
Seeding Scale
Addressing Canada’s agri-food growth capital gap



Canada's agri-food startups present a $13-billion investment opportunity. Capital 
flows in growing agri-food companies could help Ottawa achieve its target of unlocking 
$1 trillion in investment by 2030 to power economic growth. 
 
The country’s agri-food sector is currently undercapitalized by domestic growth 
funds. The sector accounts for only 2% of government-backed growth, venture and 
infrastructure funds at the federal level, and brought in an estimated 4% of total 
growth funds invested in Canada over the past 5 years.  
 
It’s not that there isn’t interest. Venture and institutional funds have attempted to flow 
but fragmented governance across provinces and sector fit for funds have pushed agri-
food to the sidelines of mainstream approaches to deploying growth capital.  
 
Domestic agri-food companies got a piece of the growth capital boom–$10.5 billion–
between 2015 and 2021. However, investments across sectors have dwindled. Today, 
growth investment in Canadian agri-food is lower than it was a decade ago, with values 
down 32% and deals by 29%. 
 
The basic mechanics of growth for an agri-food company can cut the sector out of 
fund priorities. To align investment with Canada’s growth and sovereignty ambitions, 
funds like the $1B Venture and Growth Capital Initiative announced in the 2025 federal 
budget could establish agri-food lanes with tailored tools.  
 
Other nations–including Finland, Japan, and the United Arab Emirates–are explicitly 
linking food security, productivity, and industrial policy through coordinated growth 
capital strategies. To achieve food security goals, the UAE launched the Agri-Food 
Growth and Water Abundance (AGWA) cluster with the ambition to attract $48 billion by 
2045 specifically for their agriculture, food and water sectors.  
 
The opportunity for Canadian investors and innovators–public and private–is 
to better calibrate and scale capital and businesses to anchor economic value 
domestically. This starts at the idea stage, improving universities’ weakening role in 
innovation and reverse trends in business outsourced investments to universities for 
agri-food R&D, which have fallen 64% in the past five years.

Key Findings
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Canada has one of the world’s most 
productive agricultural systems, 

globally competitive farmers, and 
is a net exporter of value-added 

agriculture and food products. Yet, the 
country is steadily losing its position 

as a preferred place to start, scale, 
and retain agri-fooda startups. That’s 
because the pipeline for investment 

and innovation has structural gaps 
and barriers, from seed to maturity. 

Photo credit: Global Institute for Food Security 

aAgri-food is used herein as an umbrella term that is inclusive of agri-inputs, primary agriculture, food 
supply chains up to retailer, and agriculture and food support services and technology. 



Canada is in building mode. Its ambition to 
attract $1 trillionb in investment over the next five 
years to drive growth for the country is a signal.1  
A key piece of mobilizing this investment is to 
put Canada’s existing infrastructure, growth, and 
venture funds to work for potential high-growth 
sectors, such as agri-food industries. Most notably, 
the 2025 federal budget identified agri-food as 
one of three sectors that Canada enjoys a strategic 
global advantage. But Canadian agri-food accounts 
for less than 2% of growth-oriented government-
backed funds. And over the past five years, agri-
food companies have only captured 4% of total 
growth capitalc investment in Canada, which 
agri-food investors characterize as a stark under-
investment in the sector.  
 
If Canada were to align its growth capital 
investment in agri-food with the industry’s 
contribution to GDP as a benchmark to build from, 
it would require an estimated $13 billion from now 
until 2030–a 36% boost in investment relative to 
the past five years. An investment ambition to 
focus action and position Canada as a thriving, 
global hub of agri-food innovation and products. 
 

Global disruptions over the past five years highlight 
the need to advance Canada’s sovereign capacity 
in agriculture and food innovation, production and 
processing. And the rest of the world is not waiting 
for Canada to perfect its approach. Without immediate 
action, Canada risks capping agri-food sector’s 
growth potential by not hosting more value-add 
processing domestically. It risks hollowing out the 
agri-food innovation ecosystem as companies 
and talent look to other countries, including 
Australia, Japan and Germany, which are growing 
their investment in R&D and commercialization.2  
And it risks irrelevance in the era of disruptive 
technologies—including AI-driven decision tools, 
gene editing, biological inputs, automation, 
robotics, and novel food processing—that will 
shape productivity gains in the decades ahead.  
 
