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December 2020 

Thank you for taking time to review the results from Thompson Coburn’s 2020 Ag Innovation Survey, and a special 

thank you to those who responded to the survey. 

The inaugural Ag Innovation Survey was conducted in cooperation with the Donald Danforth Plant Science 

Center’s AgTech NEXT conference from August to October 2020 and sent to the virtual conference attendees to 

provide feedback on the questions provided.

The results of this survey provide high-level benchmarking responses with interesting perspectives on a variety  

of subjects that impact AgTech, from a variety of people working in the AgTech community. With a limited sample 

size of 26 respondents, it is important to note that the AgTech Innovation Survey is not a rigorous statistical 

analysis where broad generalizations can be made. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
•	 88.5% of respondents think the recent legal actions brought by consumer groups pose challenges to the 

development and marketing of AgTech products. 

•	 This relates to the Ninth Circuit’s June 2020 decision vacating the EPA‘s registration of three dicamba-

based herbicides (Nat’l Family Farm Coal. v. U.S. Envtl. Prot. Agency, No. 19-70-115  

(9th Cir. 2020))

•	 65.4% of respondents said that they anticipate working on or funding crop quality improvements over the 

next few years. The majority of these respondents are large companies. 

•	 38.5% of respondents believe that redevelopment of vacant buildings is the future of indoor farming, 

while another 38.5% said they thought mixed-use development with farm and ag innovation in one space 

is the future.

•	 When asked about business opportunities that the COVID-19 pandemic revealed in the AgTech industry, 

84.6% of respondents identified supply chain adaption as a new area of opportunity for them, followed by 

73.1% identifying food security as a new opportunity area. 

To learn more about AgTech at Thompson Coburn, please contact one of the following: 

Chris Hohn
Litigation 

David Jinkins
Intellectual Property  

& IP Litigation

Jeff Masson
Litigation 

Gayle Mercier
Real Estate

Tom Polcyn
Intellectual Property – 
Patents & Trademarks

Chris Reid
Funding 

Steve Ritchey
Intellectual Property – 

Patents

https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/chris-hohn
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/david-jinkins
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/jeff-masson
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/gayle-mercier
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/tom-polcyn
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/chris-reid
https://www.thompsoncoburn.com/people/steve-ritchey
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Ag Innovation Survey

SURVEY DEMOGRAPHICS:

Summary: The majority of survey respondents identify themselves as working for an AgTech company or an 

AgTech funder.

Summary: The majority of survey respondents either work for a very small organization (0-15 employees) or a 

very large organization (300+)

Below is a summary of the survey responses received from the 2020 AgTech Next Survey. 

We have provided summaries and in some cases analysis on a number of the responses. 

I AM OR MY COMPANY/EMPLOYER IS:

An AgTech company

An AgTech funder

A university professional

A service provider 
(accounting, banking, legal, etc.)

Nonprofit

Misc. Ag company

7.7%

30.8%

23.1%11.5%

11.5%

15.4%

THE SIZE OF MY ORGANIZATION

0-15 employees

15-30 employees

30-100 employees

100-300 employees

300+ employees

30.8%

7.7%

3.8%19.2%

38.5%
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OUR ANALYSIS: If we take a look at organizations by size, we see that the majority of smaller organizations  

(1-30 employees) represented also identify as either an AgTech company or an AgTech funder. However, the large 

companies represented in the survey are much more diverse with respondents coming from  every segment in 

virtually even numbers.

TRENDSPOTTING

Summary: 65.4% of the respondents named crop quality improvements as the area in which they expect to be 

working in or providing funding for. This was followed by crop production projects and information technology. 

Sustainable food systems, crop protection inputs, and soil health were the three areas that were the least 

frequently named by respondents.

I AM OR MY COMPANY/EMPLOYER IS:

Small Organizations Large Organizations

40.0%

30%

20%

An AgTech company
An AgTech funder

A university professional
A service provider 
(accounting, banking, legal, etc.)

Nonprofit
Misc. Ag company

10%

30%

20%
10%

20%

10%10%

Over the next few years, in which AgTech areas do you anticipate working or 
providing funding?

