
N E W S   R E L E A S E 
May 19, 2020 
  
Supporters of ALR Concerned about Promotion of Industrial Uses of Farmland  
  
In an Open Letter to Premier Horgan and Minister of Agriculture, Lana Popham, a group of individuals 
with wide-ranging experience in soils and land capability, farming, agricultural land preservation and land 
use planning have expressed serious concerns about government’s decision to implement a BC Food 
Security Task Force recommendation to establish an agri-industrial zone within the provincial Agricultural 
Land Reserve (ALR).  
  
The new initiative could see up to 0.25%, or 11,500 ha, of ALR land being converted to agri-industrial 
uses, thereby permanently eliminating future use of these lands for soil-based food production.  
  
The authors of the letter point out that it is a serious mistake to assume that simply directing this non-
farm use to lower capability Class 4-6 lands will minimize impact on agriculture.  
  
“When evaluating the importance of lands for agriculture, capability class is important but it is by no 
means comprehensive; you also have to take into account productivity and specialty crop suitability,” 
said Dr. Terence Lewis, a soils and land use consultant who was involved in establishing the original 
ALR boundaries. “We also don’t know how climate change may impact our food production 
potential.  These Class 4-6 lands could become even more important to food security in the future.    
  
The authors also raise the issue of the negative impacts that non-farm uses within the ALR can have on 
surrounding farms and the wider agricultural community.   
  
The group’s most serious concern, however, is the lack of consultation and involvement of the 
Agricultural Land Commission (ALC), both to date and moving forward in locating an industrial zone 
within the ALR.  
  
“Every time the provincial government, of any stripe, excludes the ALC from the conversation, our 
agriculture land resource and thus food security are put at risk”, said Richard Bullock, retired orchardist 
and former Chair of the Agricultural Land Commission. “The ALC has almost 50 years of experience in 
making tough decisions, keeping the preservation of agricultural land at the forefront.  They need to be 
allowed to do their job.”  
  
The 23 authors of the Open Letter are urging government to redirect its promotion of an agri-tech 
industry to outside the ALR and, in situations where ALR land cannot be avoided, to leave the decision-
making in the hands of the Agricultural Land Commission, whose mandate it is to preserve BC’s scarce 
agricultural land resource for present and future generations.  
  
Attachments:     

Premier’s Office May 1, 2020 Staffing Announcement   
ALC March 9, 2020 Letter to Premier re: BC Food Security Task Force Recommendations 

  
Contact for Further information:    

Richard Bullock, Kelowna, Telephone: 250-470-8053 
Dr. Terence Lewis, Courtenay, BC, Telephone: 250-897-0490 
Dr. Paul Sanborn, University of Northern BC, Prince George, Telephone: 250-960-6661 
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From:	Higgins,	Keira	PREM:EX	<Keira.Higgins@gov.bc.ca>		
Sent:	May	1,	2020	3:19	PM	
To:	AGRI	All	<AGRIALL@Victoria1.gov.bc.ca>	
Cc:	Wright,	Don	J.	PREM:EX	<Don.J.Wright@gov.bc.ca>;	Ethier,	Tom	FLNR:EX	<Tom.Ethier@gov.bc.ca>	
Subject:	New	Executive	Roles	and	Implementation	of	Food	Security	Task	Force	Recommendations	 

Earlier	today	I	asked	Wes	Shoemaker	to	lead	the	effort	to	plan	for	the	establishment	of	
the	agricultural-industrial	land	zones	as	recommended	by	the	Food	Security	Task	Force	
(FSTF).	I	wanted	to	write	to	Agriculture	staff	directly	to	talk	about	my	decision	to	ask	
Wes	to	take	on	this	new	assignment	and	to	appoint	Tom	Ethier	as	Deputy	Minister	of	
Agriculture.		 

