
AGRICULTURAL LAND AND ITS MANAGEMENT 

A. THE SETTING 

In recent decades, there has been a great deal of public 

discussion on the need to preserve the land base for food 

production. At the same time, our nation's highest 

capability foodlands are under greater threat now than 

perhaps ever before. 

Central to the often heated debate has been the opposing 

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

bought and sold for its highest economic value versus the 

view of foodland as a scarce resource to be carefully 

managed for future generations in keeping with its inherent 

capabilities and suitabilities. To some degree, the call 

for a dew "foodland ethic" is based upon the belief that 

public policy should more adequately take into account the 

social value of foodlands, quite apart from the dollar value 

they may command on the open market for alternate uses. 

The World Conservation Strategy gives high priority to the 

preservation of foodland as part of the overall objective of 

maintaining essential ecological processes and life support 

systems. (Ref. 1) 

In its conservation strategy response, Canada includes as a 

priority within the Eirst objective, the maintenance of 

essential ecological processes and life-support systems, the 

preservation of cropland and the prevention of soil 

degradation. (Ref. 2). These are included on the shortlist 

of Canada's most pressing problems. 

The Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Forestry and the Science Council of Canada warn of the 

insidious problem of soil degradation that is already 



AGRICULTURAL LAND AND ITS MANAGEMENT PAGE 2 

costing Canadian farmers over $1 billion per year in farm 

income. {Refs. 3,4). They clearly indicate that we are in 

danger of squandering the very resource upon which our 

agricultural industry is dependent. 

B. AGRICULTURAL LAND LOSS 

Much of Canada's best prime farmland has already been 

converted to major urban centres and associated urban 

infrastructure. Today, we continue to compromise and 

convert our remaining foodlands to alternate, irreversible 

uses. 

The national facts are that only a very small portion of 

Canada's vast land expanse comprises prime agricultural 

land, and most of this land is located near Canada's largest 

cities, which are continuing to grow at a rapid pace. 

The Canada Land Inventory that was carried out between 1965 

and 1975 provides the information that only 11% of the 

nation's 992 million ha. is capable of agricultural 

production. Less than 5% is prime agricultural la~d capable 

of producing a wide range of crops (CLI Class 1-3); only .5% 

is Class 1, the highest capability. {Ref. 5). 

Environment Canada's land-use change monitoring program 

highlights the issues associated with conversion of 

agricultural land to urban uses. Between 1966 and 1986, 

land-use change analysis associated with 70 Canadian cities 

with populations of more than 25,000 indicates 301,000 ha. 

of rural land was converted to urban and urban-associated 

uses. Approximately 58% of the rural land converted was 

high capability agricultural land. As a further indicator, 

of the land urbanized during 1981-86, approximately 30% was 

being farmed just prior to urbanization and a further 11% 
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had been farmed in the past, but had been abandoned by 1981. 

(Ref. 6). 

With respect to B.C. 's limited agricultural land resource, 

only 4% of the land area of the province is arable; less 

than 1/2 of 1% of B.C. is Class 1 agricultural land and only 

1/lOOth of 1% has a climate and soil combination suitable 

for tree fruits and grapes. - • 7, 

As an indicator of agricultural land loss in B.C., 

Environment Canada land use change monitoring for the 

Vancouver Urban-Centred Region suggests that, from 1976 to 

1987, 17-19% of the 10,000 ha. of land converted from 

agricultural to urban uses was high capability Class 1-3 

land; over one quarter of the land urbanized had been in 

active agricultural uses. (Refs. 8,9) 

C. SOME AGRICULTURAL MANAGEMENT ISSUES 

The productivity of our farmland depends upon the inherent 

characteristics of climate and soil and the management 

practices of Canada's 300,000 farmers. There are 

increasing concerns with deteriorating soil quality, 

including such issues as soil erosion by water and wind, 

loss of organic m_atter, acidification, compaction, 

contamination and salinization. 

The economic value of soil lost through erosion (primarily 

erosion by water) in Canada is estimated at over $1 billion 

per year. (Ref. 10). This figure does not take into account 

the negative factors of offsite impacts. Over 40% of the 

organic matter from our productive Prairie soils is reported 

to have been lost since they were first tilled. ~ In 'eastern 

Canada, of the substantial increases in soil acidity, 40% is 

attributed to acid precipitation and 60% to the use of 

nitrogenous fertilizers. 



AGRICULTURAL LAND AND ITS MANAGEMENT PAGE 4 

In the South Coastal Region of B.C., 23% of the farmland has 

a high to very high risk of compaction and a further 24% has 

a moderate compaction risk. The annual on-farm costs in 

yield reduction due to compaction are estimated to be $6 
-z.. 

million annually in that region alone. (Ref. --4-). 
' 

Market forces are placing increasing stress on the farmland 

resource and the food producer. Too often, the need for 

rapid adjustment to new technology, changing land values, 

commodity prices, interest rates, input costs, social and 

environmental values and market demand leads to short term 

management decisions that threaten the land resource and 

long term stability of the industry. 

