
I
rise to speak on the budget. I take my place today to speak
on the budget of 2008. I’m honoured to speak on the budget
here and, specifically, as to how the budget pertains to the

subject of agriculture. To paraphrase Shakespeare, I come not to
bury the government but not particularly to praise them either.
In the last few weeks three events came together to tell a

fascinating story about farming and agriculture and governance
in British Columbia. The first was the BC Fruit Growers
convention on January 26, 2008, where they passed a motion
asking government to support farmers and farming, at least as
much as the Canadian average.
The second was the BC Agriculture Plan, unveiled by the

minister in Abbotsford on February 15, laying out the
government’s vision for where farming should go in the future.
The third was the February 19 budget speech, just days after

the agriculture plan and a week after BCFGA’s convention,
identifying the actual dollar investment the government
intended to put into agriculture and farming.
The confluence of these three events, coming as they do in

rapid succession, tells a huge story about agriculture and about
government’s commitment to agriculture. It’s a story of
monumental disconnect between the vision of the government
and their agriculture plan and their budget and of the people
actually living on the land that they’re talking about. It’s the
[story of] people actually living in the province with the most
varied microclimates in Canada, able to grow the most varied
number of crops in Canada, with the best protection for
farmland in Canada, and then with the least support for the
business of farming that takes place on the land.
Imagine that. The best support for protection of the land

and the least in the country for the people who live on that land.
I’ve never heard this contradiction articulated so beautifully, so
poetically, as it was at the BCFGA when they passed their
motion on January 26.
I’ll take the opportunity, Honourable Speaker, if I could, to

read the text.
‘Whereas the province of British Columbia has over 200

different and distinct agricultural commodity groups, more
than any other Canadian province, and
‘Whereas the agricultural land base of the province has been

alienated from uses other than agriculture ever since the
formation of the agricultural land reserve in 1973, and then
‘Whereas agriculture production is recognized as being

amongst the most competitive and high-risk in labour and
capital-intensive industries in Canada,
‘Whereas to develop any industry to its fullest potential

often takes an additional level of infrastructure, education and
expertise facilitated by government investment, as is done
successfully in many of the competing jurisdictions in Canada,
to our detriment, and
‘Whereas British Columbia, having the most diverse

agriculture and restrictive land use legislation of any Canadian
province, then receives the smallest provincial government
contribution towards these efforts, at 3.3%of agriculture GDP,
according to StatsCan 2006,
‘Therefore be it resolved’—and here comes what they’re

asking—‘that our provincial government recognize the
importance and potential of this diverse industry and its
contribution to our overall GDP, our environment and the well-
being of the population, and so immediately increase the
funding of the Agriculture Ministry in line with the average of
other provincial governments, at 16.4% of agriculture GDP, and
use these funds to help to increase the productivity and
efficiency of our diverse agriculture sectors.’
Imagine that. They identify Canada’s contribution

averaging—not the excellence, not the top, not aiming for the
best, but average, mediocre, middle-of-the-road Canada—at
16.4%of GDP and British Columbia at 3.3%.
The BCFGA cites as their source ‘Farm Income, Financial

Conditions and Government Assistance Data Book’ of the
research and analysis directorate of the strategic policy branch
of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, page 43.
It isn’t me. It isn’t us in this room. It isn’t even the BCFGA

that’s saying we’re at the bottom. It’s Agriculture Canada. The
last actual figures are actually for 2005-2006. It identifies BC at
3.9%of farmGDP, the average at 15.6%.
And Alberta, our next-door-neighbour competitor…. If you

live in the Peace, you’re competing directly with the people
right across the border. Cattlemen compete directly with the
people right across the border. They’re at 16.1%.
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We are last, out of ten. What does this mean? Does it mean
we have a level playing field in Canada? It certainly doesn’t.
Does it mean we have a pro-business environment in British
Columbia? Well, not if you’re farming.
Canada, amongst the OECD nations, is third from the

bottom in support for agriculture. Then British Columbia
comes in at the bottom of the country that’s third from the….
We compete with the world, and we are at the bottom of
support for agriculture. I’m not talking subsidies here.
In the past, when we actually cared about business and

farming, we supported diking and ditching. Remember that,
Honourable Members? We had environmental investment,
helping people manage manure and the like. We had education
for young people and re-education for farmers as years go by.
We had land leases. We had extension programs. All over the
province we had research and research farms, and we
developed new categories and on and on—most of which is
gone.
We also used to have staff. Remember when we had staff?

