 

look like, and what is involved in developing one for you.  We are also developing an 

image and database platform to transfer these templates to, where we will have the 

capacity to manage 1000+ farm-profiles (more if there are subscribers).  But without 

your active engagement and participation we cannot see this project through -- we 

urge you to sign-up, and with a little bit of input from you, we’ll take care of the rest. 

In order to sway you to direct-sales, we know we have to alleviate your concerns, be 

it trade-risks, service-capacity or container-supply.  We are confident of our capacity 

to assist you on these fronts, but the more pressing challenge we face is reaching out 

to buyers, and for this we need your help with farm-profiles.  The world knows us for 

bulk-trades, not as a region where they can buy quality grains directly from farms. 
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XVII.  How to Alleviate Container Supply Shortage 

In our last article we discussed the challenges the Prairies face in shifting to direct-

export channels -- namely trade-risks, grain-handling, container-supply and buyer-

attraction.  In our opinion the latter is the most critical challenge that we must pay 

attention to at this stage, not to diminish the importance of the others but they can 

be tackled as trade-facilitation efforts bear fruit and contracts start to materialize. 

But we acknowledge that first and foremost on producers’ minds is lack of container 

supply to fulfill direct-sales, making them weary of the prospects of what we are 

advocating -- containerized exports.  Thus, we decided to follow up on this topic to 

help alleviate their fears; this is a challenge, but it is one that can be overcome if 

approached rationally with an understanding of how container-flows are managed. 

At the outset we want to be upfront that producers are not wrong based on their 

past experience, or what they observe from the experiences of others.  All shippers 

face formidable difficulties when they need containers in the interior, but we must 

understand that containers are not motorized-units that can be dispatched to where 

you need them; their flows are managed by their custodians, the shipping lines. 

Exporters across the Prairies see train-loads of containers passing them by or stacked 

up in rail-yards.  The natural inclination is to ask the railways to release one of the 

many empty containers in transit.  But railways do not control container movements; 

shipping-lines do, as part of their global trade-flow-management patterns.  Thus, it is 

rare that shippers can find empty containers to ship export-loads where they want. 

On the bright side, we know that significant volumes of empty containers return 

empty from both Vancouver and Prince Rupert, mainly because they need to be re-

positioned back in Asia to serve the head-haul trades.  The only solution for us is to 

work with the shipping-lines to pull them inland for grain-trades, which is not an 

insurmountable challenge as long as reliable return arrangements can be made.  

At the root of the container shortage problems, we face is that these types of 

shipments, particularly in grain-trades, tend to be sporadic, one off orders to fulfill 

spot-sales.  Shippers expect to find containers at the door-steps of the railways when 

export-loads are ready to ship.  But little effort is made to plan for container supply 

with the shipping-lines, which insist on steady flows and reliable returns to the coast. 

We see this routinely in pulse-trades, but not in the operations of a sophisticated 

shipper like AGT, which exports large volumes in containers (both east and west) by 

working closely with both the railways and shipping-lines.  Same can be duplicated in 

other direct-trades, but key success-factors are sustained contract volumes, working 

relationships with shipping-lines, and reliable service-plans in moving containers.  
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Empty container capacity on the coast 

We have been citing empty containers returning from the West Coast, while that 

capacity could be put to productive use to carry grain-exports to Asia.  There are 

challenges associated with pulling those containers inland to facilitate door-to-door 

shipments to end-users, but at least grains can be moved to the coast by truck or rail 

to transship in containers to end-markets.  We will come to these options next, but 

here let us first quantify the empty container capacity returning from Vancouver. 

In 2020 (most recent year that statistics are available for) inbound container traffic 

to Vancouver was 1.85 million TEU -- 97% loaded, and only 3% empty.  The same 

year outbound container traffic was 1.61 million TEU, 65% loaded and as much as 

35% empty.  This empty capacity was 570,000 TEU, 88% 40-ft, 7% 20-ft and 5% 45-ft 

containers -- that could carry 10-15 MT of grain-exports rather than returning empty. 

From 2015 to 2020, inbound container capacity increased by 17%, mostly loaded 

with empty capacity varying in the 2-3% range.  Over the same period, outbound 

capacity increased by only 9%, with more containers being diverted elsewhere 

(diversions increasing from 7% to 13%).  At the same time, the loaded share of 

outbound capacity declined from 72% to 65%, with 570,000 TEU returning empty in 

2020 compared to only 408,000 back in 2015.  Thus, more containers are being 

diverted elsewhere, and also, a larger share of capacity is leaving Vancouver empty. 

In 2020, the loaded share of outbound container capacity was 1 million TEU, carrying 

14.5 MT of exports -- 5.5 MT forest-products, 4.8 MT agricultural-products, 4.2 MT 

other commodities.  Among agricultural-products, 3.1 MT were specialty-crops, 0.5 

MT feed, 0.8 MT cereals and 0.4 MT wheat.  The latter, wheat, was first reported in 

2018 and in two years increased by 66%.  In total containerized agricultural-exports 

increased by 40% since 2015, while forest-products shrunk by 20%.  Still, there 

remains more empty capacity to double or triple containerized agricultural exports.  

We do not have the same level of statistical granularity on Prince Rupert traffic, but 

in our last study we had estimated outbound container capacity at about 500,000 

TEU, a third of Vancouver.  Also, about a third of this capacity was returning empty, 

roughly 165,000 TEU -- capacity for another 3-5 MT of containerized grain exports. 
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Utilizing that capacity in grain-trades 

As we just displayed the rough estimates, there is considerable container capacity 

returning empty from our West Coast.  In the long-run there are ample opportunities 

to fill all these containers, and even more, with direct grain-exports.  But in the 

short-run the shift to containerized exports can only be managed gradually with 

more modest volumes.  Producers will need time to respond to new trade-channels, 

while the shipping-lines make adjustments to flow-patterns and container-supply.  

Next critical question is how to reposition those empty containers where they are 

needed for grain-trades.  If shippers from Asia knew that certain container-loads 

were routed to the Prairies, they would ship direct rather than de-stuffing most 

containers on the coast for further distribution.  But this will take time; in any event, 

Prairie-bound volumes would be small.  Thus, our starting assumption is that most if 

not all containers released to us on the coast would be empty for us to move inland. 

Repositioning these empty containers anywhere in the Prairies would be too costly 

to bear by grain-exporters or their customers, importers.  One option is to utilize this 

capacity to ship domestic traffic from the coast to the interior, what now moves in 

vans -- cabotage rules allow foreign-containers to handle domestic loads within one 

year of entry.  These re-positioning hauls will not cover their full costs, but at least 

they will compensate for a good part of what grain-trades would have to absorb. 

The other option is to keep the empty containers at or near the coast and move the 

grain-loads there by truck or rail to be then stuffed into containers for export.  This 

may pose a challenge to identity-sensitive loads, but in most cases appropriate 

remedies can be found to protect crop-integrity within IP-regulations.  This will also 

require facilities for grain-handling and container-stuffing, but our logistics partner 

has several facilities to accommodate these functions (at least near Vancouver). 

In summary, the best solution, for both us and producers, is to find empty containers 

near grain-sources, but we can also deal with empty containers released to us on the 

coast.  One option is to draw on other traffic to re-position these containers inland 

to be then loaded by grains for export.  Another option, probably the most practical 

in the short term, is to move grains to the coast by truck or rail to be containerized.  
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Enticing shipping-lines to cooperate with us 

Trade imbalances across the Pacific, giving rise to empty container returns to Asia, is 

not a new phenomenon, dating back decades and driven by the export boom from 

Asia Pacific.  Shipping-lines used to make an effort to generate low revenue back-

hauls, like paper or other waste, but these trades are in decline.  But they benefited 

from containerization of forest product exports -- pulp, paper, lumber, even logs.  

To utilize the capacity still returning empty across the Pacific, shipping-lines would 

prefer that grain-exports be moved to the coast to be containerized.  Their basic fear 

is that if they start releasing containers inland, they will lose control over port-return 

times.  This is of critical operational importance to them, as they must reposition 

containers on scheduled sailings back in Asia to serve eastbound trades. 

However, if the inland logistics arrangements could be relied upon for timely returns 

to the coast, they would obviously prefer to carry loaded containers back across the 

Pacific, as they will be earning additional back-haul revenues.  As long as port-return 

times are reliable, clearly shipping lines will be open to the proposition of releasing 

containers inland.  But they would have to assign more containers to these routes. 

If the return time on a given ocean-route across the Pacific is 2 weeks, and if the 

inland journeys into the Prairies are going to add another 2 weeks to those journeys, 

then the shipping-line will have to double the number of containers on that given 

route.  If the inland delivery is going to add yet another 2 weeks to the trip in Asia, 

then the number of containers assigned to that route will have to be tripled. 

