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Dr. Wilf Keller
MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS

As we started 2019, our membership voted in 
favour of the proposals presented to change 
AIC’s name and bylaws.  This was the last 
phase of an effort that spanned five years to 
restructure the organization.  

This last changed enabled the now Agri-
food Innovation Council (AIC) to provide 
stakeholders with a new image to promote 
its mandate.  It is important to note that 
our mandate is very much aligned with the 
objectives of the founders of AIC, almost one 
hundred years ago.

AIC continues to be a strong advocate for 
agri-food research and innovation.  Our voice 
keeps getting stronger as more organizations 
join and others participate in our events.

As we finalize the transition, our Board has 
provided the oversight required to confirm 
that AIC is heading in a sustainable direction.  
Now that we are in a stronger position, 
we hope to be able to add expertise and 
representation on the Board to enable and 

support AIC’s continued growth.

I wish to thank my colleagues on the Board 
for their hard work at a time when AIC went 
through a thorough review.  Decisions were 
not made easily and required thoughtful 
discussions.  We moved forward in a 
collaborative and positive way to support 
AIC’s transition.

AIC is a strong voice for agri-food research and 
innovation.  Its voice needs to be heard as it 
provides a unifying forum targeting policies 
that will benefit the sector.  This voice does 
not exist and there is a need for it.  As we are 
getting closer to celebrating the beginning of 
our second century of existence, we hope that 
more will join us to broaden the tent!  

Dr. Wilf Keller
Chair of the Board of Directors
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Serge Buy
MESSAGE FROM THE CEO

In 2019 we finalized AIC’s operational 
transition.  This has resulted in significant 
savings that will enable AIC to function 
in a financially responsible manner.  With 
strong Board oversight, the operations have 
been streamlined while still maintaining 
effectiveness.

AIC has been active with several parliamentary 
activities, mentions in media and with the 
organization of the Agri-Food Innovation 
Summit in Ottawa.

We presented on the topic of public trust to 
the House of Commons Standing Committee 
on Agriculture and Agri-Food and held 
meetings on Parliament Hill.

We were quoted in some agri-food related 
media and general current affairs publications 
(such as the Hill Times and iPolitics).  We also 
continue to maintain a strong social media 
presence.

We organized a successful Agri-Food 
Innovation Summit in Ottawa that had 
the Innovation, Science and Economic 
Development-funded super-clusters and the 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada-funded 
clusters present on their research and 
innovation plans and ways to collaborate with 
them.  The result was very positive, as we 
received strong support from the attendees to 
run a  follow-up event next year. 

Corporate membership has tripled since the 
beginning of the year, and while we’re still at a 
modest level, the steady growth and interest 
shows that we’re filling an important void.

All this could not be achieved without the 
direction and support given by the Board, 
especially its Chair, Dr. Wilf Keller, who 
has been AIC’s strongest supporter and 
cheerleader.  

Serge Buy
Chief Executive Officer
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Dr. Michael Trevan
MESSAGE FROM THE TREASURER

The 2018 review of AIC’s finances is included in this annual report.  It clearly shows the need for 
the profound restructuring of the organization which has been completed early in 2019. 
 
As a result of significant operational changes made in late 2018 and early 2019, we expect that 
the 2018 structural deficit has been eliminated and that 2019 will provide a small but 
encouraging surplus.

Dr. Michael Trevan
Treasurer
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AIC POSITION STATEMENTS
Effective Funding
With limited federal funds to support agri-food research and innovation, the 
efforts must be strategically invested where the greatest impact will be felt.

Background
In a 2016 report released by the Advisory Council on Economic Growth, now 
known as the “Barton Report”, the agri-food sector was identified as having key-
growth potential for the Canadian economy.

As global markets rapidly expand, demand for high-value food is on the rise. 
Canada is already positioned among the world’s leading agricultural producers 
and exporters – ranking as the 5th largest agricultural exporter in the world and a 
leading exporter of beef, canola, pork, wheat, and lentils.

Investments in the agri-food sector support innovation and ensure Canada remains 
competitive in the global market.

