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Alberta Agriculture, 2025: What the headline number doesn’t show 

Net farm income jumped 115% last year. Here is what drove it, and what it means for 2026.  
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THE GAP BETWEEN THE NUMBER AND THE CASH 

According to Statistics Canada, Alberta’s total net farm income more than doubled in 2025, rising 114.8% 
to $4.04 billion. Farm cash receipts also grew, increasing by 5.9% to $24.5 billion[1]. Farm sector equity 
also climbed 11.6% to $235.7 billion, as farmland values rose [12]. Taken at face value, this year in Alberta 
agriculture appears to be one of the best in memory. 

However, several details complicate that interpretation. Crop cash receipts fell in 2025, even as yields 
rose sharply on almost every major crop. Operating expenses grew nearly as fast as receipts, up 8.4% [1]. 
The headline figure masks two different years: a strong year for cattle producers, and a much harder one 
for grain. This brief traces both sectors, checks them against the wider industry picture, and asks what 
they mean heading into 2026. 

 

WHAT DOES THE 115% INCREASE MEAN? 

Statistics Canada publishes three measures of farm income, and in 2025 they diverge sharply [1]: 

– Net cash income (receipts minus operating expenses): down 4.0%, to $4.53 billion 

– Realized net income (net cash income, adjusted for depreciation and income in kind): down 14.3%, to 
$1.96 billion 

– Total net income (realized net income, further adjusted for the change in value of farmers’ unsold, 
stored crops and livestock): up 114.8%, to $4.04 billion 

Only the inventory-adjusted measure shows the large gain. In fact, it is more than fully explained by one 
line. The value of farm inventory rose $2.49 billion in 2025, having fallen the year before [1]. Every other 
component of the income statement, cash income, depreciation, and income-in-kind, pulled the total 
down slightly.  

This does not signal a red flag in the data as unsold grain in a bin holds value and crediting that value is 
standard accounting practice. It does, however, represent a different kind of income when compared to a 
cheque for a load of canola. The cheque generates immediate cash flow, whereas the stored crop 
generates value only when converted into a sale. 
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TWO SECTORS, TWO DIFFERENT YEARS 

Alberta’s own crop and livestock detail explains where that inventory buildup came from. 

In terms of physical output, crops had an outstanding year: yields rose on nearly every major crop, barley 
+33%, lentils +46%, dry peas +29%, wheat +21% [11]. That is measured against a baseline, not a rebound 
from disaster. The provincial yield index from 2024 was close to its five-year average (97%), with disease 
pressure and patchy regional drought, it saw central Alberta as the hardest hit, which held the index there 
rather than any broad-based crop failure [15]. Yet crop cash receipts fell 4.2% to $9.15 billion because 
prices dropped for nearly all crops except canola, and because a large share of the bigger harvest was not 
sold and paid for within the calendar year, a normal, well-documented option available to western 
Canadian grain producers [2]. This pattern is not unique to Alberta, as 2025 saw Canadian production hit a 
record 107 million tonnes of grains and oilseeds. Prices fell for nearly every crop due to global supply that 
stayed abundant, and ultimately, national crop cash receipts fell by roughly $870 million despite the 
larger harvest [3][4]. 

Livestock had the opposite year. Alberta livestock receipts rose 17.7%, to $13.76 billion, almost entirely 
on price rather than volume, and almost entirely in cattle. The sector’s receipts were up $1.75 billion 
(+19%), even as the estimated number of cattle marketed edged down. That’s the direct result of the 
smallest Canadian cattle herd since 1988[5] meeting strong demand, with fed and feeder cattle prices at 
record levels through 2025[6]. The cattle herd did not shrink overnight, occurring instead in two distinct 
stages. First, the COVID-era price slump of 2020–21 left cow-calf producers with weak returns, prompting 
the initial round of downsizing. Then drought across the Prairies and the U.S. Midwest forced further herd 
liquidation through 2023. Producers kept culling even as prices were already recovering, simply because 
there was not enough feed and pasture to hold cattle back. Rebuilding a breeding herd takes years, so the 
shrinking did not reverse until early 2025[16]. The smaller herd that resulted was enough to push 2025 
prices to records. 