There is a mismatch between the framing of Canada’s 
agri-food sector as a superpower and its strategic 
advantages with the actual scale and focus of 
investments domestically. Transforming Canada 
into an agri-food superpower requires a targeted, 
nimble approach to capital and growth that navigates 
the sector’s restraints and fulfills its true potential. 

Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence; RBC Thought Leadership

Canada-based companies attract 3% of growth capital 
in agri-food sector

Country share of growth capital between 2023-2025
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Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence; RBC Thought Leadership

Growth-stage capital accounts for 12% of investments over the 
past decade

Rounds of capital deployed at each investment stage over 10 years
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Canada’s agri-food growth 
capital dilemma
Not enough companies make it to growth; and 
not enough capital is available for the select 
few that do. 

The scale, staging, and value of growth capital invested 
in growing companies are indicators of a sector’s 
momentum and growth prospects. In Canada, upstream 
and midstream marketsd that cover agriculture 
inputs to food processing is generally well covered 
for early-stage capital by government grants, family 
offices, and venture firms. While end-stream markets 
like food brands have less access to early stage-funds, 
with fewer active venture firms in the market. Agri-food 
companies across market segments start to face 
Canada’s growth capital challenge of fragmented 
and shallow domestic funds when seeking to raise $15 
million in capital or more. And across economic 
sectors, there is a significant gap in capital for 
growth, with domestic venture firms not positioned 
to inject more than $30 million. This constrains 
scaling and reduces Canada’s ability to attract and 
retain high-potential agri-food companies. The 
situation is exacerbated as agri-food in Canada 
is too complex for general investors to navigate 
without industry expertise. The capital pools, 
for example, engaging with an agriculture tech 
company are often completely different from 
those engaged with a food brand company as their 
growth metrics, markets, and use of capital differ 
substantially (e.g., IP vs. a distribution warehouse). 

The growth capital market has had a volatile 
decade. The world experienced a surge in growth 
capital across sectors, including agri-food, in the 
lead up to the peak in 2021. Between 2015 and 
2021, growth capital in Canadian agri-food in the 
early and venture stages grew by 1,405% and 480%, 
respectively.3 This growth was driven by a few 
factors, and actors: 
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The investment pipeline

Early

1

2

3

4

Venture

Growth

Maturity

Purpose of capital: Idea development, early 
prototyping, market research 

Investors: Angel investors, incubators/
accelerators, university and government 

grants, venture seed funds, family offices  
Strengths: Government and regionalized 

support via early-stage innovation programs  
Challenge: Breakdown between public and 

private collaboration on commercialization of 
intellectual property (IP) 

Purpose of capital: Pilots, prototyping, market 
testing, and small-scale production 

Investors: Accelerators, venture firms, 
corporate venture, government grants, family 

offices, Crown corporations 
Strengths: Growing network of venture funds 

Challenge: Navigating investment pathways 
and undercapitalization risks that could force 

bridging rounds, slow development, and 
dilute equity 

Purpose of capital: Continued innovation, 
market leadership emerging, scaling operations 

Investors: Venture firms, private equity, 
corporate strategic investment, Crown 

corporations  
Strengths: Access to international market for 

capital, especially U.S. and EU 
Challenge: Gap in follow-on fund, especially 

Series B to growth and fragmented domestic 
capital-raising options 

Purpose of capital: Stable cash flows, slower 
growth, operational efficiency and expansion, exit 

Investors: Commercial banks, private equity, 
merger and acquisition, trade sale, initial 

public offering 
Strengths: Strong commercial bank support, 

however, project financing can be difficult 
to secure 

Challenge: Few large domestic corporate 
acquirers; often requires sale to foreign buyers; 

Companies with infrastructure projects face 
structural challenges in assembling capital mixes

bAll values are in Canadian dollars, unless specified.
cGrowth capital is used herein to generally describe the various pools of capital growing companies require to go from ideation 
to a mature company or exiting.
dupstream – inputs including agri-tech; midstream – handling and processing; end-stream – CPGs and retailers. 
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·	Global interest in agri-food technology and 
sustainable agriculture surged with the growing 
urgency to feed more people with fewer environmental 
impacts. As a result, global investment in agri-food 
technology rose to $71 billion in 2021.4  

•	In response, Canada launched incubators (YSpace 
Food Incubator), accelerators (SVG Thrive) and applied 
food science centres (Saskatchewan Food Industry 
Development Centre) to enable commercialization of 
agri-food innovation. 