AIC’s Position
AIC recognizes that the federal government’s capacity to support research and 
innovation in the agri-food sector can be limited due to competing interests (i.e. 
health care, old age security, etc.).  This makes it even more important to ensure 
that are funds earmarked for agri-food research and innovation.

As such, it is AIC’s position that existing federal funding efforts should be invested 
strategically to meet Canada’s economic growth objectives and support initiatives 
that provide the greatest return on investment.  Return on investments can be 
measured through diverse societal impact factors including industry growth, 
financial, business development, employment and more.
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Cross-sectorial collaboration, within the agri-food system, needs to be encouraged 
and fostered.  It will improve knowledge transfer and help build consensus on key 
issues.

Background
The agri-food system consists of a wide-range of industries and stakeholders within 
and across the private and public sectors.  It also does not function in isolation: 
its activities are closely related to other sectors from robotics and AI to forestry 
and natural resources.  It involves and impacts different segments of the Canadian 
population including underrepresented but essential groups such as indigenous 
people, women and newcomers.

Identifying barriers to further develop policies to help overcome these obstacles is 
key to meeting Canada’s growth objectives.

Conventional strategies and current structures of economic development leave 
much to be desired.  Sector-specific approaches inhibit growth by creating silos of 
knowledge and information that lead to gaps in understanding.

These barriers to knowledge transfer also contribute to delays between 
agricultural innovation on the research level, and its adoption and use by farmers 
and producers.

To support the growth of the sector and ensure a more efficient flow of information, 
more collaboration is needed within the agri-food system, including within the 
government and across related sectors and segments of the population.

AIC’s Position
AIC recommends that the federal government support a forum that brings together 
the key players of the agri-food sector and related groups, to discuss issues related 
to research and innovation.

The forum should be able to discuss and make recommendations on:

•	 Funding;

•	 Priorities;

•	 Challenges;

•	 Opportunities;

•	 Outcomes; and

•	 Collaboration.

AIC POSITION STATEMENTS
Collaboration and Partnerships
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AIC POSITION STATEMENTS
Public Trust
Public trust in our agri-food system is key for all Canadians.  The federal government 
needs to take a leadership role to re-establish, maintain and strengthen public 
trust in the sector.

Background
Since the industrial revolution, scientific advances and technological innovations 
have fundamentally altered our relationship with agriculture and food. Most 
consumers are distanced from the processes by which their food is taken from 
farm to table, creating a climate of uncertainty and making space for the spread of 
misinformation – particularly in the age of the internet.

Now, more than ever, public trust is essential for ensuring the continued success 
and growth of the agri-food sector.

In recent years, the federal government has worked to address this issue through 
some policies (especially in traceability) and targeted investments (such as grants 
provided to the Canadian Federation of Agriculture and the Canadian Centre for 
Food Integrity).

In the first part of 2019, the House of Commons Standing Committee on Agriculture 
and Agri-Food started a study on the public perception of the Canadian agri-food 
sector.

AIC’s Position
AIC recognizes the positive impact made by these initiatives and sees opportunities 
for further involvement by the federal government in improving public perception.

AIC’s position is that the federal government should take on a stronger leadership 
role.  The intent is not for the federal government to become an advocate for the 
agri-food sector but rather to provide unbiased and factual information on the 
agri-food sector.
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As such, AIC recently called on the federal government to:
• Expand the mandate of the Chief Science Advisor to help break down misconceptions, provide factual information 
on scientific advances in a way that Canadians can understand, and help disseminate this information on the agri-food 
sector. The added role should be accompanied by adequate funding;

• The federal government should play a role in promoting cohesive dialogue and information sharing within and between 
the agri-food sectors. Knowledge transfer on scientific advances and best practices would help create a stronger agri-
food sector; and

• The federal government should help to incentivize initiatives that connect Canadians and the agri-food sector thereby 
enabling Canadians to further their knowledge of the agri-food system.
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AIC POSITION STATEMENTS
Favourable Climate for Investment
Agri-food research and innovation require investment and support from a variety 
of sources. The federal government has a responsibility to encourage this through 
creating an attractive climate for investment.