 



 

 4 

Table 1. Contribution to the change in Alberta’s total farm cash receipts, 2024–2025 

Component 2024 ($M) 2025 ($M) Change ($M) Share of change 

Crops 9,549 9,148 -402 -29.5% 

Livestock 11,691 13,764 +2,073 +152.0% 

   of which: Cattle 9,162 10,915 +1,753 +128.5% 

Program & insurance 
payments 

1,879 1,571 -307 -22.5% 

Total cash receipts 23,119 24,483 +1,364 100.0% 

Source: Author’s calculation from Statistics Canada Tables 32-10-0045-01 and 32-10-0052-01. 

Livestock—cattle specifically—more than accounted for the entire increase in Alberta’s cash receipts. 
Whereas crops and a decline in program/insurance payments, which were lower because 2025’s good 
yields reduced crop insurance claims, both worked against it. Independent industry coverage of the same 
national release described a divide between a profitable livestock sector and a crop sector facing weaker 
returns despite a bumper crop. It noted the national ratio of expenses to receipts reached its highest level 
since 2021, a sign that margins are tightening even as gross revenue reaches a new record [7]. 
 
Two additional pressures shaped 2025’s crop numbers: storage capacity and trade policy. 
 
Storage tightness in 2025 pertains mostly to wheat rather than canola. Wheat production hit an all-time 
high of 40.0 million tonnes [23], and even record-breaking exports (12.1 million tonnes, +7.9%) could only 
absorb part of that. Wheat stocks built to 27.5 million tonnes by December 31, 2025, making them easily 
the largest inventory of any single crop and nearly double that of canola’s 15.6 million tonnes[22]. That 
volume is the primary reason prairie grain storage ended 2025 within roughly 5% of total capacity, the 
tightest margin in recent memory [18]. This presents a real constraint, driven by wheat stocks piling up 
everywhere at once, not by wheat being unable to find a buyer. 
 
Canola’s version of the problem is different. The China exposure it faced was severe under the 100% tariff 
on canola oil and meal (March 2025), followed by a 75.8% anti-dumping duty on canola seed (added 
August 2025). These trade barriers cut canola exports to China by 62% in 2025[20]. Chinese tariffs on 
Canadian peas, also 100% and imposed in March 2025, line up directly with dry peas posting the sharpest 
price decline of any Alberta crop this year [17]. A parallel 25% U.S. tariff briefly applied to canola too, but 
only for about a month, before CUSMA-compliant Canadian goods, including canola, were exempted on 
April 2, 2025[17]. 
 
However, the market was not uniformly shut. Canola seed exports to China collapsed, but canola oil 
exports to the U.S., driven by biofuel demand, held up, and exports to the rest of the world outside China 
and the U.S. rose 161% in 2025, albeit from a small base [20]. The seed-to-China channel, specifically, 
stalled. Most of the 2025 crop ended up stored on farm, per the Canola Council of Canada’s own account 
in January 2026[21], a different situation from the 2024 crop, which had largely sold through before the 
tariffs hit. 
 
Grain held in storage this long carries real risk, too: spoilage, heating, and even bin fires pose hazards, and 
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quality degradation can mean the price realized comes in below what today’s paper inventory value 
assumes. Building more storage is not free either; setup and annual carrying costs (roughly $0.25/bushel) 
mean extra bins buy marketing flexibility, but do not a guaranteed better price [19]. 

 

PUTTING THE CHAIN TOGETHER  

– Alberta grew a much larger crop in 2025, with yields up sharply on nearly every major crop. 

– Weak prices and normal marketing/deferral timing meant much of that crop wasn’t sold within the 
year; cash receipts fell despite the bigger harvest. 

– The unsold grain shows up in the accounts as a large rise in inventory value. This is the main reason 
total net income looks so strong. 

