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At the outset I would like to set a framework of B.C. Agricul

tural Land Commission history and objectives. 

Depending upon how much you have travelled through the province, 

you may have noticed how little flat land there really is. Cer

tainly, if you have ever flown over British Columbia, it becomes 

very clear that most of our major land-use activities take 

place on a very small portion of our provincial area, along the 

narrow valleys and concentrated in the southern half of the pro

vince where the climate is most favourable. 

When the provincial government initiated agricultural land pre

servation legislation in late 1972 and early 1973, it was not 

because our growth problems were significantly greater than any

where else. Certainly, we were experiencing expansion of urban 

areas on to high capability farmlands; small · lot subdivisions in 

agricultural areas with all its negative effects upon agricultural 

communities; and constant criss-crossing of transportation and 

other service corridors that fragment operating farm units. But, 

unfortunatley, these problems are now common to most places in 

North America. The difference in British Columbia is the limited 

land base we have to begin with. As the continental trend to 

increased competition for land progressed, we in B.C. felt the 

squeeze a little sooner and a little more decisively than many 

of the rest of you. 

To give you some numbers, and an appreciation of the limit of the 

land resource we are dealing with, only about 4% of the land area 

of the province is arable. Only 1/l00th of 1% has the climate 

and soil combination suitable for tree fruits and grapes. As a 

point of interest, and a sobering thought, the meager percen

tage of agricultural land within the province of British Columbia 

is not all that far below the percentage for the whole of Canada, 

with only 5% of the nation having Class 1 to 3 agricultural capa

bility and less than 1% of Canada's land area having the soil and 

climate combination to support a class 1 range of crops. 
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In terms of legislative beginnings, the British Columbia agri

cultural land preservation program came into being in two stages: 

First, Provincial Cabinet Orders "freezing" all 

subdivision and non-farm use of farmland. (The 

enabling legislation for such a step already 

existed under the Environment & Land Use Act.) 

Second, the passing of the Land Commission Act 

in April 1973, which established an independant, 

quasi-judicial provincial land commission wifh 

a mandate to apply provincial agricultural 

zoning as a means of preserving agricultural 

land for farm-use. 

The Land Commission Act stipulated the procedure through which 

the agricultural zoning was to be carried out. The 

regional levels of government, of which there are 28 in B.C., 

plus the Islands Trust, were instructed to submit to the Com

mission,bylaw aqricultural land reserve plans that had pro

ceeded throuqh the normal channels of public information meetings 

and public hearings. The Land Commission then had the opportu

nity to review these plans and to make further recommendations 

before forwarding them to Cabinet for approval. The Agricultural 

Land Reserve plans were then officially designated by the Land 

Commission. 

Establishing the agricultural zones or ALR's as they are "affec

tionately called", took approximately 18 months; the Regional 

Districts, of course, varied in how quickly they were able to put 

together their ALR plans. While comparable in some aspects to 

the conventional zoning mechanism that is widely used in one form 

or another throughout North America, the ALR zoning of British 

Columbia is unique in a number of ways: 

1. The ALR is based upon the ecological characteristics 

of the land to support agricultural use. The tech

nical basis is the soil/climate agricultural capa

bility maps prepared under the Canada Land Inventory 

program. As a general guideline.~' all lands that 

were CLI class 1 to 4 and not already in an irrever

sible use were included within the Agricultural Land 

Reserve. In certain areas of the province, where 

ranching, dairying, or mixed farming was the most 
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characteristic type of agriculture, the class 5 for

age lands and class 6 spring and fall range-lands 

were also included within the ALR. 

2. The ALR is regarded as a relatively stable zone. It 

is seen as preservih~ agricultural land in the "long 

term, not a reflection of present use, and not subject 

to "rezoning" to accommodate growth and pressures. 

Certainly, the Act allows various avenues of individual 

and government application to subdivide, conduct .a 

non-farm use, exclude or include land. But, · the main 

criterion on applicatiqns where t:te Land Commission 

has decision making power, is the soil/climate capa

bility for agriculture; present land use, parcel size, 

isolation of landscape unit, etc., certainly come into 

the discussion but they are definitely secondary con

siderations. This has given us continuing problems 

which I will get into later. 

Relatively speaking, the legislative mandate/ of the Agricultural 

Land Commission is fairly clear. The objectives as stated in 

the Act are to: 

a) 

b) 

preserve agricultural land, 
, 

encourage the establishment, maintenance and 
preservation of farms, and encourage uses of 
land in an agricultural land reserve compatible 
with agricultural purposes. 

