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BY James Shewaga 
His warnings have gone largely un-

heeded, while wild pigs continue rapidly 
expanding across Western Canada, with 
no nationally co-ordinated science-based 
containment strategy in place and limited 
provincial resources available. For Brook, 
it’s a recipe for disaster.

“What we have seen on the Prairies in 
the last 10 years is this absolutely expo-
nential increase in the number of wild 
pigs,” said Brook, who joined the Univer-
sity of Saskatchewan (USask) in 2010, and 
is one of the few researchers in the country 
actively tracking the unchecked growth of 
this destructive and elusive invasive spe-
cies. “Let’s be clear, wild pigs on the Ca-
nadian Prairies are expanding completely 
out of control, and you can quote me on 
that.”

With limited resources, Brook and his 
graduate students and volunteers with the 
USask-based Canadian Wild Pig Research 
Project have been charting increased wild 
pig sightings across the Prairies, with the 
majority occurring in Saskatchewan where 
feral pigs have been spotted in 80 per cent 
of the province’s 296 rural municipalities.

“We have this huge database of over 
60,000 individual wild pig occurrences 
across Canada,” said Brook, an associ-
ate professor in the Department of Ani-
mal and Poultry Science in the College of 
Agriculture and Bioresources at USask. 
“Sometimes those are repeats of the same 
pig wandering by trail cameras, so it’s not 
all necessarily individuals, but either way, 
that is a lot of occurrence data.

“Saskatchewan has 60 per cent of all of 
our occurrences in our entire data base 

and 99 per cent are on the Prairies and 
91 per cent are just in Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba combined. We have a hot spot in 
East-Central Saskatchewan that isn’t that 
large of an area but it actually probably 
has the same number of pigs as the rest of 
Canada combined.”

Wild pigs have spread as far as British 
Columbia and Ontario, and in the past 

park, spotted at Elk Island National Park 
east of Edmonton. Brook said it is only a 
matter of time before they invade Prince 
Albert National Park, and other cher-
ished—and fragile—environment sanctu-
aries.

“We need to recognize that there are 
some major strongholds that will never be 
eradicated, but there are other areas that 

are nearly pig-free, or could be made so,” 
said Brook. “My worry about recognizing 
that we won’t fully eradicate them from 
Canada now is I don’t want that to be an 
excuse not to try and not to address this. 
We still need to act.”

The wild pig problem began innocently 
enough back in the late 1980s when wild 
boars from Europe were imported by a 
few Canadian farmers to raise for meat, 
with most interbred with domestic swine. 
Some were set free when the boar meat 

due to inadequate fencing and have con-
tinued to spread and breed uncontrolled 
for decades (averaging litters of six every 
six months), destroying crops, contami-
nating watersheds and damaging fragile 
ecosystems while running amok.

Continued on page 32 

Wild pigs on the Prairies: 
USask researchers documenting exponential increase
For more than a decade, Dr. Ryan Brook (PhD) has seen the warning signs and been sounding 

the alarm about the ecological and agricultural disaster the Prairies are facing from the 
uncontrolled spread of wild pigs and the damage they do.

A feral boar is captured in the wild.Researchers on a helicopter chase down a trio of wild pigs racing 
through the snow.
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THANK A FARMER

USask signs MOU for Agtech Accelerator
BY SIERRA D’SOUZA BUTTS

LOCAL JOURNALISM INITIATIVE REPORTER

In a sign of the university contributing 
to the province’s agricultural industry, 
the University of Saskatchewan (USask) 
recently announced signing a memoran-
dum of understanding with the Agtech 
Accelerator.

USask’s associate director of research 
excellence and innovation Alix Hayden, 
talks about how the Agtech Accelerator 

innovation ecosystem, and how the pro-

of work.
“We know that in Saskatchewan we 

have over 40 per cent of Canada’s aruble  
farmland and that there’s more than 30 
million acres used for crop production 
each year. Right now we know the envi-
ronment is right for this innovation ecosy-
tem development,”  Hayden says.

“We have a government that’s support-
ive of agriculture and agriculture innova-
tion, we have a unique research cluster at  
the University of Saskatchewan and so, as 
this project started to evolve we noticed 
that there were many key players support-
ing it in the province. It was apparent that 
this is the right time and place to start with 
the Agtech Accelerator.”

Hayden says the partnership between 
the organization and the university will 
focus on exposing students to opportuni-
ties in agriculture.

“USask looks forward to providing 
opportunities for the Agtech Accelera-
tor company that will be working there, 

to connect with our innovators and our 
campus resources. The partnerships is de-

students to be exposed to an aspect of that 
growing innovation ecosystem, that will 
provide new ways for them to think about 
their future careers.”

