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The concern for the impact of decoupling upon social values 
related to agriculture is based on three assumptions: 

that there are recognized social as well as economic values 
to agriculture; 

that continued pursuit of some sort of balance between 
social and economic aspects of agriculture is desirable; and 

that somehow, "decoupling 11 has the potential to alter this 
balance in a negative way. 

The historical debate over land as a commodity versus land as a 
resource is essentially a debate over economic versus social 
values. Recent manifestations of the social value society has 
placed upon agricultural land, in particular, are evidenced in 
the growing attention to soil and water conservation issues and 
initiatives to halt conversion of agricultural land to 
irreversible uses. 

A key feature of both Quebec and B.C. farmland preservation 
programs is the recognition that individual land owners cannot be 
expected to bear the full cost of retaining food producing 
options for the future. Society must share in that 
responsibility; hence, the introduction of associated commodity 
income insurance programs to accompany provincial designation of 
land within Agricultural Land Reserves. 

It is the food producer who is the direct link between the 
soil/climate capability of the land to grow food - and the 
importance we attach to growing that food as demonstrated through 
public policy in the form of agricultural incentives or 
disincentives (production and non-production oriented). In terms 
of production unit structure, we have in Canada opted for and 
continue to defend the family farm as a desirable food production 
unit and this is, in itself, a statement of social values. 

Despite the fact that farmers now comprise a very small 
percentage of the population, there remains a feeling, 
particularly within the urban population, that there is still 
something special about the farm and the rural way of life; a 
feeling that; somehow, the general good of the nation is better 
served by keeping the agricultural sector strong. 
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BALANCED AGRICULTURE - ITS SOCIAL VALUES 

The advantage of being last speaker on today's agenda is that by 

now, hopefully, we all have a much better understanding of the 

word "decoupling" - what it is, how it might work, what its 

economic and social impacts might be. The disadvantage is that 

we may also feel pulled in opposite directions so that we have 

lost sight of just what this phenomenon is that we call "agr

iculture'' - what it means to each of us here in the room, to the 

communities in which we live, to Canadians as a whole. As the 

last speaker of the day, these are the kinds of things I want to 

talk about - the aspects of food production that don't lend 

themselves so easily to incorporation within a balance sheet but, 

in my view, comprise part of the very essence of agriculture. 

I speak to you not as an expert on "decouping" nor even as 

someone who has had a great deal of experience with world trade, 

but as a Professional Agrologist and a land use planner who has 

serious concerns about the future of agriculture in Canada. 

The term "balanced agriculture" could be interpreted in any 

number of ways. However, for our purposes today, let it imply a 

balance between economic considerations (market forces) and 

social values. (While not explicitly stated, I should make clear 

that, in this instance, I am including environmental consider

ations as part of social.) 
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Given this understanding of the term "balanced agriculture", my 

comments on "social values" are based on three assumptions: 

that up to the present, public policy has recognized, to 

greater or lesser degrees throughout the years, there are 

social as well as economic values to agriculture; 

that continued pursuit of some sort of balance between 

social and economic aspects of agriculture is desirable, and 

that somehow, "decoupling" has the potential to alter this 

balance in a negative way. 

The "social" values of agriculture manifest themselves at all 

levels, from the family farm to the rural community to the 

collective contribution agriculture makes to Canada as a nation. 

The food producer is the direct link between the soil/climate 

capability of the land to grow food and the importance we attach 

to growing that food as demonstrated through public policy 

towards agriculture. In their often tenuous geographical 

locations adjacent to both rapidly growing urban centres and 

shrinking resource-rich hinterlands, agriculturally-based rural 

communities are locked in a web of interdependence with the non

agricultural community. On a national level, the desired balance 

may well be between the pursuit of the competitive edge in food 

exports and the desire to retain the options for a vibrant and 

diverse agricultural sector at home. 



• •• • 
3 

I. THE FARM 

A. The Land Resource 

It is only in recent decades there has been serious public 

discussion on the need to preserve the land base for food 

production. Central to the often heated debate has been the 

view of land as merely a commodity like any other to be 

bought and sold for its highest economic value versus the 

view of land as a resource to be carefully managed in 

keeping with its inherent capabilities and suitabilities. 