Similarly, despite time and data constraints, and the on-going 

need to review, amend2 and improve the ALR boundary as new infor

mation becomes available, establishing the protective agricul

tural zones was fairly straight-forward. Much more difficult 

is the task that we are now facing, to make the right land-use 

decisions within the agricultural zone and encourage good land

use planning adjacent to it in order to accomplish the stated 

objectives. There are approximately 11 million 6 hundred 

thousand acres of land within the ALR; that is an 11 million 

6 hundred thousand acre zone within which a 5-mernber commission 

has the mandate and the responsibility to manage to the long-term 

best interests of agriculture, with one gualifier7 as a result 

of a 1977 amendment to the legislation which allowed for direct 

appeal of Commission decisions to the Environment and Land Use 

Committee of Cabinet. Philosophycally, we are all aiming to 

maximize B.C.'s food producing options for the future. Realis

tically, we have to make tough land-use decisions today to pro

tect that future. 

continued •• 



- page 4 

The majority afthe most easily developable land in British Colum

bia is within the Agricultural Land Reserve. As elsewhere, the 

land requirement for all types of uses is constantly increasing. 

Inherent withi n the Agricultural Land Commission Act is the 

assumption that there are alternatives, even in British Columbia, 

to using agricultural lands for residential/commercial and indust

rial development. And, I personally agree that physically the 

1 alternatives exist in almost all cases. But, the ability and 

willingness to go in these other directions necessitates a 

radical change in thinking on the part of governments, private 

industry, real estate interests, and the general public. It also 

demands an acceptance of the fact that agricultural land preser

vation is in British Columbia to stay and it assumes a commitment 

to preserve the agricultural industry, as being in our own long

term best interests. Some vibrations tell me we still have not 

quite made the grade in this area. 

In terms of measuring the success of the B.C. Experience in these 

areas, the 7 years that we have managed to survive is simply not 

long enough. 

I would like now to take you through some of our land resource 

planning experiences remembering that they are within a setting 

that gives priority to the preservation of agricultural lands 

for food production. Using the shot-gun approach, here is a _par

tial. list of land-use competitors that somehow must be accommo

dated, not only in British Columbia, but in any other province 

or state in North America. Some of these land-uses are compa

tible with agricultural land preservation; others are not. 

Through the eyes of the Agricultural Land Commission)x!: ' whose job 

it is to protect British Columbia's agricultural land resource 

however, all of these competing demands have had to be assessed 

and dealt with in one way or another within or adjacent to the 

provincial agricultural zone (ALR). 

Residential: 

Industrial: 

Commercia l : 

Institutional: 

Whether it be single family dwelling or high ·
density development. 

Whether light or heavy, essentially pursued to 
a local tax base. 

Ranging from the s hopping centre adjacent to 
the freeway exit, to the corner store in a 
rural area, to the road-side produce stand. 

Including the demand for schools, churches, and 
hospitals to serve the rural are~s, which, once 
located there, increase the pressures upon the 
surrounding farmlands. 
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Recreational: Whether for intensive pursuits, such as curling 
or swimming, or basically "compatible" uses, 
such as golf courses, trails, camp and picnic 
grounds adjacent to recreational waters, which 
none-the-less require road access and encourage 
support services. We find these uses less com
patible as we gain experience. 

Transportation: Whether highway realignments or corridors to 
alternate use areas that necessitate going 
across agricultural lands or abandonment of 
railway rights-of-way. 

Rural life-style pursuits: Whether recreational small-holdings, 
hobby farms, rural residential, or homesite 
severance for the retiring farmer; all have an 
impact, usually negative, upon the commercial 
agricultural . community. 

Hazard lands: With agricultural lands no longer available for 
development, the increasing pressures to develop 
steeper slopes, especially within the rural 
setting, that may or may not be stable from a 
soil mechanics or engineering point of view. 

Community Watersheds: The reality that some times even agricul
tural use needs to be controlled within the 

Fisheries: 

Wildlife: 

Energy: 

Forestry: 

Agriculture 

ALR in order to assure water quality or quantity. 

Concern, particularly with the anadromous fishes, 
that the spawning habitats need protection, even 
in the face of irrigation, drainange and water 
management programs essential to the farmer. 

Whether competition between wild ungulates and 
domestic livestock for rangeland or intensive 
waterfowl habitat improvement projects adjacent 
to cole crop vegetable production. 

Whether flooding agricultural valleys for hydro 
power generation or disrupting farm operations 
with hydro towers and lines or oil derricks and 
wells. 

