Executive Summary
Citizens for Agricultural Land Reform is a group of 39 members from the Peace River Regional District – east of the Rockies.  We are not opposed to preserving agricultural land – rather, we put forward a proposal to the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) that would allow it to focus its attention on vulnerable agricultural land currently under threat, while allowing farmers in northeast BC to continue farming in vibrant rural communities.

We propose a 5-year moratorium on the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) east of the Rockies, with all land use decisions to be made by duly elected local government.

Our concerns are expressed against the backdrop of a region experiencing unprecedented growth in the oil and gas industry, and the impact of that industry on agricultural land, farmers, local communities, rural residents, workers and service providers to the oil and gas industry.

The ALR was a one-size fits all initiative in 1973 reflecting the political ideology of the day.  Agriculture east of the Rockies was not under threat from population growth then, and it is not now.  The ALR east of the Rockies comprises 1.5 million hectares, of which at least 40% is not actively farmed.  Projected population growth for the next decade is 9,500.  Compare this with southern Vancouver Island’s projected population growth of 173,700 and the pressure it will put on 34,773 hectares of ALR.

The Agricultural Land Commission has failed, and has duped the public with specious statistics.  Of the 42,246 more hectares in the ALR in 2010 than in 1974, 58% is Class 4 and 5 land in the Peace River region, while prime Class 1 and 2 land in the Okanagan, Fraser Valley and Vancouver Island continues to decline.  The auditor general recognizes what Peace River residents have known all along.

Our group is divided in opinion about Site C, but we all find it strange that the Commission has not uttered a whisper about the 4,612 hectares that will be lost to agriculture in the Peace Valley, yet it is strident in it’s refusal to allow the owner of a 10 hectare parcel that is not being farmed, to subdivide a 3 hectare parcel out for his son to build a residence.

The ALC interferes with forces of supply and demand.   Getting land out of the reserve is like winning a lottery.  Two parcels will be equal in value one day, and have a huge value difference the next.  Businesses must pay exorbitant prices for industrial land outside the reserve because so little is available.  
The ALC ignores Section 6(b) of its own legislation which states one of its primary purposes is:  “to encourage farming on agricultural land in collaboration with other communities of interest.”  The oil and gas industry is an “other community of interest” and it is the desire of local farmers and rural residents to participate in it. The Peace region has gone from being BC’s wheat belt to BC’s money belt.

The BC Government recognizes the change in our rural landscape and put in place a delegation agreement enabling the Oil and Gas Commission to decide applications on behalf of the ALC for the first 4 wells on a property.  Delegation benefits the producers and the government that receives the revenue, but it gives no consideration to individuals and businesses that want to participate in servicing the industry and use a small portion of their rural farm land to do so.  If they do – they are criminals in the eyes of the ALC.
Our proposal would allow local rural residents to participate in the oil and gas industry, resulting in:

· A greener footprint, because service providers would be located in the field they are servicing;

· Co-existence of service industries and farm operations will lessen the need to remove large tracts of ALR land near towns;

· Rural service industries provide off-farm income that allows farmers to keep farming and secure the future of agriculture.

· Reduction in land speculation by increasing available supply.

Refusal of the ALC to recognize a quarter section as a viable agricultural unit in the Peace places a ligature on the ability of farmers and ranchers to leverage their assets, and creates inequities in land value.  
Refusal of the ALC to allow subdivision of home sites out of quarter sections has been very effective in decimating rural communities and closing schools – making it almost impossible for younger farmers to participate in the family farm and own their own home.

We believe that Saddle Hills County, AB has a better model:

· The quarter section is the basic farm unit

· Farmstead separation is allowed:
· 1 vacant parcel can be subdivided out of “better” agricultural land

· 3 parcels can be subdivided out of other agricultural land

· Major and minor home businesses such as oil and gas service industry are allowed

· While agriculture is the most important use, economic diversity is promoted

· Viability of settlements and hamlets is promoted

The ALC operates in direct contravention of the intent of the New West Partnership Trade Agreement, which states that BC, AB & SK commit to treating businesses, investors and workers of the other two provinces at least as favourably as they treat their own – or those of another jurisdiction.  It is obvious to residents of the Peace River region, that BC oil and gas service providers are not treated as favourably as those from across the border as a direct result of the ALR.  

Finally, the ALC’s budget is in decline – down 29% from 2001/2002.  The government has clearly told the ALC it must do business with less.  Our proposal will allow it to do so.
The ALR in northeast BC is the single biggest obstacle to business.

It is apparent that the ALC has failed the people of BC:

· Prime agricultural land is in decline
· Best use and most suitable use of land is not considered

· Rural communities are in decline

· Economic opportunities are being lost to local entrepreneurs

· Law abiding citizens are forced into non-compliance with ALC regulations

· The intent of the New West Partnership Trade Agreement is thwarted by the ALC

 We are capable and willing to manage our own land resource through local governance.  Our legacy will be one that not only preserves agricultural land east of the Rockies, but grows the economies of rural communities, the people of northern BC, the Province, and Canada; and makes a substantial contribution to the international food supply.

Agricultural land east of the Rockies is under no threat. The ALC must refocus its fiscal resources to protect prime agricultural land that is under threat.  The ALC must be held accountable in a manner transparent to the people of British Columbia. 
