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Mr• Chai:rman, Ia.dies and Gentlerren., fellcM rrerrbers of the Soil Cbnservation 

Society of Arrerica. It is a pleasure to be here at this very :inportant sym

posiu:n. Although our systems of goverrurent are sarewhat different, our 

problems are often s.imilar, and this is indeed a chance for us to learn fran 

each other. 

Bring,ipg 11¥ topic into focus with the therre of the conference, I might begin 

by saying that British Columbia has made one of those tough choices - and 

chosen to preserve agricultural land through a provincial zoning mechanism as 

a first priority. 'Ihe B.C. I.and Carmission of which I am chainnan is the 

action rrechanisrri . through which this priority is :inplerren.ted. Of course those 

of you in the planning professions will recognize that our preservation of 

agriculture program can only be the first ·. building block tavards crnprehen

sive land use planning, al. be it, a very :inportant building block. 

For those of you tmfarniliar with our provin'r, topographically., British Cblumbia 

is a series of roughly parallelrrountain ranges with a broad interior plateau. 

Surficial materials are mainly glacial in origin, except in the valley bottoms 

where post-glacial alluvial materials predaninate. Climate ranges franwann 

and noist on the coast to wann and dry in the southern interior to cold and 

dry in the north. 

'Ihe variable topography and climate has resulted in an extrerrely canplex pat

tern of soils and very rarely do soil, climate, tcpography and drainage occur 

in ideal carbinations for agriculture. On the narrow valleys where .soil and climate 

are suitable, topography is the limiting factor. In the interior plateau where soils 
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are good, climate limits the range of crops that can be grown. In total, only 

arout 4.9% of the land area of the province has capability.for agricultural 

use. If only that portion lying west of the Rocky ~untains is considered, the 

figure drops to 3%. Only 1/l00th of 1% of the province has the soil/climate 

canbination suitable for tree fruits and grapes. 'Ihe two key areas agriculturally, 

the lower Fraser River and the Okanagan Valleys are precisely the areas where 

urban expansion pressures have reen greatest. (The lower Fraser Valley has a 

population. dens:L ty '91-"eater than Iblland. ) 

It was a oombination of trese factors - the scarcity of agricultural land in 

B.C. and tre increasing expansion of urban uses onto~ of the best agricul

tural lands - that led to provincial legislation to preserve agricultural land 

in B.C. for future food prcrluction. Despite very sto:rmy beginnings it is now 3½ 

years since the so-called fannlarrl "freeze" was i.rcposed and I think it would re 

safe to say at this point that the I.and Conmission Act is rKM generally suwcrted 

cy the public and the fanning cormunity, and the I..arrl. Comnission receives the 

co-operation of rrost local gover:n.rrents. 

IBGISIATION 

Very briefly in the tilre allotted to rre, I would like to take you through the 

sequence of events fran December 1972 to the present time, and hopefully I will 

touch on at least sare of the aspects of our experience that will be of particular 

interest to you. Far th::>se of you who wish further infonnation, I have with rre 

copies of our legislation and regulations as well as background brochures. In 

addition you are certainly welcare to write to us in Burnacy, British Columbia. 

' , I l 

u i .. t j , e suu. J 



- 3 -

·something had to be done quickly because of the phenaocnal rate we were loosing 

our arable lands. When the newly elected Proviocial Governrrent brought in the 

"land freeze" in December 1972, it used the existing Environment and Land Use Act, 

a very strong piece of envirc:rurental legislation passed sare years back, J::ut until 

1972, seldom used. '!his Act ·;v.1s used to pass terrporary Orders-in-Council, in 

other words cabinet orders, freezing sul:rlivision and non-agricultural use of fann

land. The "freeze" applierl to land that was either taxed as fannland, zonerl 

agricultural by a local government body, or rated classes 1 to 4 by the Canada 

Land Inventory (similar to your s.c.s. capability classification). Government 

then proceerled to draft the Land Camnission Act which, after a stonny ride through 

the legislature and nnx::h battering about by various interest groups, was passerl 

in April 1973. 'Ihe original five rrernber Land camtl.ssion was appointed in May of 

that year. Action on a provincial level was taken because, altmugh regional 

and local governrrent had been given the authority to zone under B.C. Municiapl .Act 

obviously they had not been doing their job in regards to protecting the agri

cultural land resource. The zoning 11EChanism, together with options for acquisi

tion in key situations.twas chosen as a base for the provincial legislation. 

Ccnpensation and developnent rights concepts were rejecterl but some parallel separate 

programs, namely fann incare assurance based on cost of production,~re intrcrlucerl. 

The main objective of the legislation of course was to preserve agricultural land, 

although the Act also contains secondary objectives to preserve lands for green

belt, parkland and urban land-bank purposes. The Land Comnission Act takes prece

cence over all other provincial legislation, exc~t the Pollution Control Act and 

the Envirorurent & Land Use Act. 'Ihe legislation gives the Corrmission broad 

discretionary pavers in the zoning and regulating use of agricultural land, altlx>ugh 

lands for the other three uses must first be bought by the Corrmission or receiverl 

as gifts before they can be zonerl for that use. 
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The first task of the Ccmnission was, in co-operation with local governments 

and provincial agencies, to establish agricultural zoning throughout the 

province. Cne of the initial imp:>rtant decisions was that the zoning, or the 

Agricultural Land Reserve as we nCM call it, should be based upcn bi9-physical 

parameters - the natural characteristics of the landscape - ratl'Er than the 

variables of market and other socio-economic consideraticns. Initially, there

fore, we had to decide upon a technical base that 'WOuld weather all storms, 

politically and othei:wise, and be as fair as possible to everyone. 'Ihe Canada 

Land Inventory (C.L.I.) agricultural capability interpretations, derived fran 

basic soils and climate data,was the only unifonn province-wide classification 

of the land resource available at the tine - a very necessary requirement in 

order to fairly and equitably apply a province-wide zcne. It is my feeling 

that, without this basic bio-physical inventory, the schare of credible agri

cultural zoning intended to preserve agricultural land in the long tenn would 

have been very difficult if not imp:>ssible to inplement. 

Under the Land Cbrrrnission Act, each of the 28 regional levels of government 

was required to sul:mit an Agricultural Land Reserve Plan to the C<mnission for 

consideraticn. If local governIIEnt refused, and none did, the Land carmission 

had the right to prepare the Agricultural Land Reserve Plans. 'Ib aid the 

regional districts and to provide a guideline, B.C. Ministry of Agriculture 

prepared "suggested" Agricultural Land Reserve maps that identified those lands 

having the soil/ climate carbination to support agriculture and not already 

urbanized or irreversibly alienated in sare manner. These maps were essentially 

a generalized second stage interpretation of basic soil survey and C.L.I. agri-

cultural capability data carbined with proposed urban expansion areas on lCMer capability 
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or non-agricultural lands. Info:rmation meetings · arid public hearings were held in 

each regional district (son: 300 in total) so the public could actively par

ticipate in drawing the A.L.R. in their areas. When the plans were agreed upon 

at the regional district level, they were sulmitted to the I.and Conmission for 

review. In son: cases changes to the plans were recarrrended. As you can well 

imagine, quality of the plans sul:mitted varied, depending upon the attitudes 

and directions local government saw fit to project. During the Camtission 

review stage, therefore, we attempted to assure basic technical consistency 

within the Agricultural Land Reserves througmut the province. In general 

the follaving nethodology was applied: 

1. Retain in the A.L.R. all class 1-4 (C.L.I.) land that is not irreversibly 

developed, regardless of ownership or tenure. Crown (Provincial and 

Federal) and private lands to be treated equally. 

2. If non-agricultural land is not imrmiately available for urban expansion, 

exclude land sufficient to allav for roughly five years gravth of the 

ccmnunity, related wherever possible to current ccmrrunity or regional plans 

and servicing programs. (The purpose of this was to allav a reasonable 

tine for local governrrents to rethink and redirect future gravth patterns.) 

3. Include lower capability (class 5 & 6) land where historical land use 

patterns have indicated that such land can effectively be utilized for 

agriculture in conjunction with the class 1 to 4 lands (mainly in ranching 

areas of the province). Generally this involved the sprmg and fall 

ranges (daninantly open grasslands) but not the Im.lch more extensive su:rmer 

ranges (daninantly forested range). 

4. Include srrall pockets of non-agricultural (class 7) lands where exclusion 

of such land might allav undesirable intrusion of incanpatible uses -into 

the agricultural ccmnunity. 



- 6 -

When the Cormission had completed its reviewt the plansJ along with the Can

mission' s recomrrended changes, were presented to Cabinet for refinerrent and 

approval through the Environment & land Use Corrmittee. After Cabinet approval, 

the Land camri.ssion officially designated the Agricultural Land Reserve Plan 

for each regional district. At this point the original fannland freeze orders 

under the Environment & Land Use Act were lifted and the zoning under the land 

Cormission Act then applied. 

