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B.C. Experience: Establishing Priorities for the Use of Rural Land Resources 

The Setting: 

As most of you are aware, B.C. is a province of highly contrasting bio
geoclimatic zones, dominantly rugged terrain of parallel mountain ranges 

and narrow valleys, broken by a broad interior plateau. We are oriented 

toward resource extraction, with most of the population concentrated in 

the south-west corner of the province in the productive Pacific Coastal 

zone. 

Worth noting at the outset is the fact that nearly 94% of the 94,800,000 
ha. provincial land area is still Crown-owned. Over l/2 or 53% is unres
erved Crownland; 36% is Provincial Forest, with the remaining 5% being Parks 

and Federal land. As you can see, we have a lot of rural land to plan. 

From a jurisdictional point of view, there are effectively four levels of 
government: municipal, regional, provincial and federal. Agencies of these 
various levels of government, cooperating to varying degrees,basically 

set priorities for use of the province's rural land and water resources. 

Planning of all types and at all levels has been gaining momentum in B.C., 

during the past decade. Almost every resource agency, every community, and 

every major industry in the province is now involved to some degree in the 

land use planning process - and many of the new thrusts are attempts to 
sort out the priorities for rural lan~· use. The following examples illus-
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trate some of the efforts that are .bei'ng made. Their degree of success is 
variable, and, certainly, much work still needs to be done to integrate these 

efforts on an interagency or intergovernmental and interdisciplinary basis. 

1. On paper, at least, we have a good beginning at integrating rural land 

use policy in the Environment and Land Use Act, which was passed in 1971 and 

has been the enabling legislation for a number of planning thrusts in the 

rural and resource fields. The decision-making group is a Committee of Cabinet. 

An Environment and Land Use Technical Committee, comprised of Resource Deputy 
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Ministers acts as advisors to the Cabinet Committee, both of which are 
backed by a Secretariat, which includes staff support representing the major 
resource disciplines. Most of the Secretariat's work originates as direct
ives from the above two committees and involves data collection, analysis, 

and interpretation aimed at solving the more difficult resource management 

and planning problems. in the province. In addition to specific studies, the 

Secretariat has prepared, for example, Coal, Linear, and Mine Development 

Guidelines, with Hydro Development Guidelines now in the process of being 
prepared under the new energy policy; A Land Use Planning Framework; and 

Approval Procedures for Land Development. In the past, the Secretariat's 

integration efforts have been most positive, but support for this approach 
appears to be failing, partly because of line agency jealousies and partly 

because of shifts in government priorities. 

2. Perhaps our most innovative planning approach that very clearly estab
lishes a priority for rural land use is the provincial legislation to preserve 
land capable of agricultural use. Approximately five percent of the province, 

including both private and Crown lands, is designated or 11 zoned 11 under this 

legislation for agricultural or compatible uses. The legislation is admin
istered by an appointed Commission with appeal provisions to the Environment 

and Land Use Corrmittee of Cabinet or to Cabinet itself, in the case of local 
governments. Provincial agencies, such as Ministry of Highways, Lands, Parks 
& Housing, or corporations, such as B.C. Hydro and B.C. Development Corp

oration work - either cooperatively or sometimes reluctantly-with the ALC to 
resolve conflicts. In any event, theoretically, they, along with local and 

regional governments, ~re bound by the legislation, as the Provincial Agricul
tural Land Corrmission 'Act takes precedence over all other legislation, except 
the Pollution Control Act and the Environment and Land Use Act. 

3. A major provincial resource planning thrust is the new Forest and Range 

Acts passed in 1978. Based on the findings of a recent Royal Corrmission, 
the new Acts have provided for accelerated inventory and planning efforts 

to rationalize a wood/forage/recreation/wildlife/fisheries mix on the.>31 .:..:i!G~ 

of provincial land area under various types of forest tenure. Trade-off 

analysis based on sophisticated computer technology is in the development 

stages and a reorganized Ministry of Forests with increased opportunity for 

public involvement in planning and management of the forest and range resources 

should result in improved integration with local and regional land use plan-
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ning. This is still to be tested through public involvement and a straining 

of the intergovernmental planning powers. 