While the harvesting of trees is compatible, 
the associated infrastructure of roads, sawmills, 
etc., can have negative impacts upon agriculture. 

can be at odds with itself in competition for 
use of agricultural lands, in the form of 
packing and processing plants, irrigation and 
drainage works, or non-soil based agricultural 
operations, such as poultry, greenhouse or mush
rooms. I shouldn't mention it, but even the 
Ministry of Agriculture has plans for an office 
complex in the ALR of the Fraser Valley. 

The question is, on a practical day to day basis, how do we deal 

with these competitors for the use of our agricultural lands? 

Theoretically, of course, we operate from a position of strength. 

The Agricultural Land Commission Act takes precedent over all 

other legislation except the Pollution Control Act and the Environ

ment and Land Use Act. Practically speaking, however, resolving 

the land-use conflicts within the agricultural zone and pointing 

the arrow with regard to irreversible alternate uses to the other 

95% of B.C. outside the Agricultural Land Reserve is not that simple. 
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First there are what might be termed the one-to-one confl i cts 

with irriversible uses: the competition for space for cities to 

grow versus space for food to grow. Initially, during the drawing 

up of the Agricultural Land Reserve plans, provision was made to 

allow the equivalent of 5-years growth for communities, hopefully 

not on agricultural lands, but if necessary, some encroa chmen t. 

The clear implication was that local and regional planning auth

orities would be expected to use that time to redirect service 

and growth plans away from the agricultural land in their areas. 

Fairly directly, therefore, the Agricultural Land Commission Act 

has provided the imputus for more formal planning at the local 

and regional levels and official community and settlement plans 

are now encouraged and financially assisted under ·amendments 

oo the Municipal Act. 

While this is a slow and laborious process, it is the first indi

cation that agriculture is becoming an integral part of planning 

(note recent planning appointments in BCMA), the use of land and 

the first recognition that, in certain areas, agriculture belongs 

at the top of the list and not at the bottom or under such 

"holding tank" designations as rural resource area. The following 

is quoted from the guidelines on expected policy content as 

specified under the Municipal Act for Official Settlement Plans. 

Under the policy section related specifically to the preservation 

and continuing use of agricultural land for present and future food 

production, the following: 

To foster the preservation and continuing use of agri
cultural land for present and future food production, 
policies of the following type should be established. 

1) Policies to preserve agricultural lands, either in 
agricultural use, or in a compatible land use 
including tree production that will not rule out 
later conversion to agriculture. 

2) Policies to direct major growth areas to lands 
outside the ALR. 

3) Policies to reduce conflicts between intensive agri
cultural operations and other land uses; These 
policies shoud make use of the approach to assist 
in reducing the potential conflict between opera
tions accommodating specified animals and other 
uses of land prepared by the Green Zone Committee 
of the Ministry of Agriculture. · 

4) Policies to protect on-going agricultural enter
prises within the ALR and in particular a commit
ment to not unduly restrict specific types of ' 
agriculture within the ALR. 

5) Policies to ensure the protection of grazing lands 
which form part of ranch units, whether in or out
side of the ALR (where applicable). · 
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6) Policies to ensure that the location and construction 
of new roads and utility or communication corridors 
will have a minimal impact on farm holdings and 
operating activities. 

7) Policies to provide adequate separation in the form of 
physical features or compatible land uses between 
urban growth and ALR lands, whether in agricultural 
use or not. 

8} Policies to encourage the consolidation of smaller 
parcels of agricultural land into large agricultural 
units. 

9) Policies to recognize the importance of service 
infrastructure, such as irrigation works, service 
industries, etc., to support the agricultural sector. 

10) Policies to prevent rural residential development from 
adversely affecting commercial agriculture. 

Where Agricultural Land Reserves are involved in settlement 
planning areas, the Agricultural Land Commission should be 
consulted at an early stage. Policies that provide for the 
exclusion or inclusion of lands from or into Agricultural 
Land Reserves in official settlement plans must receive 
the Commission's approval before the plan is submitted to 
the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing. 

There is no question, that, for some communities in B.C., the 

dilemna is - if not here, then where? The Commission recognizes 

that, if it is going to say no to urban expansion onto agricul

tural lands, it must also be preapred to co-operate, participate 

and if necessary initiate studies to explore alternate areas for 

growth outside the ALR. 

Chilliwhack Municipality in the Lower Fraser Valley, is located 

on some of the highest capability agricultural land in Canada. 

