
May 18, 2018

“Smart” Farming: the Privatization of Information and 
the Implications of Data-Driven Agriculture

Irena Knezevic
Assistant Professor in Communication, Culture and Health
Carleton University



Overview

 Industrial food system

 Big data and digital “precision” tools

 Social implications

 Implications for researchers and research repositories

 Recommendations



The industrial food system

 Concentration of power

 Techno-solutionism 

 Privatization of agricultural research

 Financialization of agri-food markets



https://medium.com/@fairtrade





Big data and digital “precision” tools

 “Data-driven farm of the future” (Climate Corp.)

 “Our algorithms could help farmers feed the world.” (Paul 
Turner, the CEO of mobile management platform AgDNA)





















Social implications

 Opting-out

 Privacy

 Transparency 

 Access

 Cultural appropriateness

 Public-private partnerships. 



Social implications

 “I’m not saying the ag data transparency is the answer 
because you can get self-accredited and just tell farmers up 
front that you are going to use their data to their advantage. It 
doesn’t stop them from doing that. It’s just a self-declaratory 
process. But at least then they would know that, and they could 
choose whether or not they want to share or not.”

(GIS/remote sensing specialist)



Social implications

 “You, as a chicken farmer, at a farm level, [have] a 
responsibility to navigate that and understand your legal 
grounds over the ownership of that information and that data. 
It’s very messy, it’s very confusing, a lot of these contracts for 
data agreements are huge and they can’t read them or they 
don’t have the time to.”

(land resource specialist)



Social implications

 “All of this data input, whether it’s about soil, water, or 
whatever, is going into specialized equipment – who owns it? 
Whether it’s John Deere or Massey [Ferguson], who owns that 
data and who has access to it? All of the sudden we are not 
sure which company is going to control the access to data 
about ‘farmer John’s’ land. They will know exactly his input 
costs, how much he’s yielding, they will know everything. And 
what will they do with that data? Will they sell it to a seed 
company, or another fertilizer company? Who is going have 
access to that information, so that they can do analysis?” 

(farmer)



Social implications

 “I just wish the data that’s being produced by that [process] 
was,… the famers had more control over how that gets used. I 
think it’s going to the… the benefits of that data are not 
necessarily being seen by the farmers.” 

(software developer) 

 “So I think there’s really important… difference with farm OS is 
that it’s [an] open source system rather than this being a 
proprietary software package that’s owned by one company or 
one organization.” 

(software developer) 



Social implications

 “So the farm hack movement is really all about making tools 
that are geared for small scale farmers. There’s also a DIY 
mentality behind it that is making tools provide a service that is 
lacking, but also making them accessible in term of making the 
blueprint or designs of the tools accessible, making different 
ways the tools are built, the tools are readily available, all those 
sorts of things.” 

(farmer and software developer) 









Implications for researchers and 
repositories

 Data generation

 Access to data

 Ability to contribute to policy development



Implications for researchers and 
repositories

 “You have to start to look at is what are the types of data that 
farmers are using. What are the types of data, not necessarily 
the farmers are using, but agri business are using… the 
provinces and feds are using. What are the types of data 
industry is using. What are the types of data are the academics 
using. We all use different stuff.” 

(geospatial/mapping researcher with Stats Canada)



Implications for researchers and 
repositories

 “But yeah, privacy is an issue. Privacy actually limits us.” 

(geospatial/mapping researcher with Stats Canada)

 “There’s one thing that needs to be addressed but more, the more 
pressing thing I think is who owns most of this information and 
who owns most of the platforms and mediums in which most of the 
information is generated. That’s by and large still a couple people 
or a couple companies. If you look more from a perspective of who 
is creating the content, well users are creating content, [but] who 
is benefiting?” 

(farmer and software developer) 



Implications for researchers and repositories

 “Now we have to have the skin in the game to be able to talk 
the language to provide good customer service with our data. 
But we are very early days in having a policy that is at this level 
yet. I think everyone for the most part is playing catch-up. 
Except for the big organizations that have big legal teams that 
do this kind of work.” 

(land resource specialist) 



Recommendations

 Consider and advocate for:

 social and environmental innovation (e.g., data co-ops)

 opt-in technologies – privacy by design

 algorithmic transparency

 Invest in public research and research in the public interest

 Develop clear protocols on data sharing and use 