Crop production

Crop quality improvements

Grain handling, processing, or distribution

Herd or flock management

Feed production

Information technology

Sustainable Food Systems 

Soil Health

Crop protection inputs
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%
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THE NEXT TWO GRAPH SETS DETAIL THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT ARE BROKEN OUT BY 
TYPE AND SIZE OF RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: AgTech funders surveyed anticipate funding more information technology projects rather than crop 

production projects, an area that was more frequently named by AgTech companies.

Summary: Larger organizations are anticipating working/funding crop quality improvements and information 

technology projects over the next few years. This contrasts with smaller organizations who are not as focused on 

these areas.

Over the next few years, in which AgTech areas do you anticipate working or 
providing funding?

Overall

AgTech Companies

AgTech Funders

Sustainable 
Food 

Systems 

Soil 
Health

Crop 
protection

inputs

Crop production Crop quality 
improvements

Grain handling,
processing, or

distribution

Herd or flock
management

Feed
production

Information
technology
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60%

70%

80%

Over the next few years, in which AgTech areas do you anticipate working or 
providing funding?

Sustainable 
Food 

Systems 

Soil 
Health

Crop 
protection

inputs

Overall

Small Organizations

Large Organizations

Crop production Crop quality 
improvements

Grain handling,
processing, or

distribution

Herd or flock
management

Feed
production

Information
technology
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Summary: Overall, the AgTech sector is most interested in/concerned with gene-edited crop or animal 

acceptance followed by transgenic crop or animal acceptance.

THE NEXT TWO GRAPHS DETAIL THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT ARE BROKEN OUT BY TYPE 
AND SIZE OF RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

OUR ANALYSIS: It’s interesting to note that sentiment among the two segments, AgTech companies and 

AgTech funders, is disparate. While AgTech companies are more interested in data privacy and data sharing 

issues, AgTech Funders are more interested in transgenic crop or animal acceptance and non-meat based protein 

sources.

Represents a differing opinion between two segments on where threats/opportunities lie (i.e., areas that 

companies want to research are not necessarily lining up with the areas that funders want to fund).

Which public acceptance issues represent the greatest opportunities or 
threats for your business?

Transgenic crop or animal acceptance

Gene-edited crop or animal acceptance

Herbicide and pesticide resistance management

Non-meat based protein sources

Food origin information/transparency

Data privacy and sharing

Data ownership

Local food systems

Problems with local government and 
neighbors with my Ag business in town limits

Opportunity - Transition to low carbon 
farming systems

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Which public acceptance issues represent the greatest opportunities or 
threats for your business?

Overall

AgTech Companies

AgTech Funders

Data 
ownership

Transgenic crop
or animal

acceptance

Gene-edited
crop or animal 

acceptance

Herbicide and 
pesticide resistance 

management

Non-meat 
based protein 

sources

Food origin 
information/
transparency

Data privacy 
and sharing
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Summary: While sentiment surrounding gene-edited crop or animal acceptance was equal among AgTech 

companies and funders, it is split between small and large organizations with large organizations seeing it as 

a greater threat/opportunity. This difference in opinion is also seen with herbicide and pesticide resistance 

management and non-meat based protein sources with larger companies more focused on these areas. 

These opposing attitudes were also observed when looking at the results to this question in relation to AgTech 

companies vs. AgTech funders with funders being more interested in these same areas. There is an equal number 

of funders in both the small organizations and large organizations segment, so why is it that larger organizations 

share the same opinion as AgTech funders?

Data 
ownership

Transgenic crop
or animal

acceptance

Gene-edited
crop or animal 

acceptance

Herbicide and 
pesticide resistance 

management

Non-meat 
based protein 

sources

Food origin 
information/
transparency

Data privacy 
and sharing

Which public acceptance issues represent the greatest opportunities or 
threats for your business?

Overall

Small Organizations

Large Organizations
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Summary: 76.9% of respondents are not anticipating an exit strategy for their business.