Remember? The Ministry of Agriculture employed people—
someone that a farmer could call and just say: ‘Hi, Fred. I’ve got
a little bit of a….’ There’s no Fred on the other side of the line.
There’s no Fred to visit your farm.
In 1982, when we were being governed by Social Credit,

there were 729 Full Time Equivalents (FTEs) working on
agriculture—729 people like Fred to phone up and say: ‘Give
me a hand.’ In this budget that we’re debating today there are
312. That’s less than half, and I can’t figure out how many of
them are working on fish farms. It’s half, and some of those
people are off working. 
Comparing FTEs is one way to measure a government’s

priority, but it’s only one way. Another way is to compare the
percentage of the total budget that’s spent on any given
ministry. When a government and cabinet members sit around
and go, ‘We’re going to build a budget here now. How much for
health, education, social services and how much for
agriculture?’ that percentage of the total says what their priority
is.
In order to see how we got to the bottom in support for

farming, I went back to 1961, to trace the percentage of the total
budget we invested in the Ministry of Agriculture. In 1961 it was
about 1%. In 1971—0.00825, just under 1% of the total spent on
farming. In 1981 it went up to 0.01286. That’s the highest in
half a century—over 1%—1.2%.
Then the crash began. In 1991—0.0034, or one-third of 1%.

In 2001—0.0030, one-third of 1%. 
Here’s my analysis [of those figures]. The budget went up in

the 1970s because we had farm income assurance. Remember?
We had per-tonnage payments. We had cost-of-production
payments to farmers that said: ‘If you don’t get the price of
potatoes from the marketplace, we’ll make it good.’ So it went
up.

Then along came the Reagan and Mulroney and Thatcher
years and the GATT and the Free Trade Agreement and the
NAFTA. It becomes against the law to have the old-fashioned
subsidies. Canada, faster than any country in the world except
two, wiped out all their subsidies. British Columbia essentially
wiped out a ministry.
After the GATT, BC cut supports for farming faster than any

other province in Canada. In 40 years we cut the support for
agriculture by two-thirds. It explains why, when you go and you
talk to a young farmer and they say, ‘My mom and dad built
this place, and I can’t keep it together,’ that young farmer
thinks it’s their fault.
Well, in fact, the truth is that we in this room over 40 years

wiped out support for that family by two-thirds. The analysis of
the BCFGA is saying in public what I think we’ve all hidden
from for decades. We ask BC producers to compete, and we
give them one-third of the rest of Canada.

The Agriculture Plan
The second big event in the last few weeks leading up to this
day was the agriculture plan presented in Abbotsford on
February 15. Yeah, I’d encourage everybody to read it. I’d
encourage you to read it, Honourable Speaker. I’m not
supposed to show it, am I? It says a lot of good stuff about
agriculture, and it delivers nothing—zero. It says a lot of good
words. It’s got pictures, pretty pictures, and it delivers nothing.
Let me give you three examples of the nothing: it talks about
provincial branding; it talks about agricultural land protection;
and it talks about healthy food.
The plan says about branding…. I’ll just read it to you. Here,

it’s good words, eh? ‘All British Columbians should have access
to safe, locally produced food. BC will enhance its market brand
to profile high-quality products reflecting our province’s
reputation for environmental sustainability and healthy living.’
Well, that’s good. We’re going to get a market brand.
We used to have a market brand. Of course, it came in 1993.

It was called Buy BC. It went until 2001. It disappeared in 2001.
Two years ago Investment Agriculture—that is, of course, the
agriculture foundation that assists agriculture —figured out
that they wanted a brand. They hired a consultant, and the
consultant did a report. They paid whacks of money, and the
consultant said: ‘In addition, a branding program would
generate significant economic impacts.’
For example, a 1996 evaluation of Buy BC estimated that the

program had generated 1,900 jobs in three years. The
consultant told Investment Agriculture, ‘We should be taking
steps to improve the marketing of BC foods. It should be a high
priority for the industry and for the government.’ They said:
‘There’s a clearly demonstrated consumer preference for locally
produced foods.’
Then they asked a bunch of farmers and food distributors

what they thought about Buy BC—the label, the brand. We’d
invested $40 million. A third of that was the Crown and the rest
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was the private sector. The farmers themselves said…. They
asked 50 of them, and 50 out of 50 said: ‘I want Buy BC back.’
They said: ‘I like the logo. It is recognized and a well-known
brand among the public.’ They said: ‘The public like it.’ They
said: ‘It’s an effective promotion program.’ They said: ‘It should
be updated.’ And the last one—here’s the kicker—said: ‘There’s
public money already invested in it.’
Then what did the consultants say? ‘Oh,’ they said, ‘we