'Ihe process of getting the provincial agricultural zoning in place took us aoout 

l½ years. Tl'E original designated Reserve covered . approximately 5% of the land 

area of the p~ovince or aJ:out 11½ million acres. The A.L.R. is a unique kind of 

zone, based upon the bio-physical or ecological attributes of the land, and it 

is regarded as relatively pe:rrna.nent. Tnat is to say, it is not subject to re

zoning to a "higher" use or as sane better describe it, a lower and 'MJrse use 

if out of agriculture - as in starrlard zoning bylaws. 

While basing the agricultural zoning upcn the land's inherent characteristics 

was the only sensible route to go, given the long te:rm intention of the legis

lation, the route was not without its problems. Because we ~e dealing with 

a zoning cx:mcept, the en::l product of which would be administered and utilized 

by existing public agencies, problems quickly arose related to the administra- ' . 

tive need for legally definable boundaries with the technical data of course 

being based upon the natur=1l breaks in the landscape. First, therefore, all 

natural boundaries had to be converted to essentially straight line legal 

boundaries for Land Registry identification purposes, etc. This was a long, 

tough, frustrating job and a not altogether successful one. The whole problem 

of natural versus legal boundaries is one that I feel prospective users of 
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bio-physical infonna.tion as well as those who are oollocting such infonna.tian 

should be made nore aware of. In our experience, by having to define agricul

tural areas by straight lines, we were forced to generalize still further 

bio-physical data that, for the purposes we were attenpting to use it, was 

already being pushed to the limit. Partly because of this, the credibility 

of the Agricultural land Reserves has sareti.Ires been brought into question, 

especially by non-technical people who may be looking at one or two properties 

and noting that the agricultural portions seem to bear little resemblance to 

the actual Agricultural land Reserve l::oundary. 

This brings ire to the seoond main problem we encountered and of oourse are 

still grapplin~rwith- the scale of mapping. This was especially a problem 

in the rretropoli tan areas, along the urban fringe where the fragrrentation of 

parcels was already quite advanced. Agricultural capability data was avail

able to us at a scale of 1:50,000 and yet in the drawing of the A.L.R. 

l::oundary and in considering applications under the Land Ccmn.ission Act, we 

IlUlst atterrpt to apply information mapped at this scale to lots of 2, 5 and 10 

acres. I kna.v those of you who are in the business of collecting and inter

preting bio-physical data certainly appreciate the fallacy of such an exercise. 

Because of the urgency to establish the A.L.R. 's as quickly as possible, we 

could do little nore than reoognize such problems during the initial designa

tion procedure. Now that the A.L.R. 's are in place ha.vever, the Ccmn.ission 

views the refineirent, or "fine-tuning", of the A.L.R. boundary as an ongoing 

process. First, the basic agriculture capability data is refined through fur

ther field w:::>rk. Fonna.l adjustrrent to the A.L.R. boundary fella.vs if and 

when warranted. 
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Administering the A.L.R. has been no simple task and we are constantly being 

presented with new situations that dercarrl attention and establishment of 

policy. Agriculture, like any other resource, cannot really be viewed in 

isolation. It is an integral part of our total land resource. I think it 

is safe to say that many of our land problems, not only in B.C. but all across 

North Arrerica, have resulted from ignoring this fact and looking at the land 

from the point of view of single use demands. While the preservation of land 

for food production is of course the highest priority within the Agricultural 

Land Reserves, we also try to keep in mind that integrated use and manageirent 

is one of the basic principles of any good land use planning process. Conse-

quently, our land use regulations reflect a number of uses considered oorrpatible 

with agriculture within the Reserves. Open land recreation uses, ecological 

reserves and golf courses were incluied within the A.L.R. where the soil/ 

climate - combinations were also suitable for agriculture. Similarly, sare lands 

under various types of forest use tenure are in the Agricultural Land Reserves, 

recognizing that such lands are and will likely continue to be used in the 

forseeable future for~ production. In sc::me instances, we feel it may even 

be desirable to manage certain lands for a compatible use to the exclusicn of 

agriculture in the short tenn. ALpattioh of 'the ,Kootehay 'River Valley. .mear Creston,for 

exanple, has class 5 to 7 agricultural capability in its natural state because 

of poor drainage. It is currently nanaged for waterfowl production. If this 

land were ever needed for soil-based agriculture however, the option is there. 

With drainage, capability for agriculture would improve to a class 2. NCM, I 

am not saying this will be done, or even would be desirable, as it is a value 

juigeirent as to whether managing the land for agriculture or for waterfCMl 

brings the greatest benefit to society. 'lhe key point is, we want to retain 

the options for choice. 
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As I am sure you can appreciate, the I.and Conmission walks a ver:y thin line in 

its day to day managing of the Agricultural Land Reserves. No matter what 

:rrethod of land use control is used, ~peals against the legislation will always 

be a reality. Such appeals need to be considered ver:y carefully so that public 

needs are served as well as possible, but at the sane t.irre the basic intent to 

preserve the land resource is upheld. Decisions nrust not cnly be fair but must 

also appear to be fair; otherwise, the credibility of the entire program 

becones jeopardized. Perhaps I can best illustrate this by briefly surrmarizing 

the appeal procedures under the Land Conmission .Act and touching on sare of 

the basic criteria the Conmission uses in reaching its decisions. 

'!he appeal procedures have been described by sare as a bureaucratic nightmare 

am:mg other less carpli:rrentar:y labels. In addition to the canpatible and 

ronditional uses provided for under the land use regulations, there are basically 

tw:::> kinds of appeal applications; those requesting subdivision or non-fann use 

within the agricultural zone and those requesting exclusion fran the Agricul

tural Land Reserve. Both types must be initiated through local goverrnrent 

levels, then forwarded with caments and recomnendations to the Conmissian 

for decision. As the Reserve is ai:rred at protecting a__gricultural land in the 

long tenn, factors such as parcel size, econanic viability, current market 

oonditions or_avnershi_p_play lit~le or no role in the decision-making p~ocess. 

By far the most numerous type of application is for subdivision where the lam 

will remain within the A.L.R. In these instances, the Conmission is primarily 

concerned that the options for agriculture are retained in the long. run. We 

have found that this is perhaps the rrost difficult concept for applicants and 

the public to appreciate. For exarrple, in sane instances sul:rli vision may bring 
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gains to agriculture in the short tenn in that the purchasers of the subdivided 

portion will bring the land into food production. But in the long run, the 

effect of such a sutrlivision may be detri.nental in that the smaller parcel siz.e 

may discourage or reduce the likelihood of future avners using the land for 

full tine cc:mrercial agricultural cperations. Ccmni.ssion decisions for those 

applications requesting subdivision or non-farm use within the A.L.R. are 

final. Requests for reconsideration are granted only if there is substantial 

new infonnation or a substantially altered proposal. 

In the case of individual appeals for exclusion from the A.L.R., in addition 

to follCMing the route through local govemnent before reaching the Ccmni.ssion, 

the applicant and/or his agent also has the opportunity to present his case 

before the Ccmni.ssion during one of the scheduled quarterly hearings held at 

various centres throughout the Province. In the event of a negative decision 

cy the Land Carmi.ssion, and I might mention refusals cy far outnumber approvals, 

there is provision for appeal to Cabinet, providing two Land Conmissioners are 

prepared to sign for the application to go forward. Appeal can be made through 

the Courts only on the question of excess jurisdiction. 

The remaining types of applications, namely requests for further inclusion of 

land within the A.L.R. and applications by a local, ,government bcdy for exclusion 

of land fran the A.L.R. also have Cabinet as the final decision making authority. 

In these instances, the Land Conmission acts in a recorrmending capacity only. 

It has been said that you cannot make one decision, and this applies rrost 

definitely to land use decisions. The characteristics of the land and every

thing ,;-ve as a society do with it are inter-related. In terms of managing the 

Agricultural I.and Reserve, the Conmission is constantly concerned about the 
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real effect of its decisions and actions upon the fanning camrunity and 

society in general. It is not enough to preserve the land. I.and is only 

part of the team, and if we do not also work to preserve the expertise of 

the farrrer as W9ll as protect the sense of identity, self-confidence and 1 

vitality of the fanning corrmmity, then the whole philosop!iy of .preserving 

agricultural land IllclY well be useless. Whether it be an awlication for 

sul:xiivision or non-fann use or application for exclusion of land fran the 

A.L.R., W9 constantly ask ourselves: 

"what would be the direct and indirect effects of this 
particular action on existing or potential agricultural 
uses on surrourrling lands?" 

lm.y proposal whether it be a school, railway or a corrlaniniurn developnenb.~·-: 

even if it is located on land perhaps only Illclrginally suited for agricultural 

use, is urrlesirable if it negatively affects adjacent fanning operations ·or 

increases the pressures upon the fanning camrunity. Conversely, certain non

fann uses, nanely food processing plants or other agriculturally-ori ented 

industries, IllclY actually be acceptable within the A.L.R. if they are felt to 

re essential to the well being of the fanning corrmunity and evidence indic:ates 

. they cannot be adequately acconmodated on lands outside the A.L.R. 

As tiire am. budget pennits, the Corrmission involves itself in projects aimed 

at resolving scree of the conplex problems of planning related to the A.L.R. 

To this errl, our involverrent IllclY take the fonn of ta::;hnical assistan::e to 

farrrers organizations in their efforts to strengthen the agricultural carmunity . 