“The accelerator is a program where 
companies will come to learn how to ac-
celerate the success of their ventures,” 
says Hayden.

“The programs run for four months and 
some over the summer. While that is hap-
pening, there are a lot of opportunities for 
mentors and networks to be built. People 
that come to Saskatchewan and investors 
that will come to Saskatchewan, is all a 
part of the program. The Agtech Accelera-
tor organization is really dedicated to of-
fering opportunities for students.”

“For them to come in and participate in 
events, to come in and learn more about 

so that students have the chance to meet 
founders, meet entrepreneurs, meet inves-
tors and to see people developing new 
companies in a technical space like that. 
We hope they really get inspired about 
what the future career opportunities that 
they have, might look like either work-
ing in a start-up, working in a technical 
company or maybe founding a company 
themselves,” she says.

Along with the Agtech Accelerator or-
ganization and USask professors and 

-
nies from across the world will also be in- volved in the program.

“This new Agtech Accelerator program 
-

ing incubator programs because there’s 
an investment fund that every single 
company that applies to be a part of this 
program, when they come in they will get 
$100,000 of investment right away. That’s 
why it’s called an Accelerator, it acceler-
ates the company development.”

“It’s a program where they go to a place 
to learn, students will have to apply their 
knowledge to the work. There’s compa-
nies from Canada as well as the UK, they 
will do some things virtually on Zoom, or 

they will come to Regina and Saskatoon 
for some parts of the program and the 
goal at the end is for them to learn how 
to make their companies successful so that 
they can seek more investment.”

The main focus for the partnership be-
tween USask and Agtech Accelerator is to 
have Saskatchewan as a world centre for 
agriculture, says Hayden.

“The goal of this Acceleration program 
is to make Saskatchewan a global location 
for agriculture technology, to become rec-
ognized that this is the place for agricul-
ture.”

Continued on Page 32 

The Phenotype Acquisition and Measurement Machine (PAMM), a ro-
botic imaging platform developed for field crop phenotyping, collects data 
on wheat, lentils and canola phenotypes. Photo by Tyrone Keep, USask.



 The World-Spectator - Moosomin, Sask. Monday, December 20, 202132

SAFETY INSPECTION 
& REPAIR SHOP

FULL LINE OF 
TRUCK/TRAILER 

PARTS

FREIGHTLINER ASSOCIATE 
PARTS DEALER

DOUG’S MOBILE
SERVICE
LTD.

(204) 522-8451
HWY. #3 EAST • MELITA, MB

B K

FLETCHER
FAMILY FARMS

MEAT SALES

BARRY
306-434-6046

• Roasts • Hamburger
• Steak • Lamb

• Chicken • Pork
• Sausage 

(made by Ottenbreit)

• Centennial Products

And much more!

CALL TODAY!
The 121.5 hour course is the Mandatory Entry-Level 

Training course that came into effect on September 

1, 2019. This course consists of 40 hours of classroom 

training, 40.5 hours of in-yard training and 41 hours of 

in-cab training. This course covers the essential skills to 

safely operate a semi truck and trailer.

FUNDING IS AVAILABLE 

through government programs

CALL ROLAND FOR MORE INFORMATION 

at 204-851-2998

Class 1 License 

Mandatory Entry Level Training

49:8c

LANE REALTY

www.lanerealty.com

JASON BEUTLER (306) 735-7811

LANE REALTY 
Saskatchewan’s Farm & Ranch Specialists ™

Ph: (306) 569-3380 • E-mail: lanerealtycorp@sasktel.net
WITH OVER 39 YEARS IN THE BUSINESS!

For the most exposure that you deserve in the marketing of 
your farm or ranch property – Contact your local agent:

           “Now representing purchasers from across Canada and overseas!”

 Continued from Page 31
”If investors want to come and put 

money towards Agtech and if companies 
want to grow and have access to experts 
in agriculture, that this is the place to be,” 
says Hayden.

“In that partnership, we have formally 
agreed that the university will contribute 
some funding to run the program and 
bring companies here for that program. 
That we will help those companies in the 

may need to work with at the university, 

need to work with that only the univer-
sity has. There are some resources that 
we have at the university, that some com-

-
where else.” 

“Also the piece about providing access 
for our students to be exposed to this and 

to learn about entrepreneurship in an ag-
ricultural space, because we’re a big agri-
cultural university and a big agricultural 
province.”

Hayden emphasizes how important 

students who have an interest in a future 
in agriculture.