From a shipping-line’s perspective, as long as containers are being properly utilized, 

and circulating efficiently through their routes, adding containers to any particular 

route will not be a concern.  Containers are cheap assets and even modest additional 

revenues would justify introducing more of them; container-capacity per se is never 

an issue, but their utilization and circulation are key concerns for the shipping-lines. 

Here we focus on direct dealings with the shipping-lines but it is worth keeping in 

mind that a significant share of their capacity is assigned to freight-forwarders.  We 

are also continuing a low-level dialogue with them; some have already contacted us 

in a promotional capacity.  We will intensify these discussions in the coming months. 
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Next steps in our alliance strategy moving forward 

Trans-Pacific trades are served by several shipping-lines, majors like Maersk and 

COSCO as well as many others.  Though the market is highly competitive, there are 

alliances and capacity sharing arrangements between them on different routes.  We 

must establish close relationships with all the players in this community but giving 

priority to the two majors.  Since we do not yet have visibility into our flow-patterns, 

initially we must cast our net quite widely before consolidating relationships. 

We already had preliminary meetings with the major shipping-lines to discuss our 

trade-facilitation initiatives.  There were no surprising responses as we had worked 

with them in the past on both sides of the Pacific; so, we did not get any push-back 

to our concepts.  In fact, they were quite positive and encouraging with a desire to 

cooperate as long as their principal concerns were taken care of -- necessity to avoid 

any speculative initiatives, and insistence on reliable container-returns to ports. 

As we had expected, shipping-lines are open to releasing empty containers at or near 

port locations, as long as we can commit to a couple of day turnaround from taking 

possession.  But they will also have to give consideration to our own delivery points 

in Asia Pacific, as they want those containers to be returned to their next-port (or 

loading) positions.  These discussions gave us impetus to give priority to our own 

container-loading plans at or near port locations in our strategy moving forward. 

There were also encouraging hints that small pools of containers may be becoming 

available on a regular basis at key Prairie centers.  Many of these hints were shared 

in confidence, thus we cannot reveal any more than these general references; also, 

they were too vague in nature to be useful for any strategy purposes.  However, we 

will be holding another round of discussions in a couple of months, and will be 

reporting on the details, as we promised on our portal when we first launched it. 

Now we are targeting another update on container supply issues in three months, 

with a clearer picture of what we have in store -- at or near port loading options, 

repositioned containers that can be made available for grain-trades in the interior, 

and any surprise discoveries of empty container pools across the Prairies.  Thus, our 

container-supply initiatives are underway, and we encourage you to stay tuned. 
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XVIII.  Another Look at our Export Profile 

We acknowledge the remarkable achievements in our grain-economy over the last 

few decades -- scientific-capacity, technology-advancement, yield-increases, crop-

diversification, among others.  But contrary to conventional wisdom, we maintain 

that our farm economy is not living up to its full potential – we are too dependent on 

bulk-trades with not enough crop-diversification.  We could be realizing much 

greater value from our grain-exports, with higher margins to our producers.  

At the core of our “mission” is a paradigm-shift to direct-sales through containerized 

export-channels.  This would reduce producers’ dependence on bulk-trades, which 

limit their potential to pursue a value-driven diversification strategy, thereby limiting 

the margins they realize from grain-trades.  This is by no means to restrict bulk-

trades, by regulatory or other means, but to make grain-trades more competitive 

with alternative sales-channels, allowing producers to increase their margins. 

There are several obstacles to overcome to achieve this mission -- lack of access to 

end-markets and shortage of container-supply being foremost among them.  We 

have a strategy to tackle both, but first we need a desire on producers’ part to try 

new trade-channels.  Anything “new” can be scary due to market or trade risks, but 

we also sense that producers take too much comfort in bulk-trades, which many 

believe have served them well in the past and will continue to do so in the future. 

Our annual grain exports were hovering around 25 MT, but following the 2002-

drought climbed up to 30 MT, and into next decade above 40 MT.  In 2020 we saw 

an unprecedented peak at 50 MT but falling back to 40 MT in 2021.  This crop-year, 

2021-22, is sending danger signals -- wheat exports down 40%, durum 35% and 

canola 45% compared to the same time previous crop-year.  It is too early to reach 

conclusions but the global risks we have been referring to might be materializing. 

We seem to be entering a period where the risks we try to bring attention to are 

surfacing, contrary to the belief that bulk-exports can always be relied on.  If 2021-22 

export-sales do not catch up, this coming crop-year’s producer-sales may be in 

jeopardy since bulk-stocks will still be carrying the previous year’s crop-purchases.  

Thus, there may be reasons to be considering alternative export-channels out of 

necessity, not just in search of further crop-diversification and higher-margins. 

Here, we try to investigate our existing export-portfolio, to gain better insights into 

the risks grain-exports face and how to mitigate them, by reducing our exposure, like 

in canola, and paying more attention to containerized wheat-exports.  We also note 

that as successful as we have been in the pulse domain, we are still scratching the 

surface of the global market potential.  Selectively, we also bring attention to plenty 

of further diversification opportunities in other coarse-grain and oil-seed domains. 
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Revisiting the vulnerabilities of our grain exports 

Let us start with the export-dependence of our grain-economy.  We export about 

half of what we produce, a share twice as high as the US.  Yield-increases are still on 

the rise; thus we expect to produce even more in the coming years.  Future viability 

of our grain-economy is dependent on overseas exports, as North American markets 

are mature with very limited growth prospects.  Thus, we must pay more attention 

to global demand and supply patterns to come to terms with where we stand.  

Despite all the diversification efforts, our two major export crops still account for 

75% of our total grain exports, wheat roughly 50% and canola another 25%.  Global 

canola trades are relatively small, with our market-share at 70%, which makes us far 

too exposed and vulnerable.  We are the world’s premier source of high-grade wheat 

varieties, though not with a huge market share.  Thus, we are much more secure in 

this domain than in canola, but still have a lot more to do to shore up our strengths. 

As we noted before, China had become our largest export destination, taking up 20% 

of our total grain exports; in the last 25 years China accounted for more than half our 

aggregate grain export growth.  China’s economic growth is slowing down, and so is 

its appetite for more grain imports.  Moreover, our trade relations have soured to 

such an extent that China may take more radical action, like a total import ban or a 

moratorium, putting one-fifth of our grain exports in jeopardy, a huge hole to fill. 

China is the world’s 2nd largest grain-producer, only 10% less than the US, but it is by 

far the largest grain-importer, taking up 20% of global exports (same share of ours).  

Its grain consumption has been increasing but so have its crop-yields.  Though it still 

needs to import vast volumes, now it is turning away from the Americas to its west, 

a vast region we call New Grain Belt.  Other grain-importers from Asia Pacific may be 

looking to do the same, increasing competition for another fifth of our grain exports. 

The moral of the story is simple: though our grain-exports face risks, we do very little 

to understand them, let alone try to mitigate them.  We take comfort in our past 

export-growth and feel too secure about the future to be taking steps to reduce our 

dependency on bulk-trades and staple-crops.  If we paid more attention to the risks 

we face, perhaps we would be keener to diversify our exports through new channels.  
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Need to limit our exposure to canola exports 

The shift to canola started as an escape from CWB’s monopoly over wheat and 

barley, initially in a small way, but in time becoming our second largest crop behind 

wheat, about a quarter of both our grain-production and grain-exports.  Producers 

were happy to realize somewhat higher revenues and yields than from wheat.  Prices 

held their own in relation to other crops and volumes kept growing in tandem with 

overall grain output, making canola an indispensable pillar of our grain economy.  

With a persistent shift to canola, we became second largest producer of this crop, 

just behind the EU.  But unlike EU that processed or consumed most of what it was 

producing, we had to export much of what we grew, making us the world’s by far the 

largest exporter of canola-seeds, with 70% global share in a fairly narrow market, 

less than 20 MT trade volume (one-tenth of wheat).  Also, one importer was taking 

half of our exports, China, itself 3rd largest canola-seed producer behind us and EU.   

As long as export-volumes were growing and China was importing more, we did not 

pay much attention to our exposure.  We woke up when China started threatening 

to reduce its imports of Canadian canola, even halt them altogether.  Given limited 

capacity elsewhere, China could not easily replace us, but could increase its own 

production.  One-third more land-allocation to canola on China’s part, a fraction of 

that used for corn or wheat, would reduce our canola-seed exports by half.  

In an effort to limit the export vulnerability that comes with our market dominance, 

now there are plans to crush more canola domestically to use as a bio-fuel source.  

But we have our doubts about the value-proposition behind this new grain-based 

industrial-chain that may not leave enough margins to satisfy grain-producers.  