,'Ihe Cormri.ssion is currently preparing a brief to government on the subject of 

taxation structures as they relate to the Agricultural Land Reserve in the 

hcpe that the taxation tcx:iJ_ can be used to further protect lands within the 

Agricultural I.and Reserve., From a different direction, the Comission also 
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works with other levels of governrrent to encourage a growth policy that will 

help to relieve the pressures upon agricultural lands, whether this be surport 

of Camumi ty · plans that direct urban growth away fran the Agricultural Land 

Reserve, or working to assure that Provincial and Federal financed programs, 

such as for water and sewer, respect the priority of agricultural land preser

vaticn. 

A small aa;ruisition program, in which we have purchased appl;'oximately 10,000 

acres of agricultural land in key areas has also been initiated. Most of this land 

has been leased. out on a career lease basis (20 years), sorre with cption to 

purchase. 

8aretirres of course, use of agricultural land for ncn-fann related uses is 

tmavoidable. In the case of highways, railways and other services, the can-

mission first needs to be convinced that alternate sites or routes outside 

the Agricultural Land Reserve are not feasible, then we try to locate such 

activities within the Reserve so as to result in the least possible negative 

iirpact upon the agricultural camnmity. 

SUMMARY CCM1ENTS 

As the saying goes - the proof of the pm.ding is in the eating. The questioo 

is, ho.v successful have we been in B.C. at preserving agricultural land? In 

tems of rotmd numbers, we have handled approximately 2,300 private applica

tioos for subdivision or non-fann use up to the end of 1976. This total does 

not incloo.e applicatioos for CCITpatible and conditional uses tmder the Land 

Use Regulations. Our statistics indicate the Ccrrmission has held a hard .line 

regarding appeal applicaticns, which by the way are about 80% fran people who 

are not engaged in fanning but -own land in the rural areas of the province. 
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In tellilS of acres within the Agricultural I.and Reserve, there has actually 

been a small net increase fran the originally designated Reserve. Exclusions 

resulting fran applications by private citizens and local governITEnts, as 

well as I.and Carmissicn "fine tuning" reviews,total approximately 15,000 

acres. l-Dst of this was mrrginal or low capability for agriculture. Inclu

sions total approxima.tely 16,000 acres. Perhaps the most significant and 

revealing statistic however, is the approxi.ma.tely 40,000 acres of primarily 

class 1 - 3 land that has been refused exclusion fran the Agricultural Land 

Reserve since the zoning has been in place. While to many of you, this may 

appear to be an insignificant acreage, to a province with only just over 

11 rnillicn acres in total, it is a sizable anomt. As the main reason for 

refusing these applications for exclusion was the agricultural capability of 

the land, it might be said therefore in very general tellilS, the presence of 

the Land Corrmission Act in British Columbia has thus far "saved" approximately 

40,000 acres of good agricultural land from being converted to irreversible 

uses. 

Using quite a different :rreasuring stick, there has been a fairly significant 

shift in public q:,inion since the Land Conmission Act. While farrrers organi

zaticns were protesting the legislation when it was first introduced, they 

are now actively assisting the I.and Conmission in its task. Where the general 

public was confused and skeptical about the program initially, we now have 

environrrental groups, organized labour and individual citizens voluntarily 

taking on a watchdog role against infractions of the I.and camri.ssion Act. 

While I am not suggesting for one marent that our problems are over in B.C., 

the increased public awareness of the issues related to agriculture is certainly 

encouraging. 



.. 
- 14 -

I would not want to leave you with the idea that independent Conmissims and 

province or state wide zoning are the best or the: only:way to rta.ckle-~ the agricul

tural land preservation problem. While this approach appears to be working 

in B.C. it is by no ~ans a solution to everyone's problems. In other parts 

of Canada, different strategies are being developed, with varying degrees of 

success. 'Ihe programs reflect a range of situatims, regional priorities and 

political realities. Saskatchewan has established a I.and Bank Ccmnission 

equipped to purchase agricultural lands as a ~ans of retaining it in active 

agricultural use. Prince Edward Island exerts control over land use through 

land CMnership regulations. In Alberta, a I.and Use Forum was established to 

study a wide range of land-related issues and reccmrend to governnent techniques 

and structures for future action. 

Whatever land use cmtrol ~chanism is chosen, h~ver, when it really co~s 

dCMn to legislating solutions, I personally feel there are sare key principles 

that increase the odds for sucress. First, regulations must be based on 

solid technical data that people can understand. 'llle essence of goa:1 agricul

tural land is a soil/climate oorrbinatim and any program that does not 

recognize this fact invites proble:ns and corrplicatims. Indirectly related 

to the above, I feel any cmtrol ~chanism needs to be basically apolitical. 

In B.C., the fact that the decision-making body is a Comnission, independent 

of government, is one of the reasons we have been sucressful thus far. N:)t 

only has the program survived a provincial electim and change of governnent, 

but has also experienred a tum-over of Camri.ssion appointlrents as wella, In 

addition, legislative arrendrrents that will further strengthen the Act are nCM 

being proposal. 
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A third and very important element in my mind is the provision for shared 

decisim-making. While the legislation confers fairly broad ~rs to the 

Conmission, as I mentioo.ed earlier local governrrents and the public were in

volved in drawing up the Agricultural I.and Reserves and, through cc:mrents 

and recamendatioo.s submitted with applicaticns, nrunicipal and regional 

governrrent contirn.:e ' to participate in the administration of the. 

zming. In addition, because the I.and Ccmnission has a very small staff, we 

depend heavily upon the Ministry of Agriculture and other provincial govem

rrent agenices for technical assistance. This gives us constant opportunity 

for integraticn and corrmunicaticn. We also have arrangements with the B.C. 

Federation of Agriculture wh:!reby Advisory Camri.ttees, conprised of local 

fanrers within each Regional District, are available for advice as we may 

request it. 

In closing, Mr. Chairman, the program is working thus far but much energy is 

still needed to effect a stable positive environnent for agriculture in one 

of the rcost 'agriculture. land resource limited areas'of North America. 



SOHMARY of APPLICATION PROC£DUR£5 /Jndef' the L.C.A. 

r----~{Land Remains in the ALR)1-------, 
Sec. I/('/) Su8DIV. and 
NON-FARM U5£ 

Re Iona/ Disf6cf 

unof'gt9ni;e.d of'q,m11~d 
Muri1ci paldy 

(Recomn1end;fions) 

Regional Ptanninq 
qrtJups, R.o. Board 

( R.eeotnm end,9fion s) 

I 
e.c.Land Commission 

(fii1al Decision) 

CtJNOIT!ONA/. t/5£5 ek 
under REGt/LATI0/115 

Appl/cant 

/3.C'.Lanti C'tJmm11s 1017 

Re?ional 01s,,;1tf, 
Munieip~!(Commenfs) 

8.C.LJnd Ct1mmisst"on 
(Final oe~ision) 

1 - - - - - -if a7fw-;d~ - - - - - - _, 
proceed -thro11gh 
;-eqv/a;, approvmq 

aufhol'ifies 

.£NCLf/5!0NS 

IAppltcant I 
owner 

Reg. District 
(Recomrntnd

,;;fions 

B.C. Land Comm1s51on 
(Decision) 

I 
I 

if o1llowed 

' ' ' 

Locd/ ~~vt. 
9.c. '-· c. 

Public 
Hearing 

8.CLantl Ccmm1'ssitJn 
(f'ecwnmtnddfions) 

Cabinet 
(Final Oecision) 

,-----(Lantl is removed from -lhe ALR ,___ _____ _ 

Sec 9f2)INDIV. 
APPL!. for EXCLLJSION 

App//canf 

Rer;/onal Oislric.f 

unonpni, ui on1a_ni1erl_ 
I rZ~;~eipa11fy 
~mendafiotd) 

Reqiona/ Plt1nnmg 
(JY01.1ps, R.o.Bo,;rds 
( l(ecomtnendaf/,ms) 

8.C. L3ntf Commission 
Hearing ~ Oecis ion 

I r------ --r-------1 
allow . , at/ow subd. or l"efuse. - - -
e"J(e/us,on use wiff}ouf 

exc11.1sIon 
(Sec.//('-/)) 

Sec 9(7) 

s.c.L.t. 
te~ve fo 
t!Jppt.a/ 

Sec. 9(/)APPLI. 6y 
' LOCAL GOVT, 8CLC 

8.C.Land Comm1ss,i:,n 
(Kaommendation) 

Cabinet 
(rma/ Pecision) 



1977 - 1978 

THE 

BRITISH COLUMBIA 

AGRICULTURAL LAND PRESERVATION 

PROGRAM 

G. GARY RUNKA 



G. GARY RUNKA 

Gary Runka received his M.Sc. in Natural Resource Management and land Use 

Planning, Department of Conservation from Cornell University in 196 7 • He 

also has a B.Sc. in Agriculture from the University of British Columbia. 

From 1967 - 1973 Mr. Runka was the Canada land Inventory B.C. Field Co-

. Ordinator for Agriculture and Forestry, involved in integrated land resource 

inventory projects throughout B.C. 

In 1973 he was appointed General Manager of the British Columbia land Com

mission, and in July 1975 he became Chainnan, which position he still holds. 

