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The Climate Change Challenge
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In Canada, like in the rest of the world, the effects of climate 
change will have an increasingly significant impact on our 
environment and agricultural production. 

• Rising temperatures

• Shifting rainfall patterns

• More frequent and 
intense hazardous 
weather events 

Source: International Panel on Climate Change, Assessment Report 5 – Synthesis Report, 2014



An Urgent Need for a New Approach
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At Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC), we recognize 
that urgent action is needed to accelerate our response to 
climate change. 

All too often, one-dimensional top-down solutions are 
applied to individual components of the climate change 
problem, overlooking the complexity between them. 

The result of this approach? Adoption rates that are too low 
or too slow to achieve the expected benefits at a broad scale.



A New Approach and Initiative
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We need a paradigm shift and a new model that 
acknowledges and works with the complexity of climate 
change so that we can scale UP and OUT beneficial 
management practices and technologies. 

So, in 2018, AAFC launched the Living Laboratories Initiative:

• An integrated approach to agricultural innovation that 
brings farmers, scientists, and other partners together to co-
develop, test, and monitor new practices and technologies 
in a real-life context.

www.agr.gc.ca/livinglab



5Source: G20 MACS. 2019. Agroecosystem Living Laboratories: Executive Report. G20 Meeting of Agricultural Chief Scientists 
(MACS) International Agroecosystems Living Laboratories (ALL) Working Group.

The Living Laboratories Initiative 
applies the “agroecosystem living lab” 
(ALL) approach, as described by the 
G20 MACS ALL Working Group.

An Agroecosystem Living Lab



Living Labs Initiative: Priority Areas
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This new approach offers an 
unparalleled opportunity to accelerate 
our response to climate change by 
accelerating both the development and 
adoption of beneficial management 
practices (BMPs) that will contribute to 
Climate Smart Agriculture (CSA) 

= Scaling UP & OUT

The initiative will also prioritize:
• reducing water contamination
• improving soil and water conservation
• maximizing habitat capacity and biodiversity
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AAFC provides strategic direction, funding, and coordination to 
develop a nation wide network of sites. Each site has two 
components that work to achieve common goals: 

• Internal component: engages research scientists from 
various units across AAFC and in collaboration with other 
government departments, including Environment and 
Climate Change Canada

• External component: engages multiple partners (e.g., 
producer groups, Indigenous groups, conservation 
associations, other NGOs, universities, industry, and other 
levels of government)

AAFC also plays a key role in sharing best practices and lessons 
learned, both among the living lab sites and internationally (e.g., 
through G20 MACS and other collaborations)

AAFC’s Role as a Research Institute
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Manitoba

Prince 
Edward 
Island

Case Study Sites: Atlantic and Eastern Prairies



8 BMPs related to climate change focusing on water quality 
and soil health across 3 watersheds
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Focus areas:

• Nutrient losses due to improper 
water management techniques

• Nutrient losses due to soil 
erosion and its impact on 
receiving waters

• Fertilizer applications for better 
nutrient management

• Declining soil organic matter 
(SOM)

Atlantic Site: Prince Edward Island
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19 BMPs related to climate change focusing on water quality 
and soil health across 4 watersheds 

Focus areas:

• Evaluate land conversions to increase carbon fixation

• Explore regenerative agriculture practices to increase soil 
health, such as increasing SOM and improving its physical 
properties for greenhouse gas reduction and carbon 
sequestration

• Evaluate the management of hay and pasture land for 
increased productivity and reduced environmental footprint

• Examine the sustainable management of water quality and 
quantity

Eastern Prairies Site: Manitoba



We are working through the challenges of implementing a 
complex approach to a complex challenge. However, we already 
see the opportunities of using this approach to enable culture 
change and a paradigm shift within a research organization.

Early lessons shared by those leading the research sites focus on:

1. A new way of working

2. Partnership and collaboration

3. Communication and coordination
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Early Lessons



1. A New Way of Working
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• This approach requires 
more work and takes 
longer, but shows promise 
in network building and 
on-field results

• Signs of culture change: 
participants collaborating 
differently

• Flexibility and openness 
must be encouraged and 
nurtured. 



2. Partnership and Collaboration
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• Strong trusting relationships are crucial to living labs work 

• Clear and common group objectives for system-level outcomes 



3. Communication and Coordination
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• Ongoing need to explain 
“why we are doing things 
differently” 

• Regular communication 
(formal/informal) is 
essential to build 
relationships and establish 
trust

• Coordination and 
leadership skills are 
necessary to synchronize 
the many participants, 
partners, and perspectives 
involved
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Phases

2019
Atlantic
Eastern Prairies

2020
Quebec
Ontario

2021
British Columbia

Future Roll-Out
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Thank You
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