•	Agriculture and food focused venture funds also grew 
in Canada, including District Ventures Capital, Ag 
Capital Canada, Emmertech, Tall Grass Ventures, and 
Nya Ventures. 

•	And some crown corporations helped drive 
momentum in the sector through initiatives like Farm 
Credit Canada’s (FCC) $2 billion commitment by 2030 
to advance innovation in the domestic agriculture and 
food industry.

Since 2021, most segments of growth capital 
availability and investments have dwindled. 
Investment in Canadian agri-food companies 
is now lower than it was a decade ago, with 
values down 32% and deal count by 29%.5 This 
contraction mirrors trends in other major agri-
food economies—including the U.S., Brazil, and 
Australia—where funding focused on agri-food 
technologies dropped to a 10-year low.6   
 
While there have been some positive signs in 
the past five years, such as rising private equity 
and a shift to focusing on impactful and mature 
companies, fundamental challenges in retaining 
and attracting capital remain. The most obvious 
challenge is the growth-stage. The value of 
available capital in Canada in growth stages falls 
roughly 37% compared to the venture stage where 
the startups are more supported by venture firms 
and incubators.7   

However, focusing on fixing this problem in 
isolation, can result in new problems arising 
along the pipeline. For example, the agri-food 
venture funds that emerged over the past decade 
in Canada now seek to raise new, larger funds 
to address gaps at the growth capital stage, and 
this shift could risk creating a new gap in early 
venture—rounds of between $1 million and $5 
million. Enabling capital availability at each stage 
of growth and across market segments therefore 
requires coordination among investors to build 
coverage along the pipeline.  
 
The absence of a Canadian agri-food unicorn—
defined as a privately held startup valued at more 
than $1 billion—is a macro signal that Canada does 
not have an ecosystem that can propel promising 
companies.8 Peers like the Netherlands, Germany, 
and Australia all have unicorns—and heavy hitters 
like the U.S., India, and China have a stable-full.
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Canada's agri-food companies face a deep valley at growth stage
Canada growth capital values and deals 2023 - 2025
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Canada’s agri-food startups often advance slower 
through their commercialization and market expansion 
stages relative to those in competing markets because 
capital pools are shallower. Less capital leads to 
incremental growth and longer time horizons to 
demonstrate returns. While early-stage companies 
can attract public and venture funding, those seeking 
larger rounds are often forced to seek capital abroad.  
 

Canada’s capital 
roadblocks
Low capital ,  slow growth 

Capital structures push companies down  
and out of Canada. 

Vive, a crop protection company based in 
Mississauga, Ontario, is looking to raise Series D 
capital, seeking more than $40 million, starting in 
Q1 of 2026. Vive expects that more than 75% of the 
capital raised in this round will come from outside 
Canada. This builds on Vive’s initial market 
expansion, which occurred in the U.S. because  
the active ingredient approval for their products 
took four years compared to the eight years it  
took in Canada.

Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence; RBC Thought Leadership

Canada's peers pull ahead in growth stage investments
Average deal size from early to growth stage (2023-2025)
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Support from government at the early stages of 
growth comes largely from incubators, accelerators, 
cost-share and R&D programs, which are important 
pieces of Canada’s agri-food innovation pipeline. 
Yet, this concentration and program delivery often 
results in Canada’s emerging leaders in agri-food 
being described as “grant-entrepreneurs” who 
are forced to spend excessive time on finding 
and writing applications and meeting reporting 
requirements instead of building investor-ready 
businesses. Of course, government checks and 
balances are vital in public funding, but accessing 
and reporting on these funds can be made  
more efficient.  
 
Another challenge with government capital 
is that economy-wide pools of funds like the 
Canada Growth Fund do not intentionally restrict 

Concentrated,  and restricted government capital 

Fueling early agri-food innovations but 
avoiding support for those same innovations  
at growth stages. 