Memberships include, inter alia, Agricultural Institute of Canada land Use 

Ccmmittee, B.C. Representative; Soil-Conservation Society of America; B.C. 

land Resources Steering Ccmmittee. 

CHAIRMAN 
BRITISH COLUMBIA LANO COMMISSION 

302-4333 LEOGER AVENUE 

BURNABY, 6. C. 

., 

294-5211 



THE BR ITISH COCUMBIA AGRICULTURAL LAND PRESERVAT ION PROGRAM 

G. Gary Runka 

The subject of land use control is one of continued interest to the assessment 

discipline in this Province particularly insofar as its effect on land value. 

This paper, originally presented March 23, 1977 at the Soil Conservation 

Society of .America National Syrnposiwn at Qnaha, Nebraska outlines the role of 

the British Colurnbia land Commission in the preservation of Agricultural land. 

To begin, it can be said that British Columbia has made a tough choice - and 

chosen to preserve agricultural land through a provincial zoning mechanism as 

· a first priority. The B.C. land Ccmnission of which I am Cha.inn...an is the 

action mechanism through which this priority is implemer1ted. It will be 

recognized that our preservation of agriculture program can only be the first 

building block towards comprehensive land-use planning, albeit, a very important 

building block. 

For those of you unfamiliar with our province, topographically, British. 

Columbia is a series of roughly parallel mountain ranges with a broad interior 

plateau. Surficial materials are mainly glacial in origin, except in the valley 

bottoms where post-glacial alluvial materials predorrrinate. Climate ranges from 

warm and moist on the coast to warm and dry in the southern interior to cold and 

dry in the north. 

The variable topography and climate has resulted in an extremely cc::mplex pattern 

of soils and very rarely do soil, climate, topography and drainage occur in ideal 

combinations for agriculture. On the narrow valleys where soil and climate are 

suitable, topography is the limiting factor. In the plateau where soils are good, 
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climate limits the range of crops that can be grown. In total, only about 

4.9% of the land area of the province has capability for agricultural use. 

If only that portion lying west of the Rocky Mountains is considered, the 

figure drops to 3%. Only 1/l00th of 1% of the province has the soil/climate 

combination suitable for tree fruits and grapes. The two key areas agricul

turally, the Lcwer Fraser River and the Okanagan Valleys are precisely the 

areas where urban expansion pressures have been greatest. (The Lcwer Fraser 

Valley has a population density greater than Holland.) 

It was a combination of these factors - the scarcity of agricultural land in 

B.C. and the increasing expansion of urban uses onto some of the best agricul

tural lands - that led to provincial legislation to preserve agricultural land 

in B.C. for future food production. Despite very stOTIT\Y beginnings it is now 

4 years since the so-called farmland "freeze" was imposed and I think it 
' . 

would be safe to say at this point that the Land Comnission Act is now generally 

supported by the public and the farming corrm.mity, and the Land Canrnission 

receives the co-operation of rrost local governments. 

LEGISIATION 

Briefly, I would like to take you through the sequence of events from December 

19 72 to the present tine, and hopefully I will touch on at least same of the 

aspects of our experience that will be of particular interest. For those who 

wish further information, copies of our· legislation and regulations as well as 

background broc,½ures are obtainable at our offices at 4333 Ledger Avenue, 

Burnaby, B.C., Canada V~G 3T3. 

. ) 
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Sanetlring had to be done quickly because of the phenanenal rate we were losing 

our arable lands. When the newly elected Provincial Governrrent brought in the 

"land freeze" in December 1972, it used the existing Environment and land Use 

Act, a very strong piece of environmental legislation passed sane years back, 

but until 1972, seldan used. This Act was used to pass temporary Orders-in

.Council, in other words Cabinet orders, freezing subdivision and non-agricul-

tural use of farmland. The "freeze" applied to land that was either taxed as 

farmland, zoned agr,icultural by a local government body, or rated classes 1 to 

4 by the Canada land Inventory. Gover.nrrent then proceeded to draft the Land 

Comnission Act which, after a stormy ride through the Legislature and much 

battering about by various interest groups, was passed in April 19 7 3. The 

original five member land Canrnission was appointed in May of that year. Action 

on a provincial level was ·taken because, al though regional and local govenune.nt 

had been given the authority to zone under B.C. Municipal Act obviously they 

had not been doing their job in regards to protecting the agricultural land 

resource. The zoning mechanism, together with options for acquisition in key 

situations, was chosen as a base for the provincial legislation. Canpensation 

and development rights concepts were rejected but sorre parallel separate 

programs, namely farm income assurance based on cost of production, were intro

duced. 

The ma.in objective of the legislation of course was to preserve agricultural 

land, although the Act also contains secondary objectives to preserve lands for 

greenbelt, parkland and urban land-bank purposes • The land Carnnission Act takes 

precedence over all other provincial legislation, except -. the -Pollution Control 

Act and the E.rivi..V>Qnment & land Use Act. The legislation gives the Canrnission 

' 
broad discretionary powers in the zoning and regulating use of agricultural land, 

although lands for the other three .uses must first be bought by the Commission 

or received as gifts before they can be zoned for that use. 
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ESTABLISHING THE AGRICULTURAL 1AND RESERVES 

The first task of the Canmission was, in co-operation with local governments 

and provincial agencies, to establish agricultural zoning throughout the 

provmce. One of the initial important decisions was that the zoning, or the 

Agricultural Land Reserve as we nOi/ call it, should be based upon bio-physical 

parameters - the natural characteristics of the landscape - rather than the 

variables of market and other socio-econanic considerations . Initially, there

£ ore, we had to decide upon a technical base that would weather all storms , 

politically and otherwise, and be as fair as possible to everyone. The Canada 

Land Inventory ( C. L. I. ) agricultural capability interpretations·, derived from 

basic soils and clirrate data, was the only unifonn province-wide classification 

of the land resource available at the time - a very necessary requirement in 

order to fairly and equitably apply a province-wide zone. It is IIlY feeling 

that, without this basic bio-physical inventory, the scheme of credible agri

cultural zoning intended to preserve agricultural land in the long term would 

have been impossible to implement. 

Under the Land Canmission Act, each of the 28 regional levels of government was 

required to submit an Agricultural Land Reserve Plan to the Canmission for con

sideration. If local government refused, and none did, the Land Corrmission had 

the right to prepare• -the Agricultural Land Reserve Plans. To aid the regional 

districts and to provide a guideline, B. C. Ministry of Agr>icul ture prepared 

"suggested" Agricultural Land Reserve naps that identified those lands having 

the soil/climate combination to support agriculture and not already urbanized 

or irreversibly alienated in some manner. These maps were essentially a genera

lized second stage interpretation of basic soil survey and C.L.I. agricultural 
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capability data combined with proposed urban expansion areas on lower capa

bility or non-agricultural lands. Information meetings and public hearings 

were held in each regional district (some 300 in total) so the public could 

actively participate in drawing the A. L.R. in their areas. When the plans 

were agreed upon at the regional district level, they were submitted to the 

Land Corrmission for review. In some cases changes to the plans were recom

mended. As you can well imagine, quality of the plans submitted varied, 

depending upon the attitudes and directions local government saw fit to pro

ject. During the Commission review stage, therefore, we attempted to assure 

basic technical consistency within the Agricultural Land Reserves throughout 

the province. In general the following rrethodology was applied: 

1. Retain in the A.L.R. all class 1-4 (C.L.I.) land that is not irreversi

bly developed, regardless of ownership or tenure. Cra,m (Provincial and 

Federal) and private lands to be treated equally. 

2. If non-agricultural land is not immediately available for urban expansion, 

exclude land sufficient to allow for roughly five years growth of the 

community, related wherever possible to current corrmunity or ~gional 

plans and servicing programs. (The purpose of this was to allow a reasona

ble time for local governments to rethink and redirect future growth 

patterns. 

3. Include lower capability (class 5 & 6) land where historical land use 

patterns have indicated thfft such land can effectively be utilized for 

agriculture in conjunction with the class 1 to 4 lands (mainly in ranch- - . 

ing areas of the province). Generally this involved the spring and fall 
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ranges (dominantly open grasslands) but not the much more extensive 

surrmer ranges (dominantly forested range). 

4. Include small pockets of non-agricultural (class.7) lands where exclu

sion of such land might allow undesirable intrusion of incompatible . 

uses into the agricultural community. 

When the Carrnnission had completed its review, the plans, along with the 

Ccmnission' s recommended changes, were presented to Cabinet for refinement 

and approval through the Environment & Land Use Canm.i. ttee. After Cabinet 

approval, the Land Commission officially designated the .Agricultural I.and 

Reserve Plan for each regional district. At this point the original farm

land freeze orders under the Environment & I.and Use Act were lifted and the 

zoning under the Land Carrnnission Act then applied. 

The process of getting_the provincial agricultural zoning in place took us 

about 1 ½ years. The original designated Reserve covered approximately 5% 

of the land area of the province or about 11½ million acres. The A.L.R. is 

a unique kind of zone, based upon the bio-physical or ecological attributes 

of the land, and it is regarded as relatively permanent. That is to say, it 

is not subject to rezoning to a ''higher" use or as some better describe it, 

a looer and worse use if out of agriculture - as in standanl zoning bylaws. 