Moreover, there are multi-dimensional environmental implications that we will not 

get into here but suffice to raise the obvious -- why grow fuel instead of food?   

Instead, we would advocate switching to crops that would yield higher margins to 

producers.  There are other oil-seeds to consider, like high-grade soybean we are 

having such success with.  Also, many producers seasonally rotate between canola 

and wheat, an indication that soil-conditions are not unique to canola; they are also 

conducive to wheat, barley or other coarse-grains, all better value-propositions.  
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Leveraging our reputation in wheat exports 

Our global position in our even-larger-volume-crop, wheat, has been much different.  

Unlike canola, a niche oil-seed, wheat is the 2nd largest volume crop produced in the 

world after corn, and represents the largest trading-volume, almost 30% more than 

corn.  We are 7th largest wheat producer and 5th largest exporter in the world, with 

our export volume only a third less than the US, the largest exporter.  US, Russia, and 

EU have 15-16% of global exports each; like Australia and Ukraine we have 11-12%.  

Unlike in canola, where we have 70% market-share and highly dependent on one 

importer, China, our position in wheat is much stronger.  Wheat accounts for 50% of 

our grain-export volume, but our market share is highly defensible.  Moreover, what 

distinguishes us is the quality of wheat we export, which in value terms makes us the 

world’s largest exporter.  With the varieties we produce and the quality of what we 

export, we truly stand-out as the premier source of wheat on the world-stage.  

Our wheat exports were 20 MT 25 years ago, and still the same in 2021, albeit with 

fluctuations in the interim and an all-time high at 25 MT in 2020.  But the wheat 

share of our grain exports declined from 75% to 50%, a sign of healthy diversification 

in our export mix.  Our share of global wheat trades did decline but we maintained 

our position as the highest value exporter on the world stage.  The challenge now is 

how to leverage this position to further increase the value of our wheat exports. 

We have a broad range of varieties in the types of wheat we grow and export, be it 

hard-red or soft-white, all known for their excellent quality and grade differentiation.  

But the jewel in our wheat basket is durum, about a fifth of our wheat exports that 

fetch more than double the price of other varieties.  Though we dominated durum 

trades with 60% market share, lately we have been missing out on growth prospects, 

both in our traditional European markets and emerging ones in Asia Pacific.  

Again, the main bottleneck here is our reliance on bulk-trades that may not hold us 

back from differentiating our wheat varieties, as they all trade in large volumes, but 

prevent us from meeting end-user requirements with more specific crop attributes 

in smaller quantities.  We could be increasing the value of our wheat exports further 

through direct-sales channels that can be fulfilled with containerized deliveries. 
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How to exploit our full potential in pulses 

Pulses are ancient crops, dietary mainstay of many old civilizations but rediscovered 

lately for their protein content, highest among all grains.  Global pulse production 

was always significant (50-60 MT) but mostly locally consumed.  That started to 

change lately with annual trade-volumes reaching 16-17 MT -- comparable to canola 

in both production and trade volumes, but much higher in value.  International Grain 

Council recently added pulses as a grain-class so that they would get more attention. 

Only into this century that we discovered our potential in the pulse domain.  After 

dedicated R&D efforts into soil-conditions and farming-practices, we established 

ourselves as the best pulse-growing region in the world.  Though dry-peas had long 

been grown in Ontario and Quebec, Prairies (especially Saskatchewan) became the 

focus of attention, with the potential of growing the highest quality varieties of a 

wide range of pulse-crops -- first lentils and beans, later chick-peas and faba-beans. 

Peas entered our statistics with 2 MT of exports in 2000-01 and peaked at 3.4 MT in 

2016-17 -- they were close to 3 MT in 2020 but dipped below 2 MT with the draught-

effect.  Lentils did not enter export-statistics until the late 2000s, but increasing to 

1.4 MT in 2020, before slumping back to 1.1 MT with the draught in 2021.  In the last 

couple of years chick-pea and faba-beans started appearing in our export records 

but in very small volumes.  Thus, our total pulse exports are still in 4-5 MT/yr. range. 

Unlike our other staple-exports like wheat and canola, pulse trades are mostly 

containerized, and our exports are in the hands of grain-companies with end-

market-reach, through regional wholesalers and even processors.  A local start-up in 

partnership with an end-market distributor, gave the initial boost to our pulse-

exports.  Since, another old US grain-company entered the market with formidable 

containerization capacity.  But direct trading channels are still underdeveloped. 

With best growing-conditions in the world and an already established reputation, we 

are still grossly under-performing our potential in global pulse-trades.  After 20 years 

in the making, our global market-share is still about 25%; there is potential to double 

our exports to above 10 MT annually.  We are hoping to contribute to this growth 

through our trade-facilitation efforts by opening up more market access channels. 
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Further export diversification and growth opportunities 

Let us first sum up the principal export-crop domains we tried to cover above: 

➢ Canola:  Our exports are vulnerable, too large a share of a narrow market and 

dependence on China.  We must reduce our seed-exports, and rather than bio-

fuels, we favor switching to other crops to better serve producer interests. 

➢ Wheat:  Our exports are even larger but with a much more defensible global 

market share.  In fact, we could increase the value of our exports by focusing on 

direct, containerized exports of higher-quality varieties with specific attributes.   

➢ Pulses:  With a stellar reputation in this domain, we have achieved notable 

growth but still under-performing.  There is potential to double our high-value 

exports in this domain through already established as well as new channels. 

But our diversification and growth potential is not limited to these three domains: 

➢ Soybean:  We have been successful with high-grade varieties to escape the bulk 

markets dominated by US and Brazil.  Since the early 2000s our exports have 

increased steadily reaching 3.5 MT in 2021, with even further growth potential. 

➢ Barley:  Our exports of this traditional board-grain had dwindled to 1 MT but in 

2021 it was up to almost 4 MT.  There is further growth potential in exports of 

barley varieties for malting, shipped in containers to brewers and distillers.  

➢ Oats:  This has long been in our export mix in small quantities, 1 MT/yr or less, 

but increasing to 1.5-2.0 MT range more recently.  As in other coarse grains, 

there is growth potential by targeting specific uses/markets in container-loads. 

Whether in bulk or containers, we tend to look at export prospects through specific 

crop-lenses. We tend to overlook the diversity of our crop-mix, and the potential in 

preparing mix-loads of crops to export for specific purposes to fulfill custom-orders:  

➢ Animal-feed:  All animal-husbandry sectors (beef, pork, or poultry) tend to buy 

from feed-producers but with all the crop varieties (and other ingredients) we 

could be exporting container-loads of custom feed-mixes directly to feed-lots. 

➢ Breakfast-mixes:  There are huge and rapidly growing breakfast-cereal markets 

across Asia Pacific.  We have all the ingredients to be shipping custom ordered 

cereal-mixes in containers to manufacturers or distributors, like we do in pulses.  

➢ Milling/processing:  We could also target flour-mills or food-processors the same 

way.  Often, they need not just one crop but mixes that can directly go into their 

production-lines -- container-loads of custom-mixes delivered directly to plants. 

To identify these export opportunities, whether crop-specific or custom-mixes, we 

need a much better understanding of end-markets.  We must study production-

consumption trends, industry structures, processing technologies, and supply-chain 

practices -- all areas we are woefully inadequate in serving grain-industry needs.  We 

will turn to these market research and analysis needs in our next article. 
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XIX.  Need for More Market Research 

Our agricultural sector is one of the most advanced in the world -- not just Prairies 

but all regions of the country in whatever the product.  What brought us here is not 

just our natural endowments, but advances in science and technology we capitalized 

on.  We are at the leading-edge of the entire spectrum of agri-food sciences -- 

agronomy in general, seed-genomics, plant-pathology, entomology, or soil-sciences.   

Producers owe a great deal to scientific advances, which have been driving yield-

increases and crop-diversification -- first to canola, then to pulses, quality soybeans 

and many other crop varieties that don’t get as much mention as our staple-crops.  

We observe science-in-action in the fields, in close cooperation with producers, and 

by deploying the most advanced machinery and technology in all aspects of farming. 

In contrast to this stellar record at the production-end, our record at the market-end 

is not just limited but abysmal, ridden with complacency and indifference to what 

happens to our crops in end-markets.  We seem to take our ever-growing export 

volumes for granted, with little if any effort devoted to understanding the demand-

side of the equation -- new consumption trends or changing processor requirements. 

There are two strains of market-research our grain economy needs.  First, as in any 

line of business, we must understand our competition, other grain growing regions 

around the world -- what they are producing and exporting.  At this level, there are 

sufficient statistics to stay on top of global trends.  Sadly, when it comes to looking 

into the future, where yield-increases are or likely to come from, we fall far short.  