In addition, it is also worth mentioning that seven Regional Resource 

Management Regions have been set up throughout the province and resource 

agency decision-making is being decentralized from Victoria to these regions 

as much as possible. The development of Coordinated Resource Management 

plans for the province's rangelands,financed under the federal-provincial 

ARDSA agreement, encourages the voluntary participation of the land users 
and 

as well as all interested natural resource agencies~has proven a useful 

tool in setting integrated management priorities. 

4. With regard to local-provincial initiatives under the Municipal Act, 

local and regional governments prepare community, settlement and regional 

plans, the scope of which is basically the privately owned lands,unfortunately. 

The legislation provides for Ministerial approval in some but not all instances. 
Technical planning committees of provincial agency professionals provide 

advice to elected regional district boards. Municipal Affairs provides 

guidelines incorporating provincial and federal rural resource interests, 

including the likes of the agricultural zone of the Provincial Agricultural 

Land Commission or fisheries habitat concerns. 

In draft stages')! understand, is an alleged new provincial "Land Use Act," 

which, from press reports, could provide a new integration link to pull 

together, by economic region, various and diverse interests. Among other 
things, ljke diverting some of the regional districts current planning per-

;:;. 

ogative, it is reported to contain the provision for a "one stop shopping 

supermarket" for all approvals, to help speed the bureaucratic process. 

5. An example of a national effort to set rural land and water use prior

ities in B.C. is the amended Fisheries Act; a strong piece of federal leg

islation (not:withstanding the Supreme Court of Canada decision of a week 

ago) to protect fish habitat, spawning grounds and nursery, rearing, food 

supply and migration areas on which fish depend directly or indirectly, 

in order to carry out their life processes. 

Several attempts to integrate fisheries habitat protection into various 

levels of planning have been made: 
cont'd ..... . 
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a) a "Process plan" for the Fraser estuary; 
b) B.C. Federation of Agriculture - sponsored interagency Farm & Stream 

Committee to resolve interagency enforcement-management conflicts; 
c) A regional district - commissioned study in cooperation with provincial 

agencies, to identify regional planning priorities for water quantity 

and quality, as it relates to fisheries - agriculture - forestry concerns. 

f To some degree, habitat concerns are incorporated in forest harvesting 

plans, although serious problems are still to be resolved. Persuasion 

continues. 

6. Special Statutes Planning - The Islands Trust Act gives the Trust the 

responsibility to preserve and protect the unique rural amenities and environ

ment of the Gulf Islands, for the benefit of the people of the Islands and 
of the province generally. The Islands dot the waters of Georgia Strait 

between Vancouver Island and the Mainland and are in great demand as summer 

home sites and for year round hobby farm/recreational residence. Authority 

for all planning matters on the islands has now been transferred to the Islands 

Trust from the respective Regional Districts. An elected General Trust Com

mittee oversees the operation with a local trust committee on each of the 13 

designated islands. 

7. Crownland Planning Strategies - The Land Management Branch, Ministry of 

Lands, Parks and Housing, is responsible under the Land Act for the planning, 

management and allocation of all unalienated and unreserved provincial Crown 

land. Remembering that this comprises about 53% of the provincial land base, 

it is clear that comprehensive strategies in this area are pretty critical to 

the long term success of many of the other planning efforts. Conflicts with 
other agencies and levels of government are many and criticism has been 
heavy, especially from local governments, as Land Management Branch Master 

Plans, being resource oriented (ie: agriculture, watershed, wildlife, habitat) 

can conflict with settlement plans and local priorities, particularly 

with regard to small holdings and residential uses. 

8. In the area of Environmental Planning, we have had some problems with 

ancient, outdated provincial legislation. However, new legislation is suppos

edly being drafted, ie: an Environment Act, Watershed and Water Basin 

Plan and Wildlife complementary legislation. There are also new thrusts 

in outdoor recreation planning. 

cont'd ... . . . 
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Those are a few examples of C. 's effort to tackle the complexities of 

setting priorities for the use of rural lands. I feel some of these recent 
thrusts have the potential to be effective, successful mechanisms. Despite 

these seemingly positive advances in the area of rural land use planning 

in B.C., however, unfortunately, in my view, the dominant mood - within 

resource agencies, local and regional governments and the public who are 

specifically concerned with this aspect of planning - remains one of frus

tration; somehow, we have not yet found the missing link to pull it all 

together. 


