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PLANNING FOR RURAL GROWTH IN WHATCOM COUNTY 
- Leopold Inn, Bellingham - 28 October ·1973 -

11 THE BRITISH COLUMBIA EXPERIENCE 11 

by G. G, Runka 

The B.C. agricultural land preservation program has been in operation roughly 6 
years and as time goes on, I find it more and more difficult to summarize our 
experience. For awhile, by talking faster, I was able to keep adding current 
topics to the ends of my speeches. However, I have come to face the fact that, 
unless I start cutting short the beginning parts of the story, there is a good 
possibility ·that by the time I get to talking about what we are really doing in 
1978, my audience will have long since gone to lunch. 

Very briefly therefore, I will try to put the Agricultural Land Commission Act, 
the Agricultural Land Commission and the Agricultural Land Reserve zoning into 
perspective in terms of some of the topics that I really came here to talk to 
you about. Certainly, the legislative steps as well as the procedure towards 
establishing the agricultural zones in B.C. are availa6le·in written form and, 
if any of you wish more detail, I would be pleased to send you what we have. 

Most of you have no doubt been to our province and, depending upon how much you 
have travelled through it, you may have noticed how little flat-land there 
really is. Certainly, '. 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, When the provincial government initiated 
agricultural land preservation legislation in late 1972, it was not because our 
growth problems were significantly greater than Whatcom County, for example •. 
Certainly, we were experiencing expansion of) our urban areas onto adjacent 
high-capability farmland; small lot subdivision in agricultural areas with all 
its negative effects upon agricultural communities; constant criss-crossing of 
transportation and other service corridors that fragment operating fann units. 
But, these problems are comnon to most places in North America. The difference 
in British Columbia js 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 11 squeeze" a little sooner and a little more decisively that many of our _ 
neighbours. 

In terms of legislative beginnings, the agricultural zoning concept came into 
being in two stages: 

First, Provincical Cabinet Orders "freezing" all subdivision and 
non-farm use of farmland. (The enabling legislation for such a 

. step already existed under the Environment and Land Use Act.) 

Second, the passing of the Land Conmission Act in April 1973, 
which established a Provincial Land Commission with a mandate 
to apply provincial agricultural zoning as a means of preser
ving agricultural land for fann use . . 
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The [and Commission Act stipulated procedure through which the agricultural 
zoning was to be carried out. The regional levels of government were instructed 
to submit bylaw agricultural land reserve plans that had proceeded through 
the normal channels of public information meetings and public hearings, to the 
Land Commission, who then had the opportunity to review the plans and to make 
further recommendations before forwarding them to Cabinet for approval. The 
Agricultural Land Reserve plans where then officially designated by the Land 
Commission. 

---- Establishing the agricultural zones or ALRs as they are "aff~ctionately called", 
took approximately 18 months, some of the 28 regional districts being quicker 
than others. While comparable in sane aspects to the conventional zoning mechanism 
that is widely used in one form or another throughout North America, the ALR 
zoning in 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 technical basis is the soil/ 
climate agricultural capability map~ prepared under the Canada 
Land Inventory program. This program is similar to your CSC 
system but more discriminating; it classifies land based upon 
the range of crops that can be grown and identifies specific 
limitations to agricultural use. 

2. The ALR is regarded as a relatively stable zone. It is seen as 
preserving agricultural land in the long ter~, not a reflection 
of present use, and not subject to "rezoning" to accommodate 
growth 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 applications where the Land Commission has decision-making 
power, is the soil/climate capability; present land-use, parcel 
size, and short term economics are secondary. 

The zoning mechanism: Is it working? 

**how to measure what would have happened if the protective agricultural zones 
were not in place? 

- Okanagan/Delta/Richmond - agricultural industry would virtually 
have disappeared. 

- Lower Fraser Valley - so fragmented as to be basically a rural life
style place for ex-urbanites, may of whom commute to the city. 

**more measurable is the shift in public opinion: 
- where farmers' organizations protested the legislation when it was 

introduced, they now actively assist the Commission. In fact, 
occasionally they are critical of the Land Commission as being too 
lenient in its management of the ALR. 
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- where local and regional governments were at first resentful of the 
interference of a provincial land regulating agency, they now co-operate 
in the administration of the ALR and are beginning to bring their local 
planning into line with provincial agricultural zoning. 

- where the general public was initially confused and sceptical, environ
mental groups, organized labour and individual citizens are volluntarily 
taking on a watch-dog role on the Conmission':s behalf. 

Certainly much of the initial negative reaction to the agricultural land preser
vation program in B.C. was of our own doing - lack of public education and public 
relations work. Similarly, many express strong support of the concept of agri
cultural land preservation, but continue to criticize the implementation of this 
policy. Of necessity, because of ti'me and data constraints, the ALRs were 
established by broad-brush strokes and certainly, we were aware from the beginning 
that in some areas, our technical information and base mapping were simply not 
adequ_ate to do the job. 11 Fi ne-tuni ng 11 of these areas continues to be a high 
priority. Some of these reviews encompass relatively small areas that are per
haps brought to our attention by local or regional government. Other reviews 
necessitate major data collection efforts before the ALR boundary review can take 
place. 

Despite the present general support for the agricultural land preservation program 
in B.C., we are very aware that this can be conditional, short tenn support. 