While basing the agricultural zoning upon the land's inherent characteristics 

was the only sensible route to go, given the long term intention of the legis

lation, the route was not without its problems • Because we were dealing with 

a zoning concept, the end product of which would be administered and utilized 

by existing public agencies, problems quickly arose related to the adrrrinstra-
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tive need for legally definable boundaries with the technical data of course 

being based upon the natural breaks in the landscape. First, therefore, all 

natural boundaries had to be converted to essentially straight line legal 

boundaries for Land Registry identification purposes, etc. This was a long, 

"!=Ough, frustrating job and a not al together successful one. The whole problem 

of natural versus legal boillldaries is one that I feel prospective users of 

bio-physical information as well as those who are collecting such infonnation 

should be made IIDre aware of. In our experience, by having to define agricul

tural areas by straight lines, we were forced to generalize still further bio

physical data that, for the pUr'poses we were attempting to use it, was already 

l:;>eing pushed to the limit. Partly because of this, the cred:ibili ty of the 

Agricultural Land Reserves has sometimes been brought into question, especial

ly by non-technical people who rnay be looking at one or two properties and 

noting that the agr>ic~tural portions seem to bear little resemblance to the 

actual Agricultural Land Reserve boillldary. 

This brings me to the second main problem we encountered and of course are 

still gr>appling with - the scale of mapping. This was especially a problem 

in the metropolitan areas, along the urban fringe where the fragmentation of 

parcels was already quite advanced. Agricultural capability data was available 

to us at a scale of 1:50,000 and yet in the drawing of the A.L.R. boundary and 

in consider.i.rig applications illlder the Land Corrnnission Act, we must attempt to 

apply infonnation rnapped at this scale to lots of 2, 5 and 10 acres. I know 

those of you who are in the business of collecting-and interpreting bio-physcl:cal 

data certainly appreciate the fallacy of such an exercise. 
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Because of the urgency to establish the A.L.R. 's as quickly as possible, we 

could do little more than recognize such problems during the initial desig

nation procedure. Now that the A.L.R. 's are in place hCMever, the Commission 

views the refinerrent, or "fine-tuning", of the A.L.R. boundary as an ongoing 

process . First, the basic agriculture capability data is refined through 

further field work. Formal adjustment to the A.L.R. boundary follCMs if and 

when warranted. 

MANAGING 'IHE AGRICULTURAL LAND RESERVES 

Mministering the A.L.R. has been no simple task and we are constantly being 

presented with new situations that demand attention and establishment of 

policy. Agriculture, like any other resource, cannot really be viewed in 

isolation. It is an intregal part of our total land resource. I think it 

is safe to say that IIBny of our land problems, not only in B.C. but all 

across North America, -have resulted :fro.'11 ignoring this fact and looking at 

the land from the point of view of single use demands . While the preservation 

of land for food prOCfilction is of course the highest priority within the Agri

cultural Land Reserves, we also try to keep in mind that integrated use and 

management is one of the basic principles of any good land use planning process. 

Consequently, our land use regulations reflect a number of uses considered com

patible with agriculture within the Reserves . Open land recreation uses, ecologi

cal reserves and golf courses were included within the A.L.R. where the soil/ 

climate combinations were also suitable for agriculture. Similarly, sane lands 

under various types of forest use tenure are in the Agricultural I.and Reserves, 

recognizing that such lands are and will likely continue to be used in the for

seeable future for wood production. In some instances, we feel it may even be 

desirable to manage certain lands for a compatible use to the exclusion of agri-
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culture in the short term. A portion of the Koote.nay River Valley near 

Creston, for example, has class 5 to 7 agricultural capability in its 

natural state because of poor drainage. It is currently managed for 

waterfowl prcxluction. If this land were ever need for soil-based agricul

ture h~ever, the option is there. With drainage, capability for agriculture 

would improve to a class 2 . , N~, I am not saying this will be done, or even 

would be desirable, as it is a value Judgement as to whether managing the 

land for agriculture or for waterfowl brings the greates benefit to society. 

The key point is, we want to retain the options for choice. 

As I am sure you can appreciate, the Land Corrnnission walks a very thin line 

in its day to day managing of the .Agricultural Land Reserves . No matter 

what method of land use control is used, appeals against the legislation 

will always be a reality. Such appeals need to be considered very carefully 

so that public needs are served as well as possible, but at the sane time 

the basic intent to preserve the land resource is upheld. Decisions must 

not only be fair but must also appear to be fair; otherwise, the credibility 

of the entire program becomes jeopardized. Perhaps I can best illustrate 

this briefly surrnnarizing the appeal procedures under the Land Ccmnission Act 

and touching on some of the basic criteria the Commission uses in reaching 

its decisions. 

The appeal procedures have been described by some as a bureaucratic nighbnare 

among other less complimentary labels. In addition to the compatible and 

conditional uses provided for under the land use regulations, there are basi

cal,ly two kinds of appeal applications; those requesting subdivision or non

farm use within the agricultural zone and those requesting exclusion from the 

Agricultural Land Reserve. Both types must be initiated through local govern-



- 10 -

ment levels, then forwan:led with comments and recc:mnendations to the Commis

sion for decision. As the Reserve is aimed at protecting agricultural land 

in the long term, factors such as parcel size, economic viability, current 

market conditions or ownership play little or no role in the decision-rnak.ing 

process. 

By far the most numerous type of1 application is for subdivision where the 

land will rerrain within the A.L.R. In these instances, the Carrrnission is 

primarily concerned that the options for agr1iculture are retained in the 

long run. We have found that this is perhaps the most difficult concept for 

applicants and the public to appreciate. For example, in sc:rne instances 

subdivision may bring gains to agriculture in the short term in that the pur

chasers of the subdivided portion will bring the land j_rito. food production. 

But in the long run, the effect of such a subdivision ro.ay be detrimental m 

that the smaller parcel size may discourage or reduce the likelihood of 

future owners using the land for full time commercial agricultural operations. 

Commission decisions for those applications requesting subdivision or non-farm 

use within the A.L.R. are final. Requests for reconsideration are granted 

only if there is a substantial new information or a substantially altered 

proposal. 

In the case of individual appeals for exclusion fran the A.L.R., in addition 

to following the route through local government before reaching the Commission, ' . 

the applicant &1d/or his agent also has the opportunity to present his case 
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before the Commission, during one of the scheduled quarterly hearings held 

at various centres throughout the Province. In the event of a negative 

decision by the Land Canrnission, and I might mention refusals by far out

number approvals, there is provision for appeal to Cabinet, providing two 

Land Commissioners are prepared to sign for the application to go forward. 

Appeal can be made through the Courts only on the question of excess juris..: 

diction. 

The remaining types of applications , namely requests for further inclusion 

of land within the A.L.R. and applications by a local government body for 

exclusion of land fran the A.L.R. also have Cabinet as the final decision 

making authority. In these instances, the Land Canrnission acts in a recom

mending capacity only. 

It has been said that you cannot make one decision, and this applies most 

definitely to land use decisions. The characteristics of the land and every

thing we as a society do with it are inter-related. In terms of managing 

the .Agr>icultural Land Reserve, the Commission is constantly concerned about 

the real effect of its decisions and actions upon the farming comnunity and 

society in general. It is not enough to preserve the land. land is only 

part of the team, and if we do not also work to preserve the expertise of the 

farmer as well as protect the sense of identity, self-confidence and vitality 

of the farming comnunity, then the whole philosophy of preserving agricultural 

land may well be useless. Whether it be an application for sulxlivision or non-
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farm use or application for exclusion of land from the A.L.R., we constantly 

ask ourselves: 

"what would be the direct and indirect effects of this 
particular action on existing or potential agricultural 
uses on surrounding lands?" 

Any proposal whether it be a school, railway or a condominium development, 

even if it is located on land perhaps only :marginally suited for agricultural 

use, is undesirable if it negatively affects adjacent farming operations or 

increases the pressures upon the fanning canmunity. Conversely, certain non

farm uses, namely food processing plants or other agriculturally-oriented 

industries, may actually be acceptable within the A.L.R. if they are felt to 

be essential to the well being of the farming canmunity and evidence indicates 

they cannot be adequately accomnodated on lands outside the A.L.R. 

As time and budget permits, the Canmission involves itself in projects aimed 

at resolving some of -the complex problems of planning related to the A.L.R. 

To this end, our involvement may take the form of technical assistance to 

farmers organizations in their efforts to strengthen the agricultural corrnnunity. 

The Commission is currently preparing a brief to government on the subject of 

taxation structures as they relate to the Agricultural Land Reserve in the hope 

that the taxation tool can be used to further protect lands within the Agricul

tural Land Reserve. From a different direction, the Ccmmission also works with 

other levels of government to encourage a grcwth policy that will help to 

relieve the pressures upon agricultural lands, whether this be support of Cornmuni-
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ty plans that direct urban growth awa:ry frcm the Agricultural land Reserve, 

or working to assure that Provincial and Federal financed programs, such as 

for water and sewer, respect the priority of agricultural land preservation. 

