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MANAGING CONSERVATION LANDS TO KEEP NATURE'S PULSE ,BEATING 
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l 4 • I have had the honour of delivering a number of 'Opening luht~esees' over the years but, I 

~ // ~•' ~ .. must admit, this one has ~en one of the m~re ~ifficult one~}o pr~pare... J, 

~ . • On the o, ,e I ,ar td, ~s a grounding for today's workshop, we have the excellent compendium 
JP2 0 j}.dp~ ~~ ~ J,(!/ / ~ ./ ~ ~ ~ BA-ifJ/,v ,UV~ 

~ ✓ < of knowledge that is contained in the 2008 document, Taking Nature's Pulse: the Status of 

r .;; Biodiversity in British Columbia. 1 

• As guidance for my task this morning, I made special note of Goal 3 of the Vision for BC 

Biodiversity in the year 2100 "to provide tools and incentives to enable governments 

(including First nations), industry, conservation organizations and citizens to improve 

conservation of British Columbia's biodiversity. n 
\ _/ 

• ~tirst steps towards realizing that goal have already been taken in the Phase I follow-up 

work that is going to be presented for discussion this morning. To the best of my knowledge, 
t!V~ 

this is the first time that all,1.of the best management practices in BC, and relevant ones from 

elsewhere, have been brought together in one place. 

• I have no doubt this was a daunting task - and the consulting team should be commended 

for their diligence in bringing order to a very large volume of policies and practices that have 

evolved through a ffiytiad o ~ograms and initiatives. 
~ 

• But, as we all know, the real work still lies ahead - to standardize the approach, to fill the 

gaps and to get rea~change on the ground. 

~ 
• In preparing my comments for today, I could have chosen to focus on the challenges ahead 

- the current top-of-mind issues, like how to standardize best management practices for 

conservation lands in the uncertainties of climate change and in the context of economic and 

social well-being. 

• But, that is part of the ongoing debate that society still needs to have. 

I 

f 

) 



• This morning, instead, I want to focus on where we have come from - because it is 

important to understand we are not starting from a blank slate here. 

• We have been struggling to standardize conservation land management practices for 

decades. 
-· 

, . .---
/ I recall in the late 60's (just to show my age) when the Environment and Land Use 

1 Committee of the WAC Bennett Government Cabinet passed the Greenbelt Act and made 

their first few private land acquisitions of 'conservation lands' on Boundary Bay in Delta. The 

late Axel Kinnear, then Secretary of ELUC, phoned me to ask advice on what should be 

standard management practices on Greenbelt Act- acquired conservation lands. 

• Since that time - and perhaps even prior to - we have struggled to find the answe~ -------- -·-- ------------
~cfearly6een a tremendous amount of good work done over the years - and I will 

try to mention a few benchmark examples - I think it is fair to say that, for every step forward 

we have taken, we have then taken one-half step backwards and probably one-quarter step 

sideways as well. 
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• By the way, I just want to stress that any examples I cite will tend to be the ones with which I 

am most familiar. They are not necessarily the best ones and certainly not the only ones - so 

I don't want anyone in this room to feel insulted if I don't mention their particular initiative . 

. 
• The continuum within which best management practices have evolved in BC is multi-faceted. 

• I liken it to the tightly woven strands of a rope. 

• There are the changing philosophical approaches to land, water, and resource management 

throughout the decades; 

• Intertwined with the changing perceptions of what we need to conserve and where, relative 

to biodiversity and threats across different components of the landscape. 

• · These strands are further interwoven with the evolution of what we often call "the tool kit" -

that ~ f policy and management mechanisms - of which the BMP approach is one -

that we have experimented with over the decades to try to rationalize human economic 

activities with the needs of other species and overall ecosystem well-being. 



;. 
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• In my over 40 years working in the field of inventory, land and water use planning and 

natural resource management, I have witnessed many attempts to bring order, stewardship 

and appropriate management practices to conservation of key ecological values in the face of 

ever increasing demands to meet economic and social priorities. 

• Most of these attempts were sincere, but eventually withered away with changing inventory 

knowledge, changing economics and/or changing government philosophies. 

• Some, however, became significant benchmarks and established critical plateaus from which 

subsequent progress was launched. 

• I couldn't possibly touch on them all this morning but I want to highlight a few key ones that 

provide some important links to where we are today with best management practices on 

conservation lands. 

