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A collaborative approach
in support of farmers

1

In April 2019, Yara International, a global leader in crop nutrition, and IBM
announced an agreement to build the world’s leading digital farming platform,
providing holistic digital services and instant agronomic advice. With the experience
gained the two organizations are now aiming to expand data-driven innovation to a
broader community to help feed a growing population in a more sustainable and
climate-friendly way, allowing the world to grow more food with a smaller
environmental footprint. To that end they’ve sent out a public invite to farmer
associations, industry players, academia and NGOs from the food and agriculture
industry to jointly develop an open data exchange that facilitates collaboration
around farm and field data. “No-one can solve the massive problems in agriculture
and food production on their own. We all need to work together for a more
sustainable future,” say Yara’s Davide Ceper and IBM’s Peter Rylander, who are
responsible for developing the new initiative.

Founded in 1905 to solve the emerging
famine in Europe, Yara has a worldwide
presence with about 17,000 employees
and operations in over 60 countries. The
company is a global leader in crop
nutrition services, including digital tools
that serve farmers worldwide. IBM, too,
has a long history in developing
technology for the agricultural sector.
The company today provides a global
agriculture solution that combines
predictive technology with data from The
Weather Company, an IBM Business, and
IoT data to help give farmers around the
world greater insights about planning,
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ploughing, planting, spraying and

Yara grows knowledge to responsibly feed the world and protect the planet,

harvesting.

to fulfil our vision of a collaborative society, a world without hunger and a

Yara’s unrivalled agronomic knowledge,

planet respected. To meet these commitments, we have taken the lead in

backed by more than 800 agronomists

developing digital farming tools for precision farming and work closely with

and a century of experience, and IBM’s

partners throughout the whole food value chain to develop more climate-

digital platforms, services and expertise

friendly crop nutrition solutions. In addition, we are committed to working

in artificial intelligence (AI), BlockChain

towards sustainable mineral fertilizer production. We foster an open culture

and big data are a good fit, confirm Mr.

of diversity and inclusion that promotes the safety and integrity of our

Ceper and Mr. Rylander. “Prior to

employees, contractors, business partners, and society at large. In 2018, Yara

announcing our formal alliance, we had

reported revenues of USD 12.9 billion.

worked together but that was mostly on
the IT side,” the latter explains. “Our
current alliance is very much a business
partnership that wants to make
technology work for farmers, rather than
the other way around.”
The possibility of fully automating work
in the field has existed for a long time. It
is quite common for the new generation
of farmers (in advanced economies, in
any case) to use drones to monitor their
crops, for example, and to manage their
entire farm from their smartphone. Data
collected in the field about soil
conditions, the presence of harmful
insects or the first signs of plant disease,
for example, can be analysed by AI tools
and then translated in real-time into
recommendations to a farmer’s tablet or
smartphone. This helps farmers not just
to run their day to day business, but also
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food and agricultural industry to join

tools work for farmers. In Davos, in

technology-enabled advice help improve

other

ways:

automation

forces with them to make a real change.

January,

yields and reduce farming costs, a

A big problem for farmers is that farm and

associations, industry players, academia

fundamental goal given that natural

field data are typically dispersed, non-

and NGOs from the food and agriculture

phenomena (which are also becoming

compatible

inaccessible.

industry to join a movement to develop

more unpredictable due to climate

Furthermore, there are important

an open data exchange that facilitates

change) can have massive impact on crop

concerns that stand in the way of data

collaboration around farm and field data,

yields and, therefore, on food prices, a

collaboration, such as securing the

with the aim of improving the efficiency,

key spending component particularly for

benefits of sharing data broadly, while

transparency and sustainability of global

low-income households.

respecting data privacy for farmers and

food production. The idea is that

Yara and IBM strongly believe that

protecting proprietary information.

different stakeholders and service

technology and digital innovation have

Together, IBM and Yara aim to address

providers in the food supply chain share

the potential to make a significant

these issues and make the use of digital

data on one platform, ensuring a

contribution towards a step-change in
the sustainability, transparency, and
resource efficiency of food supply. High
quality farm and field data is one of the
foundations that can help to make this
possible, they argue. Their ambition is to
invite to take part to a global farm & field
data platform that will apply artificial
intelligence, machine learning and infield data to unlock new insights for
farmers. The digital platform will have
worldwide coverage and aspires to reach
100 million hectares of farmland – which
is equivalent to twice the size of Spain or
close to 7 percent of all arable land
worldwide

including

millions

of

smallholder farms.
While developing the initiative, however,
Yara and IBM arrived at the conclusion
that they need more stakeholders in the

and

they

called

on

farmer
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seamless experience for farmers. Both

scrutiny over the impact they have on the

whether they’re large commercial

Yara and IBM make their data available

environment, particularly around the

enterprises or smallholders.”

through the platform to other members

efficient use of agricultural input,” says

Mr. Rylander highlights another issue:

who will join. “This should give other

Mr. Ceper. “They have to deal with the

that of food scarcity. “The United Nations

stakeholders a level of trust,” says Mr.

regulatory landscape while also meeting

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)

Rylander. “Both Yara and IBM have an

consumer demand for more transparency

estimates the world population will

excellent reputation in the industry.”

in the food chain. Smallholders in other

surpass 9.1 billion by 2050, at which point

Both companies are convinced that an

parts of the world face different

agricultural systems will not be able to

open source mindset will be crucial in

problems, often aggravated by climate

supply enough food to feed everyone.

addressing the many issues food

change:

the

There’s a lot of talk about making farms

production and agriculture face today.

resulting crop failure, and the consequent

more sustainable, but they also need to

“Although agriculture is essential in

loss of livelihood. We believe that digital

be far more efficient in increasing

sustaining human life, farmers in

tools can help address these diverse

production. Sustainability and an

advanced economies are under heavy

issues, for farmers around the world,

increase in food production need to go

rising

temperatures,

hand in hand.”
Rylander and Ceper fully accept that the
task at hand is massive but also are
cautiously optimistic that they will
succeed in their effort to get early movers
from the agriculture and food industry on
board to jointly pilot concrete test cases
and

define

the

principles

and

practicalities of data collaboration. The
hope is that participants will contribute
to the development of a broader
ecosystem that is designed to enable
data-driven

innovation,

addresses

changing consumer preferences and
reduces the environmental footprint of
food production. The initial focus of the
joint work lies on farm and field data
management as well as data-driven, joint
innovation for farmers, which has already
been proven successful in various
markets across the world.
About IBM
For further information about IBM please
visit www.ibm.com/services
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