A small acquisition program, in which we have purchased approximately 10,000 

acres of agricultural land in key areas has also been initiated. Most of 

this land has been leased out on a career lease basis (20 years), some with 

option to purchase. 

Sometimes of course, use of agricultural land for non-fann related uses is 

unavoidable. In the case of highways , railways and other services, the Com

mission first needs to be convinced that alternate sites or routes outside 

the Agricultural Land Reserve are not feasible, then we try to locate such 

activities within the Reserve so as to result in the least possible negative 

impact upon the agricultural corrununity. 

SUMMARY COMMENTS 

As the saying goes - the proof of the pudding is in the eating. The question 

is, how successful have we been in B.C. at preserving agricultural land? In 

terms of round numbers, we have handled approximately 2,300 private applications 

for subdivision or non-farm use up to the end of 1976. This total does not in

clude applications for compatible and conditional uses under the Land Use Regula

tions. Our statistics indicate the Canrnission has held a hard line regarding 

appeal applications, which by the way are about 80% fran people who are not 
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engaged in farming but own land in the rural areas of the province. 

In terms of acres within the Agricultural land Reserve, there has actually 

been a sID3.ll net increase from the originally designated Reserve. Exclusions 

resulting from applications by private citizens and local goverrurent:s, as 

well as land CoIIIIlission "fine tuning" reviews, total approxirfl.ately 15,000 

acres. Most of this was IIBrginal or low capability for agriculture. Inclu

sions total approxirfl.ately 16,000 acres. Perhaps the most significant and 

revealing statistic however, is the approximately 40,000 acres of primarily 

class 1 - 3 land that has been refused exclusion fran the Agricultural Land 

Reserve since the zoning has been in place. While to many of you, this may 

appear to be an insignificant acreage, to a province with only just over 11 

million acres in total, it is a sizable amount. As the rnaii1 reason for re

fusing these applications for exclusion was the agricultural capability of 

the land, it might be said therefore in very general terms , the presence of 

the Land Corrnnission Act in British Columbia has thus far "saved" approximately 

40,000 acres of good agricultural land from being converted to irreversible 

uses. 

Using quite a different measuring stick, there has been a fairly significant 

shift in public opinion since the land Comnission Act. While fanners organi

zations were protesting the legislation when it was first introduced, they are 

now actively assisting the land Camnission in its task. Where the general 

public was confused and skeptical about the program initially, we no;., have environ-
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mental groups, organized labour and individual citizens voluntarily taking 

on a watchdog role against infractions of the land Corrmission Act. While I 

am not suggesting for one moment that our problems are over in B. C. , the 

increased public awareness of the issues related to agriculture is certainly 

encouraging. 

I would not want to leave you with the idea that independent Canm.issions and 

province or state wide zoning are the best or the only way to tackle the 

agricultural land preservation problem. While .this approach appears to be 

working in B. C. it is by no means a solution to everyone's problems. In 

other parts of Canada, different strategies are being developed, with varying 

degrees of success. The programs reflect a range of situation, regional 

priori ties and political realities. Saskatchewan has established a Land Bank 

Commission equipped to purchase agricultural lands as a means of retaining it 

in active agricultural use. Prince Edward Island exerts control over land 

use through • land ownership regulations. In AJberta, a land Use Forum was 

established to study a wide range of land-related issues and recanmend to 

government techniques and structures for future action. 

Whatever land use control mechanism is chosen, however, when it really comes 

down to legislating solutions, I personally feel there are sane key principles 

that increase the odds for success. First, regulations must be based on 

solid technical data that people can understand. The essence of good agricul

tural land is a soil/climate combination and any program that does not recog-
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nize this fact invites problems and complications. Indirectly related to 

the above, I feel any control rrechanism needs to be basically apolitical. 

In B.C., the fact that .the decision-making body is a Commission, independent 

of government, is one of the reasons we have been successful thus far. Not 

only has the program survived a provincial election and change of government, 

but has also experienced a tum-over of Commission appoinunents as well. In 

addition, legislative amendments that will further strengthen the Act are now 

being proposed. 

A third and very important element in rrv mind is the provision for shared 

decision-making. While the legislation confers fairly broad pcwers to the 

Commission, as I mentioned earlier local governments and the public were in

volved in drawing up the Agricultural land Reserves and, through comments and 

recommendations submitted with applications, municipal and regional govern-

ment continue to participate in the administration of the zoning. In addition, 

because the land Corrmission has a very small staff, we depend heavily upon the 

Ministry of Agriculture and other provincial government agencies for technical 

assistance. This gives us constant opportunity for integration and communica

tion. We also have arrangements with the B.C. Federation of Agriculture where

by Advisory Corrnnittees, comprised of local farmers within each Regional District, 

are available for advice as we nay request it. 



CANADA LAND INVENTORY RATI NGS 

Cla s s I - Land is capable of producing the very wi dest range of vegetables, 

cerea l grains, forages, berry fruits and numerous specialty crops. 

Soi I and climate combinations are opti mum. 

Class 2 - Land is capabl e of producing a wide range of regional crops as 

above with some differences in variety due to minor restrictions 

of soils or climate. 

Class 3 - Land is capable of producing a fairly wide range of regional crops 

under good management practices. Soil and/or climate I imitations 

are somewhat restrictive. 

Class 4 - Land is capable of a restricted range of regional crops such as 

hardy cereal grains, hardy vegetables and forages. Soi I and 

climate I imitations demand special management considerations. 

Class 5 Land is capable of production of perenni a l fora ge crops only. 

Soi I and/or climate restrictions severely I imit the land's capa

b i I ity. 

Class 6 - Land is natural rangeland. Soi I and/or climate limitations pre

clude cultivation but the land may be important in its natural 

state as grazing land. 

Class 7 - Land has no agricultural capabi I ity whatsoever. 



SUMMARY OF APPLICATIONS 

PROCESSED UNDER THE LAND COMMISSION ACT 

Applications by an owner to exclude land from the Agricultural Land Reserve 

Acres Requested Land Ccrnm i ss ion Decision 
No. of Applications for exclusion 

Remain in ALR Exclude Al low I I ( 4) 

. ,.. 

1,251 53,708 ac. 23,945 12,336 17,427 

Applications by-Municipality, Regional District, or the Commission to exclude land from 

the Agricultural Land Reserve 

Acres Requested Land Commission Reccrnmendation Cabinet Decision 
No. of App I ications for exclusion Al low Refuse Al low Refuse 

61 63,528 ac. 47,551 15,977 48,524 15,004 

Applications to include land into the Agricultural Land Reserve 

Acres Requested Land Commission Recommendation Cabinet Decision 
No. of Applications for inclusion Al low Refuse Al low Refuse 

41 30,370 26,879 3,491 26,879 385 
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ACRES INCLUDED AND EXCLUDED FROM THE AGRICULTURAL LAND RESERVE BY YEAR 
~. 

TYPE OF 
APPLICATION 1974 1975 1976 1977 TOTAL 

INCLUSIONS 14,981 1,277 10,621 26,879 

EXCLUSIONS 

I • App Ii cations 
by Municipality 
etc. 530 4,392 3,395 40,207 48,524 

2. Appl !cations .. 
by an Owner 937 2,941 2,304 6,154 12,336 

3. Further appeals 
to Cabinet 405 121 493 1,019 

TOTAL ACREAGE 
EXCLUDED 1,467 7,738 5,820 12,351 61,726 

TOTAL ALR ACREAGE AT DESIGNATION I I, 661,600 

TOTAL ACREAGE INCLUDED SINCE DESIGNATION + 26,879 

TOTAL ACREAGE EXCLUDED UNDER (I) - 48,524 

TOTAL ACREAGE EXCLUDED UNDER (2) - 12,336 

TOTAL ACREAGE EXCLUDED UNDER (3) - 1,019 

CUHRENT ALR ACREAGE - as of JANUARY I, 1978 11,626,600 
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G. G. Runka 

British Columbia's agricultural 
land preservation program 

British Columbia has made one tough land use choice. It has 
chosen to preserve agricultural land through a provincial zoning 
mechanism as a first priority. The British Columbia Land Comia
aion is the action mechanism through which this priority is imple
mented. Our preservation program can be only the first building 
block towards comprehensive land use planning, albeit, a very im
portant building block. 

Topographically, British Columbia consists of a aeries of 
roughly parallel mountain ranges with a broad interior plateau. 
Surficial materials are mainly glacial in origin, except in the 
valley bottoms where post-glacial alluvial materials predominate. 
Climate ranges from warm and moist on the coast to wam and dry in 
Southern interior and to cold and dry in the North. 