Summary: Survey respondents see the greatest opportunity for real estate investment in the redevelopment of 

vacant buildings  and mixed-use development with farm and ag innovation in one space.

Regarding the future of indoor farming as an alternative to greenhouses and 
traditional farming, where do you see the greatest opportunities for investment?

Redevelopment of vacant buildings 
(malls, warehouses, class C 
office buildings)

New construction in urban areas

New construction in rural areas or 
suburban areas with room for growth

Mixed use development with farm 
and AG innovation in one space

N/A

7.7%

38.5%

11.5%
3.8%

38.5%

Which of the following exit strategies are the most realistic for your business?

Acquisition by large multinational company

IPO

Launch as stand-alone privately-held company

Merger with other non-public company 
followed by acquisition

Merger with other non-public company 
followed by IPO

N/A

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%



Thompson Coburn LLP  |  9

THE NEXT TWO GRAPH SETS DETAIL THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT ARE BROKEN OUT BY 
TYPE AND SIZE OF RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

OUR ANALYSIS: If we look at AgTech companies, you can see that while they recognize the greatest opportunity 

for investment is in redevelopment of vacant building, AgTech funders are more interested in mixed-use 

development with farm and ag innovation in one space.

Again, represents a differing opinion between two segments on where to develop real estate (i.e., properties 

that companies may want to develop are not necessarily the properties that funders want them to develop).

Regarding the future of indoor farming as an alternative to greenhouses and 
traditional farming, where do you see the greatest opportunities for investment?

AgTech Companies AgTech Funders

75%

12.5%

Redevelopment of vacant buildings 
(malls, warehouses, class C 
office buildings)
New construction in urban areas

New construction in rural areas or 
suburban areas with room for growth
Mixed use development with farm 
and AG innovation in one space

N/A

16.7%

16.7%

16.7%

33.3%

16.7%12.5%

Regarding the future of indoor farming as an alternative to greenhouses and traditional 
farming, where do you see the greatest opportunities for investment?

Small Companies Large Companies

50% 50%
10%

10%

Redevelopment of vacant buildings 
(malls, warehouses, class C 
office buildings)
New construction in urban areas

New construction in rural areas or 
suburban areas with room for growth
Mixed use development with farm 
and AG innovation in one space

N/A

20%

10%

10%

30%
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Summary: When posing this question to small organizations, they are more likely to see opportunity in 

redevelopment of vacant buildings, but a substantial percentage see opportunity in a mixed-use development 

scheme. However, large company respondents saw the greatest opportunity in mixed-use developments.

OUR ANALYSIS: Perhaps this is because a mixed-use space is more interesting to a larger organization that has 

multiple innovation areas in disparate space? Also, remembering that AgTech funders were more interested in this 

type of development, this could be another case of larger organizations listening to funders vs. funders listening to 

larger organizations.
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AgTech Litigation

Summary: The majority of survey respondents are not familiar with the National Family Farm Coal case.

THE NEXT GRAPH SET DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION BASED ON RESPONDENT’S  
ORGANIZATION SIZE: 

OUR ANALYSIS: What is interesting is that half of the respondents from small organizations are familiar with the 

decision while only 20% of the respondents from large organizations were.

Perhaps this is because employees at smaller AgTech organizations are more closely involved with decisions 

made throughout the organization. In larger organizations, there are designated people.

Are you familiar with the Ninth Circuit’s June 2020 decision vacating the EPA’s 
registration of three dicamba-based herbicides (Nat’l Family Farm Coal. v. U.S. 
Envtl. Prot. Agency, No. 19-70-115 (9th Cir. 2020))?

Yes

No

34.6%

64.4%

Are you familiar with the Ninth Circuit’s June 2020 decision vacating the EPA’s registration 
of three dicamba-based herbicides (Nat’l Family Farm Coal. v. U.S. Envtl. Prot. Agency, 
No. 19-70-115 (9th Cir. 2020))?

Small Organizations Large Organizations

50%

80%

50%

Yes No

20%
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Summary: However, they are keeping tabs on the AgTech litigation environment and are wary of recent litigation.