Second, if we are going to pursue a value-driven crop-diversification strategy, we 

must go deeper than aggregate production and export volumes.  As our focus shifts 

away from bulk-trades to direct-sales, we must understand the specific needs and 

requirements of end-users and prospective buyers at the end of these new trade-

channels.  We did this when tapping into markets for pulses, and now we must 

follow the same path in other crops where we see market opportunities.   

This article is meant to provide a glimpse of the competitive challenges and market 

opportunities we face, reflecting our belief that we should be devoting some of our 

market research efforts to the former, but much more to the latter.  To find new 

export-markets, we need to understand consumption-trends, identify corporate 

buyers to target for direct-sales, and where needed, establish distribution channels.   

Here we are not reporting research-findings but identifying themes that need to be 

investigated.  In the meantime, we are looking for suggestions from our followers as 

to what crop domains and geographical markets we should give priority.  Since we 

have limited resources, we are hoping for guidance from producers, and funding 

support from their associations and public agencies involved in the grain sector. 



Prairie Grain Portal 

 49 

Global demand-supply patterns 

In a market dominated by bulk-trades, producers are largely captive to a handful of 

grain-buyers.  They make crop-choices based on price signals they receive before 

seeding, commit to advance-contracts to cover their costs, and leave some stock to 

trade post-harvest, again principally guided by prevailing price trends.  They pay little 

attention to global shifts in demand-and-supply patterns; they are preoccupied with 

fulfilling contract-orders, leaving market details to bulk-traders.  In the long run, this 

neglect hurts producer-interests, but this is how the current bulk-system works. 

China-Factor:  In view of the dire state of our trade relations it may be too late to 

focus on this, but there are still lessons to learn from the past.  Once self-sufficient if 

not on the verge of poverty, this rising power became the world’s largest grain 

importer, buying one-fifth of global exports and the same share of ours.  We paid 

little attention to what was driving China’s insatiable appetite for more grain imports 

and took advantage of prevailing trends as long as they lasted through bulk-exports. 

China was paying attention to the agricultural sector, achieving yield and quality 

increase.  But demand was increasing at much higher rates than they could produce 

domestically, particularly as the affluence-affect was shifting dietary and culinary 

traditions, especially through explosive growth of meat-consumption, which in turn 

gave rise to a huge increase in feed-consumption.  Now grain-needs are tampering 

relative to their prior explosion, but still growing with new shifts in grain-demand. 

New Grain Belt:  In search of new import sources, initially China extended its reach 

to Africa and South America, with colonial-type models but without much success.  

Later it turned to its continental-west, stretching from Central Asia to Caucasia, this 

time with a more comprehensive strategy, not just building infrastructure (ports, 

roads, and railways) but also reviving agriculture (together with other resources).  

Grain imports from this vast region were already on the rise into the new century, 

but now they are picking up steam, and the whole region is likely to turn into China’s 

bread-basket.  Another factor to consider is that the railways being built across this 

region turned into intermodal-bridges, facilitating containerization of grain-trades 

moving east, not just to China but to the entire Asia Pacific region. 
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EU Grain-Economy:  This ever-expanding body of nations had always been a much 

larger grain-producing region than us, but our grain-exports to the EU were holding 

their own, thus we did not pay it much attention.  We overlooked a fundamental 

transformation that was taking place.  West European agriculture had always been 

smaller-scale at the production end, more locally specialized and self-sufficient with 

limited trade.  But all that changed quickly with the Union’s expansion to the east. 

Throughout the Soviet-era, agriculture in East Europe had been left behind, trying to 

remain self-sufficient with limited trade, but that started changing into the 1990s 

and beyond.  Those that joined EU advanced, specialized, and got integrated into the 

EU agricultural-economy, while even those that failed to join the Union became 

agricultural extensions of it.  Now we have a larger, highly advanced, and specialized 

agricultural region trading largely in container-loads through intermodal channels. 

North America:  The US is a much larger producer and exporter of grains, but our 

grain-sector is much larger in relation to our GDP and our export-to-production ratio 

is double that of US.  Also, we have a sizeable trade-surplus in grains with the US that 

is no longer our largest but still third largest export destination.  Thus, we cannot 

ignore what is going on to the south of our border; we must pay close attention to 

the US not just as an export market but also as a competitor in overseas markets. 

Also, the US is even more dependent on bulk-trades than us: its two principal crops, 

corn and soybean, account for 70% of grain-exports, and if we add wheat, the share 

of 3 staples reaches over 90%.  Thus, the US is even more vulnerable to competition 

from emerging regions than we are and may follow a similar specialization and 

containerization path as we are advocating at home.  As a major competitor on the 

world stage, we cannot take our eyes off how the US responds to global pressures. 

If these issues, together with many other on the global stage, had been paid more 

attention to in the past, perhaps we would have jumped on the paradigm-shift we 

are calling for now much earlier.  It is never too late, but we must grasp global 

market realities: how global supply-and-demand patterns are changing, where our 

competition is coming from, and what opportunities to focus on.  And in order to 

make wiser crop-choices and sales-decisions, we have to deepen our understanding 

of end-markets much further -- prosperity does not come easy in any line of 

business.  
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Grain consumption trends 

Aside from overall shifts in supply-demand patterns, if we are going to pursue high-

value diversification opportunities through direct-sales channels, we first must 

deepen our understanding of demand-drivers in the end-markets we target.  As we 

stated before, we are not casting our trade-facilitation efforts worldwide, instead 

focusing on Asia Pacific markets.  This region includes many countries at different 

levels of development, but here let us first cite some examples from China -- world’s 

largest grain-export destination, and a country our portal is most familiar with. 

Meat consumption:  The most significant demand growth in world markets in recent 

decades came from China, and meat consumption was the single largest demand-

driver.  In addition to more pork and poultry, beef entered the diets, coupled with 

increases in milk and egg consumption.  Husbandry sectors expanded, requiring vast 

quantities of grain-imports to feed animals, for slaughter or milk-egg production.  

Grain use for feed was about half of food 25 years ago, but now about the same. 

China’s meat consumption has been increasing rapidly, in 30 years pork 3-fold, 

poultry 8-fold and beef 9-fold, while milk consumption increased 10-times.  China 

was already a major pork-consumer but now consumes 50% of the global total, 

together with 10% of beef and 20% of poultry.  Per capita pork consumption is 

among the highest, but overall meat consumption still fairly low – long way to go in 

beef and poultry to catch up with the world average, let alone US, Canada, or Brazil. 

Traditionally animal-stocks were fed with on-farm sources, but at the turn of the 

century there was a transition to commercial-feed.  In the process, a huge feed-

industry emerged, initially highly fragmented and mostly state-owned.  But with the 

ensuing growth and consolidation, private companies grabbed the lion’s share of the 

market.  The largest among them, a horizontally and vertically integrated private-

conglomerate has increased its share of the animal-feed market to more than half. 

Even low-end projections suggest that China may require as much as 50 MT more 

grain-imports to feed its animal-stocks.  The general inclination is to see this as an 

opportunity for more bulk exports, but there are advantages in shipping custom 

feed-mixes (seeds as well as meals) directly to feed-lots in containers.  Major feed-

companies can clearly see the cost savings in containerization and are already doing 

this from other grain-sources -- the largest among them from all across Asia. 
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Staple crops:  China’s principal food-crops are rice and wheat, traditionally more rice 

consumed in the south and more wheat in the north.  Per capita rice consumption 

used to be steady at about 20% higher than wheat, but the latter has increased by 

about 10% in the last two decades.  China grows enough of to be self-sufficient but 

has been importing wheat mainly to shore up its reserves (40% of world’s total).   

Looking into the future, we expect China to import more wheat, mainly as a result of 

food consumption trends.  Its current per capita consumption is higher than India 

and even Japan, a much more affluent country, and only slightly lower than the US, 

but less than a third of Australia and Canada, even Russia and Ukraine.  Given the 

culinary influences we observe, we expect China’s wheat consumption to increase. 

While bread takes up half the flour-use in the US, in China only 5%, while pastries-

cakes-cookies account for 40% in the US, in China only 20%.  And there is clearly an 

observable shift to western ways, not only bread-pastries but also fast-foods, not to 

mention more up-scale pizzas and pastas.  The local flour-quality for some of these 

foods is not quite adequate, thus requiring higher quality imported wheat grades.   

Bakery chains:  This segment is growing at 15-20% a year with both domestic and 

foreign chains expanding their footprint.  All sorts of western-style pastries are 

popular and widely consumed, but the most significant trend is the bread-revolution.  

China grows both higher and lower protein wheat that in principle could cater to the 

demand for most products, but local flours are not adequate to fuel the growth in 

high-end products -- thus, the demand for imported wheat at this end of the market. 