Prior to 1972. olannina had identified a direction for urban 

growth in keeping with what I call the consecutive servicing ring 

philosophy: go to the cheapest land to service next. The Agri

cultural Land Commission said no more; alternative areas outside 

the ALR will have to be found. Consequently, a task force com

prised of B.C. Housing Corporation, the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs and Housinq, the Agricultural Land Commission, and the 

Municipality of Chilliwhack has been established to look at the 

development alternatives on the uplands and the servicing costs 

involved in leap-frogging to such areas, recognizing that, in 

all fairness, these costs should not be borne entirely by the 

local community, but be shared by the rest of the province. 

A second example is a densification pilot project .a:-....ig& ea;e in 

the City of Kelowna,on a part of that 100th of 1% of the land 

climatically suited to tree fruit production. Using a computer 

modeling technique, residential density alternatives were compared 

' ' · continued •• 



- page 8 -

related to agricultural land capabilities and wildlife constraints. 

The results were alternate scenerios that gave direction to urban 

planning in the context of protecting the limited agricultural 

land resource. 

A third example of a one-to-one conflict is in northern B.C. where 

Westcoast Transmission Limited applied to the Commission to locate 

a major natural gas processing facility on agricultural land. 

This particular narrow valley is used agriculturally for beef pro

duction, cereal grains, oil seeds and forage ·seeds. While the 

plant location would have l:eenon some of the lower capability 

aqricultural lands, the emission of hydrogen sulphide in the 

valley situation with a serious air inversion problem, was of 

great concern to agriculture in the area. The Commission refused 

the application arid an alternate site on Crownland, at higher 

elevations, . and with better air movement characteristics, was 

arranged by another provincial agency. 

This brings me to the second set of conflicts, so to speak, what 

might be called the impact issues: whether they be along the 

urban-rural fringe or at the other edge, along the hinterland 

boundary. 

e~r Green Zone Committee work based on the Ontario experience -and 

attempts to resolve the use and planning conlficts on the urban/ 

rural fringe between urban uses and intensive livestock opera

tions, in a manner that each can co-exist with a compatible 

minimum distance separation. This experiment, which is co-ordinated 

by the Ministry of Agriculture, - involves the Ministry of Munici-

pal Affairs, the Agricultural Land Commission and local government. 

Along the hinterland edge of the ALR, the challenge is to find a 

balance for integrated resource use. In terms of agriculture, 

B.C.'s beef producers are unique in that they depend heavily 

upon the native forage resource on Crown owned rangelands. These 

rangelands must be shared extensively with wildlife, the forest 

industry, and recreation. The co-ordinated resource management 

planning process supported under the ARDSA program, brings to

gether all rangeland users, private and Crown, inside and outside 

in the ALR, in an attempt to sort out the conflicts to make the 

best use of the available rangeland resource and to stabilize the 

beef industry. 

One of the most difficult areas that the Agricultural Land Commis

sion has found to deal with is the sometimes conflicting priorities 
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of other provincial and federal agencies in regards to agricul

tural land within the ALR. 95 % of B.C.'s land resource is owned 

by the Crown. We have taken the position that government must 

set an example in terms of respecting the priority to preserve 

agricultural land. However, this is not a simple thing to accomp

lish, nor can we be naive enough . to think that the "public good" 

will always be on the side of agriculture. 

At the present time, B.C. Hydro is carrying out extensive explor

ation and land-use studies related to a proposed Hydro dam in 

I 

the Peace River Valley of northeastern British Columbia. 10ur con- I 
cern is that the unique micro-climate of this valley results in I 
it being the only area east of the Rocky Mountains in B.C. that / 

has a heat-loving vegetable production option. This extremely 

important resource issue is not yet resolved and public hearings 

and an application to the Agricultural Land Commission -are 

forthcoming in the near future. 

In the Hat Creek Valley of the southern interior in the heart of 

the ranching area, B. C. Hydro exploration · 1has located an exten

sive deposit of coal. Environmental impact assessment related 

to proposed development of this coal resource has thus far 

identified very serious concerns from the ranching communities 

point of view, related to increased humidity, air emissions, asso

ciated urbanization, disrupt ion or r.at-.t- 1 P. movements on rangelands, 
I 

and transportation networks that fragment farm units. 

Many of you will be familiar with the new Federal Fisheries Act 

and its strong mandate to protect the water and land resource so 

critical to the industry. As a result of growing conflicts 

between farmers and fisheries officers, and at the request of 

the B.C.Federation of Agriculture, the Agricultural Land Commis

sion agreed to chair a task group of concerned agencies. We have 

just completed a joint report to be circulated to all agencies 

and agriculture commodity groups, which hopefully, will set the 

stage for integrated efforts to identify procedures to resolve 

farmer/fishery water-land-use conflicts. 

