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Agricultural Land and Land Use Decision Making in the 1980's 

G. Gary Runka, Land Sense Ltd., Burnaby, B.C. 

Introduction 

The tough choices ahead are going to become increasingly 

more complex as we proceed through the 80's. The constant 

questions before us are "Where are we now?", and Where would 

we like to be in the future?" 

By way of leading into my topic, I would like to read 

two quotations which I feel illustrate, at least in part, 

the challenge before us in bridging the gap during the 1980's 

with respect to a rational approach to Crown land use decision 

making. (overhead) 

from The Urban Pattern by Hans Blumenfeld: 

"The American and Canadian people are faced with 

a dilemma. They want, and want badly, two things. They 

want to live in an efficient, convenient, healthy and 

pleasant environment and they want as individuals and 

collectively as municipalities to be able to make an 

honest dollar out of every piece ~ of property they happen 

to own. The two are basically incompatible. Sooner or 

later they will have to decide which one is more import

ant to them." 

Blumenfeld puts before us a very powerful and sobering 

thought. I hope and believe that we have more than just two 

choices, that through careful planning, we can, as a society, 
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achieve a balance. 

Another view of the land use issue that I feel is an 

equally ''powerful and sobering thought" - a quotation, att

ributed to the peoples of the North, from O'Malley's book, 

The Past and Future Land: 

"The land is seen as a mother because she gives 

life, because she is the provider, the protector, the 

comforter. She is constant in a changing world, yet 

changing in regular cycles. She is a story-teller, a 

listener, a traveller, yet she is still, and when she 

suffers we all suffer with her. She is a teacher, a 

teacher who punishes swiftly when we err, yet a bene

factress who blesses abundantly when we live with 

integrity, respect her, and love the life she gives." 

It is a formidable challenge that the Crown land adminis

trator, manager, and planner must face - trying to walk that 

tight rope, to recognize the inherent characteristics of the 

land and water resources, take into consideration the concerns 

of all potential users or options, capitalize on the economic 

opportunity, have an environmental conscience, understand life

style requirements and finally, make wise decisons, very often 

in a policy vacuum. 
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The Search for Land Use Policy Guidelines 

Integrated land use policy,at any level, continues 

to be painfully slow in coming. It appears that only crisis 

or perhaps public education - is likely to change that slow 

progress. (see examples of Federal Policy on Land Use, 

Manitoba, Ontario, Alberta) The issue contains within it some

what of a delemma. Although the field decision-maker, part

icularly the Crown land manager, needs and wants a well

integrated use policy and guideline package as an aid to dec

ision making, the politicians often, and with some justification, 

shy away from such packages, viewing use policy statements as 

"strait jackets" or powder kegs with lit fuses. 

There is no question the integrated land and water use 

policy package is of necessity extremely complex. Even after 

a policy for each use option is established, the overlaps, the 

conflicts and the opportunities for integration take considerable 

time to work out. In my 0pinion, the issues have to be addressed 

at each level of government, for each use option and the result

ing integrated policy framework established through appropriate 

legislation and regulation. It is a long process before the 

benefits are accrued by the field decision-maker and ultimately 

the public for whom the Crown resources are being managed. 
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The Land and Water Use Maze (use overhead statements) 

I sometimes feel, because of our individual biases, 

we are inclined to an over simplistic view of land and water 

use conflicts, as a competition - or, sometimes, a battle -

between "our" special interest use and two or three others. 

I prefer to regard it more as a land and water use "maze" 

in its most literal sense, to represent the wide range of 

activities or uses we as a society must somehbw accommodate 

within a limited resource base. 

I don't need to list the multitude of use combinations; 

you are as familiar as I with the range and interdependence of 

possibilities. The question we have had to ask ourselves with 

increasing frequency in recent years, and which you must ask 

yourselves during this conference, is, on a practical day-to

day basis, how do we deal wisely with these many competitors 

for the use of our limited land and water resources? 

In order to even begin to answer such a question, I think 

we need to once again consider some of the factors that con

tribute to land use competition and change. One could argue 

that, with enough understanding and co-operation and careful 

management, many uses can be made more or less compatible with 

one another. However, as we are all well aware, there are some 

use demands that by definition, exclude significant other use 

demands. 

Of these, one example and a most topical one in recent 

years is the conflict between agriculture and urban uses, 

including residential, commercial and industrial. Traditionally 
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the demand from the urban or non-agricultural sector is 

usually much stronger than from the agricultural sector, because 

of the much higher values that it can command from the same 

area of land. As a result, the quantity of land transferred 

is in practice determined by non-agricultural requirements, 

agriculture itself being left in a defensive position. 

Non-agricultural or urban demands vary according to loca

tion, as does the "resistance'' of agriculture to the change. 

Left to themselves, rarely do either the pressures or the 

resistance relate to the ecological characteristics or suit

abilities of the land itself. More often, the factors that 

trigger pressures for land use change are peculiar to the 

type of demand or are in response to an isolated non-conforming 

land use decision that has gone before. Also of importance is 

the socio-economic health OD agriculture at the time the 

alternative use pressure is applied. 