– Cattle producers had a strong cash year, on price alone, driven by the smallest North American herd in 
decades. 

– Expenses rose nearly as fast as receipts. This is partly, the national data suggests, because feedlots 
were themselves paying record prices to buy feeder cattle and calves [7] so on a pure cash basis, 
Alberta farms were roughly flat to slightly worse off than in 2024. 

The provincial average also hides variation, as parts of Alberta had a challenging 2025 season. In August, 
the Alberta government adjusted crop insurance rules to help drought and heat-affected producers 
salvage their crops for use as livestock feed [8], even as the provincial yield average (lifted by strong results 
elsewhere) looked exceptional. 

 

WHAT IT MEANS FOR 2026 

The two halves of this story point in different directions. For grain, the picture has diverged by crop since 
this brief was first drafted. Wheat remains under the pressure originally described here. Farm Credit 
Canada’s 2026 outlook points to abundant global supply, even after a record Canadian wheat crop and 
record exports, continuing to weigh on prices through the 2026-27 crop year [3]. Canola has moved 
differently: China cut its seed tariff from 75.8% to 5.9% in a partial deal reached in early 2026[21], and 
canola prices have rallied since. It is trading near $818/tonne as of early September 2026, up roughly 32% 
year-over-year and at their highest level since 2023[24]. If a meaningful share of the unsold 2025 canola 
crop moves in 2026, that catch-up may now arrive at meaningfully better prices than expected when this 
brief was first drafted. This is a different situation from wheat, where no comparable relief is in sight. The 
catch-up has not shown up in the receipts numbers yet. Statistics Canada’s first-quarter 2026 data shows 
Alberta cash receipts down $537.6 million from Q1 2025, the largest decline of any province, as crop 
prices kept softening [13]. That does not rule it out, deferred grain typically moves over 12–18 months, but 
it remains an open question. Canola meal, peas, and the broader Canada-U.S. relationship remain 
unsettled [17], so producers holding those crops are still betting on trade policy as much as on price. 

For cattle, most forecasters expected 2026 to stay strongly profitable, with prices well above five-year 
averages, even as the market entered what analysts call a “consolidation” phase. The domestic herd is 
starting to stabilize and rebuild gradually, with early signs of increased heifer retention [9][10]. That points 
to continued, but likely more moderate, support for cattle receipts in 2026 and a caution against treating 
2025’s prices as a permanent new baseline once rebuilding gathers pace. Early 2026 data confirm the 
rebuild has begun. Canada’s cattle herd rose 2.5% as of January 1, 2026, the first year-over-year increase 
since 2018[14]. 



 

 6 

But by August 2026, Alberta fed cattle prices have fallen 12% from their peak over the same weeks [25], 
and for the first time in years, weekly Canadian feeder cattle exports to the U.S. have swung from running 
above 2025 levels to 21%-38% below them within weeks [25], a shift that lines up closely with the U.S. 
packer closures. Brazil’s role adds a direct layer of competition. Canada was the second-largest source of 
U.S. beef imports in 2024 (22% share) and Brazil third (15%), both concentrated in lean trim for ground 
beef [26], so tariff-free Brazilian trim entering the U.S. market competes directly for the same category and 
buyers Canadian beef relies on. Canada also faces this with less room to maneuver than some 
competitors, since the Chinese import ban remains in place since 2021[27], and new ‘Product of USA’ 
labeling rules, fully in effect since January 2026, structurally disadvantage Canadian-origin cattle in U.S. 
retail markets [28]. Taken together, these point to Alberta cattle prices likely softening further into late 
2026, a moderation from two years of records, not a collapse. 

BOTTOM LINE: 
  Alberta’s 2025 farm income headline is real, but it isn’t a simple story of across-the-

board prosperity. It combines a price windfall, if likely temporary, in cattle with a 
large and largely unrealized gain in grain. The key question is not whether 2025 was 

a good year, but for whom the gains accrued and how much of those gains have been 
realized as cash income. 
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