To some degree, the call for a new "land ethic" is based 

upon the belief that public policy should more adequately 

take into account the social value of certain lands, quite 

apart from the dollar value they may command on the open 

market. 

Strange (1987) not only addresses the need for such a land 

ethic but also recognizes that, in the case of agricultural 

land, the task is two-fold - to save the productive capacity 

of the land through soil and water conservation measures and 

to save agriculturally productive land from conversion to 

other, irreversible uses: 

"The essence of that economic 
in a few concise statements. 
to pay for agricultural land 
you ought to have to pay for 
you ought to have to farm it 

land ethic can be summed up 
First, you ought to be able 

by farming it well. Second, 
it by farming it. Third, 
well. And fourth, if the 
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first three points hold, there ought to be no other 
reason to own land." 

1. Soil and Water Conservation 

Soil erosion is the most widespread soil conservation 

issue in Canada, severely affecting about 6 million 

hectares of land. In Southern Ontario, 40-60% of 

cropped land is susceptible to water erosion, while on 

the Prairies, water erosion accounts for over one-half 

the total topsoil loss per year. Other forms of soil 

degradation are regionally significant. 

A balanced agriculture means on-farm management must take 

into consideration long term soil and water conservation 

if future options for food production are to be main-

tained. This is a difficult issue, particularly during 

times of severe economic stress within the agriculture 

industry. It is not that producers are not concerned 

with or don't appreciate the importance of conservation, 

but that economics often dictate priorities be placed 

elsewhere in the production or management process. 

Thus, the involvement of society in assisting food 

producers to retain soil health, water quality and 

balanced ecosystems is critical for the food security of 

future generations. 
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In this regard, the U.S. has taken some significant steps 

in recognizing society's shared responsibility for soil 

and water conservation. Prior to the passage of the U.S. 

Food Security Act of 1985, commodity program incentives 

often conflicted with conservation goals, with the soil 

resource suffering as a result. The 1985 Act recognized 

that U.S. society and their food producers could no 

longer afford to view resource conservation on the farm 

as something desirable, but separate from commodity 

production. 

While the U.S. Food Security Act 1985 is noteworthy in 

several aspects, its significance for our purposes is its 

direct attempt to forge a consistent approach to commo

dity and conservation program goals for the nation's food 

producers. 

"The 1985 Act provides a solid foundation 
for growth through its commodity support 
programs, but it does so without losing 
sight of conservation principals and the 
need to protect the resources that will 
make continued growth possible in the 
future." (Hertz 1987). 

While obviously there are still some implementational and 

operational difficulties, many take the view that, for 

the first time, the U.S. has the tools to forge a 

balanced agricultural policy. 
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2. Preservation of Agricultural Land. 

The fact that farmland preservation programs exist at 

all, most notably in the provinces of Quebec and B.C., 

attests to the social value Canadian society has put on 

agriculture. As General Manager, then Chairman of the 

B . C. Agricultural Land Commission, I can tell you it is 

not easy to design legislative programs that will 

accommodate both the legitimate financial concerns of 

those who husband the land and the desire of society to 

protect a scarce resource and the food producing options 

for future generations. 

The need for farmland preservation is recognized by most 

groups within society, including food producers. As the 

President of the Canadian Federation of Agriculture 

stated at the 1987 Canadian Agricultural Outlook 

Conference: 

"In order to ensure that the land base is 
there when we require it in the future, 
governments will also need to pay attention 
to land use planning and the legislative 
framework in which it operates to ensure 
that non-agricultural activities are 
carried out as much as possible on land 
that does not have major agricultural 
value." 
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Recently, the President of the B.C. Fruit Growers' 

Association raised the question of what would happen to 

the Agricultural Land Reserve in B.C. if large numbers of 

growers were forced out of the industry due to the 

proposed free trade agreement. 

"If the valuable land we grow our fruit on 
can no longer produce this commodity 
because of the trade agreement that's about 
to be signed, I would suggest there will be 
enormous pressure by individuals to have 
land removed from the agricultural land 
reserve and then we may just as well look 
at the Okanagan Valley as a housing 
development." (Geen, 1988) 

It is a question that I suggest is relevant to our 

discussion of decoupling as well. In this instance, we 

are talking about the only land area west of the Manitoba 

border with a climate suitable for tree fruit production. 