The variable topography and climate has resulted in an ex
tremely complex pattern of soils. Very-seldom do soil, climate, 
topography, and drainage occur in ideal combinations for agricul• 
ture. In the narrow valleys where soil and climate are suitable, 
topography is the limiting' factor. In the interior plateau where 
soils are good, climate limits the range of crops that can be 
grow. In total. only about 4.9 percent of the land area of the 
province has the capability for agricultural use. If only that 
part lying west of the Rocky Mountains is considered. the figure 
drops to 3 percent. Only .01 percent of the province has the soil 
and climate combination suitable for tree fruits and grapes. The 
two key areas agriculturally, the Lower Fraser River and the 
Okanagan Valleys, are precisely the areas where urban expansion 
pressures have been greatest. The Lower Fraser Valley has a popu
lation density greater than Holland, 

C. C. Rwika is chairman of the British CoZumbia Land Cor.r.rls
eicm, Burnaby> lhtitish Cotur:wia VS6 3T3, 
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It was a combination of these factors--the scarcity of agri
cultural land in British Columbia and the increasing expansion of 
urban uses onto some of the best agricultural lands--that led to 
provincial legislation to preserve agricultural land for future 
food production. Despite very stormy beginnings it has been 3-1/2 
years since the so-called farmland "freeze" was imposed, I think 
that the Land Commission Act is now generally supported by the 
public and the farming community and that the Land Commission re
ceives the cooperation of most local governments. 

Legislation 

Something had to be done quickly because of the phenomenal 
rate at which we were losing our arable lands. When the newly 
elected provincial government brought in the "land freeze" in De
cember 1972, it used the existing Environment and Land Use Act, a 
very strong piece of environmental legislation passed some years 
ago, but, until 1972, it was seldom used. This act was used to pass 
temporary cabinet orders, freezing subdivision and nonagricultural 
use of farmland. The freeze applied to land that was either taxed 
as farmland, zoned agricultural by a local government body, or land 
rated in classes 1 to 4 by the Canada Land Inventory (similar to 
the SCS land capability classification). The province then pro
ceeded to draft the Land Commission Act, which, after a stormy ride 
through the legislature and much battering about by various inter
est groups, was passed in 1973. The original five-member land 
commission was appointed in May of that year. Action on a pro
vincial level was taken because, although regional and local govern
ments had been given zoning authority under the B.C. Municipal Act, 
they obviously had not been protecting the agricultural land re
source, The zoning mechanism, together with options for acquisi
tion in key situations, was chosen as a base for the provincial 
legislation. The compensation and development rights concepts were 
rejected, but some parallel separate programs, namely farm income 
assurance based on cost of production, were introduced, 

The main objective of the legislation was to preserve agricul
tural land although the act also contains secondary objectives to 
preserve land for greenbelt, parkland, and urban land-bank purposes. 
The Land Commission Act takes precedence over all other provincial 
legislation, except the Pollution Control Act and the Environment 
and Land Use Act. The legislation gives the commission broad dis
cretionary powers in zoning and regulating the use of agricultural 
land although land for the other three uses must first be bought 
by the commission or received as a gift before it can be zoned for 
those uses. 

Establishing the AgPicultumZ Land Reserves 

The first task of the commission was to establish,in coopera
tion with local governments and provincial agencies, agricultural 
zoning throughout the province. One important decision was that 
zoning, or the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) as we now call it, 
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should be based on biophysical parameters, the natural character
istics of the landscape, rather than the variables of market and 
other socioeconomic considerations. Initially, therefore, we had 
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to decide on a technical base that would weather all storms, politi
cally and otherwise, and be as fair as possible to everyone. The 
Canada Land Inventory (CLI) agricultural capability interpretation, 
derived from basic soil and climate data, was the only uniform 
provincewide classification of the land resource available at the 
time--a very necessary requirement in order to fairly and equitably 
apply provincewide zoning. Without this basic biophysical inven
tory, the scheme of credible agricultural zoning intended to pre
serve agricultural land in the long term would have been very dif
ficult, if not impossible, to implement. 

Under the Land Commission Act, each of the 28 regional levels 
of government was required to submit an agricultural land reserve 
plan to the commission for consideration. If a local government 
refused (although none did), the commission had the right to prepare 
the plan. To aid the regional districts and to provide a guideline, 
the provincial Ministry of Agriculture prepared suggested agricul
tural land reserve maps that identified those lands having the soil 
and climate combination to support agriculture and not already urban
ized or irreversibly alienated. These maps were a generalized 
second-stage interpretation of basic soil survey and CLI agricultur
al capability data combined with proposed urban expansion areas on 
lower capability or nonagricultural land. About 300 information 
meetings and public hearings were held in the regional districts 
so that the public could actively participate in drawing the ALR 
map for their area, When the plans were agreed on at the regional 
district level, they were submitted to the commission for review. 
In some cases changes to the plans were recommended. The quality 
of the plans submitted varied, depending on the attitudes and direc
tions local government chose to project. During the commission 
review stage, therefore, we attempted to insure basic technical con
sistency within the agricultural land reserves throughout the 
province, In general the following meth9dology was applied: 

• We retained in ALR all class 1 to 4 land (CLI) that was not 
irreversibly developed, regardless of ownership or tenure, Crown 
(provincial and federal) and private land were treated equally. 

• If nonagricultural land was not immediately available for 
urban expansion, enough land was excluded to allow for about five 
years growth of the connnunity, related wherever possible to current 
community or regional plans and servicing programs. The purpose of 
this was to allow a reasonable time for local governments to re
think and redirect future growth patterns. 

• We included lower capability land (classes 5 and 6) where 
historical land use patterns 'indicated that such land could effec
tively be used for agriculture in conjunction with class 1 to 4 
land (mainly in ranching areas of the province). Generally this 
land included the spring and fall ranges (dominantly open grass
land) but not the much more extensive summer ranges (dominantly 
forested range). 

• We included small pockets of nonagricultural land (class 7) 
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where exclusion of such land might have allowed undesirable intru
sion of incompatible uses into the agricultural conununity. 

When the commission had completed its review, the plans, 
along with the commission's recommended changes, were presented to 
cabinet for refinement and approval through the environment and 
land use committee. After cabinet approval, the land commission 
officially designated the agricultural land reserve plan for each 
regional district. At this point the original farmland freeze 
orders under the Environment and Land Use Act were lifted, and 
zoning under the Land Commission Act was then applied. 

The process of provincial agricultural zoning took us about 
1-1/2 years. The original designated reserve covered approximately 
5 percent of the land area of the province or about 11.5 million 
acres. The ALR is a unique kind of zone, based on the biophysical 
or ecological attributes of the land. It is regarded as relatively 
permanent. It is not subject to rezoning to a "high" use or, as 
some describe it, a lower and worse use if out of agriculture, as 
in standard zoning laws. 

While basing agricultural zoning on the land's inherent char
acteristics was the only sensible route to follow, given the long
term intention of the legislation, the route was not without its 
problems. Because we were dealing with a zoning concept, the end 
product of which would be administered and used by existing public 
agencies, problems quickly arose related to the administrative 
need for legally definable boundaries. The technical data, of 
course, are based on the natural breaks in the landscape. First, 
all natural boundaries had to be converted to straight-line 
legal boundaries for land registry identification purposes. This 
was a long, tough, frustrating job and the results were not alto
gether successful. The problem of natural versus legal boundaries 
is one that I feel prospective users of biophysical information as 
well as those who are collecting such information should be more 
aware of. In our experience, defining agricultural areas by 
straight lines forced us to generalize biophysical data that, for 
the purposes we were attempting to use the data, was already being 
pushed to the limit. Partly because of this, the credibility of 
the agricultural land reserves has sometimes been questioned, es
pecially by nontechnical people who may look at one or two proper
ties and note that the agricultural portion seems to bear little 
resemblance to the actual agricultural land reserve boundary. 

The scale of mapping was the second main problem we encount
ered and are still grappling with. This was a problem especially 
in the metropolitan areas, along the urban fringe where the frag
mentation of parcels was already quite advanced. Agricultural 
capabibility data were available at a scale of 1:50,000, but in 
drawing the ALR boundary and in considering applications under the 
Land Commission Act, we had to apply information mapped at this 
scale to lots of 2, 5, and 10 acres. 

Because of the urgency to establish the ALRs as quickly as 
possible, we could do little more than recognize such problems 
during the initial designation procedure. Now the commission 
views the refinement of the ALR boundaries as an ongoing process. 
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First, the basic agricultural capability data are refined through 
further field work. Formal adjustments to the ALR boundary follow 
if and when warranted. 

Managing the Agricultural Land Resel'Ves 

Administering the ALR has been no simple task and we are con
stantly confronted with new situations that demand attention. Agri
cultural land, like any other resource, cannot really be viewed in 
isolation. It is an integral part of our total land resource. 
Many land problems, not only in British Columbia but all across 
North America, have resulted from ignoring this fact and looking at 
the land from the point of view of single-use demands. While the 
preservation of land for food production has the highest priority 
within the agricultural land reserves, we also try to keep in mind 
that integrated use and management is one of the basic principles 
of any good land use planning process. Consequently, our land use 
regulations reflect a number of uses considered compatible with 
agriculture within the reserves. 

Open land recreation uses, ecological reserves, and golf 
courses were included in the reserves where the soil and climate 
combinations were also suitable for agriculture. Similarly, some 
land under various types of forest use tenure are in the reserves, 
recognizing that such lands are and will likely continue to be used 
in the foreseeable future for wood production. In some instances, 
we feel it may even be desirable to manage certain lands for a com
patible use to the exclusion of agriculture in the short term. 
Part of the Kootenay River Valley near Creston, for example, has 
class 5 to 7 agricultural capability in its natural state because 
of poor drainage. It is currently managed for waterfowl production. 
If this land were ever needed for soil-based agriculture, however, 
the option is there. With drainage, agricultural capability would 
improve to class 2. This may not be done or may not be desirable. 
Whether managing the land for agriculture or for waterfowl brings 
the greatest benefit to society is a value judgment. The key point 
is, we want to retain the options for choice. 