Background
Agri-food innovation is a key driver of economic growth, creating opportunities 
for Canada to meet various goals and targets, including climate change mitigation, 
nutritional security, and sustainability. Canadian agri-food research has enabled 
key innovations in canola, pulses, potatoes, wild blueberries and chilled pork – to 
name a few.

The federal government’s $950 million supercluster initiative recognized the role 
agri-food innovation plays in stimulating the economy. The Protein Industries 
Supercluster uses plant genomics and processing technology to increase the value 
of key Canadian crops, as well as satisfying growing markets for plant-based meat 
alternatives and new food products. Over the next 10 years, the Protein Industries 
Supercluster is expected to have an economic impact of over $4.5 billion and 
create more than 4,500 jobs.

Funding, however, is only one part of the equation.  Too often Canadian innovation 
has been scooped up by players in other countries and has therefore failed to 
deliver the expected results in Canada.  This is, in part, due to a lack of venture 
capital funding in the agri-food sector and a climate that makes it difficult for 
Canadian firms to compete internationally.

AIC’s Position
AIC believes that the federal government has a role to play in creating a favourable 
climate for private investment in agri-food innovation. Intelligent tax measures, 
support for venture capital funding and more will help create attractive conditions 
for future investment.
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Ensuring equal opportunities to achieve success, regardless of race, gender, 
disability, religion and sexual orientation is key to Canada’s agri-food sector’s 
growth.

Background
Diversity will strengthen Canada’s agri-food sector.

Discrimination on any basis must be rejected and condemned.  AIC is encouraged 
by society’s changes in that regard.  But more needs to be done – it is the right 
thing to do and it will also improve our nation’s capability to grow the sector and 
compete internationally.

As Canada is seeing demographic changes that impact its ability to maintain a 
sufficient workforce, the agri-food sector must adapt to attract a qualified and 
diverse labour pool.

From farm workers to scientists, Canada is facing shortages that impact its ability 
to compete and innovate.

AIC’s Position
AIC is recommending that equality be fostered in the sector through continuing 
discussions and research.  Diversity in farms, labs, academia and boardrooms must 
be promoted and encouraged.

AIC POSITION STATEMENTS
Equality, Equity and Inclusiveness
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Board of Directors

Chair 
Wilf Keller, PhD, PAg
President and CEO, Ag-West Bio Inc.

Originally from Melville, Saskatchewan, Wilf completed a doctoral degree with a specialization in Crop Science 
in 1972 at the University of Saskatchewan.  He then studied as a postdoctoral scientist in the Max-Planck Institut 
für Biologie, in Tubingen, Germany. 

Wilf worked at the Research Branch of Agriculture Canada in Ottawa from 1973-89, where he pursued research 
on cell genetics of selected Canadian crops and contributed to the establishment of a plant biotechnology 
research program, which he chaired from 1980-89.  In 1990, he accepted a position with the Plant Biotechnology 
Institute (PBI) of the National Research Council of Canada in Saskatoon and served as Group Leader for canola 
biotechnology research and Head of the Transgenic Plant Centre until 1999, when he assumed the position of 
Research Director. 

In July 2007, Wilf assumed the role of Acting Director General, PBI for a period of one year.  From June 2008 to 
May 2012, Wilf served as president and CEO for Genome Prairie. 

Wilf has been actively involved in the development and application of biotechnologies for the genetic 
modification of crops, particularly canola.  He has collaborated with numerous government, university and 
industry groups and has provided training for researchers in plant biotechnology.  He has led major research 
initiatives on the application of genomics in canola improvement, the development of industrial bioproducts 
from vegetable oils, and production of bioactive natural products in plants for enhanced human health and 
quality of life.  He has given many presentations and lectures on biotechnology including public awareness and 
public education aspects of this emerging field. 

In June, 2010, Wilf was honoured with a Lifetime Achievement Award by the Society for In Vitro Biology. In 2015, 
he received the province’s highest honour, the Saskatchewan Order of Merit. In 2017, Wilf was inducted into the 
Saskatchewan Agricultural Hall of Fame, and on July 4, 2018, Wilf was inducted into the Canadian Agricultural 
Hall of Fame.