Summary: When it comes to AgTech litigation, survey respondents are most concerned with the lack of finality 

concerning federal regulatory decisions and the impact on market sales opportunities for products.

Do you think the recent legal actions brought by consumer groups pose 
challenges to the development and marketing of AgTech products?

Yes

No

88.5%

11.5%

If yes, what are the biggest challenges posed by these legal efforts?

Lack of finality concerning federal 
regulatory decisions

Impact on market sales opportunities 
for products

The need to do research in health of products 
used, and find sustainable healthy solutions

Misleading or inaccurate information 
guiding decisions

Restriction on growers
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40%

50%

60%

70%

80%
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THE NEXT GRAPH DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT IS BROKEN OUT BY TYPE OF 
RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: Our two segments disagree on which of these is the larger challenge. While AgTech companies 

consider both of these issues an equal threat, AgTech funders are less concerned with the impact on market sales 

opportunities for products. AgTech funders may be less concerned with the impact on product sales due to the 

fact that they are further removed from the sales process.

What are the biggest challenges posed by legal efforts from consumer groups?

Overall

AgTech Companies

AgTech Funders

Lack of finality concerning 
federal regulatory decisions

Impact on market sales 
opportunities for products

Restriction on growers
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How AgTech Companies are Handling COVID-19

Summary: Survey respondents are identifying new areas that the pandemic has opened up for them. 84.6% of 

respondents identified supply chain adaptation as a new area of opportunity for them, followed by food security.

THE NEXT GRAPH DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT IS BROKEN OUT BY TYPE OF 
RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: It does appear, though, that AgTech companies are identifying more areas of opportunity than  

AgTech funders.

Has the COVID-19 pandemic revealed new AgTech business opportunities in any 
of the following areas?

Supply chain adaptation

Food security

Food handling and processing

Herd and flock management

Pathogen diagnostics

None
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90%

Has the COVID-19 pandemic revealed new AgTech business opportunities in any 
of the following areas?

Overall

AgTech Companies

AgTech Funders

Supply chain adaptation Food security Food handling 
and processing

Herd and flock 
management
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Summary: 42.3% of survey respondents have run into supply chain disruptions and immigration issues during 

the pandemic. 

THE NEXT GRAPH DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT IS BROKEN OUT BY TYPE OF 
RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: These supply chain disruptions are being felt primarily by AgTech companies while AgTech funders 

are going through loss of access to capital and delays in IP process and litigation.

Which of the following has your organization encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Delays or withdrawal from funding round negotiations

Budget shortfalls

Loss of access to funding

Supply chain disruptions

Immigration issues for researchers and personnel

Real estate or lease reconsiderations

Delays in IP process

Delays in litigation

Labor disruption

Delay in capital improvements planned before pandemic

Large increase in costs

Labor using COVID as bargaining chip for increased 
wages which were already unsustainable 

N/A
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60%

70%

Which of the following has your organization encountered during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Overall

AgTech Companies

AgTech Funders

Delays in
 litigation

Delays or withdrawal 
from funding 

round negotiations

Loss of access 
to funding

Supply chain 
disruptions

Immigration issues 
for researchers 
and personnel

Real estate 
or lease 
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Delays in 
IP process
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Summary: Remote working is the most popular short-term measure that respondents took/are taking during the 

pandemic with halt in research or funding coming in at a distant second.

THE NEXT GRAPH DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT IS BROKEN OUT BY TYPE OF 
RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: When looking at what short-term measures organizations are enacting, by size of organization, there is 

one area that sticks out: facility closures. 40% of larger organizations enacted facility closures as a response to the 

pandemic versus 0% of smaller organizations taking this measure.

Which of these short-term measures have you enacted as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

Remote working

Furloughs/layoffs

Short-term funding (i.e., loans)

Facility closures

Crop destruction or livestock depopulation

Contract renegotiations

Halt in research or funding

Using contract research

None

Hiring of consultant to manage property

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Halt in 
research or 

funding

Using 
contract 
research

None Hiring of 
consultant to 

manage property

Remote 
working

Furloughs/
layoffs

Short-term 
funding 

(i.e., loans)

Facility 
closures

Crop destruction 
or livestock 

depopulation

Contract 
renegotiations

Which of these short-term measures have you enacted as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

Overall

Small Organizations

Large Organizations
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OUR ANALYSIS: This is probably due to the fact that larger organizations are more likely to have multiple 

facilities that they have the option of closing while still being able to operate.

