
O
n April 18, the David Suzuki Foundation released
‘Forever Farmland: Reshaping the Agricultural Land
Reserve for the 21st Century.’ The report calls on the

government to reaffirm its commitment to the protection of
agricultural land by making its commitment to protect and
preserve agricultural land in perpetuity. 

The succinct 30-page report, prepared by former Georgia
Straight editor Charles Campbell, is peppered with examples of
recent  land removals from the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR)
that call into question the BC government’s commitment to
protect agricultural land. The examples illustrate the increasing
pressures that the ALR faces from development and community
interests and how these interests are slowly but surely being
allowed to whittle the ALR away. ‘Whittlers’ include patient and
persistent developers, land speculators, and desperate
municipalities who are increasingly able to provide convincing
reasons for the removal of land from the ALR.

‘Farmland Forever’ is guided by the Suzuki Foundation’s
‘Sustainability within a Generation’ document (authored by
North Pender resident David Boyd). The report calls for a
forward-looking approach to farmland decision-making—one
that considers the needs and interests of future generations. 

With this report, the Suzuki Foundation has broadened its
environmental protection agenda to include issues related to
sustainable living, which thankfully includes food, and by
association, farmland and farm practices.

A Bit of Background…
BC’s Land Commission Act was brought into effect on April 18,
1973 by Dave Barrett’s NDP government. The resulting
commission, appointed by the provincial government,
established a special land-use zone in partnership with local
governments to protect BC’s dwindling supply of agricultural
land. This zone was called the ‘Agricultural Land Reserve.’ ALR

boundaries were based on the capability and suitability of the
land, its present use, local zoning and input from public hearings. 

At the time many farmers were outraged as the establishment
of the ALR effectively removed, without compensation,
development potential from their farms and reduced real estate
value. 

The central objective of the original Land Commission Act
was to preserve agricultural land and encourage the
establishment and maintenance of farms. 

Over the years the ALR has grown and currently
encompasses about 5% of the province—4,760,000 hectares.
However, this growth is misleading in that, since its inception,
90% of the land added to the ALR has been less productive land

located in northern BC. The Lower Mainland, Vancouver Island
(including the Gulf Islands), and the Okanagan have
experienced a net loss of more than 35,000 hectares. Put
another way, 72% of land lost from the ALR has been in the
more productive areas of southern BC.  

Increasingly Easy to Develop
Farmland 

‘Forever Farmland’ suggests that ambiguous wording of the
existing policies of the ALR (and its governing body the
Agricultural Land Commission) coupled with the
regionalization of decision-making for proposed exclusions,
have made it easier for would-be whittlers to argue that the
removal of land from the ALR is in the best interest of the
province. 

Case in point: in the four years preceding March 2005, the
Land Commission approved for removal 71% of the 7,500
hectares of agricultural reserve lands that was under
consideration. On Vancouver Island the removal rate during this
period approached 87%.

More Pressure to Release Land From
the ALR

Today the Agricultural Land Commission is bombarded by an
increasing number of applications to remove agricultural land
from the reserve. A growing provincial population coupled with
the development of southern valleys is putting increased
pressure on agricultural lands. 

According to ‘Forever Farmland’ the provincial commitment
to farmland, a limited and therefore precious resource, is not
equal to the challenge. A number of recent and proposed
removals suggest that the BC government is slowly bowing to
pressure from outside interests, which increasingly includes
municipal councils. Government’s acquiescence to the short-
term development demands from a number of municipalities
calls into question its long-term legal obligation to preserve
farmland as a ‘scarce and provincially significant asset.’ 

‘Forever Farmland’ concludes with a number of lengthy
recommendations. Four key recommendations include:

1. The provincial government must give clear,
comprehensive direction to the commission to remain focused
on the long-term;

2. The application process for removals from the ALR must
be more open and transparent;

3. The Agricultural Land Commission must be enabled to
carry out its original mandate of agricultural preservation; and 

4. The province must develop policies that support the
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viability of farms and farmlands.

Growing a Provincial Food Culture
Today the economic viability of farming is in question.
Escalating land, machinery, fuel, labour and processing costs,
coupled with increased regulations and the low cost of
imported food, conspire to make farming a very difficult way to
make a living. With over 50% of the food that feeds us coming
from outside of our province, our personal food choices are
contributing to the elimination of our farmers. 

The sprawling manner in which we develop our
communities further secures the fate of our farmland. Given
this situation it is understandable why some of our farmers
might be interested in seeing their farm excluded from the
Reserve and headed for development; in this way they might
get some sort of return on their investment.

Community Values
In an easily overlooked section of the report, the greatest
challenge faced by agriculture today is finally touched on,
‘British Columbia has many issues to confront beyond the
simple protection of our agricultural land base through good

land-use planning and decision-making. Agricultural values are
best protected when community-based processes instill values
supportive of agriculture. Ultimately, rules are no substitute for
culture. We need to continue to foster community values that
understand and support the activity that feeds us.’ 

For the sake of farmers and farms, let us hope that we can
develop this understanding and appreciation before it is too
late. Hopefully, future reports from organizations like the
Suzuki Foundation will focus on how to make farming a viable
and provincially appreciated activity. 

Nothing New But…
The Suzuki Foundation report doesn’t reveal any new
information or insights regarding the threat to,  or protection
of, British Columbia’s agricultural lands. Its utility is in the
timely release and balanced critique of the ALR and the ALC at a
time when a number of controversial agricultural land
removals are up for decision. 

Copies of the ‘Forever Farmland’ report are available for
download at www.davidsuzuki.org/files/SWAG/DSF-ALR-
final3.pdf. 0
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