The	new	role	that	Wes	will	be	taking	on	is	a	Deputy	Minister-level	function	that	requires	
expertise	and	knowledge	of	the	Agricultural	Land	Commission,	legislative	process,	
industry	and	an	existing	relationship	with	the	ALC	to	configure,	consult	on	and	establish	
this	essential	piece	of	our	food	security	and	supply	chain	into	the	future.	Wes	will	lead	
the	engagement	process,	establish	the	criteria	for	designating	agricultural-industrial	
lands	and	develop	policy	and	legislative	proposals	in	conjunction	with	the	Ministry	of	
Agriculture	and	Minister	Popham.	Over	time,	subject	to	the	decisions	of	Cabinet,	this	
position	is	expected	to	transition	into	the	Commissioner	role	envisioned	by	the	Task	
Force. 

Many	of	you	have	worked	under	Wes’	capable	leadership	since	he	took	on	the	Deputy	
role	in	July	2017.	Since	that	time,	Agriculture	has	accomplished	a	great	deal	–	based	on	
Minister	Popham’s	GrowBC,	FeedBC	and	BuyBC	vision	–	and	has	benefited	all	British	
Columbians	as	well	as	the	agricultural	sector.	Although	it	has	been	difficult	to	choose	
exactly	the	right	time	to	carve	Wes’	capacity	out	to	focus	exclusively	on	building	the	
Agricultural-Industrial	Lands	initiative,	over	the	last	few	months	COVID-19	has	
highlighted	how	important	farmers,	food	processors	and	the	food	supply	chain	are	in	
our	daily	lives.	I	thank	and	congratulate	Wes	for	all	that	he	was	able	to	accomplish	as	
Deputy	Minister	of	Agriculture.	I	am	pleased	to	have	him	take	on	this	important	new	
role	that	is	so	central	to	our	economic	recovery.	 

As	Wes	moves	into	the	new	assignment,	I	want	to	introduce	Tom	Ethier	who	will	
assume	leadership	of	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture	effective	today.	Tom	brings	a	strong	
natural	resource	sector	background	spanning	all	regions	of	B.C.,	including	in	First	
Nations	negotiations,	forestry,	crown	lands	and	conservation.	He	was	most	recently	
ADM	of	the	Resource	Stewardship	Division	in	the	Ministry	of	Forests,	Lands	and	Natural	
Resource	Operations	and	Rural	Development	and	will	be	familiar	to	many	of	you.	I	know	
that	Tom	will	be	an	asset	in	working	with	you	to	address	the	challenges	of	the	2020	
growing	season,	develop	a	plan	to	implement	the	other	FSTF	recommendations	and	
plan	for	the	years	ahead.	Tom	will	be	in	touch	later	this	afternoon	and	will	tell	you	more	
about	his	background. 



I	know	that	these	changes	come	at	a	time	when	many	staff	are	feeling	unsure	about	
when	your	working	lives	will	return	to	normal	as	we	address,	manage	for	and	eventually	
move	on	from	COVID-19.	Tom	and	Wes’	new	assignments	are	an	important	part	of	what	
I	see	as	“Building	Back	Better”	from	the	COVID	experience.	Tom	will	have	more	to	say	
over	the	next	few	weeks	about	how	and	when	opportunities	for	a	more-typical	work	
schedule	will	be	opened	up.	Until	then,	I	thank	all	of	you	for	your	dedication,	
commitment	and	resourcefulness	during	what	I	know	has	been	an	unprecedented	time. 

Don	J.	Wright 
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Agricultural Land Commission 
201 – 4940 Canada Way 

Burnaby, British Columbia V5G 4K6 
Tel:  604 660-7000 | Fax:  604 660-7033 

www.alc.gov.bc.ca 

    March 9, 2020 
Honourable John Horgan 
Office of the Premier 
Premier@gov.bc.ca  
 
Delivered Electronically 
 
Re: The Future of BC’s Food System: Findings and Recommendations from the BC 

Food Security Task Force (2020) 
 
On July 11, 2019, the Government of British Columbia (BC) announced the establishment of 
the Food Security Task Force (the “Task Force”) comprised of academia and industry. The 
Task Force’s mandate was to with provide recommendations to support food security and 
the economic growth of the agriculture sector in BC in the following three areas:  
 

• Increasing the competitiveness, efficiency and profitability of the agricultural sector of 
BC, through technology and innovation;  

• Growing the agritech industry as a standalone economic sector capable of developing 
technologies that will be applicable both locally and globally; and, 

• Supporting the development and application of technologies that can protect the 
agricultural sector against the effects of climate change and support environmentally 
sustainable agricultural practices. 