“Young people and our students, may 
not always think about a start up com-
pany, and Agtech could be using drones 

and decide where you should put fertil-
izer. That’s an example, or using robots 

soil or do tilling for you. So allowing stu-

engineering or a computer science stu-
dent who never really thought that their 
discipline that they are learning, can be 
applied to agriculture. That’s the agree-

ment between the Agtech Accelerator 
and us, we’ll help them provide some 
funding and access to infrastructure and 
they’ll help us expose our researchers and 
students to all of these new and exciting 
technologies.”

-
katchewan’s economic development and 
its overall agriculture industry.

can draw global attention for this type 
of work we end up attracting investment 
into the province. There’s venture capital 
investors that look at Saskatchewan and 
say ‘wow what is happening there, we 
didn’t know what was happening there, 
we need to be there and look at how we 
can become involved,’ and that turns into 
investment. Investment into companies, 
investment in programs, things like that. 

itself,” Hayden says.
“For producers, hopefully it helps them 

worldwide if it has a global impact. It was 
pointed out recently at an event that any 
technology that reduces costs  for produc-
ers is best for producers. The way you re-
duce cost is by reducing inputs, reducing 
chemicals required and all of those things 

says Hayden.
“Anything that we can do to help pro-

money, results also in less fertilizer use 

more food in smaller areas. These are 
all things that are positive for producers 
and they’re positive for food security, for 
farming in general and better for the en-
vironment.” 

USask signs MOU for Agtech Accelerator

Wild pigs on the Prairies: 
USask researchers documenting exponential increase

Continued from page 30
“Crop damage is often 

the biggest economic im-
pact. The U.S. loses 2.5 bil-
lion dollars per year just 
in crop damage alone due 
to wild pigs,” said Brook, 
who noted the problem is 
an economic disaster in the 
making for Prairie produc-
ers, if left unchecked. “No 
question the potential is to 
get into the tens of millions 
just in crop damage alone. 
Disease is harder to esti-
mate in terms of cost, but 
we do know that when we 
had mad cow disease, one 
farm in Alberta had one 
case and the whole country 
shut down. So certainly, if 
we had African swine fever 
in one wild pig, it would 
cost millions upon millions 
to address it. And it’s also 
harder to put a value on 
wetlands and clean fresh-
water and ecosystems in 
general; they are invalu-

able.”
Growing to sometimes 

more than 600 pounds, 
wild pigs are aggressive 
with razor sharp tusks and 
have been known to attack 
humans, including a Texas 
woman killed in her drive-
way two years ago. Brook 
also noted a major recall of 
spinach in California due 
to E-coli, connected to wild 

and creating a health risk.
So what’s the solution? 

Brook advocates for a 
multi-pronged approach 
to containment, since “we 
have missed our window 
of opportunity” to eradi-
cate the invasive species. 
In an ideal world, Brook’s 
wild pig-containment tool-
box would include baiting, 
trapping, and the strategic 
removal of wild pigs us-
ing helicopters to capture 
them. Sport hunting is not 
part of a viable solution.

“(Helicopter capture) is 
expensive, but it’s highly, 

a helicopter and that works 
great because you can cov-
er huge areas.”

However, Brook said the 
biggest problem is we sim-
ply don’t know how big of 
a problem wild pigs have 
become. Brook’s current 
PhD student Ruth Aschim 

wild pig expansion in the 
country—published in Na-

“If Canada is going to get 
really serious about pigs 
and try to remove some, or 
at least control them, then 
you need data to actually 
tell you if you are winning 
or if it is getting worse. 

the population numbers 
are,” said Brook. “Like a 

for dealing with invasive 
species is early detection 
and rapid and aggressive 
response, and we missed 
that window.

“It was easy to ignore 
them through the ’90s and 
the 2000s, but as we are see-
ing in 2021, you can ignore 
wild pigs all you want, un-
til you simply can’t ignore 
them anymore. The prob-
lem has exploded over a 
very short timeline and it 
is painful that all the pre-
dictions that we have been 
making have become abso-
lutely true, in terms of their 
expansion.”

Brook, who calls the un-
controlled spread of wild 
pigs “an ecological train-
wreck,” fears it will take a 
major economic catastro-
phe or extensive environ-
mental damage to create 
the impetus to act.

“I believe that a lot of 
my work with my research 

team has really been about 
collecting data and pre-
paring for a big crisis, and 
hopefully it’s not a major 
disease outbreak,” said 
Brook. “That’s a real con-
cern. African swine fever is 
a major, major concern and 
it would be a massive hit 
to our economy. I think we 
are just waiting for a big 
crisis to happen, whether it 
is an outbreak, somebody 
being killed by a pig, or a 
major increase in highway 
collisions. It is unfortunate 

after a major crisis occurs.”