Any policy openings that have the potential to contribute 

to the more rapid conversion of some of our highest 

capability and most unique foodlands to alternate uses 

should be of concern not only to food producers but 

Canadians as a whole. We need, therefore, to look at the 

implications of a "decoupled environment" in the light of 

protecting the expertise of the food producers, without 

which the protection of the land resource itself would 

become much more difficult. 
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B. Sticks and Carrots 

Government incentives and disincentives (production and non

production-oriented) have long played a role in Canadian 

agriculture. 

Clearly, food producers cannot be expected to carry the full 

responsibility for society's desire, for example, to retain 

for future generations, high capability foodlands and the 

expertise to farm those lands. If long term social values 

are perceived to be important and the goal is a balanced 

agriculture, then society must share in this responsibility. 

In fairness, both Quebec and British Columbia accepted this 

responsibility in their agricultural land preservation 

legislation, by bringing in associated commodity income 

insurance programs along with the provincial designation of 

land within agricultural land reserve zoning. 

Whatever combination of sticks and carrots is devised, they 

must be designed to minimize wastage of both private and 

public investment. Further, they must ensure that public 

investment is indeed directed at socially desirable objec

tives, and that purely private gains are secured through 

private investment, not at the expense of social and natural 

assets. 
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When considering the issues related to decoupling, elements 

of social justice and fairness in terms of incentives and 

disincentives come into play. For example: 

the rights of citizens to a healthy environment 

the rights of food producers or rural residents to a 

secure livelihood 

the rights and responsibilities of those who own or 

control land and natural resources. 

There is a need for balance, with the extensive private 

rights attached to land ownership tempered by an ethic of 

stewardship and the responsibility of government to inter

vene when private interests and actions do not coincide with 

public interests, - including those of future generations. 

Unfortunately, the sticks and carrots debate is often 

falsely polarized as control vs. voluntarism. In fact, they 

are not mutually exclusive or necessarily incompatible. As 

Lowe et al (1986) indicates: 

"Any system of regulation, whatever legal or 
administrative procedures or safeguards it 
incorporates, depends for its effectiveness on 
the ready compliance of the regulated - or at 
least the vast majority of them. It is quite 
spurious to maintain that controls and an ethos 
of stewardship are necessarily inimical. On the 
contrary, nothing has been more corrosive of the 
stewardship ideal than the historically recent 
notion that a farmer has an absolute and unfet-
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tered right to do what he pleases with his land. 
The critical question, therefore, is whether or 
not regulation is needed; and, if so, what degree 
and form of regulation would be appropriate." 

and further, 

" . .. no system of incentives, however well 
designed, is going to be able to tackle all the 
many and complex causes of agricultural develop
ment or to take adequately into account the full 
variety of personal, financial and physical 
circumstances facing every farmer .... Moreover, 
there will always be mavericks, and those who 
simply do not know or care about the incentives 
on offer. Second, no system of general incen
tives is going to encompass the full range of 
social, economic and conservation values attached 
to each particular area and feature of the 
countryside." 

How would decoupling be integrated into the complex 

voluntary\regulatory continuum to the ultimate benefit of 

food producers , the land and society in general? 

C. The Family Farm Unit 

We have in Canada opted for and continue to defend the 

family farm as a desirable food production unit. This in 

itself is a statement of social values. 

As the economic and social structure of Canada changes , the 

structure of family farm will continue to change as well. 

While we do not consciously think of structure and what 

impacts upon it, perhaps we should when we are analyzing 

policy change options such as "decoupling" . 
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A structural focus leads us to make conscious decisions 

about agricultural policy that relate to a wide range of 

government involvement in various aspects of land use, 

production and marketing. How we reconcile the needs of the 

present generation family farm production unit relative to 

future generations in an era of internationalization of 

agriculture poses a significant challenge and a potential 

threat to the long term sustainability of the family farm 

and its resource base. 

From the farm unit point of view, ''balanced agriculture" 

must be one of economic reality of the market place combined 

with a feeling of social responsibility, respect and under

standing, not only for the land resource, but also for the 

family farm structure that has been the traditional produc

tion unit in Canadian agriculture. 