12   |  Annual Report 2018

Board of Directors

Reno Pontarollo assumed the role of President and CEO of Genome Prairie on April 1, 2013 after serving as 
the organization’s Chief Scientific Officer for seven years. In his current role he is responsible for the overall 
corporate strategy and vision of the organization.

He has a successful track record in government relations, international partnerships, and developing largescale 
applied research and development and commercialization projects.

As the CSO of Genome Prairie, Dr. Pontarollo was responsible for oversight of all Genome Prairie-led and 
supported projects. This included the University of Saskatchewan’s “Canadian Triticum Advancement through 
Genomics” project which is Canada’s representative in the International Wheat Genome Sequencing Consortium 
and the “Prairie Gold” project which is focused on developing dedicated oilseed crops for industrial applications 
like biofuels and bio-lubricants.

Dr. Pontarollo’s background in agriculture, genomics, and immunology along with his executive experience has 
helped to establish Genome Prairie in the Saskatchewan and Manitoba research communities.

Vice Chair
Reno Pontarollo, PhD
President and CEO, Genome Prairie
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Board of Directors
Director 
Rajasekaran Lada, PhD
Professor and Department Chair of Environmental Sciences, Founding 
Director, Christmas Tree Research Centre, Dalhousie Agricultural Campus, 
Dalhousie University

Rajasekaran is a Professor and Chair of the Department of Environmental Sciences and Founding Director of the 
Christmas Tree Research Centre at Dalhousie University.  

His research is focused on seed, plant, tree, stress and ecophysiology of various horticultural ecosystems.  His 
research has helped provide new knowledge and innovative solutions and technologies to edible horticultural 
industry, Christmas tree industry, maple industry and controlled environment production systems, regionally, 
nationally and globally through multidisciplinary collaborative research teams.

Rajasekaran’s academic achievements include:

•	 MSc, Agriculture (Horticulture) from the Tamil Nadu Agricultural University, Coimbatore, India

•	 PhD from the University of Adelaide, South Australia

•	 PDF at the University of Toronto

In addition to his research, Rajasekaran has served as the Scientific Advisor, Agricultural Green Technologies 
for the Republic of South Korea and an Advisor to the Deputy Prime Minister for the Royal Government of 
Cambodia.  
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Board of Directors

Dr. Trevan has devoted more than 35 years to teaching and researching health, nutrition, food biotechnology 
and plant disease. He has authored more than 90 books, chapters and peer-reviewed publications. He has 
presented at countless conferences and seminars, and holds one patent. 

Michael Trevan led the Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences from 2004 to 2014. He collaborated with 
foreign universities in join undergraduate baccalaureate training programs and successfully developed education 
markets overseas, in particular India, China and the Middle East. During his leadership, enrollment in the 
Faculty’s degree and diploma programs increased from 250 to more than 600.

To enhance public relations and promote the Faculty to the public, Dr. Trevan led the Bruce D. Campbell Farm 
and Food Discovery Centre Development Committee, from the Centre’s initial concept to its completion. The 
outreach facility, which is located at Glenlea, aims to share research with the public, and provides a fun way for 
young people to learn about Manitoban and Canadian agriculture.

Dr. Trevan was chair of the Manitoba Agricultural Producers Review Commission until it disbanded in 2013, and 
until 2014 was an appointed director of the Canadian 4-H Council. He is a director of the Red River Exhibition, a 
member of the Milk Price Review Board. He played a significant role in the creation of Safe Food Canada, a not-
for-profit entity whose mandate is to certify and coordinate training and education in food safety, and served as 
chair of its Board of Directors until May 2016.

Treasurer
Michael Trevan, PhD, CBiol, FIBiol, PAg
Dean Emeritus, Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences
University of Manitoba
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Serge Buy
CEO

Christine Helm 
Event Manager

Shannon Hallett
Manager of Finance

Kayla Bimm	
Membership Coordinator

Chris Frantz	
Governance

Kristin Baldwin
Director, Stakeholder Relations

AIC Staff
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AUDITED FINANCIAL STATEMENTS
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