Both the private and the public sector are involved in 

this complex game of increasing and decreasing the demand for 

land. Some private demand is purely speculative, especially 

in an inflationary period. During these times, the demand, 

particularly for irreversible uses of land, often greatly 

exceeds the real requirement for use. The public sector, in 

an effort to decentralize jobs and to distribute more fairly 

the benefits of economic growth, also increases the demand 

for land for intensive irreversible uses. This has impact not 

only on the outskirts of large towns but also in truly rural 

areas. In fact, in remote areas, government participation in 
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or encouragement of maj1or resource developments, for example, 

can drastically alter the traditional land and water use 

equation of the region. 

Obviously, rational land use planning must take these 

economic trend factors into consideration, but should they 

necessarily be the overriding consideration? Left to the open 

makket, the demand scenario has its disadvantages, and thus, 

I submit, the need to search for other complementary decision

making tools. 

Mechanisms of Allocation and Planning Interrelationships 

With our history of superabundance - or at least, illusion 

there of - there continues the reluctance to accept that 

in terms of land, we are dealing with a finite resource. Take 

again, as an example, agricultural land. In B.C., and I'm 

sure in some other provinces as well, there is the continuing 

political pressure on Crown land managers to "find" more land 

suitable for sale or lease for agricultural use. After all, 

they have always been able to produce the "next frontier," why 

not now? The thought that there might not -be any more or that the 

little that remains must be ''shared" with other use options is 

somehow too uncomfortable to fully accept. It poses questions 

such as, What are the northern ecological limits · for low impact, 

commercial food production units? Does agriculture have to be 

a single use? 
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As we slowly redirect our thinking and evolve the 

policies that will ref~ectthese realities, we will continue 

to make mistakes, unfortunately. This "learning as we go" 

approach may well be costly in the long run, but it seems we 

have no other choice. 

It is for this reason that I feel strongly a part of the 

bridge must be to go back to the basics. I believe that under-

standing the land is the most important prerequisite to its 

wise and proper use. In the long run, nothing can be economic

ally or socially sound, if it is not ecologically sound as well. 

The land can take only so many compromises and retain its 

ecological resiliency. 

Or, expressed another way: 

"Nature's laws affitm rather than prohibit. If 

you violate her laws, you are your own prosecuting 

attorney, judge, jury .... and hangman." 

That means we must understand the natural characteristics 

of the land resource and its ecosystems. It means, if we are 

sensible, we will do our planning from within the confines of 

natural systems, to take advantage of their attributes and 

avoid their negative aspects. We are still not doing this 

adequately, in my opinion. 

This inevitable interdependence of man within natural 

systems has been much discussed and often written of but it 

has not, for all intents and purposes, been incorporated into 

the everyday developmental or regulatory activities that re

flect the character of our land use administration and planning. 



8. 

Unfortunately, for the most part, neither our legislation 

nor our institutions have the flexibility to react to the 

increasing complexity of land and water use issues. In many 

cases, just waiting for the political process or the courts 

to act can ring the death knell to a land or water resource 

or a critical environmental or habitat protection area. 

Perhaps part of the reason for this inability of our system 

to respond quickly is a confusion of land and water use jur

isdictional responsibilities. In Canada, we have literally 

thousands of different governmental entities, all of which 

are responsible for bits and pieces of land and water use 

decision-making process. It is far from clear just which level 

of government or what agency infrastructure can most effectively 

protect the soil, water and land resources. 

In general, local governments are often too close to the 

action, too preoccupied with improving the community's tax base, 

minimizing its serv±ce costs and maximizing its socio-economic 

benefits. It is simply too convenient for the protection of 

the soil resource, for instance, to be compromised right out 

of the political decision-making process. Yet, there are many 

soil-related issues that should be handled at the local govern

ment level. 

The federal government, on the other hand, is too far from 

the action, and often without jurisdiction. The fact is, 

however, that many resource conservation issues are inter-

provincial or even international in nature. If we accept that 

we all have a stake in such issues, the question is, how to 

permeate the marble cake of jurisdictions to provide initiative 
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and guidance and yet respect the various other levels of 

government? 

Recent trends in Canada and the U.S. tend to favour the 

provincial or state level of government as not only having 

the most clearly defined jurisdictional responsibility for 

land use but also as being the most effective and acceptable 

level at which to protect resource values. 

Regardless of the level of government involved, however, 

surely the next important step beyond understanding the land 

is ensuring an ~ntegrated approach to its use. Actually, 

the two go hand in hand. If we truly understand the natural 

systems, we will recognize them as an integrated whole. It 

is when we are unaware of, or unable to master that first step, 

that we take solace in categorizing by computer or whatever 

method, the component parts, and hence, the isolated use of 

those component parts. 

We have someh0w fallen into the trap of polanizing inte

grated natural resource management and land use planning when 

in fact, if anything, the reverse should be true. An inte~ 

grative spirit and process is essential if sound planning is 

the target. 