On January 7, 2020, the Task Force’s findings were summarized in a report titled The 
Future of BC’s Food System, Findings and Recommendations from the BC Food Security 
Task Force (the “Report”), which addresses how BC can lead the next agricultural 
revolution.  
 
The Report identifies four recommendations with suggested actions to illustrate how the 
recommendations may be implemented. 

Recommendation four seeks to ensure there is a place to grow food and support emerging 
agritech industries by examining land use policies and other regulatory considerations. 
The associated actions include the following: 

• Allocation of up to 0.25% of the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) for a broader category 
of use, essentially categorized as agriculture-industrial. The location of this category of 
use is proposed to include lower soil classification lands (Class 4-7 only), with proximity 
to existing transport corridors and services, and potential for clustering agri-industrial 
uses near other non-agricultural zones.  

• The allocations and selection factors be reviewed every three years to ensure 
appropriate land use and space designations and to assess if the new agricultural-
industrial designation has achieved the intended outcomes of increasing investment and 
developing the agriculture and agritech industries. 
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• Establish a Commissioner for Agri-Industrial Lands mandated to: 

- Establish and oversee the new zones in consultation with potential land holders, 
municipal governments and the Province, including the intended industrial lands 
inventory; 

- Spur rapid establishment of agritech and agri-innovation enterprises, to attract 
companies that align with agriindustrial vision to these new zones of opportunity, 
and to ensure the process to relocate or establish in a new zone is seamless; 

- Create a consultation process with the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) in 
areas of mutual interest. 

• Encourage maximum uptake and productivity on the newly classified land by considering 
regulatory or policy instruments that can be used to catalyze industry growth. 

*** 

Only 5% of BC’s land base has the soil, climate, and topography suitable for agricultural use. 
Due to this scarcity, the ALR was established to ensure that lands capable and suitable for 
agriculture were preserved over the long term. Approximately 50% (2.3 million hectares) of the 
ALR is Crown land, some of which is utilized by agriculture for Crown land grazing leases, but 
much of which is used for a myriad of other uses, including: roadways, airports, landfill, licenses 
of occupation, recreational permits, water, forestry and reforesting objectives; wildlife 
management, mining and so on.  

The findings of the Report, specifically related to recommendation four and the allocation of 
0.25% of the ALR for agriculture-industrial use, would have substantial implications on the 
preservation of the ALR land base. Using 0.25% of the ALR for agriculture-industrial equates to 
approximately 11,532 hectares* of the 4,612,861 hectare ALR being removed from potential 
primary agricultural production (*as of January 31, 2020). It should be noted that this number 
does not adequately reflect the cumulative impact of other permitted ancillary farm and non-farm 
uses, such as roads/driveways, buildings, and residences, which further reduce the ALR land 
base available for primary agricultural production.  

According to a 2017 study conducted by the University of British Columbia (the “UBC Study”), 
approximately 10% of the ALR land base in Metro Vancouver is comprised of impervious 
surfaces, most notably impacted by residences and greenhouses (Rose, Wilson & Lavkulich, 
2017). The UBC Study concluded that the decrease in pervious surfaces has negatively 
influenced the ecosystem health of the region, as well as decreased the amount of agricultural 
land for soil based agriculture and surface and groundwater dynamics. As soil is a non-
renewable resource needed to meet the increased demand for food production, as well as to 
improve our resilience to floods and droughts, the preservation of soil is imperative.  

While the Report proposes that the 0.25% allocation for agriculture-industrial be sited on Class 
4 through 7 lands, the Commission wishes to clarify that the growing assumption that these 
lands are somehow inferior or not useful for agriculture is incorrect. Class 4 to 6 lands are highly 
suitable to a number of crops, including grapes, tree fruits, berries and nuts as well as forage 
crops that our livestock industry depends on, which are in increasingly short supply. How would 
our agricultural industry be impacted if we summarily dismissed Class 4 to 6 lands? 
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Moreover, the Report suggests that the 0.25% allocation of the ALR be located in proximity to 
existing transport corridors and services. The Commission notes that much of the prime 
agricultural lands found within the Province align with existing transport corridors and services. 
For example, Metro Vancouver contains the most productive agricultural area in BC, and is also 
the most rapidly growing urban area (Rose, Wilson & Lavkulich, 2017).  