If we as a society want to keep our options open, preserve 

our land resource for future generations, retain the 

expertise to produce food in an increasingly complex 

business and maintain the family farm production unit, 

society must be prepared to pay a price. 

II. RURAL COMMUNITIES AND REGIONS 

A. Rural Societies and Lifestyles 
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The social fabric in rural areas is part of our historical 

and cultural character. Providing food for its citizens is 

one of the most basic responsibilities of a society. 

Assurance of food now, and in the future, should be one of 

society's primary goals. 

Although farmers now comprise a very small percentage of the 

total population, agriculture rightly remains an important 

part of our national awareness. Particularly within the 

rapidly urbanizing population, the agrarian ideal persists 

that there is something special about the farm and the rural 

way of life and that the general good of the nation is 

somehow be~ter served by keeping the agricultural sector 

strong. These sentiments remain widespread in Canada and 

can be useful in gaining support for positive farm policies. 

The contribution of food producers to rural community and 

political life is often underestimated. Farmers are usually 

blunt, honest , practical, resourceful people , qualities that 

fit them admirably for many roles within the community. 

Arguments involving consideration of social values and 

lifestyle options often occur between those who choose a 

highly competitive, profitable food producing industry and 

those who choose agriculture as a model to return to an 

integrated and more organic way of life. 
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Of particular interest when considering lifestyles and 

balanced agriculture is the role of the part time farmer who 

represents an interface between policies for agriculture, 

policies for non-farm employment in rural areas and social 

policies for rural families. 

The quest for the illusive goal of economic efficiency 

permits us to avoid considering values and thus human values 

may be reduced to economic values, the implication being 

that agriculture had special value but that value somehow 

diminished as farmers became more businesslike and 

professional. 

B. Rural Economic Development 

In our current national environment, rural economic develop

ment and sustainable agriculture are commonly linked. In 

most regions of the country, a balanced agriculture will 

continue to contribute to rural economic development, given 

appropriate provincial and federal government policies. A 

balance is necessary to retain industry economic efficiency, 

yet ensure from a social value perspective that less 

advantaged regions of Canada have an agricultural develop

ment component and a continuity of rural population base. 

It is imperative that we recognize the ~ap~ d c hanges :~ 
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lifestyles within rural societies as part of modern society 

and make appropriate policy adjustments without inequities 

falling on our rural communities. Lowe et al (1988), 

reporting on the British experience indicates: 

"Apart from questions of political feasibility, a 
major concern with any scheme to effect a sharp 
reduction in farm incomes and profits would be 
the implications for rural communities. Many 
jobs would be lost in agriculture and its 
supporting industries; small farms would become 
unviable; and rural services would be adversely 
affected. The overall impact would be to depress 
rural economies and incomes generally and not 
just the agricultural sector." 

Knoerr (1987), also points out: 

"The economic success of agriculture is fundamental to 
the economic survival of many rural communities so a 
healthy structure in agriculture is important to main
taining rural stability." 

From a regional economic development perspective, there are 

plenty of other reasons why agriculture should continue to 

enjoy some protection - the obvious ones being to even out 

the vagaries of climate, to counteract cyclical fluctuations 

in output and competition, to encourage investment and 

research and to stabilize supplies and prices. 

The rural development future lies in merging agriculture 

with rural development and finding ways to make changes in 
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agriculture consistent with a healthier future for rural 

communities. 

c. Rural-Urban Interdependence 

From an agricultural perspective, there is economic poten

tial in the rural-urban connection. Lokeretz et al (1987), 

viewing from the urban fringe, suggests: 

"While conventional agriculture is unlikely to be 
saved by current market solutions, sustainable 
systems near cities can create new, local farm 
economies based on entrepreneurial spirit." 

... "the focus must be on systems which are 
sustainable," ... 

While there is an imperfect relationship between urban 

communities and adjacent agricultural ones and it is not 

well understood what values are emerging to dominate 

national choices about policy and expenditures in the 

agricultural sector, it is likely that the sympathies and 

preferences of the nation's urban majority will have a 

growing influence over the way farmers and agriculture will 

be treated in the coming decade. 