Italian influence:  The legend has it that Marco Polo introduced noodles to Italy, but 

now the Chinese have taken to Italian food with a vengeance – pizza outlets and 

Italian restaurants are popping up everywhere.  Anybody who takes pride in cooking 

or eating struggles with what can be made from local flours, but somehow creative 

chefs improvise.  As the mass-market develops, major flour producers will no doubt 

be turning their attention to it, but they would need high-grade imported-wheat. 

Breakfast traditions:  Breakfast staple in China used to be con-gee (rice-porridge), 

and in some areas (mainly north) wheat-buns (meat-stuffed if affordable).  Now 

commercial kitchens are into buffets, while home-breakfasts incorporate easy to 

cook or heat cereal-mixes.  The mass-market now is packaged dry cereal-mixes eaten 

with dairy or soya milk -- most of the coarse-grains in the mix must be imported.  
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Prime targets: corporate buyers. 

In search of export growth opportunities, the first step is focusing on consumption 

trends and demand-drivers, but market research-needs do not end there.  It would 

be unrealistic to expect potential buyers to find us among competing grain suppliers, 

no matter how favorable a position we may enjoy in terms the quality and variety of 

our grain-exports.  We must make an effort to reach out to prospective buyers. 

Once we identify target markets, geographically and by crop type, we must go 

deeper into industry structures and technology trends in those markets.  Here we 

focus on some of the target markets we cited above, again mostly China-centric.  

These are examples of export prospects presented by corporate-buyers, potentially 

higher-margin contract-sales opportunities our producers can pursue more easily 

than selling into wholesale or distribution channels, which we will come to next. 

Flour-mills:  China is the largest flour market in the world (even larger than EU), with 

its core wheat-supply taken care of domestically but in need of special wheat-grades 

to achieve specific flour-attributes for different uses.  Even in this additive capacity, 

there is potential for 4-8 MT of wheat exports to China (fraction of its total supply) 

only if we could normalize trade-relations.  This would boost our total wheat exports 

(about 20 MT now) by 20-40%, mostly with high-value grades (durum and other). 

The flour-milling industry in China currently has a capacity of about 90 MT, but still 

amid modernization and consolidation that has been underway for more than two 

decades.  This process has given rise to a huge over-capacity at the primitive end, but 

3 industry leaders have already emerged, with about 40% market-share and rapidly 

growing.  Largest among them has double the capacity of the largest milling group in 

North America, Ardent, and the other two about the same size as Ardent. 

In the course of this process China has gone through a milling-technology revolution, 

now as advanced as Buhler, world’s leader in this domain which also has most of its 

manufacturing capacity in China.  Having gone through 3 phases of advancement, 

the standard model evolved to mega-mills with multiple automated (wheat input 

and flour output) milling-lines, largest ones among them with 5000-6000T daily grind 

capacity.  And many more of these mega-mills are being built across the country. 
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Boutique-mills:  The modular nature of the new milling-technology developed in 

China was to cater to export markets, where flour-mills were known to be much 

smaller.  An unintended benefit was to allow local boutique-mills to emerge, and 

bakery-chains to get into flour-milling on their own, without having to compromise 

quality, in fact to be able to achieve specific flour-attributes to meet their needs.  

Thus, this boutique-mill sector is even more open to high-grade wheat exports. 

Food processors:  Leaving aside flour-milling, as in North America, food processors at 

large across Asia Pacific are also grain-buyers, not just wheat but a much wider range 

of grains.  There are vast opportunities to open direct-sales channels to corporate 

buyers, whose individual orders tend to be in smaller quantities, more suitable to 

containerized exports.  Currently they may be relying on intermediaries at the 

receiving end of our bulk trades, but now they can procure directly from producers. 

Brewers-distillers:  Over the years we missed out on barley export opportunities for 

failing to supply specialized distillers and brewers (or malt-suppliers) with the types 

of barley (or other crops) they need in containers.  Most of the barley we export 

through bulk-channels end up in feed-chains.  Through direct-sales and container-

shipments, we will get a chance to revive our barley exports, not just the regular 

varieties in our current export-mix but with larger volumes of higher-value grades.  

Cereal producers:  This is a much smaller industry segment than feed but still could 

become a significant export destination.  Our principal competitor in coarse grain 

varieties suitable for cereal-mixes, Australia, does a much more effective job in 

promoting its exports to Asia Pacific.  We must wake up to the growing potential in 

containerized cereal-mix exports by targeting large cereal-companies across the 

region, like we had earlier by trying to cater to the needs of the largest one in China. 

Feed producers:  There may not be too many opportunities to upgrade the crop-mix 

of existing feed-chains, but we have a chance to export containerized custom-mixes 

to feed-companies or directly to their customers in the husbandry sector. The key is 

to find large targets among them, as both ends are still highly fragmented.  Earlier 

we had targeted the largest in both, as well as dairy and meat industries, not just in 

China but the world, with requirements for more than million-tonnes of grain a year. 
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Wholesale and distribution channels 

The most suitable targets for direct-sales are corporate buyers that producers can 

reach out to directly but not all grain-trades lend themselves to this model.  There 

are many other crop groups or varieties that are sold to consumers with limited 

handling or packaging.  They may not require much processing but must go through 

distribution channels where the most effective agents are not easy to find and target 

by producers, thus the need for more end-market research in this vein.   

Pulse markets:  We repeatedly note that as the world’s premier pulse-growing 

region, the Prairies are grossly under-performing their global market potential, with 

scope to at least double our exports -- peas, beans, lentils, and other pulses.  Though 

India is still the largest market, it is ridden with protectionist impulses, while China 

has now become the world’s fastest growing pulse market.  Also, every one of the 

Asia Pacific countries we are targeting has a strong appetite for more pulses. 

Let us first look back to how we got to where we are.  On the production side we 

must acknowledge the role played by the research community and the public 

agencies, but on the marketing side AGT paved the way in partnership with a 

company that had a stronghold on pulse-markets in the Middle East.  There was no 

magic behind this model, which we now must duplicate in other markets, not just 

China but across Asia Pacific as local distribution is the key ingredient of success. 

Unlike other grain segments, where corporate end-users are the prime targets, pulse 

trades do not lend themselves to this model.  The crop-range is highly diverse and 

the main audience is consumers with different tastes and preferences, requiring 

distribution channels to reach them with the right product varieties and packaging.  

Also, we must bear in mind that the main interfaces are no longer just traditional 

public-markets but organized retail-channels and increasingly online-portals. 

AGT is not as dominant in Asia Pacific but trying to extend its reach, while Scoular 

has its eyes on this region as well.  Also, there are producer-cooperative initiatives to 

step into export trades, but whoever the sales-agent is at source, yet another agent 

at the distribution-end is unavoidable.  This may go against the direct-sales model, 

but the current channels have too many intermediaries that can be eliminated to 

streamline the supply-chain to allow higher margins to be left behind to producers.    
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Soybeans:  We have noted our success in differentiating ourselves from the major 

soybean exporters like the US and Brazil by going up-scale with higher grades and 

boosted our exports to 3.5 MT in 2020.  This is a drop in the bucket in China’s import 

portfolio with more than 90 MT of soybean in the mix, which mostly goes into the 

feed-chain.  China is a relatively small soybean producer (about 15 MT) but what it 

produces domestically is higher-grade like ours that goes mostly into the food-chain. 

Like in China, there is a sizeable processing sector across the Asia Pacific region that 

produces soybean-products, but it is a highly fragmented scene.  High-grade soybean 

is not sold directly to consumers like most pulses, but buyers are relatively small, 

thus like in pulses require distribution channels.  With the progress we made in this 

domain, there are promising prospects to increase our exports, but like in pulses, we 

need to understand distribution-channels to be able to target more effectively. 

Specialty grains:  Whether for religious or health reasons, vegetarian or vegan diets 

are rapidly spreading across the Asia Pacific region, creating more demand for high-

protein grains.  Most of these grains are or at least can be grown in the Prairies -- 

kamut, quinoa, buckwheat, millet, spelt, farro among them.  None of these grains 

are going to sell in large quantities, but the region we are targeting can take regular 

container-loads, if the right distributors or wholesalers could be identified. 

There are many other crops we do not talk much about but are of high-value, among 

them wild-rice, of which we are the largest source in the world.  We can also grow 

sprouted-grains of all kinds, as well as things that are not actually grown but made to 

eat, like whole-wheat-pasta and couscous, that we grow all the ingredients for 

consumers to prepare.  Also, there is organic of anything we could or already grow, 

for which there are growing consumer markets across Asia Pacific. 