should think up a new brand.’ What did the minister say in the
ag plan? The minister said: ‘We’re going to have a brand. I can’t
tell you what it is because even though we did the report two
years ago, and we’ve been talking about it for two years, I
haven’t decided yet.’ When we asked him who’s going to decide,
he couldn’t say when it was going to be decided or who would
make the deciding factor.
The second example I would use of the ‘nothing in the ag

plan’ is what it says about the Agricultural Land Reserve, which
of course is dear to some of our hearts. It says about
agricultural land: ‘Preservation of agricultural land for future
generations of farm and ranch families is important, and we
therefore commit to reviewing the provisions of the agricultural
land reserve to ensure it continues to meet our goals of
improving agriculture over the longer term.’
I was at some of those meetings that the government

committee had, meeting farmers to hear what they had to say,
and I give them full credit. They went around the province. I
went to those meetings, I listened to what the farmers had to
say, and it wasn’t: ‘Please review the provisions.’
In Abbotsford a guy got up, speaking to the committee, and

he said: ‘I work for a firm that sells fertilizer and soil additives
and tools to the agricultural sector. I don’t farm, but the well-
being of the farm community is totally necessary for my
business to survive.’
He said he went to a convention with others who work in

his industry from the United States. When they found out that
he lived where we had protected farmland, they were all jealous
because those ones in Oregon and Washington and California
were losing their client-base as they lost their land. The
gentleman was standing up, saying to the government: ‘Enough
is enough. No more alienation of Crown land. You need to
protect the business land base. You need to protect farmers so
that I have a business to participate in.’
I was there when Ting Wu, the blueberry grower whose land

TransLink was putting a road across, came and said to the
Chair: ‘Will you or your committee or your minister defend me?
Will somebody help me? I’m making money. I don’t want a
subsidy. I’m growing a crop on agricultural land. They want to
bisect it and pave it. Will you help me?’ He didn’t say: ‘We’re
going to review the terms with the goal of preserving
agriculture land.’ The plan is an absolute disconnect from what
I heard the citizens of British Columbia say.
The third issue, I would suggest, is an absolute disconnect. It

has to do with a thing that we call, in British Columbia, meat
inspection. Honourable Chair, I’m going to read to you what
the plan says, what the minister said. He said: ‘It’s important to
have a safe and secure food supply.’ Of course, that’s good. I’m
glad we’re going to do that. He says: ‘For example, the recently
enacted provincial meat inspection regulations will ensure that
all British Columbians have the protection afforded by
consistent meat safety standards no matter where in the
province they live.’
Does the minister really believe that? I personally don’t care

if we have a meat inspection bylaw or not, because I trusted the
meat before we had a law, and I trust it now. But the meat
inspection bylaw brought in by the Minister of Health is, I
think, the most poorly implemented piece of public policy in all
of Canada since the federal Liberals brought in their gun law
and botched it utterly.
I know I’m not supposed to have any props, so I’m not going

to show you that many letters from farmers everywhere writing
to me. They’re writing to the government, and they’re saying
that your assurance that it’s going to work no matter where
they live isn’t working for them. It’s an absolute disconnect
between what the plan says and what the farmers say. It’s
almost as if the farmers aren’t part of the process that led us to
the plan.
The whole thing is so disconnected from reality. When I was

a parent of young kids, a parenting teacher said to me: ‘Mr
Evans, you know, the way to make your children crazy is to tell
them you love them and then bash them upside the head.’ They
said to me: ‘The way to make them leave home at an early age is
to tell them you love them and then ignore their every need.’ I
would suggest that the agriculture plan is an example of the
latter. It is saying, ‘I love you,’ and then ignoring every single
thing farmers have to say about their daily life.

The Budget—Food For Fuel
The third big event in the last few weeks was the provincial
budget. Now I’m coming to what I’m actually supposed to be
talking about. I thought, following on the heels of the
agriculture plan, that agriculture might actually be a priority in
the budget. I thought the government was going to go out and
say, ‘We care about you,’ and then three days later come in here
and prove it. The Minister of Finance would get up and say:
‘We’re going to make farming work. We’ve got an ag plan; now
we’re going to fund the thing.’
In the entire budget speech—this is important, farmers; this

is important for you to know—the word ‘agriculture’ was said
once, and it didn’t have to do with you. It had to do with the fact
that they were going to change agriculture to accommodate the
making of fuel from agriculture products. Not a mention of all
the stuff in the ag plan. Not a mention of producing food on
farmland, but we’re going to be good for making fuel. That’s the
commitment of the budget.
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I did the math. After the budget was announced, I did some
arithmetic. As near as I can figure, agriculture in this budget
has now dropped to below its historic low of 0.03% of
provincial investment of the budget to less than 0.02% of the
provincial budget.  Cut by a government who produces an
agriculture plan and says: ‘I love you, and I care, and I listened.’
Four days later we dropped it to 0.02%.
I think at year’s end we will again be said by Stats Canada or