•	Canada Growth Fund’s 17+ investments do not feature 
a single agri-food company.

•	Of Canada Infrastructure Bank’s 106 investments, only 
one is focused on agriculture production.

• The agri-food sector makes up an estimated 3% of 
the 575 companies invested in through the Venture 
Capital Catalyst Initiative (VCCI) and Venture Capital 
Action Plan.

agri-food, but the sector often does not fit neatly 
within investment criteria for several reasons, 
including project scales, geographical dispersion 
of production and projects, and the definitions of 
innovation or clean technology. As a result:

Institutional investors in Canada, like pension 
funds and private equity firms, want to be engaged 
in Canadian agri-food but face a trifecta of 
investment barriers:

Untouchable wealth

Capital from asset-tied farmers to blocked out 
institutional investors is an untapped resource 
for Canada’s agri-food sector. 

(1) Limited number of sizeable projects

(2) Co-investors, both private and public, to share risk 

(3) Investment-limiting regulations 
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Canada’s model for capital attraction in primary 
agriculture illustrates some of these barriers. 
Canada is optimized for family ownership with 
differing provincial regulations on ownership 
restrictions including foreign investment and 
supply management for some sub-sectors. This is 
in sharp contrast to Australia, for example, which 
treats agriculture as an investable export industry 
via large, aggregated farms with professional farm 
management companies. Investors can inject 
hundreds of millions into single companies, who 
then have more liquidity to make investments in 
new companies and innovations that can boost 
their productivity.  
 
Institutional investors looking to make significant 
investments with proven returns might see 
Canada’s fragmented model difficult to navigate. 
As a result, some of Canada’s largest pension 
funds invest in agriculture outside of Canada. 
Public Service Pension Investment’s natural 
resource portfolio is made up of roughly 77% 
agri-food investments, with Canada accounting 
for 9.3%. The largest share, 43.3%, goes to Oceania 
countries, predominately Australia.  
 
Farmers also have an important role in the agri-
food innovation and capital pipeline as new 
products and services in the upstream market 
segment can directly impact their growth and 
productivity. But Canadian farmers are limited 
since capital is often tied up in operational costs 
and assets, like land, buildings and equipment. 
This reduces both demand signals for novel 
technologies and co-investment opportunities 

Unlike the U.S., where a “fail fast, iterate, scale” 
culture fuels deal activity and risk appetite, 
Canadian investors are generally more risk-averse, 
particularly beyond seed stage, which discourages 
bold bets. This shows up in the number of new 
Canadian companies seeking funding rounds. 
 
Traditional investor preferences toward, for 
example,information technology over agri-food 
innovation —often perceived as lower-growth and 
lower-return—limit participation by generalist 
venture firms and institutional investors. This 
reinforces narrow capital pools for late-stage agri-
food deals. 
 
The onus to build clear and consistent approaches 
to access support and capital should not lie solely 
with investors. If startups can get customers, 
capital often follows. This stresses the need for 
improving the applicability of new innovations to 
real-world problems and the adoption of these 
innovations alongside investment, starting with 
Canadian farmers, corporates and retailers but 
also foreign customers for Canadian companies to 
truly scale.  
 

Caut ious capital

Risk aversion dampens investor appetite, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation. for Canada’s 
agri-food sector. 

Source: S&P Global Market Intelligence; RBC Thought Leadership

Agri-food companies established in select top countries
New companies in the last 5 years based on market focus
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Building out agri-food supply chains and 
commercializing products often requires 
infrastructure development for production 
and processing facilities, which demands 
the right capital structures across equity and 
debt to make the developments attractive for 
companies and investors. Often new facilities 
for production, especially for food products and 
processing, require off-take contracts or adoption 
commitments to secure investor confidence. In 
Canada, where there is a small pool of investors 
willing to engage in large capital projects, food 
supply chains are decentralized, and price 
benchmarks can be uncertain, particularly 
for novel food ingredients, obtaining these 
commitments can be difficult, raising perceived risk.  
 