~ lw2,J~,:, ~ 
la!Hsg-first al!H.t~the continuurnlot ~ approaches: ··u _______ ,,.,, 

• Historically and nationally, the 1960s-70s Canada Land Inventory program that emerged 

from the 1950s Resources for Tomorrow conferences was a significant benchmark because it 

brought into being standardized, national mapping of land capability for key resource uses, 

namely agriculture, forestry, recreation, wildlife and waterfowl. Having that mapped inventory 

for indicator wildlife and waterfowl species· allowed us then to ask the question - how can we 

plan and manage economic activity to maintain habitat values on these key lands of highest 

biophysical capability? 

• Within British Columbia, using the CLI information, the 1973 Agricultural Land Commission 

Act authorized the establishment of a provincial zone on the ground to protect those scarce 

lands with the biophysical capability to grow food. 

, • From a conservation lands perspective, however, and probably now largely forgotten by most 

people, the original ALC legislation also incorporated the Greenbelt Act to which I referred 

earlier, including the ability to purchase - and subsequently zone as 'Greenbelt' - lands of 

special ecological and/or recreational significance. 

----------~-r------------------ ---
✓-~ • One could argue that the d ·on to remove that complimentary conservation land objective l 
-jf- from the ALC legislation so d t seeds of the current struggles to preserve natural habitat 



1 areas within a zone dedicated t th priority of agricultural pursuits, but the concept of the ~ 
Agricultural Land Reserve has be n a unique, effective and, most importantly, lasting:__// 

management practices tool for n rving lands of identified biophysical significance. 
~ ·~ ---. ""-" 

• During the 1990's, I consider the evolution of Crown land planning initiatives - from Old 

Growth Deferral Areas, to the Commission on Resources and Environment (CORE), to the 

Land and Resource Management Plans (LRMPs) that were eventually completed over most 

of the province - as another significant benchmark in the journey towards improved 

management of conservation lands and values. 

• These plans, which were negotiated multi-interest efforts, not only added substantially to our 

treasure house of conservation land in terms of Parks and Conservancies, but also included 

management directions to guide resource extraction activities outside protected areas. This 

gave further structure to standardized best management practices 'on the ground' within 

identified land use zones.· 

• Another contribution of some LRMPs that I believe needs to be front-and-centre in your work 
~MfU,'~ 

today is the consideration and incorporation of First Nations' traditionalLuse interests in -

conservation lands and the need for BMPs around co-management of biodiversity and 

conservation value_s. . ~ ~- ~ ~' f ~ ~ ~ J 
~~ ~~ 

• Finally ~i~ mix, the entry of non-government pr nizations and land trusts into the 

acquisition of private lands for conservation purpose ' as • ~ ificarit benchmark in the 

evolution of best management practices - but I will say a bit more about that when I talk about 

the 'tool kit'. 

• I now want to move to the next interwoven strand of the continuum - how our concept 

of 'conservation lands' has been changing over the decades. 

• First and foremost, of course, was the evolution of our BC Parks and Protected Areas system 

- where we have defined and put hard lines around certain lands considered of key 

conservation value. At one end of the scale, we have designated what might be termed 'pure' 

conservation lands, as in our system of Ecological Reserves; but most of our Provincial Parks 

have the duel - and not always comfortably compatible - objectives of conservation and 

recreation. The newly designated Conservancies also have the additional cultural objective. 
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• The reasonably firm - but always debatable - list of what activities can or can not occur 

within designated Parks and Protected Areas could be regarded as a precursor to best 

management practices for defined conservation lands. ~ ~ ~ f kP !,..., 
..a,. ~~~~ a~~ 

• While there has always been concern for key habitat values outside protected areas, the 

1990's thrust to double the area of Parks from 6% of BC's land area to 12% also brought 

focus to other critical questions - What about the other 88% of the land base? What about 

key biodiversity values or land components of regional or local significance on private lands? 

And, quite apart from the percentage of land area protected, what about the percentage of 

representative ecosystem components essential to maintaining biodiversity? 

• All of these questions served to focus attention to a broader concept of 'conservation lands.' 

Although, for the purposes of this workshop today, these are deemed to include "privately 

owned conservation lands (i.e. managed by provincial non-government organizations or local 

land trusts) and crown lands managed for ecosystem management or biodiversity 

conservation~ I want to urge you to approach your work on best management practices 

mindful that there is no end game here. 