Distribution channels:  In both pulse and soybean domains, we need local partners 

who are major if not dominant players in these trades.  In specialty or niche grains, 

we are not likely to find them easily; instead, we should be looking for broader-scope 

distributors with retail-followings in local markets.  Given the nature of consumer-

trades, moving increasingly online, we should also look for established-portals 

catering to food, or even better, grain-ingredient markets -- like Bulk Barn at home. 
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XX.  A Case Study: Wheat Export Prospects to China 

In our last article we emphasized the need for more market research, an area where 

we fall far short of our grain industry’s needs.  From one end, we must stay on top of 

global grain production and export trends to understand competitive challenges we 

face; from the other, we must pay more attention to consumption-trends, industry-

structures, and supply-chains to target export opportunities in end-markets.  

We had left grain market research largely in the hands of grain companies, mainly 

bulk-traders in global markets.  They had to understand global market dynamics and 

guide local production trends as best they could in their trading interests.  They got 

support from public agencies, who shared a vested interest in trade and economic 

growth, but the primary market research responsibilities fell on grain companies.  

We embarked on our trade-facilitation mission because we did not believe the bulk 

dependence of the grain-economy was serving producer interests well.  Primacy of 

bulk-exports hindered diversification to higher-value crops and squeezed producer-

margins.  Also, taking comfort in our past growth record, stakeholders were not 

aware of the competitive threats coming from lower-cost, emerging grain-regions. 

We are trying to bring attention to these competitive threats, and as slow as it may 

be in coming, we sense growing awareness of these threats, and the necessity to be 

looking for alternative export-channels.  But to convince producers of direct-export 

prospects, we need to present more concrete evidence of market potential, which is 

only going to come from more in-depth research into targeted markets. 

Thus, market research is as important an element of our trade-facilitation mission as 

promoting the virtues of our grain economy to prospective buyers.  As we develop 

revenue-sources and attract contract-research funding, we will expand our capacity 

with a dedicated market-research team.  In the meantime, we must be content with 

what we have got and dig into our existing knowledge and experience base. 

Here we are drawing on some our past work, a study we had done a few years ago 

on China’s wheat-flour supply-chain.  After looking into consumption, production, 

and import trends, we had examined the structure of the flour-milling industry and 

its technological advancement.  We had identified wheat export opportunities that 

would allow millers to produce higher grade flours to meet new market demands. 

In the abysmal state of our current trade-relations with China, we are not at all sure 

whether these exports would materialize now, but there is always hope of these 

opportunities coming back soon.  At least, we thought this study would serve as a 

useful template for the type of market-research we need to do more of to find new 

export markets and target prospective buyers in those export markets.  
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China’s wheat demand and supply 

China’s two food-crop staples are wheat and rice, with annual consumption at about 

120 MT and 140 MT a year, respectively.  Rice consumption per capita has been 

quite steady at a little less than 100 kg/year, while wheat consumption has been on 

the rise but only modestly, about 1% per annum, now at about 90 kg/year and 

expected to reach the same level as rice in 10 years.  Historically, rice used to be the 

southern staple and wheat the northern one, but that distinction is now fading. 

The split between these two staples is the same as in Korea, Japan, and India; China 

consumes about the same of both as Korea, but more than India (by 25%) and Japan 

(by 55%).  Per capita wheat consumption in other parts of the region is about the 

same as Japan, but rice consumption is higher, particularly in Thailand and Vietnam 

(latter 2.5 times China).  Thus, there is little income effect on per capita consumption 

of either wheat or rice; by all accounts culinary traditions seem to dictate the mix. 

In the graph below, in addition to rice and wheat, you also see China’s per capita 

coarse-grain consumption, which unlike these two staples has been on a much more 

rapid rise, from 120 to 180 kg/year in 10 years, by 50%.  These crops are used 

primarily for feed and reveal the sharp increase in meat consumption (as well as in 

milk and eggs) we talked about in our earlier article.  This has been the big affluence-

effect on Chinese diets -- meat, always there, but now consumed in larger quantities. 

Going back to wheat, China’s consumption per capita is already among the highest in 

Asia Pacific, but still fairly low compared to other parts of the world.  The US and 

Argentina consume more than China by modest margins (15% and 35%) but others 

like EU, Ukraine, Russia, Canada, and Australia consume much more, 2.3-3.0 times. 

Given the rice in the mix, China’s wheat consumption is never going to reach these 

high levels of wheat consumption.  But based on culinary trends we observe, it is 

conceivable that annual per capita consumption may reach 150 kg.  The prevailing 

rate of growth, 1% per annum, can be met through domestic yield increases, but if 

the pace of growth is faster, China may not be able to escape importing more wheat.    
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In the last 50 years China’s grain production increased from less than 30 MT/yr to 

130 MT/yr.  As a result, China became the 2nd largest wheat producer in the world, 

only 12% less than the largest, EU.  This was the result of persistent yield-increases 

as land allocated to wheat production did not change much, increasing from 25 to 30 

million hectares but then falling back to the same level -- mainly giving way to corn. 

Before the reform era, the 1960s and 1970s, China’s annual wheat imports were 

about 5 MT, 15% of its consumption.  Into the first two decades of the reform-era, 

1980s and 1990s, some years wheat imports reached as high as 15 MT.  By the turn 

of the century, production increases through higher yields had caught up with 

consumption -- China had finally achieved its long-standing goal of self-sufficiency. 

Since this time, domestic wheat production has been higher (albeit with a small 

margin) than consumption.  But some years wheat imports still topped 5 MT, as in 

addition to achieving self-sufficiency China was trying to build up its reserves of what 

it considered an essential food-source.  Its wheat-stocks reached more than 100 MT, 

40% of the world-total and enough to sustain its own consumption for a whole year. 

Now that the critical food-security goals have been achieved (in both wheat and rice 

domains), China’s priorities in both agriculture and trade have shifted.  There is a 

sense that yield-increases have already plateaued (now at the same level as the US), 

shifting the focus in agronomy to quality improvements through seed-breeding.  

China is determined to protect land already allocated to agriculture, but further 

increases are unlikely, particularly in view of irrigation and environmental concerns.  

Thus, we are unlikely to see much increase in wheat production, at best sub 1% per 

annum but even that is unlikely to be sustained.  However, if wheat consumption 

rises above domestic production, China is not going to limit imports.  If consumer 

preferences driven by dietary or culinary trends give rise to more wheat imports, 

nobody will stand in the way.  With huge trade-surpluses, the last thing China will 

limit are imports along the food-chain -- signs of affluence are always welcome. 
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Flour industry and technology 

The next link in the wheat supply chain after production is milling.  One way or the 

other 100 MT of wheat end up at flour mills – residual going to seed-supply for next 

year’s harvest, into the animal-feed-chain, or to food-processing plants.  The flour 

milling industry is highly proliferated with more than 4,000 mills and ridden with 

overcapacity – annual capacity at more than 250 MT but actual grind only 85 MT.   

More than half are small mills with less than 100 T daily capacity.  There are 500-

1000 mills in the medium-range with daily capacities varying in the 100-400 T range.  

There are about 350 mills above 400 T/day, but even that threshold is small in today’

s standards; modern ones can grind more than 4,000-5,000 T per day.  The larger 

mills achieve better utilization, but most if not all, still have some capacity to spare. 

The scale-factor makes technology adaptation and automation possible, at lower 

cost with huge quality advantages.  First, higher extraction rates can be achieved, 

thus more flour output from a given wheat intake.  Second, grading, mixing, cleaning, 

and purification become easier and more effective, thus milling becomes more 

forgiving of the wheat-quality intake.  Third, flour can be produced with the desired 

particle-size, ash-content and other attributes most suitable for the end purpose. 

In view of these advantages the obvious question to pose is why China’s milling 

industry is taking so long to consolidate.  One factor is the industry’s cost-structure; 

material costs (wheat intake) make up 80-85% of the value of flour.  Embedded in 

those costs are inbound transportation, mostly trucking.  Producers tend to opt out 

to the nearest flour-mills, as small and primitive as they may be, delivering wheat 

with their farm-trucks.  These mills, creatures of the collective era with their capital 

costs already sunk, keep operating as long as they can cover their operating costs. 

Another factor that prolongs the staying-power of these primitive mills is that their 

principal customers are local, catering to traditional buns and dumplings, uses that 

are very forgiving of flour-quality.  As we will get to later, these are the principal uses 

of flour in China.  As the market shifts to breads, pastries, and bakery-products, the 

staying power of primitive local mills will vanish -- a flour market still in transition.  
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China’s advances in milling technology are fairly recent, going through a four-stage 

evolution.  The first (1950-1980) was the introduction of break-and-reduction 

systems, high extraction rates but high ash-content and large-particle flour – slow, 

low-volume but requiring little power.  In the next state (1980-2000) milling became 

more energy-intensive, at lower extraction rates, but producing more refined flour.  

