
 
 
 
 
Imagine a Saskatchewan farmer waking at the crack of dawn 
to begin seeding, but instead of climbing into a tractor, they 
open a laptop, punch in the GPS coordinates for one of their 
fields, then walk away while the digitally controlled tractor 
seeds that field with corn. 
 Thanks to three University of Regina engineering students, 
farmers no longer need to fantasize about this labour-saving 
device. 
 The team of Sam Dietrich, Joshua Friedrick and Caleb 
Friedrick, under the supervision of Dr. Mehran Mehrandezh, 
associate professor in the Faculty of Engineering and 
Applied Science, won the 2016 agBOT Challenge with their 
automation system. In the process, they also provided a 
glimpse into the future of precision agriculture. 
 The student teams were tasked with developing the most 
efficient automated crop seeder capable of planting and 
fertilizing two varieties of seed over half-mile-long rows, while 
providing real-time data utilizing a mobile tracking antenna. 
 The winning team also focused their efforts on developing 
the user interface and navigation control system from the 
ground up.
 Joshua Friedrick says that the team was working on their 
code right up until their presentation at the competition.  
“It was very rewarding to win. We put in a lot of work.” 
 Their hard work paid off. They were able to develop 
technology capable of helping farmers increase their yields 
while freeing up their time. Plus, their automated seeder  
is affordable, user friendly, and easily implemented into  
most tractors.

(l to r) Technical 
advisor, Dean Kertai, 
Caleb Friedrick,  
Sam Dietrich and 
Joshua Friedrick 
with their automated 
seeder following  
the competition 
in Indiana.  
Photo courtesy  
of Dave Charrlin.

 The University of Regina was the only Canadian university 
demonstrating their robotic farming innovations at the 
competition in Rockville, Indiana. They competed against six 
other universities, including Purdue, Ohio State, Michigan 
State and Virginia Tech University. 
 For placing first at the international competition, the 
team was awarded $50,000 (USD). They also attracted the 
attention of some major players in the agricultural world, 
including John Deere, Monsanto and Yamaha.
 “Agriculture business owners from all over North America 
came down to see what the teams had developed, and they 
liked what they saw,” says Caleb Friedrick.
 Although they garnered significant interest in their 
technology, Dietrich says they are currently weighing their 
options for how to proceed with its development. 
 Reflecting on their win, the team agrees that the University’s 
engineering program prepared them for this competition. 
 “This is valuable recognition for the University as it shows 
the strengths of our industrial systems engineering program, 
which incorporates elements of traditional engineering 
disciplines such as mechanical and electrical, but also takes 
a systems approach to design,” says Sam Dietrich. 
 Completing their project with a first place finish was also 
the perfect send off, as all of the team members graduated 
this past June. 
 
The win was made possible thanks to Seed Hawk/Vaderstad 
of Langbank, SK, Swift Navigation, Kubota/Young’s Equipment 
of Regina, Flaman Group of Companies, The University of 
Regina Students’ Union, Regina Engineering Students Society, 
the University of Regina, Kurt Dietrich, Chris and Theresa 
Vanderstol, and the technical expertise of former University 
of Regina student Dean Kertai.

Robotic agriculture
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from all over North America 
came down to see what the 
teams had developed, and  
they liked what they saw.” 
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Innovation Award: Impacting 
the lives of seniors
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 Johnson and Engle agree that 
this innovative and collaborative 
research program has been  
a success, and highlight that  
such partnerships are imperative 
to the lives of seniors in our 
province and beyond.

Shanthi Johnson has been  
awarded Fellow status by  
the Gerontological Society  
of America (GSA), the world’s 
oldest and largest interdisciplinary 
organization devoted to research, 
education and practice in the 
field of aging. The Gerontological 
Society of America’s fellowship  
is that organization’s highest  
class of membership.