Agriculture Canada to be at the bottom—to be the bottom
province, below Newfoundland. Newfoundland is a rock out in
the ocean, and the wind blows so much the trees grow 45
degrees —below Newfoundland in our support for agriculture.
In fact, in the budget…. I read the budget, and one

document, the capital plan for major projects, identifies that BC
Railway is going to be given $25.5 million for subdivision
projects and $44.7 million for land acquisitions. You all know
what that means, don’t you? That means $67 million for paving
agriculture land. We are, probably for the first time in history,
going to pay more to pave agricultural land than to farm it—in a
province where we claim to care.
I get it that it is not the minister’s fault. I’ve got to say that on

the record. This minister simply builds on the record of all
three parties that have governed in the last three decades. I get
it that we’re not going back to the pre-GATT days of price
supports and subsidies, and I can even argue the case against
those activities. I get it that we’re not going back to the ad hoc
payments of the olden days or the per-acreage payments of the
olden days. I don’t even want to go there.
The real question for farmers, though, for farm

organizations that might be listening, for every single person in
this room on both sides, for the minister, for the cabinet and for
governance generally…. The real question is twofold. One, how
on earth did good people create this monumental contradiction
of being the province with the best protection for farmland in
Canada and the least support for the people who live there?
What happened in history? How did we get here? How would
we turn it around?
The second question is: if we did as the BCFGA suggests,

and we move simply to the mediocre middle. If we went from 3
or 4 or 5% of farm-gate GDP to 16%—that would be multiplying
your budget by three times—that would be going back to the
old days of Social Credit administration. If we did that, we’d
have $100 million. We’d have some FTEs. There’d be a Fred on
the other side of the phone. We could afford to have programs
to help people get into farming.
The question would be then: what would the programs be?

What would we do that’s GATT green, that contravenes no
international agreements but would encourage farming and
sustainable use of the land in the production of food and
feeding people here in British Columbia? What would we do
with that money?
I think it’s our job to answer that question. It’s farmers’ jobs

and farm organizations…. We’ve got to answer that question so

that we never again have this monumental disconnect between
saying ‘We love you’ and giving you nothing.
I go to a lot of meetings with farm organizations. The

unfortunate thing—I love those meetings; they’re really good
people—is that like you and me, the people in those meetings
tend to be grey-haired people—50, 60, 70 years old. When you
have a conversation with the older generation on the farm, it
tends to be more of a conversation about where we were than
where are we today. If it even gets to where we are today, it
doesn’t go to where we should go in future—which I think is the
job of this House.

Affording Farming
I went last weekend to a COABC workshop in Sidney. I spent
my weekend in Sidney. That’s the Certified Organic
Associations of British Columbia. Lo and behold, it was full of
young people. Half the people in the room were under 40, and
half of them were under 30.
They weren’t day trippers. They weren’t romantics or

something. They were young people that want to farm. They’d
apprenticed, they’d gone to school, and they wanted to make
some money. They saw it as a business, not as some kind of
airy-fairy sort of romantic life. They wanted the business of …
young people. I was so excited. I was so encouraged.
The question is: if we have real and realistic young people

out there who want to farm and we’re operating in the Fraser
Valley and the Okanagan with land at $100,000 an acre and
more, how are we going to make room for them? What
government programs are going to make room for them?
If we’re going to have all kinds of support for all kinds of

universities, are we ever going to get back to extension for the
agricultural community? Are we going to embrace these people
or say: ‘Nope. Actually, we don’t want you. Our ALR is a sort of
pastoral green zone. We don’t want business there’? I don’t
actually see the government doing anything to answer that
question.
I want to end by saying: this is my life’s work. Given that I

watched them bollix the job of making an ag plan, I’ll take these
two questions ? ‘How did we get here?’ and ‘How should we fix
it?’—and I’m going to go out and ask British Columbians.
I commit the next year of my life and of my party’s team to

being able to actually reverse time back to the days when it
wasn’t a pretty brochure and it wasn’t words. It was actually a
priority of the people who budget for this province and manage
it and make the rules and the regulations. 
Maybe next year we’ll walk in here, and if you guys don’t

have a plan backed up by budget resources, by human beings
and by programs to make it work, we’ll have to do it. �
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