D. ACTION RESPONSE 

From Newfoundland to British Columbia, governments have 

attempted to address the issues of farmland preservation and 

soil degradation, with variable success. 

In Newfoundland, a legislative response to preservation of 

the less than .3% of all land in the province suitable for 

agriculture was the designation of Agriculture Development 

Areas - a form of provincial agricultural zoning with an 

appeal process. 

Prince Edward Island established a Land Development 

Corporation with a mandate to purchase land on the open 

market for resale as farmland or retention in other 

compatible use. The province also controls non-resident 

ownership of farmland. 

Ontario has adopted Food Land Guidelines, which the province 

employs in approving municipal land use plans and 

subdivision applications. 
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Saskatchewan has recently oriented their efforts towards 

federal/provincial cost shared programs on soil 

conservation. The key is the design of programs to promote 

soil conservation demonstration activities within 

Agriculture, Development and Diversification (ADD) Board 

districts, and to support producers in their efforts to 

improve soil management and their competitive position. 

Alberta is now implementing a similar program. 

British Columbia and Quebec, both with limited farmland 

resources under extreme pressure, implemented somewhat 

similar farmland protection legislation, with provincial 

designation and zoning, appeal provisions and administration 

by appointed Commissions. 

With specific reference to the B.C. Land Commission Act 

cl((cif~ subsequently amended to the Agricultural Land Commission 

Act), current designation of ALR is some 4,701,661 ha. or 5% 

of the provincial land area. (Ref. ~1-). The Lower 

Mainland's Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) is 0.15% of the 

land area of BC. In terms of current production, farm cash 

receipts associated with this designated area are estimated 

at $1.175 billion for 1979. This compares to $480 million 

in 1976. (Farm productio costs have risen a comparable 

percentage, however) ~~ rJ addition, some 200-250 processing 

and packaging businesses within the Lower Mainland area 

produce a wide selection of foods and beverages for the B.C. 

marketplace. 

Since the ALR's were established, approximately 20,000 ha. 

of high capability agricultural land has been excluded from 

the Reserve under various appeal provisions. Inclusion of 

lands into the ALR since original designations, while almost 

equal in acreage, have tended to be significantly lower 

capability agriculture lands, many with climatic 

constraints. 
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The integrity of the ALR throughout the province is 

constantly threatened. The gradual decline in effectiveness 

of the Agricultural Land Commission is related to a number 

of actions taken by the provincial government, including: 

1) withdrawal of funding to support the land acquisition 

mandate of the ALC, 

2) the 1977 legislative amendment to provide for appeal of 

Agricultural Land Commission decisions to a Cabinet 

committee, and 

3) the 1988 amendment to the land use regulations, allowing 

golf courses within the ALR as an outright use under the 

Act. 
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E. THE FUTURE 

Within B.C. and Canada in general, the retention of high 

capability farmland is essential, not only to our present 

national economy but to the well-being of future 

generations. The keys to protecting our food producing 

options include retaining our best lands through an informed 

land use decision making process, adjusting farm management 

practices to specific soil and climate conditions and 

providing society support to the food producing community. 

Some positive initiatives have been and are being taken 

towards a sustainable agricultural industry; however, time 

is not on our side and past effectiveness is open to 

question. Constructive, firm, integrated legislative 

initiatives must be taken at all levels of government using 

regulatory, financial and administrative tools to preserve 

our high capability foodland for food production, prevent 

soil degradation and reclaim lands where soils are already 

degraded. 

Within the Provine~ of B.C., it is suggested that priority 

be given to the following action steps: 

1) Repeal Sec. 13 of the Agricultural Land Commission Act, 

which provides for Cabinet appeal where an applicant for 

exclusion from the Agricultural Land Reserve is dissatisfied 

with the decision of the Commission. 

Quite apart from basic argument related to direct political 

involvement in the decisions of an independent, quasi

judicial Commission, one of the major problems associated 

with Cabinet appeals is that they are procedurally 

deficient. Even such basic components as openness, 

availability of criteria for decision making , not~ce to 

interested parties, and elementary procedural fairness are 
# 

missing from the Cabinet appeal process. Ref. 15) 
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2) Rescind B.C . Reg. 238/88 with respect to B.C. Reg. 7/81, 

Agricultural Land Commission Subdivision and Land Use 

Regulation Section 2(1)(M), regarding outright golf course 

use within the ALR. 

Golf courses and directly associated uses can negatively 

impact upon the agricultural community and dramatically 

affect land values for food production. Adjudication of 

location and conditions related to golf courses should be 

the direct perogative of the Agricultural Land Commission, 

whose mandate it is to protect the foodland resource and the 

agricultural community. 

3) Introduce Soil Conservation legislation to effectively 

address the wide range of conservation issues related to on

site and off-site impacts of soil degradation. 

Such legislation should complement not replace existing 

indirect soil conservation mandates of various resource 

agencies. It is also essential that the legislation 

integrates the wide range of land and water users, not be 

limited to agriculture. 

G. Gary Runka, P. Ag. 
Former Chair, Agricultural Land Commission 
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