- we are aware that, in the long term, legislative protection of the land is not 
enough. The ALR will not be secure until agriculture and the farming community 
become an integral part of planning at every level of government. Establishing 
a zone was a first important step, it at least identified an area where agri
culture is at the top of the list, rather than the bottom, as is often the case. 
Most urban planners and politicians still look to high capability fannland as 
the best storehouse of land for urban needs. 

the ALRs widespread implication and spinoffs upon the other planning activities 
in the province and the role of the Agricultural Land Conmission is becoming 

· more that of ombudsman, negotiator, liason, catylyst, in various issues at all 
levels .that affect the agricultural land resource and the health and well-being · 
of the agricultural community. 

1. Establishing of the ALR ➔ imputus to community and settlement planning. 

- Agricultural Land Commission Act takes precedence over all other legislation 
except the Pollution Control Act and the Environment and Land Use Act. 

- local, regional governments are expected to bring planning into line. 
Initially, provision was made to allow 5 years growth and time for communities 
to redirect growth away from agricultural lands. 
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- under the Municipal Act, rural planning .is now encouraged and financially 
assisted. 

- arrangement that the Agricultural Land Commission and staff are closely 
·involved at an early stage with local and regional governments fonnulating 
community and settlement plans, to assure that adequate protection of the 
agricultural land resource is incorporated into each plan. 

- instances where the Agricultural Land Commission has initiated urban suit
ability studies by provincial ministries to assist "locked in" colllTlunities 
to find alternative areas for expansion other than on agricultural lands. 

2. · Initially, it was envisaged that the Land Commission could play an active 
role in agricultural land acquisition as part of the overall preservation 
program and as a means of enabling young farmers to get into the agricultural 
business without the initial cash outlay for land purchase. 

- the Land ColllTlission did purchase a number of properties during the first 
2 or 3 years for lease to fanners and has also acquired a number of 
properties from other Crown agencies. Approximately 15,000 acre in total; 
everything from orchards to dairy farms to bighorn 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 contained a mixture of parcel 
sizes and land uses, and, despite good land capability, was well on its 
way out of commercial agriculture. 
These properties were turned over to the Property Management Branch of the 

· Ministry of Agriculture and have now been resurveyed into viable corrmercial 
agricultural units, and let out on 20 year leases, some with option to pur
chase. Use and parcel size of the non-agricultural areas within the 2,000 
acre block have been made compatible with the surrounding agricultural 
community. 

3. · One of the most difficult areas the Land CoITlllission has found to deal with is 
the sometimes conflicting priorities of other provincial agencies in regards 
to agricultural land within the ALR. We have taken the position that govern
ment must set an example in terms of respecting the ALR. However, this is not 
a simple thing to accomplish, nor can¼~ be naive enough to think that the 
"public good" is always on the side of agriculture. 

Examples 
a) Farm & Steam ColllTlittee 

- try to help the individual farmer through the maze of goverment permits 
and approvals 
fisheries and streambank protection VS farmers need for irrigatnion 
and/or drainage. 
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b) B.C. Hydro plans to build Site C & Eon the Peace River in Northern B.C. 
- power for the Lower mainland VS large acreage of the only lands in the 

north that are climatically capable of growing vegetables. 

c) Roberts Bank port expansion proposal. 

d) B.C. Assessment Authority that assesses land at an 11 improved11 (ie: development) 
rate, regardless of the ALR designation that denies the land-owner the oppor
tunity to use his land for development purposes. The Land Commission feels 
strongly that this is against the natural sense of justice and that if land 

· is within the ALR and being preserved for agricultural use in the long tenn 
then assessment for taxation purposes should recognize this lack of develop
ment options. 

e) B.C. Development Corporation - sawmill at Houston 
- industrial site location question VS agricultural lands. 

f) Ministry of Highways - Salmo River Valley 
- di~section of fann units 
- consolidation of fann units 
- following valley wall and existing right-of ways where possible. 

~- g) Jurisdiction over federal government lands is another area where the Land 
Conmission has become involved: 
- Railway abandoment 
- Indian Reserve lands 

4. While I feel it is safe to say that the agricultural l~nd preservation pro
gram in B.C. has been successful to date, and that we are making some progress 
- however slow - in :tackling the many problems that face B.C. agriculture, we 
do not pretend to have the answer to everyones problems. 

There are various reasons why the provincial agricultural zoning mechanism is 
working in B.C., and1some are unique to the province. Certainly, the fact that 
it is based on a technical soil/climate capability for agriculture is, in my 
mind, basic to its success, but even in this area, there is a long road ahead 
to rationalize the 3 corners of the land-use triangle of capability, suitability 
and feasibilit.YJ in a manner that is practical and fair to individuais and 
society, today and in the future. 
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In summary, the Agricultural Land Canmission has learned at least one very 
important lesson: that every move in rural planning, and every decision in 
resource management has impact upon agriculture - either upon the agricultural 
land resource, or upon the farmer or upon the agricultural industry and commu
nity - and likely - all of them together. The Agricultural Land Corrrnission 
Act, although introduced primarily to preserve the land, also contains within 
it the opportunity for the Agricultural Land Commission to have provincial 
input into planning for agriculture. It is our position that, if the concept 
is to work through the long term, we have to be prepared to do this, to be 
involved in any and all issues that are of concern to agriculture. The 
public - and more specifically - the agricultural community - have come to 
expect this. 
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