In the third stage (2000-2009) both extraction rates and ash-control improved but 

the main focus was on energy efficiency.  At this stage local manufacturers emerged, 

in the same class as world leaders like Buhler.  In the fourth stage (since 2010) local 

manufacturers became more prominent with new equipment offerings and control 

systems – purification, ash-control, particle size control, yield improvements, etc.   

The latest mega-mill designs are modular, 500-800 T/day capacity units, sometimes 

installed in multiples at a given plant-site.  The leading milling technology companies 

have become the principal suppliers to domestic mills as well as exporters to global 

markets.  China’s largest milling group (Wudeli) has long relied on local technology 

but now the state-owned industry leader (COFCO) also opted for local technology. 

In the last 10 years China manufactured and installed 100 milling-lines a year, 1000 

in total.  If all these new milling lines were all installed in China, they could now be 

grinding more than half of China’s flour needs (45-50 MT), but with older mills still 

operating, their share is only 25-35%.  Now there are about a dozen mega-mills – 

some 5,000-6,000 T/day, others 2,000-3,000 T/day.  In the next few years, the 

number of mega-mills is expected to double, 20-25 mills with a capacity to produce 

35% of China’s flour needs, and not too long after their share will exceed half. 

According to some estimates the largest milling group in China, Wudeli, has the 

capacity to grind more than 60,000 T/day – largest North American milling group 

Ardent has less than half that.  The other two large groups, Yihai and COFCO, 

together are as large as Wudeli.  Though these three industry leaders achieve much 

higher capacity utilization, their combined market share is estimated at 25% – at full 

capacity they could achieve double that share.  In the coming years these industry 

leaders are expected to continue their expansion by building more mega-mills. 
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Consumption and flour-use trends 

Quality improvements in China’s food-chains over the last two decades are evident 

from not only food-processing industries but also in flour-milling – automation and 

technology adaptation as well as consolidation.  The improvements achieved in 

flour-quality are quite staggering across the board, particularly in specific purpose 

flour varieties, but still, standards are not quite up to par for certain uses.  

To relate to flour-attribute requirements, it is important to understand where flour is 

used.  As evident from the chart below, there are huge differences between China 

and the West in this regard.  Traditional foods – noodles, steamed-bread, and 

dumplings – account for close to two-thirds of flour-use in China.  While bread-

making takes up more than half the flour use in the West, this share in China is a 

mere 3-4%; cakes and cookies account for 40% in the West but half that in China. 

Traditional flour-uses in China are much more forgiving of lesser quality wheat-flour, 

as long as the all-important 'white-color' requirements are met (dictated by ash-

content).  To a large extent, even primitive mills can meet this demand, which is the 

main reason why these mills can still stay open in the face of competition from large, 

advanced mills.  But this grade of wheat-flour is inadequate for baking – be it bread, 

cookies, or cakes.  In baking, still a very small share of flour-use in China, flour quality 

is much more critical, in terms of particle-size, protein-content and other attributes. 

Technology brings huge advantages to the milling process, not just in terms of higher 

extraction rates and fuel efficiency but also cleaning, blending and purification.  

Automated processes allow mills to control the wheat-mix best suited for the 

intended flour-use as well ash-content and particle-size.  Also, advanced mills have 

quite a bit of tolerance in their wheat-intake by being able to clean, remove 

impurities and sort different grades before the wheat enters the milling process. 

If the flour demand profile stayed the same, the milling industry already in place can 

live within the confines of China’s current domestic wheat supply with minimal 

imports of special wheat-grades.  The industry will continue to consolidate with 

advanced mills, which no doubt will expand their capacity and market share, and 

further improve the quality of flour produced for traditional as well as other uses.   
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However, flour demand is not staying the same: major shifts are already underway 

and will gain momentum in the coming years, increasing demand for imported 

wheat varieties.  In this regard we should bring attention to two particular trends 

that the local wheat supply will have difficulty accommodating, both driven by 

western influences embraced by affluent or aspiring segments of Modern China.   

The first market segment to focus on is the bakery industry, which is growing at 15-

20% a year with both domestic and foreign bakery-chains expanding their footprint 

all across the country, determined to cover every affluent city-block.  All sorts of 

western-style pastries are becoming popular and widely consumed, but the most 

significant trend is the bread-revolution.  China grows both higher and lower protein 

wheat that in principle could cater to the demand for regular breads, cookies, and 

cakes, but local flours are not adequate to fuel the growth in high-end products.   

The second market segment that deserves attention is western-style pastas and flat-

breads.  The legend has it that Marco Polo had introduced noodles to Italy, but now 

the Chinese are taking to Italian food with a vengeance – pizza chains (low and high 

end) are spreading like wild-fire while Italian restaurants are popping up on almost 

every city-bloc.  Pizza or pasta looking foods can be found everywhere, but anybody 

who takes pride in cooking or eating struggles with what can be made from local 

flours. Like bakers, chefs are at best improvising, waiting for flour quality to improve. 

These market segments used to be treated as niche or artisan, with the most 

discerning importing their flours while others try to make do with local supplies.  But 

now even at these early stages, with only a third of China’s population taking to 

these tastes, the market is already as large as the EU.  The pasta-flour market is 

already as large as Italy’s, a market hard to imagine catering to without durum.  

Like bakers or chefs, major flour-millers are improvising, but eventually they must 

wake up to the potential of an emerging mass-market, which otherwise will fall into 

the hands of niche-mills.  China’s wheat-supply is not going to meet these needs, and 

millers are going to turn to imports -- a huge market for durum, hard-red and even 

soft-white that we, as a leading producer of all three, must turn our attention to. 
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Our wheat export prospects 

Looking at our wheat exports to China over the last 25 years, whether as a share of 

their imports or share of our exports, we clearly observe an erratic pattern driven by 

opportunism on both sides.  This is the case in all bulk-trades we are so dependent 

on, with little evidence of a strategic effort to sustain let alone grow export volumes.  

When our trade-relations were much better, our share of China’s wheat imports 

were significantly higher, as high as 70% earlier and even in 2015 40%, compared to 

less than 10% more recently, a fraction of our total wheat exports, mere 2-3%. 

Now that our trade relations are at an all-time low, with threats coming from both 

sides, it may sound pointless to be talking about exporting more wheat to China.  But 

still, it is worth looking at the opportunity in case our relationship gets mended to go 

back to the way it was a few years ago when China had become our largest grain-

export destination, taking 20% of our exports, same as China’s share of global grain 

trades.  Or let us treat this as a hypothetical case-study to learn from as if we were 

considering the wheat opportunity a few years ago before the trade-relations soured. 

China is now one of the two largest wheat producers in the world, just behind the EU.  

Earlier in the reform era it was a net wheat importer to meet its consumption needs.  

As result of persistent yield-increases, it became self-sufficient into the 21st century.  

But it continued to import to build up its stocks, now the largest in the world – 40% 

of global-stocks, enough to cover almost an entire year of its own consumption.  

These stocks were built up opportunistically looking for low prices through bulk-

trades; sizeable sales volumes came our way as well but not high in quality or price. 

China now seems self-sufficient in wheat, but not in all the varieties of wheat it 

needs.  Moreover, as consumption increases, China may have to import more as it 

has largely exhausted it production capacity, in terms of both land and yield-

increases.  It is likely to look after its basic needs domestically and import special-

grade wheat varieties demanded by consumption trends, largely driven by western 

culinary influences – breads and pastries from one end, pastas, and pizzas from the 

other.  The types of wheat China needs are the varieties that we are known for, 

creating export opportunities for us, not huge but still significant, 5-10 MT/yr. range. 
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These new export opportunities, however, are not going to materialize through bulk-

channels.  The needs are specialty-grades to produce high-quality flour for specific 

uses, such as durum for pastas, hard-red for bread, soft-white for other pastries.  The 

growth in these consumer markets for these products is evident, and not showing 

any signs of abating any time soon; furthermore, inadequacies of local flours are 

evident to bakers and chefs, not to mention product quality to discerning consumers. 

We tried to provide insights into the flour-milling industry, how it has advanced in 

recent years, now with the capacity to produce refined flours with specific attributes 

for different uses.  The technology is there but not the wheat-intake to produce the 

types of flour the market demands.  Mills are set up with automated lines to produce 

highly differentiated flour varieties, only if they could add the types of wheat-grades 

they need to the regular wheat-intake they receive from domestic supply sources.  

These advanced mills are currently in the hands of the three major milling-groups -- 

Wudeli, Yihei and COFCO.  The mega-mills they operate, and building more of, are 

too large to be dedicated to any particular flour-type, but the technology they use 

allow them to dedicate specific-lines (automated for intake and grind specifications) 

to specialty-flours with specific attributes.  This modular technology also allows 

boutique-mills to emerge to produce specialty flours at or near major urban centers. 