Agencies of governments, at all levels, must be legislated 

to plan the use of land resources in a consistently integrated 

and comprehensive fashion. There are still too many waves of 

single use legislative power coming to the fore, as agency 

planning priorities shift with government change or other 

pressures of the moment. 
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Philosophically, most agencies and interest groups support 

the concept of integrated natural resource management. Unfort

unately, in practice, this support tends to last only as long 

as their land and its single use is not affected or, in govern

ment, their agency's interests are paramount and others can 

tag along, if they don't interfere with the prime use thrust. 

This, of course, is not good enough and creates even greater 

opportunity for serious confrontation and conflict. Compromises 

amongst existing or potential land uses must be more than "have 

to" situations and "lip service" support. 

Integrated natural resource management is a difficult and 

often misunderstood art. It involves understanding - not only 

the land/water ecosystems, but the people complex as well -

and a great deal of patience and interdisciplinary compromise, 

to move in a wavy path toward more informed attention to the 

interactions between land and human activities. 

One of the realities of life that hinder the development 

of such talents is that decisions on land and water use have 

been made in the past and continue to be made without a sound 

data base. It is most often agreed that comprehensive infor

mation is highly desirable before decisions are made and actions 

taken - but, over what time period? In the case of rural plan

ning questions, planners must adjust to biological time periods 

ie: a forest rotation of 80 years rather than the traditional 

10-20 year plan life. 

When considering an inventory base for sound land and water 

use planning, there is a dilemma. On the one hand, we can 

insist on comprehensive data collection but, on the other hand, 
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we must avoid the pitfalls of the m0re-inventory-is-needed 

syndrome. Not-withstanding that a good data base is essential 

to good decision making, there are a number of problems. Often 

it takes too long, even if funding is available, to get the 

data base at a useable scale- and, in the interim, many decisions, 

perhaps negative, are irreversibly made. Decision makers with 

conflicting interests and specific biases do not want to hear 

about the interrelated whole, because it deflects emphasis 

away from the immediate issues, specific interest group concern, 

and perceived short term support. On the other hand, even 

legitimate comprehensive data collection can sometimes be 

self-defeating, misused as a means to avoid confrontation or 

unpleasant situations through a studied retreat from decision 

making. 

Even when we clearly understand what to do, the problem 

remains how to accomplish it. There is a wide variability, 

depending on priorities and how practical or politically 

acceptable specific programs are in any province, region or 

community. We must ensure we are introducing the right kinds 

of programs in the right places at the right time. Given these 

parameters, the only approach that has any hope of sucess in 

the long run is shared decision making. This means sharing 

the decision making responsibility not only vertically, one 

level of government to another, but also horizontally, to 

involve the full range of resource uses. This must include the 

rural people themselves, the recipients of all these grandiose 

planning schemes, who are too often forgotten in the complexity 

of the process. 
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It is still with reluctance that many rural people 

accept even meaningful planning programs. In my view, one 

reason is because they feel alienated from the process. 

Rural planning in Canada is still a relatively young profession. 

By training, habit and job orientation, many planners and an 

increasing percentage of our population tend to be urban

oriented, preoccupied with looking from the urban core in 

concentric rings outward into the countryside. 

To rural peo~le, it makes a great deal of difference 

who ~s doing the planning. This relates to the fact that, 

historically, urban priorities have often exploited rural land, 

including Crown land, and overshadowed the concerns of rural 

people. The relationship between the natural systems and 

the sociology of the rural community is often misunderstood. 

Moreover, the needs and values of those living in the rural areas 

are often ignored. This lack of empathy between the rural people 

or those trained in natural resource management and urban 

planners is serious. The gap is widened when inappropriate 

planning tools are applied and the rural community treated as 

if it were a micro city struggling towards the big time. 

Furthermore, as we continue to become more urbanized 

and the percentage of rural citizens decreases, the information 

gap related to understanding the land base can be expected to 

widen. Alan Scarth, at a recent conference in Manitoba, used 

this graph to illustrate the process (overhead). He suggests 

that, even by the end of the 80's, there will be a substantially 

increased reliance upon second hand knowledge, as apposed to 
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first hand experience, to understand rural needs and values. 

the specific example of food production, I 
(cvevhe.ad) 

Using also 

ran across this recent Peanuts cartoon,Awhich further illustrates 

just how difficult the task could become if we choose to 

ignore that extension role which, regardless of whether or not 

it appears in job descriptions, needs to be the responsibility 

of all of us concerned with the wise and proper use of our land 

and water resources. 

I hope my comments have helped to build at least one 

footing of the bridge in the 80's. As a former public servant 

myself I could not resist sharing with you, as a final comment, 

what is, after all, the first reality to any land manager 

within any government ministry or department. (overhead) 

"Government is the art of trying to solve problems. 

Politics is the art of trying to attain power. The two 

meet sometimes, but not often." 

Bill Moyers, Long Island, N.Y. 
Newsday 


