
All in a name,  
all in the family
GROWING WINTER WHEAT FOR PROFIT, CONSERVATION AND FAMILY 

By Julielee Stitt

For about 30 years, Lee Moats has grown winter wheat on the 2,700-acre (1,092-hectare) farm he operates with his wife 
Laurie and son Joshua, just outside Riceton, Sask. 

As a third-generation farmer, Moats is keen to pass the family business onto his son. And as a professional agrologist, he 
knows that to do so, his business needs to be sustainable. 

One way he’s achieving sustainability is by growing winter wheat. 

“Winter wheat is a high yielding crop. It avoids a number of the diseases and some of the insects, and that makes it very 
attractive,” says Moats, who harvested a bumper crop last summer. 

Despite his current successes with the winter cereal, things didn’t start out that way. 

In the summer of 1986, Moats’ first winter wheat crop delivered half the yield he’d planned for. “It was devastating,” he 
recalls. The crop he’d planted the previous summer fell victim to leaf rust, a fungal disease that affects the stems and leaves, 
often dramatically reducing grain yield.

“A number of older winter wheat varieties were susceptible to disease,” says Moats. 

But a solution was on its way and Moats—who also worked off-farm at the time as the provincial agrologist for Ducks 
Unlimited Canada (DUC) in Saskatchewan—would play a part in helping introduce new and improved winter wheat 
varieties to the prairie landscape. 

Since the 1970s, plant breeder Brian Fowler, PhD, has searched for ways to improve winter wheat for producers at the Crop 
Development Centre, located at the University of Saskatchewan. 

Winter wheat.



Fowler’s first research goal was to develop a variety of winter 
wheat that could be successful outside the crop’s traditional 
growing areas in southern Alberta. 

But the researcher soon realized the solution to extending 
the growing zone lay in the hands of farmers. “As long as you 
seeded in standing stubble, then you could successfully grow 
a crop,” says Fowler, explaining that by following a no-till 
practice, stubble traps snow on the field, and insulates the crop 
from the low air temperature extremes of winter.

With the production area extended, Fowler returned to 
the lab to a new set of challenges. “We had to solve each 
problem as it became the most limiting for successful 
production,” he recalls.  And so, he set about creating varieties 
of winter wheat that were shorter to reduce lodging (when 
weak stems bend making harvest difficult), as well as disease 
and pest resistant. 

But there was one roadblock in Fowler’s way that could have 
put an end to the winter wheat research program: financing. 

In the early 1990s, the program was on the brink of collapsing. 

Meanwhile, staff at DUC were searching for ways to work with farmers to find habitat opportunities in annual cropping, 
recalls Moats, who had noticed the number of ducks that would nest in his fields of winter wheat. 

Planted in late summer or early fall, and harvested at approximately the same time the following year, winter wheat doesn’t 
need farmers to be on the land during the spring months, which creates a more hospitable environment for nesting 
waterfowl. 

According to DUC research that looked at nesting northern pintails in croplands, nest success in fall seeded crops—like 
winter wheat—have a 22 per cent success rate, compared to nests in spring-seeded crops that have just a three per cent 
chance of survival. 

DUC decided to back Fowler’s research.  

By 2002, approximately 95 per cent of all winter wheat planted in the prairie provinces, were varieties Fowler developed. 
“Looking back now, the decision to support Dr. Fowler’s work really demonstrated foresight on the part of DUC’s 
leadership,” says Moats.

To recognize DUC’s support, and the role Moats played in raising the profile of winter wheat, Fowler named a variety of the 
crop for Lee Moats. It’s the variety the Riceton producer grows on his own farm today. 

“Ducks Unlimited Canada was the organization that kept the program going—but without Lee Moats, it wouldn’t have 
survived past the early 1990s,” says Fowler. 

Moats says he’ll continue to crop Moats winter wheat…so long as it’s sustainable. “It’s been good to us. And until it’s replaced 
with a new variety, we’re likely to have Moats winter wheat on the Moats farm,” he says with a chuckle.

Lee and Joshua Moats farm together in Riceton, Sask. 


