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All provincial land and water users~ - on-site or off-site - are 

involved directly or indirectly with soil conservation issues. 
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1. Framework Considerations 

British Columbia differs from all other provinces in its 

diversity of landform and ~limate and its complexity of land use 

patterns. It is the·refpre not surprising that there are few 

broad generalizations that can be made regarding soil 

conservation issues. The Standing Senate Committee on 

Agriculture Fisheries and Forestry (1984) summarizes the B.C. 

perspective as follows: 

"The physiography of the province, coupled 
with the variations in the climate, bestow 
upon British Columbia virtually all of the 
soil degradation problems found in the rest 
of the country, and a few more besides." 
(SSC, 1984, p. 37.) 

While hampered by a lack of solid factual data on extent and 

costs of soil degradation in the province, there is general 

consensus that soil degradation is a ~roblem of increasing 

seriousness in B.C. and one that is shared by a number of land 

and water users. 
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Provincial soil conservation issues exist within a continuum of 

land-oriented site activity (forestry, agriculture, urbanization, 

transportation) and off-site land and water receiving 

environments (fisheries habitat, water supply, recreation). The 

ecosystems involved, both terrestrial and aquatic, are impacted 

by a complex land use pattern and are often very sensitive to use 

and misuse. Even if specific soil conservation issues are not in 

themselves of provincial or regional significance, their linkage 

with other associated issues can result in serious impact upon 

sustained productivity of land and water resources. 

Notwithstanding distinctive and sharply contrasting regional 

differences, the key soil conservation issues from the provincial 

perspective are considered to be erosion, sedimentation, 

acidification, organic matter loss and soil compaction. In the 

absence of quantitative data, these provincial issues have been 

identified through consideration of relative areal extent, 

perceived severity of degradation and potential impact upon land 

and water use activities of key economic significance. 

On land used for agriculture and forestry, the major soil 

degradation problem is water erosion (SSC, 1984, p. 37). In 

agriculture, this assessment is heavily biased by the vast areal 

extent of land in the Peace River area highly susceptible to 

water erosion. On forest lands, the evaluation of erosion as the 



"" 

3 

main soil degradation issue is partially due to mass wasting, 

predominantly on steep slopes in humid climates, often associated 

with harvesting activities. 

Sedimentation and associated siltation is a key off-site 

consideration. Research facts related to sources of sediment, 

its impact, and other characteristics are limited; however, a 

broad range of natural resource professionals and land and water 

users express concern. Use focus is impact upon domestic water 

quality and fish habitat. 

British Columbia has large areas of naturally acid soils that are 

susceptible to accelerated acidification, including extensive 

acreage in forest production. 

Loss of organic matter is one of the more complex and least 

researched soil degradation issues in the province. Extensive 

areas, including prime forested and cultivated lands, have soils 

naturally low in organic matter, with further losses occurring as 

a result of forest harvesting or agricultural management 

practices. Soil compaction is a closely related byproduct of low 

organic matter and is of particular concern in areas where heavy 

equipment is used on fine textured soils in wet weather. (An 

important area of concern for today's seminar). 
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Within the province there are very distinct regional and local 

differences in soil conservation issues while others cross 

regional boundaries and professional disciplines including all 

levels of government as well as specific interest groups. 

2. Economic Considerations 

On-site soil degradation costs arise where degradation translates 

into diminished productivity of the land and direct economic 

costs to the owners. Off-site costs are those imposed on other, 

often unrelated land or water uses as a consequence of soil 

degradation. 

With respect to on-site costs, the provincial focus is on 

agriculture and forestry, where soil quality has a direct bearing 

on economic performance. Although basic research is limited, a 

review of estimated 

degradation suggests 

forestry each year 

agriculture annually. 

provincial annual loss due to on-;;;i te soili!(f . 
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that 80 to 100 million dollars are lo~~~ 

while 30 to 50 million dollars are lost in ~

These figures do not take into account the 

potential long term costs, which could be very significant in the 

context of the provincial economy. 

Off-site costs of soil degradation are even more difficult to 

determine, as it is often impossible to identify the initial 

source of the eroded soil or, conversely, to determine the actual 
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area of eventual deposition. It would seem unwise either to 

adopt the conclusion of U.S. studies, that off-site damages are 

more serious than on-site or to extrapolate the empirical U.S. 

estimates to B. C. Off-site costs from soil degradation are not 

quantifiable in B.C. at present. Until such time as there is 

more specific research, little can be said about their 

In the United States, federal initiatives in the field of soil 

conservation have been dynamic in recent years, with significant 

changes in legislation and increasing public focus on off-site 

impacts. The federal trend has been towards a shift of 

conservation-related responsibilities from the federal government 

to local governments. The most important piece of legislation is 

the 1985 Farm Bill (Food Security Act), which attempts to 

synchronize and integrate conservation and income protection 

goals of American farm policy. 

Most states have passed legislation and implemented programs that 

complement federal initiatives associated with soil conservation 

and natural resource management. Extrapolation is difficult, 

however, given the American federal program orientation, 

different system of government, agricultural emphasis and present 

implementation stage of recent new policy changes. 
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In comparison with the U.S., Canada has little specific federal 

legislation dealing with soil conservation, although direct and 

indirect reference is contained in various federal statutes, most 

notably the Government Organization Act (Dept. of Environment), 

Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Act and the Fisheries Act. 

Provincial examples are potentially more significant. While some 

provinces are only beginning to address soil conservation issues 

with legislative thrusts, others, such as Ontario and the Prairie 

provinces, have considerable experience in administering specific 

legislation. Few examples exist, however, that integrate soil 

conservation concerns of a broad range of land and water users. 

In B.C., while there is no provincial legislation that has soil 

conservation as its main thrust, almost every natural resource 

agency has legislation that at least indirectly addresses the 

issue of land degradation and soil conservation. The main 

legislation under which initiatives have been or could be taken 

include the Environment Management Act, Soil Conservation Act, 

Forest Act and Municipal Act. Other significant relevant 

legislation includes the Mines Act, Agricultural and Rural 

Development Act, Land Act, Petroleum and Natural Gas Act, Waste 

Management Act and Water Act. 



water users involved directly or indirectly in the complex 

provincial soil conservation picture. 