Secondly, the Report incorrectly cites the regulations regarding processing in the ALR. Page 72 
of the Report states that existing regulations do not allow for large scale processing unless 50% 
of materials are grown on site or contrarily stated on Page 73 are grown within BC. The ALC 
would like to clarify that these statements do not adequately reflect the current regulations. 
Under Section 11(2) of the ALR Use Regulation processing may be permitted under the 
following: 

11(2) The use of agricultural land for storing, packing, preparing and processing farm 
products is designated as a farm use and may not be prohibited as described in section 
4 if at least 50% of the farm product is 

(a) produced either on that agricultural land or by an association to which the 
owner of the agricultural land belongs, or 

(b) feed required for farm use on that agricultural land. 
 

As you can see, the size or type of facility is not dictated, but is intended to be scaled to the 
agricultural operation the facility is intended to support. The ALR Use Regulation also ensures 
that any processing facility established on the finite supply of agricultural land in BC has a direct 
tie to agricultural production on agricultural land. Agri-food processing facilities that do not have 
a connection to local, and/or BC agricultural production are more appropriately located on 
industrially zoned lands.   
 
The Commission would also like to clarify that processing proposals which do not meet the 
requirements of the ALR Use Regulation may be contemplated through the application process 
to the ALC. The ALR Use Regulation and the application process is designed to work together 
to first protect and preserve land in the ALR, but also allow for some flexibility, on a case by 
case basis. The two work in tandem to ensure that the primary use of the ALR is for agriculture 
production, while recognizing that other facilities and activities can be accommodated on a site 
specific basis through the application system. Experience suggests that a permissive use 
regulation is not an appropriate approach to enabling and encouraging agri-industrial 
processing. If an agricultural processing entrepreneur is seeking to establish a processing 
facility in the ALR but is unable to currently meet the 50% on-farm source thresholds of the ALR 
Use Regulation, the application process provides an opportunity for the Commissioners to take 
into consideration the intention of a specific proposal and its alignment with the ALC’s mandate 
to preserve land capable of agriculture; encourage farming of the ALR in collaboration with other 
communities of interest; and encourage local governments, first nations, the government and its 
agents to enable and accommodate farm use within the ALR and uses compatible with 
agriculture in their plans, bylaws and policies. Through the application process, the Commission 
can approve an operation that may not be directly tied to the parcel upon which the facility is 
located, but which supports regional and/or provincial primary agricultural production. The 
implication that the ALR constitutes a "bottleneck" to innovative agri-tech development is 
therefore not clear.  
 
In certain circumstances the Commission has permitted agri-industrial uses not associated with 
on-site agricultural production through application. For example, the ALC permitted the use of 
35 ha of ALR in the City of Chilliwack for agricultural processing adjacent to Highway 1 (ALC 
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Application 40833; Legacy 35126; Resolution #50/2004). The processing operations occupying 
these lands currently include: 
 

• Molson Coors Fraser Valley Brewery – a large scale brewery and distribution centre. 

• Berryhill Foods Inc. – a commercial supplier of premium quality cultivated blueberries 
and red raspberries.  

• Sandel Foods – a supplier of filling, icing, glazes, syrups, and sauces. 

• Five Corners Meats (Donald’s Fine Foods) – a primary producer, value added producer 
(e.g. packaging) and distributer of meats.  
 

Whilst this decision provided space and a location for food industry processing, it is unlikely that 
the decision directly supports BC agriculture.  
 