Despite the upfront cost to commercialize and 
expand, growth in the industry runs counter to 
the assumption that momentum is not building 
for value-add processing in Canada. Over the past 
decade, year-over-year revenue growth in agri-
food manufacturing has averaged 5.9%, compared 
to the manufacturing average of 3.6%.10 
 
Investment in agri-food manufacturing assets has 

Cost ly commercializat ion

Building supply chains requires capital—
emerging agri-food companies struggle to 
source it domestically.

in impactful projects relative to countries that 
can attract large-scale investments at the farm-
level and have available capital for expenditures 
beyond operations and assets.

Proven demand would enable startups to forge 
capital paths through their growth stages and work 
with investors to build the right capital stacks. 
Three Farmers, a Saskatchewan-based snack 
food company, scaled production in the Prairies 
and sells its seasoned pulses in more than 4,000 
retailers across Canada and the U.S. Attracting 
growth capital has been a key component of the 
company’s success. That includes a 2022 raise 
of $6.2 million led by three pivotal investors: 
Venture capital firm District Ventures Capital who 
has deep consumer packaged goods expertise, 
Export Development Canada how helps companies 
effectively grow in foreign markets like the U.S., and 
Protein Industries Canada who can offer access 
to innovation and supply chain networks.9 In 2025, a 
new strategic partnership with Farm Credit Canada 
(FCC) added equity but also the smart capital that 
growing companies need in the form of mentorship 
to help navigate regulations and optimal approaches 
to capital mixes. Such examples offer a gameplan 
on engaging and connecting with the right type of 
investors—at the right time.

grown by about 32% in constant prices over the 
past decade.11 This moderate growth is primarily 
driven by expansion of established, large scale 
agri-food companies building out meaningful 
processing capacity.  
 
Yet, many new companies innovating in food 
ingredients face barriers in bringing together 
the right capital stacks due to supply-chain 
barriers–a lack of price certainty and contractual 
commitments from buyers before processing 
infrastructure is built. As a result, Canada risks 
losing value-add processing to other growing 
jurisdictions where the capital is flowing. For 
example, Phytokana Ingredients Inc., an Alberta 
startup turning Canadian-grown fava beans into 
food ingredients, is working to build out Canada’s 
value-add processing of pulses and is in the 
process of securing funding to construct and 
commission a fully automated 30,000-metric-
tonne-a-year dry fractionation processing facility 
near Strathmore, Alberta.12 However, building the 
right capital base is proving challenging with 
domestic investors, pushing Phytokana to explore 
foreign investors, which may have implications for 
where future value-add processing is developed.

Investment 
in Canadian 

agri-food 
companies is 

now lower than 
it was a decade 

ago, with 
values down 

32% and deal 
count by 29%
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It’s not all about money: Three ‘Cs’ beyond capital to target 

1. Consistency: Building scalable 
investments and companies across 
the capital lifecycle

2. Commercialization: Shooting for 
market readiness by investing in 
company readiness 

3. Competitiveness: 
Building a foundation of 
reliability, predictability  
and agility

Canada’s agri-food landscape is difficult 
to navigate for startups and investors not 
ingrained in the network of agri-food regional 
and national organizations. Once in these 
networks, startups in the early stages are often 
well supported, but two challenges to building 
consistent pathways for companies to attract 
staged capital remain: 

 
Mapping investor profiles to specific market 
segments and their mandates provides a 
structured roadmap for scaling capital from 
seed through to growth stages. Countries like 
the U.K., Israel, and Singapore offer examples 
of how to build such structure. The U.K., for 
example, is known for structured paths from 
seed accelerators and hubs into mid-and 
late-stage capital with organizations such as 
Founder Factory.

A key reason why agri-food deal counts in Canada 
over the past three years shrink by 450% between 
early to growth stage is the state of startup 
companies’ readiness. Investors consistently 
cite company readiness as a primary constraint. 
Founders of startups often excel at proof-of-
concept and R&D but face challenges when 
transitioning to validated customer demand, repeatable 
revenue models, regulatory and supply-chain 
readiness and management and governance maturity. 
 