“People often ask me 
what the path forward 
is, what we need to do,” 

desperately need is lead-
ership and a co-ordinated 

about the details of which 
-

ing pigs and which is bet-
ter at removing them, and 
that is important. But the 
most important thing we 
need is for all stakeholders 
to come together on this, 
recognize it is a problem, 
and deal with it before it is 
too late.”
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Left: Talented photographer Alvin Nixon of 
the Wapella area took this photo of a Snowy 
Owl recently. “There seems to be an abun-
dance of snowy owls in our area this year,” he 
says. “We have had many years when we’ve 
spotted none in the whole winter.”
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WSA offering free workshops, helping farmers 
plan ag drainage projects in changing climate
The Water Security Agency (WSA), with the support of 

-
shops called AgH2Onward to introduce farmers and 
ranchers to the Agricultural Water Management program 

-

on their land. 

and include two half-day sessions. 
-

Today, the agricultural community faces the added 

there are important opportunities to respond to that chal-
lenge - helping producers plan agricultural drainage proj-
ects that are adapted and resilient to weather extremes, 

-
ity.

Producers can learn more and register at agh2onward.
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Health Canada is report-
edly likely to treat gene-ed-

or GMOs. That would be 
the right move.

That means the oversight 
provided by the Canadian 
Food Inspection Agency 
would look very much like 
what we see for conven-
tionally-bred crops.

This issue is obviously 
far removed from consum-

-
fect them.

-

-
cially inserting genes into 
the genome of a plant or 
animal. Gene editing can 

-
ing or adding sections to a 
plant’s DNA.

Gene editing typically 
doesn’t involve introduc-
ing genes from other spe-

-
trol of an organism’s ge-

many years of research can 
be saved by doing similar 
adjustments through con-
ventional breeding.

Biological and anti-GMO 
enthusiasts will claim both 
are the same. They simply 
aren’t.

-

rewriting regulations for 

-
ing can do. This biological 

from unnaturally cross-
ing breeds to create a new 
plant.

This is welcome news for 
-

sumers who barely under-

such a decision.
Gene editing will impact 

agriculture and make our 

from gene editing with-
out realizing it. By making 
crop production more ef-

water and fewer natural 
resources. Gene editing 
can make agriculture even 
more sustainable.

By tweaking the DNA 

a huge boost for a sector 
highly vulnerable to Moth-
er Nature’s wrath. Plants 
can be designed to resist 

-
ers in Canada and other 
parts of the world where 
farmers are often impov-
erished by climate change. 
Banana production is a 

can change the nutritional 
composition of a plant for 
the better. For plant-based 

-
tent in crops can be in-

creased to make process-

and cheaper. Fat content in 

which would mean less 
processing for the food we 
buy.

The food we waste is the 
one bill we never get but 

and gene editing can help 

mushrooms and tomatoes 
would have a longer shelf-
life as they could ripen lat-
er. Supply-chain woes are 
shortening the shelf-life of 
many foods we buy at re-
tail. Gene editing can help.

If you have allergies or 

-

can make bread and pasta 

from celiac disease. More 
than three million Canadi-
ans say they have at least 
one food allergy and a mil-
lion others have food intol-
erances. Science can make 
some food less frightening 
for millions of Canadians. 
The possibilities are end-
less.

But gene editing is no 

panacea for all our ills 
in food. Fear-mongering 
groups have already start-

about gene editing. And 

groups are right that more 
research is needed and 
that we should move for-

-
tion. Nothing is absolute or 

need to appreciate the risks 
involved with gene editing 
over time.

The other challenge is 

products that include ge-
-

dients without knowing 
where they are.

Over 75 per cent of food 
products sold in Cana-
dian grocery stores can 
contain some genetically-

labels make no mention of 

salmon without knowing 
it. That’s perfectly legal.

To get consumers to be-

friend technologies that 
make agriculture more ef-

do is let consumers appre-
ciate how farmgate practic-

It’s a concern that the ma-
jority of consumers don’t 
care about or they don’t 
understand these technolo-

identifying genetically-en-
gineered or edited ingredi-
ents at retail is the least we 
can do.

Dr. Sylvain Charlebois is 
senior director of the agri-food 
analytics lab and a professor 
in food distribution and policy 
at Dalhousie University.

How gene editing helps farmers and consumers

Sylvain Charlebois
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