Our previous market discovery efforts had revealed that large mills could take 5-10 

container loads of specialty-wheat (e.g., durum, hard-red or soft-white) a week to 

feed the milling-lines they dedicate for specific flour-varieties.  The boutique-millers, 

stand-alone flour-companies, or in-house milling operations of large bakery-chains 

are likely to focus on particular flours.  Thus, they will require larger volumes of 

specialty-wheat in relation to their overall flour-output, still in the order of multiple 

container-loads a week -- durum if focused on pasta-flour, hard-red for bread-flour. 

To realize these export prospects, we naturally must rely on direct-sales channels.  

We need to target specific millers, determine their requirements for particular 

wheat varieties, and propose containerized identity-preserved shipments on regular 

schedules.  To engage in consultative-sales efforts, all three industry leaders are 

visible targets to approach, but identifying the most suitable boutique-millers will 

require more market-discovery.  There may be strategic advantages in engaging with 

COFCO first, a state-owned-enterprise that can easily open the market for all despite 

our tense trading relations with China and the import difficulties standing in our way. 
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NEXT STEPS 

As we close 2022-Q2 with this compendium of articles, we would also like to outline 

our priorities for 2022-Q3.  In view of our growing following and the feedback we 

get, we feel we are on the right track in paving the way for more trade-facilitation 

efforts to come.  In the meantime, we identified three domains where we intend to 

focus on this coming quarter, but we welcome your comments and suggestions. 

Producer Engagement 

Farm-Profiles:  This is a vital piece of our agenda to promote the Prairie region, 

thereby your individual interests, to global audiences.  The world does not know how 

advanced our farms are, let alone relate to them as primary-sources where they can 

buy a huge variety of quality crops that can be shipped to them in containers, and if 

warranted, in accordance with identity-preservation rules-and-regulations. 

You can see what a farm-profile looks like on our website, our demo-profile and a 

real one on Optimum Grains.  This will take little effort on your part and can be as 

brief or elaborate as you would like.  We are aiming to post hundreds of profiles this 

year, thus we urge you to consider and step forward to showcase your farm.  If you 

have any privacy or other concerns, please contact us and we can discuss them. 

Producer-Meetings:  We held two virtual-townhall meetings this past month – you 

can view a recording of the last one on our website.  The virtual-venue was not our 

first choice but there were COVID-restrictions in our way.  We will hold as many 

more of these virtual-meetings as there is demand.  You can register on-line; when 

we reach a quorum of 20-25 registrations, we will announce the date and the time. 

However, we hope to switch the venue to real-settings as soon as we can, townhall 

or coffee-shop gatherings.  If you want to volunteer to organize one in your area, we 

appreciate hearing from you.  In the meantime, we are always open to individual 

discussions, which we find very useful from recent experience.  Please call us or send 

us an email for one-on-one discussions – we look forward to hearing from you. 

Trade-Forum:  You might have noticed that there is a section on our website under 

this title but has not been utilized yet – which we take the blame for since we have 

not given it much attention so far.  But now we are going to revamp this page to 

receive your comments or suggestions – we encourage you to participate to turn this 

tool into a dialogue-box, as we feel it would be very useful in guiding our efforts. 

Also, our Facebook page has been getting quite a bit of attention, with dozens of 

regular followers – we encourage you to join our page, not only for endorsement but 

also discussion.  In this regard, we take much of the blame for not being as active as 

we should be in promoting exchange of ideas or new concepts.  We will pay more 

attention to this platform and look forward to seeing you on our page more often. 
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Recasting our Global Image 

We are the world’s 5th largest grain exporter and known for the quality of our grains, 

but the world, at least outside North America, knows us through our bulk-trades.  

What farmers grow is mostly sold to grain companies, which in turn sell them to 

their counterparts in overseas markets.  By the time crops reach end-users, there is 

little recognition of the source, let alone where and how they were grown. 

When corporate buyers across North America source grains directly, they inspect the 

farms they buy from and test their crops.  We take it for granted that all grain-buyers 

have the same luxury, but they do not, as most have little familiarity with our farm-

economy.  If we want to sell direct to overseas markets, as the exporting nation, the 

onus is on us to promote our virtues and convince buyers of the quality of our crops. 

Challenge:  We face a formidable task in recasting our global image as an advanced 

grain-economy, open to direct-sales with grain-handling and container-logistics 

capacities in place.  But there is a tendency to take all this for granted, believing that 

the world knows all they need to know about our grain-economy.  We have difficulty 

convincing authorities of this reality, let alone the need for funding for this purpose. 

In our first article this year (#11), we presented a framework to recast our global 

image in five parts – advanced-farms, research-capacity, crop-variety, quality 

assurance, and logistics-services.  We are now adding a 6th part on “sustainability”; 

little known to everybody, but instead of worrying about its carbon-emissions, our 

grain-base has now become not only carbon-neutral, but in fact, a carbon-sink. 

Funding:  Conceptually, all the elements are there to extol the virtues of the Prairie 

grain economy to global audiences.  But we need resources – direct funding and/or 

partners – to flush out all these elements in a presentable fashion, displayed as a 

core-tab of the Prairie Grain Portal.  This must become our “face” to overseas 

buyers, to convince them of our virtues to engage in trading or sourcing relations.   

Initially, we thought the need for this would be evident to authorities if they had any 

desire to achieve a paradigm-shift to direct-sales.  And indeed, we seem to have 

brought some officials on side, but still, we need support and backing from the 

producer-community that direct-sales are in their best interest, and that the image-

recasting we are talking about is an essential promotional piece of the trade-puzzle. 

Participation:  An essential element of the framework we developed is production-

capacity; in this vein we want to rely on farm-profiles, which can only be developed 

with producer participation.  We can get away with a few profiles, but the big-bang 

effect is going to come from the larger profile-database, which we will incorporate 

into our Virtual Prairie Grain Mall – virtual but real window into our grain-economy. 

We also encourage all interested in our mission to express their support for funding 

this crucial task of recasting our global image – through associations they belong to, 

or through their political representatives.  We will provide the tools for these 

expressions-of-support in the coming weeks – online surveys and email campaigns.  
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Need for Market Research 

In several articles, we tried to bring attention to one of the main weaknesses of our 

grain-economy, the lack of market research to understand end-market dynamics, 

driven by consumption and processing trends.  Perhaps this not surprising in a 

system that has been dominated for so long by bulk-trades.  We tend to leave this to 

grain-economies, to do their homework and give signals to the production sphere.  

In direct-sales across North America, end-buyers give adequate market signals to 

producers, but it is unrealistic to expect the same from overseas buyers who know 

little about our grain-economy.  If we are going to be successful in direct-exports to 

overseas, we have no choice but to shoulder this burden, which must be funded by 

producer-associations and public-agencies in the interests of the grain-economy. 

Global competition:  Before even getting into end-market research, we must also 

recognize the need to understand the other production regions we are competing 

with.  By ignoring other grain-regions, we have failed to grasp how much danger our 

bulk-trades face in global markets.  This is the push-factor away from bulk-channels 

that we have been ignoring to our peril, one that producers are just waking up to. 

The most important region in this regard is what we call New Grain Belt, from 

Ukraine, across Central Asia, to China, two huge land-masses across the north, Russia 

and Kazakhstan.  The other region we must pay attention to is EU, highly successful 

in not only crop-specialization but also containerization.  Also, we must keep our 

eyes on the US, which might follow us with the same paradigm-shift to direct-sales.    

Target Markets:  Our trade facilitation efforts are targeting primarily the Asia Pacific 

region, though in time we intend to extend our reach to other parts of the world.  

Here, by far the biggest market is China, but in the state that our trade relations are 

in, we cannot count on it.  But there are two advanced economies in this region, 

Japan and Korea, and five other less developed ones that are worthy of attention. 

If we are targeting a country with direct-sales and want to assess its export potential, 

we must start with consumption and production volumes, in the aggregate and by 

crop – the difference being what they import.  Some history on these volumes would 

also help us assess net import/export trends, important factors to consider in 

deciding how much effort to devote in pursuing export prospects to that country.  

Research Needs:  As important as these starting-points are, the market-research trail 

in pursuit of direct-sales opportunities does not end there.  Firstly, we must develop 

a better understanding of demand-drivers behind consumption trends.  Second, we 

must understand the supply-chains and industry-structures raw grains go through 

before they get to final consumers – or animal-stocks in the case of feed-chains. 

The case we presented recently on China’s wheat-flour supply chain (Article#20 and 

background report) is the model we would recommend for market studies, to target 

buyers and assess their import prospects.  Soon, we will post a similar study on 

China’s animal-feed chain and its grain needs – hopefully many more will follow.   