The Land Commission walks a very thin line in its day to day 
managing of the agricultural land reserves. No matter what land 
use control method is used, appeals against the legislation will 
always be a reality. Such appeals need to be considered very 
carefully so that public needs are served as well as possible while 
at the same time the basic intent to preserve the land resource is 
upheld. Decisions must not only be fair but must also appear to be 
fair; otherwise, the credibility of the entire program is jeopar
dized. 

Appeals Pfoocedure 

The appeal procedures have been described by some as a bureau
cratic nightmare among other less complimentary labels. In addi
tion to the compatible and conditional uses provided for under the 
land use regulations, there are basically two kinds of appeal appli-
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cations--those requesting subdivision or nonfarm use within the 
agricultural zone and those requesting exclusion from the ALR. 
Both appeals must be initiated through local government levels, 
then forwarded with comments and recommendations to the commission 
for decision. Because the reserves are to protect agricultural 
land in the long term, factors such as parcel size, economic via
bility, current market conditions, or ownership play little or no 
role in the decision-making. 

Applications for subdivision of land that will remain within 
the reserve are the most numerous. The commission is primarily 
concerned that the options for agriculture are retained in the long 
run. We have found that this is perhaps the most difficult concept 
for applicants and the public to appreciate. For example, in some 
instances subdivision may bring gains to agriculture in the short 
term because purchasers of the subdivided portion will bring the 
land into food production. But in the long run, the effect of such 
a subdivision may be detrimental because the smaller parcel size 
may discourage or reduce the likelihood of future owners using the 
land for full-time commercial agricultural operations. Commission 
decisions on those applications requesting subdivision or nonfarm 
use within ALR are final. Requests for reconsideration are granted 
only if there is substantial new information or a substantially 
altered proposal. 

Individual appeals for exclusion from the ALR, in addition to 
following the route through local agovemment before reaching the 
commission, may be presented by the applicant and/or his agent 
to the commission during one of the scheduled quarterly hearings 
held throughout the province. If the connnission renders a negative 
decision, and refusals by far outnumber approvals, there is a pro
vision for appeal to the cabinet, providing two land commissioners 
sign the application to go forward. Appeal can be made through 
the courts only on the question of excess jurisdiction. 

Requests for further inclusion of land within the ALR and 
applications by a local government body for exclusion of land from 
the ALR also go before the cabinet for the final decision. In 
these instances, the Land Commission acts in a recommending capacity 
only. 

The saying that you cannot make one decision applies most 
definitely to land use decisions. The characteristics of the land 
and everything we as a society do with it are interrelated. In 
managing the Agricultural Land Reserve, the commission is constant
ly concerned about the real effect of its decisions and actions on 
the farming community and society in general. It is not enough to 
preserve the land. Land is only part of the team. If we do not 
work also to preserve the expertise of the farmer and protect the 
sense of identity, self-confidence, and vitality of the farming 
community, the whole philosophy of preserving agricultural land 
may well be useless. Whether we are reviewing an application for 
subdivision or nonfarm use or an application for exclusion of land 
from the ALR, we constantly ask ourselves: "What would be the 
direct and indirect effects of this particular action on existing or 
potential agricultural uses on surrounding lands?'' 
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Any proposal.whether it is for a school, railway, or a con
dominium development, even if it is located on land perhaps only 
marginally suited for agricultural use, is undesirable if it 
negatively affects adjacent farming operations or increases the 
pressures on the farming community. Conversely, certain nonfarm 
uses, namely food processing plants or other agriculturally orient
ed industries, may actually be acceptable within the ALR if they 
are felt to be essential to the well-being of the farming community 
and evidence indicates that they cannot be adequately accommodated 
on land outside the ALR. 

As time and budget permits, the commission participates in 
projects aimed at resolving some of the complex planning problems 
related to the ALR. To this end, we may provide technical assis
tance to farmers' organizations in their efforts to strengthen the 
agricultural community. The commission currently is preparing a 
brief to the provincial government on taxation structures relating 
to the ALR in the hope that taxation can be used to further protect 
land within the ALR. The commission also works with other levels 
of government to encourage a growth policy that will help to relieve 
the pressures on agricultural land, whether through support of com
munity plans that direct urban growth away from the ALR or whether 
working to assure that provincial and federal financed programs, 
such as water and sewer, respect the priority of agricultural land 
preservation. 

A small acquisition program, through which we have purchased 
approximately 10,000 acres of agricultural land in key areas, has 
also been started. Most of this land has been leased on a career
lease basis (20 years), some with option to purchase. 

Sometimes, of course, ·use of agricultural land for nonfarm 
related uses is unavoidable. In the case of highways, railways, 
and other services, the commission first needs to be convinced 
that alternate sites or routes outside the Agricultural Land 
Reserve are not feasible. Then we try to locate such activities 
within the reserve with the least possible negative impact on the 
agricultural community, 

Sumna:ry 

As the saying goes, the proof of the pudding is in the eating. 
The question is, how successful have we been in British Columbia in 
preserving agricultural land? In terms of round numbers, we have 
handled about 2,300 private applications for subdivision or nonfarm 
use through 1976, This total does not include applications for com
patible and conditional uses under the land use regulations, Our 
statistics indicate that the commission has held a hard line on ap
peal applications, of which about 80 percent are from people who 
are not engaged in farming but own land in rural areas of the 
province. 

In terms of acres within the ALR, there has actually been a 
small net increase from the originally designated reserve. Exclu
sions resulting from applications by private citizens and local 
governments and from the commission's "fine tuning" reviews total 
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about 15,000 acres. Most of this land was marginal or had low 
capability for agriculture. Inclusions total approximately 16,000 
acres. Perhaps the most significant and revealing statistic, how
ever, is the approximately 40,000 acres of primarily class 1 to 3 
land that has been refused exclusion from the ALR. Although this 
may appear to be an insignificant acreage, it is a sizeable amount 
to a province with just over 11 million acres. The main reason 
for refusing these applications for exclusion was the agricultural 
capability of the land. In very general terms, the presence of the 
Land Col!Ullission Act in British Columbia has thus far saved, through 
the appeal process alone, about 40,000 acres of good agricultural 
land from being converted to irreversible uses. 

There has been a fairly significant shift in public opinion 
since the Land Co1TU11ission Act was passed. While fa.rmers' orga
nizations protested the legislation when it was introduced, they 
now actively assist the Land Col!Ullission in its task. Where the 
general public was confused and skeptical about the program ini
tially, we now have environmental groups, organized labor, and in
dividual citizens voluntarily taking on a watchdog role against 
infractions of the Land Commission Act . I am not suggesting that 
our problems are over, but the increased public awareness of the 
issues related to agriculture is certainly encouraging. 

I do not want to imply that independent co1JU11issions and 
province-wide zoning are the best or the only way to tackle the 
agricultural land preservation problem. Although this approach 
appears to be working in British Columbia, · it is by no means a 
solution to everyone's problems. In other parts of Canada, differ
ent strategies are being developed, with varying degrees of suc
cess. The programs reflect a range of situations, regional priori
ties, and political realities. Saskatchewan has established a land 
bank commission equipped to purchase agricultural land as a means 
of retaining it in active agricultural use. Prince Edward Island 
exerts control over land use through land ownership regulations. 
In Alberta, a land use forum was established to study a wide range 
of land-related issues and to recommend to government techniques 
and structures for future action. 

Whatever land use control mechanism is chosen, however, when 
it really comes down to legislating solutions, I believe there are 
some key principles that increase the odds for success. First, 
regulations must be based on solid technical data that people can 
understand. The essence of good agricultural land is a soil and 
climate combination. Any program that does not recognize this fact 
invites problems and complications. 

Second, any control mechanism needs to be basically apoliti
cal. In British Columbia, the fact that the decision-making body 
is a co1TU11ission, independent of government, is one of the reasons 
we have been successful thus far. Not only has the program sur
vived a provincial election and change of government, but it has 
also experienced a turnovet of commission members as well, 

A third and very important element is the provision for shared 
decision-making. Although the legislation confers fairly broad 
powers to the commissiQn, local governments and the public par-

~-~ 
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ticipated in drawing up the agricultural land reserves and, through 
comments and recormnendations submitted with applications, municipal 
and regional governments continue to participate in the administra
tion of the zoning. In addition, because the commission has a very 
small staff, we depend heavily on the Ministry of Agriculture and 
other provincial government agencies for technical assistance. 
This gives us constant opportunity for integration and communication. 
We also have arrangements with the British Columbia Federation of 
Agriculture whereby advisory committees of local farmers within each 
regional district are available for advice as we may request it. 

The program is working thus far but much energy is still needed 
to effect a stable position environment for agriculture in one of 
the most limited agricultural land resource areas of North America. 
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