 

he was able to leave his home  
and even bid a fond farewell  
to his ‘wheelchair’.”
 Others in the program have 
shown that they recover from 
illness quicker and boast improved 
mental health and better balance, 
resulting in fewer falls and more 
confidence in navigating their  
daily lives. 
 With the addition of a seemingly 
minor change, the seniors are now 
able to stay in their own homes 
longer because their activity level 
and independence have improved. 
These two key ingredients also 
translate into a less isolated life; 
better health means they can come 
and go more easily, allowing them 
to engage with their communities 
in more meaningful ways. The 
program has made a remarkable 
contribution to the quality of life  
of participants.  
 Ken Loeppky, vice president  
and chief operating officer at 
Innovation Place, says his 
organization is proud to have  
been able to recognize such  
a worthwhile undertaking. 
“The socioeconomic impact 
of this research, in terms of 
improved quality of life and 
reduction in costs to the health 
care system, will be significant.” 
 This exercise program will now 
be rolled out through RQHR’s Home 
Care program, while research 
findings are distributed widely 
throughout the country, 
allowing more seniors 
– and their families – 
to benefit from the 
research.

Shanthi Johnson shown  
with her Award of Innovation.

It’s an all-too-common scenario.  
An older adult has fallen through 
the cracks of the healthcare 
system, finds themselves isolated, 
feeling alone, and on a steady 
physical decline. This type of 
situation often forces people to 
forsake their independence and 
their homes. It’s a scenario that 
Shanthi Johnson, professor in the 
Faculty of Kinesiology and Health 
Studies and research faculty  
at the Saskatchewan Population 
Health and Evaluation Research 
Unit (SPHERU), says many families 
can relate to – and she hopes  
to change. 
 Johnson has been awarded the 
2016 Award of Innovation for her 
research project, “Saskatchewan 
Advantage: Improving Functional 
Capacity and Preventing Falls 
Among Rural and Urban Seniors.” 
 The award, sponsored by 
Innovation Place, recognizes 
original research that has the 
potential to create substantive 
societal benefits. It also includes  
a $2,500 prize.
 Another goal of the award is 
to foster partnerships, and this 
project has been a team effort. 
Johnson collaborated with the 
Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region 
(RQHR), the Faculty of Kinesiology 
and Health Studies, SPHERU, and 
the Canadian Centre for Activity 
and Aging at Western University.
 “The theme of the University of 
Regina Strategic Plan is ‘Together 
We Are Stronger,’” says Johnson. 
“This partnership project is an 
excellent example of this and I 
dedicate my award to the entire 
project team.”
 Johnson was inspired by a study 
she was a part of in Ontario which 
demonstrated that performing 
simple, progressive, in-home 
exercises can improve physical 
function associated with reducing 
falls among seniors. 
 “This project is aimed at 
improving or maintaining the health 

of seniors and enabling them to 
age in place,” explains Johnson. 
 The program is delivered 
through the existing infrastructure 
of home care so it maximizes 
impact and sustainability. The 
Therapies Department at RQHR 
delivered the key aspect – teaching 
the exercise routine to seniors 
living at home on their own. 
 The response from participants 
has been overwhelmingly positive.
 Before she participated in the 
exercise program, a senior from 
Regina was so afraid of falling that 
she almost never left her home; 
she was even too afraid to get in 
and out of a taxi in the winter. 
 Tricia Engel, Director of 
Home Care, Clinical Support and 
Palliative Care Services with RQHR, 
says the senior no longer faces 
these disabling barriers. “After only 
a few months of performing the 
exercises, she went on to organize 
and host potluck dinners, mentor 
at a local school, and develop  
a program for older school children 
to walk home young, vulnerable 
children in a core neighbourhood.”
 Another participant in Johnson’s 
study was confined to his home, 
using an office chair with wheels 
to move around. This participant 
was also blind, a complicating 
circumstance that initiated  
a creative response from the 
physical therapists.
 “We knew we would not be  
able to teach him the exercises 
using a video and leaving visual 
reminders for him,” explains 
Engle, “So one of our Home Care 
Therapies staff came up with the 
innovative approach of physically 
moving his body to teach him the 
exercises, then leaving behind an 
audio recording of her describing 
the exercises for him to play  
if he forgot.” 
 “This was the perfect solution,” 
continues Engle. “After Home  
Care Therapists taught him the 
simple but effective exercises,  