Many organizations, including university research 
innovation offices and accelerators, are positioned 
to work on these issues. For example, the Canadian 
Food Innovation Network (CFIN) connects startups 
with corporate partners around defined food 
technology market segments such as food ingredients. 
These programs enable startups to build 
relationships with retailers and strategic buyers 
earlier, while giving corporates and supply-chain 
actors clearer visibility into emerging innovations. 
Making this connection is critical to improving 
startup success rates and building connectivity 
among industry leaders and startups, as only 6% 
of public corporate companies engage in venture 
investment in Canada, compared to 40% in the U.S.13 

Canada is increasingly perceived 
as a regulatory burdensome place 
to scale an agri-food business and 
commercialize its IP in agri-food.  
 
Canada lags key competitors 
like Australia, Japan, Germany, 
France, Italy, UK and South Korea 
as a priority jurisdiction for agri-
food patent filing.14 An outcome 
of multinational companies, 
especially those in life sciences 
that reported that they have seen 
Canada significantly fall in their 
internal ranking of jurisdictions to 
invest in R&D over the last decade. 
This is in part due to approval 
processes for agri-inputs like 
active ingredients in pesticides 
struggling to maintain a timely and 
transparent process for reviewing 
applications.15 These trends are 
chipping away at Canada’s brand 
as a supporter of early agri-food 
innovation.

•	 Navigating the funding and support 
opportunities and application 
processes

•	 Identifying where to go for follow-on 
funding
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The Giants  
 

Ones to Watch 

Market share: The U.S. captured 33% of global agri-food investments over the 
past three years.  
Strength: The sheer scale and maturity of its capital markets.  
Lesson: Build growth funds that can actively participate across the full 
company lifecycle. For example, Chicago-based S2G Investments has 
multiple funds, and can work with companies at different stages of growth, 
creating deeper capital pools, where agri-food companies have historically 
struggled to access capital from PE or commercial banks (e.g., pre-revenue). 

The country now captures nearly 8% of Europe’s agri-food tech 
investments.16 The recent surge was driven largely by a $260-million growth-
stage investment in Finnforel, an aquaculture company, highlighting 
Finland’s strength in sustainable protein and advanced food production 
systems. 
 
Despite just 2.3 million hectares of farmland—3.7% of Canada’s farmland 
mass—Finland is emerging as an innovation hub following a similar 
government-backed approach that the Netherlands and Denmark have 
taken to crowd-in private investment for the sector. Finland’s ecosystem 
is characterized by strong public-private collaboration, deep expertise in 
cold-climate agriculture and aquaculture, and a focus on export-oriented, 
high-technology solutions.

Market share: India now attracts 8% of global agri-food growth investment and 
is projected to be even more dominate over the next decade as its agriculture 
productivity rapidly improves.  
Strength: Growth is anchored in massive domestic demand, a rapidly 
modernizing food system, and strong government support for agricultural 
innovation. 
Lesson: Focus on the basics of where production and consumption 
is growing to steer investment. To meet consumption and production 
projections, India is experiencing strong growth in agri-marketplace 
platforms, supply-chain logistics, and precision agriculture through 
increased participation from domestic venture funds and strategic.

United States: Scale and depth Finland: Aquaculture and deep tech leadership

India: Demand-driven growth

Japan is now the third largest agri-food technology investor in Asia 
capturing an estimated 13% of the market–behind India and China.17 Japan 
rose in the global rankings on the back of several large growth-stage 
deals, including a $89-million investment in biomaterials startup Spiber.  
 
Japan’s competitive advantages include active participation by large 
corporate venture investors, including Global Brain Corporation and 
Beyond Next Ventures. Japan is a mature domestic market that supports 
commercialization of premium and functional foods and has notable 
advantages in key growth areas including biomaterials and fermentation 
technologies. The country’s domestic ecosystem also excels at scaling 
capital-intensive technologies that require long development timelines 
and strong industrial partners.

The UAE imports approximately 80% of its food. In response, food security 
has become a national priority. The UAE aims to produce 50% of its food 
domestically and rank first in the Global Food Security Index by 2051.10 

To achieve this, the UAE launched the Agri-Food Growth and Water 
Abundance (AGWA) economic cluster, which aims to attract nearly $48 
billion by 2045.  
 
