
Sustainability in the Beef Supply Chain 

Needs Engaged Producers 

By Deborah Wilson, Senior Vice-president of BIXSco Inc., cattle producer and adviser to the 

Verification Committee for the Canadian Roundtable on Sustainable Beef. 

Producers are sometimes the last to be consulted on sustainability.  The good news is Canadian 
farmers and ranchers that raise cattle are, for the most part, operating in a sustainable and 
responsible manner.  Our industry was able to assist McDonald’s in delivering on a global 
commitment they made several years ago to begin sourcing their beef from verified sustainable 
operations in 2016.  It will not end here, they plan to continue on this path globally. As producers 
we need to understand that McDonald’s Canada is the largest purchaser of Canadian beef, 67 
million pounds annually, and is committed to sourcing Canadian beef – they are serious when 
they say “Not without Canadian Farmers”. Of the $1 billion they spend on food for their 
Canadian restaurants 85 percent is purchased from suppliers in Canada. 

The Canadian beef industry was fortunate to have McDonald’s choose our country for the 
Verified Sustainable Beef Pilot Project. Prior to starting, their project management team (PMT) 
went through 150+ versions of the indicators that would demonstrate sustainability, ultimately 
arriving at 36 indicators that looked at what was good for people, planet and animals. Then the 
PMT went looking for producers that would put up their hands to be part of the pilot project, 
which meant having a group come to your farm, ranch or feedlot and ask you about your 
production practices, the care of your animals, the stewardship of your land, environmental 
awareness, your employment practices, family and community involvement. There was no pass 
or fail but a scoring system from one to five, with the average being three. There were minimum 
acceptable levels for each indicator which could create a barrier to entry in the pilot project. The 
indicators used were derived from the Global Roundtable for Sustainable Beef www.grsbeef.org  
and adjusted to suit Canada’s environment, animals, people and practices, as each global 
geographic area has different challenges. 

How can sustainability be achieved in a way that makes business sense? Some of the key 
statements around sustainability that stick in my mind would be “doing more with less”, 
“constant improvement”, “transparency in the value chain” and “willingness to collaborate”. The 
challenge is identifying, developing, and validating metrics to measure progress across the three 
global pillars of sustainability: social, environmental, and financial.   

Not long ago the Irish Food Board brought together hundreds of sustainability professionals to 
discuss ways to increase production and consumption of food and drink, sustainably. The Global 
Sustainability Forum dealt with complex topics such as harmonising metrics for measuring 
sustainability targets, the importance of collaboration, responsible sourcing, ethical supply 
chains, food waste, sustainable intensification, and even what sustainability in the food supply 
chain looks like. 



Today there are over 7 billion people with a vested interest in food on the planet and they don’t 
agree on much, especially not science. But one thing everyone at the forum agreed on was the 
importance of collaboration in order to achieve anything at all.  BIXSco Inc. has always held 
collaboration as one of its core values. 

BIXSco Inc. has been a member of the Canadian Roundtable for Sustainable Beef (CRSB) for a 
year now, and I have been part of the multi-stakeholder group discussions around the Canadian 
Beef Industry. It has given me the chance to meet sustainability managers from many of the 
largest retailers in Canada, sit with representatives from major restaurant chains and have open 
and frank discussions with them.  Even though I attend these meetings as a BIXS representative, 
my producer alter ego is never far away, which I believe has given me a unique perspective of 
the processes the CRSB has gone through creating indicators unique to Canada, that are 
acceptable to our customers – the retailers and restauranteurs.  Every step along the way has 
included representatives from each part of the production chain – cow/calf and feedlot, as well as 
the value chain.  

What has become apparent is the need for collaboration in order to avoid the cost of sustainable 
practices falling solely on cattle producers, and to help consumers buy ethically-which means 
what they are purchasing was raised on an operation that was not harmful to the planet and the 
animals were treated well, while being safe for their families to eat.  

Retailers need to reassure their customers that they source with integrity. Consumers don’t want 
to decipher confusing labeling, they want proof points ... At the moment it’s too difficult for 
them to understand because of the plethora of marketing initiatives and programs; and 
misalignment between them. The CRSB members want a supply chain that’s fit for the future 
and works in a way that reduces the difficulty for busy farmers, ranchers and feedlot owners to 
participate.  

The farmers and ranchers feel they are often the last to be consulted on sustainability and worry 
about the strain or demand on them to do more without getting more. We all must be part of the 
sustainability conversation but it must be economically sustainable as well. The primary 
producer must get a fair price for the product. This topic has been brought up many times in 
discussions at the CRSB meetings. I have served as an industry adviser to the Verification 
committee, which is a sizable group of stakeholders (producer groups and producers included), 
which is in the process of defining how the industry will verify or validate the sustainability 
practices, as defined by the indicators that have gone through the public comment periods and 
been agreed upon. 

So just how can the supply chain be more sustainable without one partner feeling they are 
shouldering the heaviest burden? 

Collaboration and transparency are key to sustainability, it has to benefit the entire chain right 
down to the consumer. We need to get all parties around the table, including policymakers to 
cement agreements. This is what BIXS has been working towards for the last 18 months signing 
collaborative agreements with industry stakeholders, most notable of which is the master 
agreement with Cargill, while continuing negotiations with other packers. BIXS was the 



technology that delivered the chain of custody for the McDonald’s Verified Sustainable Beef 
pilot project – tracking the animals/beef through verified sustainable operations “from birth to 
burger”, to quote Jeffery Fitzpatrick Stillwell, Sustainability Manager with McDonald’s Canada. 
And yes, in case you were wondering, Cargill and JBS, as well as the patty plant were subjected 
to a sustainability assessment as well as the farms, ranches and feedlots in the pilot project. 

One key to intensifying sustainability was knowledge intensification, and in order for that to 
happen there has to be benefits for the producer. We know you all want carcass data, that’s a 
simple fact, and we continue to work towards agreements that will allow that information to 
flow. But just as BIXS protects the producers’ privacy, until we get another signed agreement 
with a major packer, we cannot allow Cargill’s information into the system as their privacy 
would be compromised. BIXS promises privacy and anonymity to all participants, allowing the 
data to flow as permitted.  We are well down the negotiating path with several additional packers 
so stay tuned.  

More importantly, my comment to producers is this, “perhaps it is wise to consider that if we 
participate in this sustainability initiative, in years to come, we will have consumers that want to 
purchase and eat our product.” Per capita beef consumption dropped in Canada in 2015, but there 
are countries in the world where beef consumption is rising on a per capita basis. China would be 
one of those countries, but they are demanding verification and validation of production practices 
in the beef value chain. With tools like BIXS and CLTS (Canadian Livestock Traceability 
System), and RFID tags we have everything necessary to deliver verification and validation in 
the beef production chain. Wrap this up with verified sustainability practices and we have a 
bright future in the Canadian beef industry, with the possibility of being able to demand prices 
higher than those currently being paid for commodity beef on the world market. 

 

 

 

 