In January 2018, BC’s Minister of Agriculture, Lana Popham, announced the formation of an 
independent committee (the “Committee”) to lead a public engagement process and provide 
recommendations to the Provincial government to revitalize the ALR and the ALC. In the 
Committee’s December 2018 final report, titled Revitalizing the Agricultural Land Reserve and 
the Agricultural Land Commission – Final Committee Report to the Minister of Agriculture: 
Recommendations for Revitalization, 32 recommendations were identified, one of which 
(Recommendation 14) recommended a maximum cumulative footprint for farm-related 
commercial and industrial uses in order to ensure agricultural production remains the primary 
ALR land use, and does not eliminate economic opportunity for farmers. 
 
On May 9, 2019, the Commission sent a letter to the Minister of Agriculture citing its concern for 
the cumulative impact of ancillary farm uses and inconsistency in application and interpretation 
of the “scale” for the current regulations for alcohol production, on-farm processing and farm 
retail sale facilities by local governments. It is felt by the Commission that while the construction 
of these types of facilities in the ALR was meant to be ancillary and supportive of primary 
agricultural production (i.e. the growing of crops and the raising of animals) the construction of 
these types of facilities has in fact become the principal occupation with only enough “farming” 
being undertaken to justify the construction of these facilities. The Commission believes that 
limits need to be placed on the total footprint of retail and processing uses not associated with 
the primary production of farm products.  
 
The Commission also believes that the establishment of limits on these types of uses would 
help address the escalating cost of agricultural land for farmers. Land valuation is very strongly 
tied to the “highest and best use” of a parcel and right now in BC the highest and best use of 
agricultural land is not primary agricultural production, but the development of alcohol 
production, on-farm processing, and farm retail sale facilities, in conjunction with 
accommodations, spas, and “event” spaces. This land valuation issue will likely be further 
compounded in the coming years by the competition for land access resulting from the 
expansion of cannabis production into the ALR. 
 
It is worth noting that the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs, in their 
guidelines for permitted uses in agricultural areas does not consider large processing plants, 
large wineries, breweries or distilleries to be agriculturally related due to their size, scale, and 
substantial servicing requirements, i.e. transportation and servicing infrastructure to address 
high water demand and effluent generation. 

Respectfully, careful consideration must be given to future agricultural innovation and the role in 
which the ALR and ALC may have. We need to look at how to preserve the finite supply of 
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agricultural land, while at the same time recognizing the role the ALC can have to encourage 
appropriate agricultural innovation and growth.  

The Agricultural Land Use Inventories (ALUIs) delivered by the BC Ministry of Agriculture, 
collect consistent, credible, and comprehensive data about land use and land cover on 
agricultural lands in the Province. The ALUIs measure utilization, vacancy, land use changes, 
and identify potential agricultural expansion opportunities. The ALUI’s also map and describe 
how BC’s agricultural land is being used across the Province, including non-agricultural uses 
occurring on designated farmland. It is difficult to build the future without a blueprint. Prior to 
2017, the ALUI unit had been without stable and ongoing funding to complete or maintain an 
agricultural land use inventory. In order to look to additional future innovation on the ALR, this 
data is critical to support the baseline understanding and cumulative impact on the land base.  

Finally, the Commission understands that public engagement sessions held between August 
and December 2019 included engagement with companies/farmers, government, post-
secondary institutions/research bodies, and political entities, but did not include consultations 
with the ALC. Given the implications of the findings of the Report on the ALR and the ALC, the 
Commission would like to be consulted before any decision is made about potentially increasing 
the impact of processing and retail facilities on the agricultural land base.  

We are proud of the visionary land use policy that the ALR represents. The ALR has been the 
envy across Canada and the United States. Over the years we have been visited from 
delegations from around the world asking how to preserve dwindling farm land. It is an important 
accomplishment for our Province and we must work together to ensure the preservation and 
viability of the agricultural land base supports farming over the long-term. I believe the success 
of the ALR has been due to its foundation on the biophysical characteristics of soil and climate 
to support agriculture, and its applicability to everyone, whether individual landowners, 
corporations, local governments, Provincial agencies, or Crown corporations.  I would be 
pleased to meet to discuss the ALR and ALC as it relates to the report. 

Yours truly, 

PROVINCIAL AGRICULTURAL LAND COMMISSION 

 

 

Jennifer Dyson, Chair of the Agricultural Land Commission  

 

CC:  Minister of Agriculture, Lana Popham 

 