Food security as a strategic imperative has fueled rapid growth in the 
country’s agri-food sector, and is supported by broader benefits of the 
UAE’s economy, including: 

Japan: Corporate capital and materials innovation

United Arab Emirates: Food security as investment strategy

•	 Tax-free zones and investor-friendly regulation
•	 Leading logistics infrastructure and a strategic geographic location as a 

connector between Europe, Africa, and Asia
•	 Strong government backing aligned with long-term national goals.
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Incentivizing commercialization requires exploring approaches beyond rewarding 
researchers via grants that measure success based on peer-reviewed publications 
and promotions dependent on traditional academic-research-services model. 
Agri-food faculties across Canada could consider strengthening their promotion 
of academic-entrepreneur pathways for researchers—like Dalhousie University’s 
Agriculture Faculty offers—and create structured opportunities for universities and 
the private sector to negotiate IP ownership to support commercialization. This 
could include enabling co-design partnerships among institutions and companies, 
providing clearer conflict-of-interest guidance, and embedding commercialization 
activity into promotion and tenure criteria, particularly in applied sciences and 
engineering disciplines. 
 
It is common practice for Canadian universities and colleges engaged in private-
sector projects to automatically own the IP that’s developed. While this approach is 
often designed to protect public interest and institutional value, these conditions—
combined with the lack of formal recognition, tenure credit, and financial reward 
structures for researchers acting as entrepreneurs—can create material barriers to 
commercialization. As a result, institutions like universities, which are foundational 
breeding grounds for experimentation and novel idea generation, risk being 
increasingly excluded from the agri-food commercialization pipeline, particularly 
in capital-intensive and applied innovation areas such as food processing, 
biomanufacturing, and agriculture tech. The U.S, Israel, and parts of Europe have 
demonstrated that flexible IP ownership models—such as creator-owned or shared-
IP frameworks paired with clear revenue-sharing mechanisms—can materially 
increase startup formation, industry collaboration, and downstream investment 
without compromising academic integrity.

To solve early-stage roadblocks, build an AI-powered concierge platform within an 
existing national organization with sector credibility and institutional knowledge 
that allows startups to navigate public and private opportunities in one place, 
building upon existing tools like AgPal.  
 
There have been previous attempts at building similar services to help startups 
navigate this landscape, and many incubators and accelerators offer connection and 
navigation services. Yet, agri-food startups consistently report being lost in the early 
stages of company formation and experience a sharp drop-off in support once they 

Five ideas for growing the Canadian  
agri-food sector 

Potential impact: Improve universities’ weakening role in innovation and reverse 
trends in business outsourced investments to universities for agri-food R&D, 
which have fallen 64% in the past five years.19   

Potential impact: Mitigate the stark deal count shrink of 450% from early stage to 
growth stage; and retain entrepreneurial STEM and business talent in agriculture 
beyond the current 1% of postgraduates.20   

INNOVATION:  S t ructure IP agreements and academic incent ive models to  
reward commercializat ion

EARLY:  Harnessing AI  to steward early  growt h and engagement t hrough a 
public-private concierge 
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graduate from an incubator or accelerator. This “support cliff” is particularly acute in 
agri-food due to long R&D cycles, regulatory complexity, and capital intensity. Such 
a tool could provide tailored, real-time guidance on funding eligibility, customer 
discovery, regulatory pathways, clearer hand-offs for each growth capital stage, and 
ecosystem connections.  
 
Optimizing the platform would require investors and early-stage supporters to 
align on shared definitions of market segments, innovation categories, and support 
mandates so the tool can accurately route startups to the right opportunities. 

If the sector wants outsiders to engage, existing agri-food leaders and investors 
in Canada need to offer more intentional platforms for non-agri-food investors to 
build familiarity, context, and conviction. A starting point could be targeted national 
roundtables for each market segment led by select agri-food investment leaders for 
domestic and international generalist investors to start building connections, share 
sector-specific investment theses, and compare notes on market segment profiles, 
timelines, and exit pathways. 
 
On the other side, general investors that have intentions to materially and 
strategically invest in the sector also have an opportunity to pull agri-food into their 
coverage area. Opportunities to embed agri-food expertise directly into investment 
decision-making could include:  

 
 
Venture funds and programs allow for sector-specialist sub-allocations within 
broader funds such as agri-food market segment carve-outs within generalist funds.