With relevance when considering social values, Molnar and 

Duffy (1987), examined attitudes of U.S. urban, suburban and 

rural residents toward farmers as well as their perceptions 
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of issues important to agriculture. Results showed that, of 

urban, suburban and rural residents, 78% agreed that 

agriculture is the most basic occupation in our society with 

almost all other occupations dependent upon it. Seventy

three percent felt a depression in agriculture would likely 

cause a depression in the entire country. What results 

would be in Canada, I am not sure, but the same trends are 

likely. 

Policies designed to maintain a diversity of food products 

are to the advantage of the urban consumer in the long term. 

For example, in B.C., some 80 commodities are produced, 

although few at large volume. Will policy changes from a 

"trade environment" perspective affect our domestic food 

product diversity options? 

III. CANADA AND BEYOND 

A. Agriculture's Role in Canadian Society 

The Canadian Ministers of Agriculture (1986) suggest a 

difficult but secure future role for agriculture in Canadian 

society. 

"The agriculture and food sector continues to be 
a significant contributor to the nation's 
economic and social well-being." 
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"The sector faces serious threats, but its 
resilience and underlying strength suggest that 
the Canadian agriculture and food industry will 
rebound." 

This view of agriculture is in keeping with statements of 

the Commission of the European Communities (1987): 

" ... agriculture can no longer be considered solely in 
terms of its economic and environmental importance. It 
forms part of the Community's entire heritage, and has a 
fundamental role to play in society as a whole." 

Apart from its social aspects, agriculture's role in the 

national context should be measured against the primary 

goals of sustainable economic development as identified by 

the National Task Force on Environment and Economy (1987). 

"At the core of the concept of sustainable 
development is the requirement that current 
practices should not diminish the possibility of 
maintaining or improving living standards in the 
future .... Sustainable economic development does 
not require the preservation of the current stock 
of natural resources or any particular mix of 
human, physical and natural assets. Nor does it 
place artificial limits on economic growth , 
provided that such growth is both economically 
and environmentally sustainable. Sustainable 
economic development implies that resources and 
the environment must be managed for the long 
term, taking into account their possible value in 
the future as well as their value now." 

Within this framework, a well managed agricultural sector is 

a natural partner within a sustainable development-based 

economy. 
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Finally, from a food security perspective, protection of 

agriculture on a national scale can be defended on the 

grounds that any country is wise to ensure that it retains 

the option to produce at least a portion of its own food. 

Without that security, Canada would become increasingly 

vulnerable relative to its dependence upon imported food. 

B. International Challenges 

Thus far, it would seem we have not been particularly 

successful at meeting the international challenges of food 

export while pursuing public goals for agriculture at home. 

In the words of GATT Secretariat (1987): 

"We need to set our sights high if at the end of 
the day, we are to make more than a dent in the 
mess governments have created in agricultural 
trade". 

The challenges for Canadian agriculture are intensified by 

the fact that we produce a wide range of commodities on a 

relatively restricted land base. Commodities that perhaps 

cannot compete internationally may nonetheless be of key 

economic importance within the specific communities or 

regions in which they are produced . In such instances , 

support measures that promote economic and social develop

ment, but which are not linked to export commodities, may 

well be critical to the well being of specific regions and 

the country as a whole. 
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Perhaps, the central question is, do we want our agricul

tural industry to be driven by a "trade environment" or do 

we as a country have other social goals that we wish to 

pursue, of which international trade is a part? 

IV SUMMARY 

How we reconcile the needs of the present generation relative to 

future generations with the internationalization of agriculture 

poses significant potential threats to the long term sustainabil

ity of the resource base. Will decoupling necessarily result in 

the loss of social value or "balanced agriculture"? Should we 

perhaps be asking ourselves the question, would we consider 

applying decoupling to any other Canadian industry besides 

agriculture and what would be the cumulative social implications? 

In my view, it is in Canadian society's general interest to have 

economic and social cohesion when considering agricultural policy 

reform. There is significant social value in maintaining 

balanced agriculture. Avoiding food producer disruption and 

hardship and preserving rural lifestyles , communities and rural 

development opportunities with a family farm orientation may well 

improve long range land and water conservation and leave greater 

options open for future generations. 
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