National Harbours Board propose to expand port facilities at 

Roberts Bank in the Fraser River estuary. Land involved is out

side the Agricultural Land Reserve on the marine foreshore. The 

Agricultural Land Commission, however, is concerned about the 

spin~offs that could develop to pressure the agricultural lands 

inside the dyke and has presented a "hands-off the farmland" 

position to the Environmental Assessment Review Panel now con

sidering the proposal. In this instance, we are dealing with 

I 
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high capability agricultural land but an extremely fragile 

agricultural industry that, for many reasons, has been in serious 

decline over the past decade. One of the main factors has been 

absentee ownership of land, including 4,000 acres of Delta farm

land that was purchased by the B.C. Harbours Board prior to 1972, 

for industrial purposes. This land has been on short-term lease 

since that time, which has contributed to the insecurity of the 

agricultu~al industry in that area. 

Very clearly, therefore, the Agricultural Land Commission recog

nizes that, in the long term, legislative protection of the land 

through zoning is only a first step and is not enough, and posi

tive moves must be made to strengthen the agricultural community 

and the agricultural industry. Initially, it was envisaged that 

the Agricultural Land Commission could plan an active role in 

agricultural land acquisition as part of the over-all preservation 

program and as a means of enabling young farmers to get into the 

agricultural business without the initial cash out-lay for land 

purchase. The Commission did purchase a number of properties 

during the first 2 or 3 years for lease to farmers and has also 

acquired a number of properties from other Crown agencies - perhaps 

15,000 acres in total, everything from orchards to dairyfarms to 

big-horn sheep winter range. 

One of our most successful projects related to land acquisition 

was the purchase of a 2,000 acre block of land in the lower Fraser 

Valley from a British firm. At the time of purchase, it con

tained a mixture of parcel sizes and land-use, and, despite good 

land capability, was well on its way out of commercial agriculture. 

The properties were turned over to the Property Management Branch 

of BCMA, and have now been re-surveyed into viable commercial 

agricultural units, and let out on 20-year leases, some with 

option to purchase. Use and parcel size of the non-agricultural 

areas within the 2,000 acre block have been made compatible with 

the surrounding agricultural community. 

In summary, I would like to relate my experience with the agricul

tural land preservation program in B.C. to some general approaches 

to looking at land needs, land-uses and resource planning. 

1. I do not believe that we in Canada can afford .many more 

mistakes in the area of land resource allocation. Despite 

its weaknesses, despite the fact that there is never enough 

data, and never total agreement among professionals and/or 

politicians, I believe that making land-use decisions on the 
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lands inherent natural characteristics is more reliable and 

sensible in the long run than the traditional criteria of 

protecting property values and simply accommodating growth 

pressures. 

2. On the surface, the Agricultural Land Commission Act may 

appear to you as one of the strongest pieces of land-use A 

legislation in North America. As a result of the fall 1977 

amendments to the legislation, it will be severely tested 

in the next six months-with the provincial Cabinet at the 

forefront. God bless them. The legislation and its regu

lations allows for the widest range of land-use options 

- requiring only that they are reversible and do not diminish 

the agricultural capability of the land - the Agricultural 

Land Commission Act also creates one of the best ,opportunities 

for true int.egrated management of the land resource. _The 

Agricultural Land Commission has learned at least one very 

important lesson; that every · move in rural planning and 

every decision in resource management has impact upon 

agriculture. There is no reason to believe that this state

ment would not also be true for any other land user. In 

terms of managing the land resource, we are all in this 

together, which means that the only approach that has any 

chances of success in the long iun is ihared decision making. 

This means sharing the decisions not only vertically, from 

the lowest to the highest level of government, but also 

horizontally, to involve the full range of resource users. 

3. Agricultural land preservation has been identified as a 

provincial priority in British Columbia. Regardless of how 

long it remains so, or what changes the program may undergo, 

for the present, it has identified a direction around 

which all others can plan. As long as I have been attending 

conferences such as this one, there have been discussions 

regarding the need for a national land-use policy. I can 

only add my voice to that group once again, and stress fur

ther, the need for provincial land-use policies as well. 

Our aim should not be to emerge with some grandiose scheme 

to eliminate all our problems, but to make some basic 

decisions on what our land-use priorities are and what direc

tion we should be going. In the f ?nal analysis, it is the 

process of planning that is important, the product itself 

is never quite finalized. 
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