• We need to evolve BMP tools that are adaptable yet resilient in the face of changing 

knowledge, the uncertainties of the impacts of climate change and the ever-evolving societal 

priorities of what natural processes, species or components are valued and where. 

• This brings me to the third strand of the continuum: 

• And that is the grab bag of mechanisms that we have experimented with over the decades to 

achieve our conservation objectives - otherwise known as 'the tool kit'. 

• The first 'tool' I want to mention is the planning and zoning tool. 

• Fundamental to most on-the-ground land and water management has been the prerequisite 

of land and water use planning. Traditionally, planning has been most associated with local 

governments and manifested itsetf through Official Community or Regional Plans, 

Neighbourhood Plans and, as an outgrowth of the provincial Agricultural Land Reserve, 

Agriculture Area Plans. 
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• Predominantly focused on guiding private land development, such planning has 

nonetheless also used zoning to identify Environmentally Sensitive Areas, or Green Zones, 

for example, to try to protect from deveiopment those lands of local or regional conservation 

significance. Associated bylaws on permitted uses within these zones have contributed to the 

evolution of BMPs. 

• Having the legislative tools available and having the ability (including staff expertise, budget 

and political will) to use those tools to achieve desired objectives are two different things, 

however. 

~ In striving to arrive at the ideal, comprehensive suite of best management practices for 

~ conservation lands, therefore, we need to keep in mind the real pragmatic difficulties that all 

· governments (.og pc¢aJ'S NGO'sand1privele land trusts?) face and will continue to face in 
I 

implementing those BMPs on the ground. ~~ ~ 

• I have already mentioned LRMPs as a Crown land-equivalent attempt to sort out competing 

land uses but there is also a hierarchy of lower level plans, such as Local Land Use Plans 

(LLUPs) and, in the forest management sector, site-specific Cut Block Designs. Whether 

related to habitat riparian areas or wildlife winter range, all have made their contributions to 

L management pr~ctices to maintain conservation values. 

• Environmant Farm Planning is a Federal/Provincial initiative aimed at rationalizing farm/ranch 

management practices with increased environmental protection and preservation of on-farm 

habitats. By agreeing to engage in the conservation planning process, participating farmer 

and ranchers have been able to qualify for funding to carry out farm improvements that also 

benefit conservation and biodiversity. 

• A good example of the one-step forward and one-half step back nature of BMPs, however, is 

this month's announcement in Country Ufe in BC that the renewed EFP program will 

eliminate funding compensation for a number of BMPs related to biodiversity. To quote from 

the article, "While biodiversity "is no longer a focus for' Growing Forward', [EFP program lead 

Geoff Hughes-Games] says BCMAL is working with Environment Canada, the BC Ministry of 

Environment, Ducks Unlimited and other groups to revise the biodiversity assessment tools 

and find other ways of funding biodiversity BMPs." 



• A reality check that will come as no surprise to many of you who have been working on 

BMPs for years. 

• The use of private agreements - whether direct acquisition or incentive/compensation 

negotiations with willing and receptive private landowners is another tool that has had real 

impact upon the evolution of best management practices on conservation lands. 

• Many of you as partners in the BC Trust for Public Lands, Biodiversity BC and this BMP 

workshop have been leaders in the development of these management tools to protect 

conservation values, and your experiences will be critical in the development and 

implementation of an integrated, standardized system of BMPs for conservation lands, 

whether private or Crown. 
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• The most direct form of private land conservation, of course, is acquisition - and some of the 

earliest benchmarks in the us~ of this tool related to wetlands and the momentum gained by 
~......, l 4> 

international effort,lthroug~ the Pacific Coast Joint Venture estuary program to protect habitat 

critical to migrating waterfowl. 

• I do not want to single out the work of any one NGO - because all have made significant 
~ . \ 

contributions to biodiversity conservation through their acquisitiorx_program - but the 

concerted efforts to secure critical estuaries along the coast of British Columbia was a 

L ::::~:~:~::.ment into private_land~~rcha~~as a_m~nagem~ tool to ~eguard_ j 
--- _5 ~;;J~~ \ 

• e ,rn ,a 10 . any more 1 0OOs of hectares of land 

related to the whole range of at-risk habitat components and biodiversity have been ~ 

JJllrebasedj by various NGOs and Land Trusts, either in response to eminent development 

threats or to enhance representative ecosystem protection - or both. 