Although agri-food is cited as one of Canada’s key strategic advantages, government 
investment programs – at the provincial and federal level – are often not accessible 
to growing agri-food companies because they are not fit for purpose for the types 
of innovation, asset intensity, and scaling timelines typical of the sector. This 
misalignment leaves significant agri-food potential unleveraged. 
 

Potential impact: Address agri-food’s underwhelming share of total domestic 
growth capital by engaging more generalists in the sector, while also attracting a 
larger share of global venture capital investment, totally more than $500 billion  
in 2025.21   

Potential impact: Position agri-food to have investable projects and companies for 
government-back funds to invest in beyond the current 2% that the sector captures 
from these funds. 

VENTURE:  A gri- food experts t ranslate sector complexit y  into invest ment 
logic for  t he general ist  investor

GROWTH: Governments to reorient Canada’s growth, infrastructure, and venture 
funds to align with the country ’s strategic advantages, including agri-food. 

•	 Investment committees and advisory panels that upgrade their agri-food 
expertise by including agri-food operators, processors, and sector investors.

•	 Fund managers of investment firms participating in federal programs like 
VCCI must have a team with either:

• Prior agri-food investing experience, or
• A formal advisory relationship with sector experts.

Photo credit: Global Institute for Food Security 
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Expanding the Canadian agri-food value chain, requires public and private investors 
to be deploying blended capital structures that reflect agri-food economics. This 
includes considering tools to mitigate risks in capital deployment for high-impact 
projects that address a clear growth opportunity for Canada’s agri-food sector such as: 

 
In agri-food markets, upstream buyers often hesitate to confirm long-term offtake 
agreements before facilities are built or scaled, while investors require revenue 
certainty to deploy capital—creating a structural deadlock. Targeted risk-sharing 
tools can bridge this gap and unlock private investment into processing, ingredients, 
and food manufacturing capacity. Of course, Canada will need to find buyers for 
processed verse raw ingredients, but not exploring the opportunities to scale 
processing domestically is a lost value creation opportunity for Canada. 
 

Potential impact: Canada is a net exporter of processed and value added agri-
food products with immense potential to host more processing of products that 
are largely still exported as raw ingredients. One example is plant protein: while 
Canada is the number one exporter of dried peas, roughly 88% of production over 
the past five years has been exported as a raw commodity.22 23 This one example 
significant missed opportunity for domestic value creation, job growth, and export 
diversification to benefit from the burgeoning pea protein industry. 

EXPANSION: Ignite growth in Canada’s agri-food value-add through tools 
that mit igate revenue uncertainty 

•	 Accepting asset-heavy business models that have robust business and 
risk management plans (e.g., processing facilities, fermentation tanks, cold 
storage, pilot plants) 

•	 Recognizing process innovation, novel ingredients, yield improvement, 
and cost reduction as legitimate innovation—not just software or IP-only 
advances

•	 Allowing longer commercialization timelines (7–10 years vs. 3–5) consistent 
with regulatory, construction, and market adoption realities.

•	 Subordinated or patient capital alongside private equity
•	 Government first-loss guarantees to de-risk infrastructure projects
•	 Revenue-linked instruments or convertible structures suited to variable margins
•	 Support for offtake-linked financing when buyer commitments are 

conditional but there is clear demand

For example, VCCI does not explicitly exclude agri-food, and some participating fund 
managers do operate agri-food-focused funds. But only 3% of companies invested 
in through VCCI-supported funds operate within the agri-food sector. While fund 
manager expertise and explicit mention of agri-food plays a role, so too do program 
criteria, technology definitions, and innovation classifications that shape investment 
decisions and systematically bias capital toward digital-first or asset-light sectors, 
resulting in agri-food being overlooked. 
 
Rather than creating entirely new programs, existing funds could establish agri-food 
lanes with tailored tools. One option is to explore a growth-stage agri-food mandate 
within VCCI or its successor under the $1B Venture and Growth Capital Initiative that 
was announced in the 2025 federal budget.  
 
There is an opportunity to adjust eligibility rules for federal and provincial 
government funds to reflect how agri-food companies scale as they raise growth 
capital, making way for high-quality agri-food companies:
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