Summary: Survey respondents see pandemic contingency plans and more stringent hygiene and safety 

standards to be permanent effects of the pandemic.

Pandemic contingency plans (for research, 
budget, HR, etc.)

Rise in the use of contract/freelance workers

More stringent hygiene and safety standards

Greater interest in pandemic-related products or 
technology

Less interest in in-person events

Revaluation of an organization’s physical location

Increase in interest in local food/knowing your food

Decrease in farm labor for picking and increase in 
skilled farm workers who want to work outside

Which of the following do you think will be permanent effects to the AgTech industry 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%



18  |  AG INNOVATION SURVEY RESULTS

THE NEXT GRAPH DETAILS THE SAME QUESTION AS ABOVE BUT IS BROKEN OUT BY TYPE OF 
RESPONDENT’S ORGANIZATION: 

Summary: There was some disparity in the way that large and small organizations answered this question. 

Small organizations believe that, as a result of the pandemic, more stringent hygiene and safety standards will 

be implemented and that there will be a greater interest in pandemic-related products or technology. Large 

companies, on the other hand, believe that we will see organizations reevaluating their physical location.

Summary: All of the survey respondents believe they have fared either the same or better than their peers during 

the pandemic.

Increase in 
interest in 
local food/

knowing your 
food

Decrease in farm 
labor for picking and 

increase in skilled 
farm workers who 

want to work outside

Pandemic 
contingency plans 

(for research, 
budget, HR, etc.)

Rise in the use 
of contract/
freelance 
workers

More stringent 
hygiene and 

safety 
standards

Greater interest 
in pandemic-

related products 
or technology

Less interest 
in in-person 

events

Revaluation of 
an organization’s 

physical 
location

Which of the following do you think will be permanent effects to the AgTech industry 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

Overall

Small Organizations

Large Organizations
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How well do you think your organization fared during the COVID-19 pandemic?

Better than my peers

Same as my peers

Worse than my peers

61.5%

38.5%

0%
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Insights

For this section, we asked respondents open-ended questions with the opportunity to provide  

personal insights. 

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE WILL BE THE EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON 
AGTECH IN THE NEXT 2 YEARS?

Selected answers provided by respondents: 

•	 “More automation of farming activities, especially for harvesting.”

•	 “More pressure on the labor challenges in specialty crop industry and food processing, greater focus on the 

issue of food waste.”

•	 “The notice of more need of local food systems with local processing on a smaller scale in addition to supply 

chain management that allows for more flexibility on packaging and such to allow for food to be able to 

transfer to different buyers easier.”

•	 “Increased regulation around food handling and processing.” 

•	 “COVID-19 pandemic will slow down basic research and will have great effects on the way people perform 

their research.”

•	 “The need for genetically superior food sources is going to be the research focus, to ensure there will be 

enough food to feed the world. Sustainability is the number one goal.”

•	 “It will be impose restrictions and more time, testing, research and distribution of agricultural products from 

one region to another within US and also internationally. Man power needs, for people to work in AG Tech 

due to COVID is also impacted at this time.”

WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE WILL BE THE EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON 
AGTECH 3 YEARS OUT AND BEYOND?

Selected answers provided by respondents:

•	 “More robots on the fields, remote controls, digitalization.”

•	 “More resilience in the supply chain and more elaborate contingency planning.”

•	 “The need to reduce efficiency in exchange of better sustainably and quality of products to consumers.” 

•	 “Adaptation of cropland and food supply distribution; increased acceptance of transgenic and gene-edited 

crops.”

•	 “Focus on environmental sustainability.”

•	 “Increases in “touchless” opportunities to work with growers; also more localized market opportunities for 

specialty type crops traditionally only grown in small regions and marketed across the US.” 
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