• Clearly, however, as we all know, there would never be enough money to purchase all of the 

lands that are essential to maintain biodiversity - and, it could be argued, that would not be a 

desirable goal, in any case. 

• Closely related to outright purchase, therefore, is the suite of indirect - but potentially equally 

effective - tools used to influence land and water management for biodiversity objectives. 



• These include the use of best management practices agreements, covenants, federal tax 

incentives and provincial Crown land use licensing and permitting agreements with BMPs 

included. 

• Again, while not downplaying the work of other NGOs, I think it is safe to say that the early 

Ducks Unlimited private wetland-owner water management practice agreements provided a 

model for many subsequent BMPs. 

• Since then, however, Nature Conservancy of Canada, The Nature Trust, The Land 

Conservancy and the Grasslands Conservation Council - and many others - have made 

significant contributions to the BMPs that have now been compiled for our discussion under 

the next item in this workshop's agenda. 

• Regionally and locally, as well, there have been multi-party efforts, such as the endangered 

species focus in the South Okanagan-Similkameen, the East Kootenays conservation land 

use initiatives an(\Qthe Delta Farmland and Wildlife Trust. 

. ~~~~'Y 
• Som of these were developed 'bel w th ada ' t have significantly 

furth red th $8_~:t-eemm0rn standardized approach to best management practi s on 

conservation lands. 

• For example, I was one of the original Directors of the Delta Farmland and Wildlife Trust, an 

effort to knit together the interests of the farming community and the conservation community 

in Delta. Through modest funding, significant good will and management direction shifts, 

including drainage projects, hedgerow plantings, cover cropping and grassland set-asides, 

significant gains have been achieved on several Delta properties to enhance natural habitat 

_ conservation, on the one hand, and reduce waterfowl predation of farm crops, on the other. 

• One of the side effects, so to speak, of the growing number and complexity of private 

agreements to benefit conservation has been the 'blurring' of the boundaries between private 

interests and the public interest. We have not yet begun to sort out the long term policy 

implications of the philosophy of public payment (by some method) for landowner-provided 

ecological goods and services. 

• All of these efforts and issues around conserving valued habitats and biodiversity beg for 

standardized, consensus-derived BMPs. 

8 
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• Some BMPs are 'almost there' and the ones that come to mind are stream crossing BMPs, 

species-specific invasive plant BMPs and standardized management approaches to 'access' -

that common challenge that plagues almost all land user~~ 

• On the other hand, m is' remain mired in contradiction and impracticality. 

It has been forever thus. 

• Neither should we be under any illusion that what we may achieve at this workshop - and 

any Phase II work that might follow - can be the definitive suite of tools that will safeguard 

biodiversity in British Columbia. 

• There are too many complexities and uncertainties before us, both internal to BMPs 

themselves and external on the broader issues, such as climate change, that are currently 

facing society. 

• Internal to BMPs themselves, in the attempt to standardize the myriad of initiatives that have 

now been compiled in Phase I, I urge you to think carefully about the intended priority focus of 

s cific BMPs - is the goal, BMPs that are results-based for biodiversity objectives or is the 

goal, BMPs that will limit the impact of human activities upon biodiversity objectives? 

• For example: Skaha Bluffs in the Okanagan. Are we attempting to standardize BMPs that 

will retain bighorn sheep habitat or BMPs that will define how recreational rock climbing must 

be carried out so as not to compromise bighorn sheep habitat?L ,, 

, .. 
Or McQueen slough north of Dawson Creek. Is the objective to standardize BMPs to retain 

L Class 1 CU wate~owt habitat, or BMPs to minimize the impact of recreational boardwalks__/ 
upon wetland habitat? ________ -- ·---------

- ,.,...,.-,_- ·- ~-- --- ------ _., ---'"·-· 
• The safe answer is to say 'both.' But, that answer will likely not meet the bar nor achieve the 

vision set out in the Taking Nature's Pulse document. 

• In closing, I would like to leave you with a few simple thoughts. 

over four decades or more, my final words of wisdom are - Be focused and be pragmatic. 



• Many of the best intentions to standardize land management practices for conservation 

lands have been great on paper - but never quite make it on the ground. 

• And, if BMPs are not implemented effectively on the ground, they cannot play the critical role 

they need to play in 'keeping nature's pulse beating'. 


