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Agricultural land not only feeds us, it is the heart around which stable communities have and will continue to develop
and prosper over the long term. In this province, where farmland scarcity is so obvious, a diversity of large and small scale
agriculture importantly binds our communities and province together to provide any semblance of control over our food
security and food self-reliance. It is imperative that we keep agricultural land and food production front and center in debates
regarding natural resources such as pipelines, LNG, hydro-electricity generation and beyond. We forget, and at our great
peril, that the most fundamentally important resource is agricultural land and its ability to produce food for us when put to its
only proper use.
The original drafters of the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) and Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) conceived and
implemented legislation and regulation that, at the time, was unique to North America. But it was not unique in other parts
of the world where the critical importance of farmland preservation, food production, and food security was recognized. In
order to guard against potential errors in the demarcation of the original ALR boundary, the legislation was strongly biased
toward accommodating ALR exclusion applications. This bias has long since served its purpose and now threatens the
integrity of the ALR and viability of the ALC. Serious consideration should be given to eliminating the ability to exclude land
from the ALR and to ensure that agricultural vitality of land within the ALR is maintained.
The work of this White Paper is a fine example of how our academic institutions can help us; in this instance how applied
research, new information, and new thinking can inform our discourse and deliberations and help move the ALC legislation
forward for the next generation. I would like to commend the Institute for Sustainable Food Systems for its relentless support
of agriculture, for its pursuit of food systems that benefit our communities, and for championing a vital ALC and ALR.
The White Paper reports that there is lots of agricultural land laying fallow, not being actively farmed. While this is the
case, it is not any sort of indication that this land should be used for purposes other than farming- it should not. On the
contrary it is indicative of two things: 1) first and foremost that the ALC has effectively prevented the loss of a precious, nonrenewable resource- BC’s farmland, and 2) there has been a larger failure to foster wider economic viability and a diversity
of opportunities in our food production sector. The ALC has in fact made sure that these lands were not lost to future
generations. As the population of our province grows and new crops and opportunities are developed, society will find a
way of getting this resource into the hands of a new generation of farmers who will put it to work, sustainably, and to all our
benefit.
After 40 years of experience, the ALC is positioned to move to the next stage, one in which the ALR is accepted as simply
being a part of who we are. A future in which constant arguments as to whether the ALR is good or bad cease. The timing of
the White Paper couldn’t be better. This work should fit nicely into the deliberations of the Minister’s Task Force reviewing and
strengthening the ALC. The Task Force should be able to forward a set of recommendations to the Minister that entrench the
ALC as part of who we are. Then the Minister must be bold in her recommendations to move this key legislation forward.
At this juncture, simply tweaking the legislation is not an option.
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This policy brief summarizes research from a complete White Paper of the same title. The brief identifies key
drivers behind the underutilization of BC’s agricultural land and provides policy precedents from Canada
and abroad to illustrate how agricultural use of farmland is being directly and indirectly promoted in other
jurisdictions. The goal of this research is to raise the profile of the issue of farmland valuation, ownership,
access and subsequent use, and to stimulate debate by bringing forward existing policy precedents that may
otherwise be overlooked, or not readily imagined, in the dominant socio-economic-political environment.
Full White Paper and Appendix:
http://www.kpu.ca/isfs/agricultural-land-use-in-the-alr

The Issue: Underutilization
of B.C’s Farmland
Only 5%1 of British Columbia’s land base is
suitable for agriculture. The establishment of
regional food systems, and the potential for society
to capture the social, ecological, and economic
benefits that these systems offer, requires that this
finite and valuable resource be both protected and
used for agricultural purposes.
In BC, the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR)
was established to protect agricultural land and
promote its use for agriculture. This provincial
land use zone regulates the use of the province’s
farmland to maintain its integrity for agriculture
into the future. However, approximately 50% of
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the ALR is not used for agriculture.2 For example,
in Metro Vancouver, which contains some of the
best agricultural soils in the country,3 only 50% of
the region’s ALR land is used for farming. In fact,
in Metro Vancouver, the number of ALR parcels
used for residential purposes exceed those used
for agriculture.4 This is true in several agricultural
regions of the province .5

Why is B.C.’s Farmland
Underutilized?
The Prohibitive Cost of Farmland
The cost of farmland is often prohibitive to those
wanting to farm. While the assessed value of ALR
land is relatively low to facilitate farmers’ access,
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agricultural land often sells for many times its
assessed value, prohibiting purchase for any viable
farming operation.6 This problem is particularly
acute in the populous peri-urban regions of the
province, such as Metro Vancouver (Table 1). This
brief explores three related but distinct factors
that contribute to the issue of high agricultural
land values: pressure from competing land uses,
current fiscal policies, and farmland speculation.

Competing Land Use
Land use competition, particularly at the urban
fringe, puts pressure on farmland to be used for
purposes other than farming, such as residential
use (single family home being a permitted use
of ALR land), or removed from the ALR for
industrial, commercial or other development.

Current Fiscal Policies
The current farm property tax regime provides
significant financial benefit to those who use
ALR land for non-farming purposes, particularly
residential use. Low assessed values, combined
with a number of tax benefits intended to reward/
incentivize farming, are either applicable to ALR
property owners regardless of land use (e.g. school
tax exemption), or can be attained with minimal
agricultural production (e.g. reduced taxation rate
with farm class status).7

Speculation on Farmland
Perhaps less common than the aforementioned
uses of farmland, the use of ALR land as
investment properties increases land prices and
renders farmland inaccessible to producers. A lack

Figure 1. Percentage of ALR land area used for farming. Source: BC Ministry of Agriculture Agricultural Land Use
Inventories. Central Kootenay Regional District 2016, Regional District of the North Okanagan 2013-2014, Fraser Valley
Region 2011-2013, Metro Vancouver Region 2010-2011, Comox Valley Regional District 2013. See end note 5.
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of transparency concerning legal and beneficial
ownership make these practices difficult to
quantify and address with policy. However, an
investigation into 122 agricultural properties that
were bought and sold in the peri-urban regions
surrounding Vancouver found that speculators
and investors, not farmers, were implicated in
73 of the transactions.8 The expectation that
land can be removed from the ALR may also
promote speculation, despite the difficulty of
successfully applying for an exclusion (Sussmann,
et al., 2016). The likelihood of a successful
exclusion may be small, but the potential payoff
(return on investment) is huge,9 with minimal
risk as land values tend to increase regardless.
These conditions make agricultural land a safe
and potentially extremely lucrative investment
(Condon et al., 2010).

Desired policy outcomes to address
the issue
In order to promote the agriculturally productive
use of farmland, this research prioritized policies
that provided the following four outcomes:

A) Increase farmers’ ability to access or acquire
farmland.
B) Reduce non-farm use of farmland.
C) Raise farm incomes and/or improve the
economic viability of farming.
D) Increase availability and transparency of
farmland ownership data.

Policies to Increase Use of Farmland
for Farming
The following suite of six policies are presented
for further investigation and discussion. In
combination, they have potential to achieve the
full range of desired outcomes that could result in
an increase in the use of farmland for agriculture
and food production. Additionally, the policies
presented below can more readily operate within
existing regulatory and agency frameworks in
BC, which can facilitate their applicability to
the BC context.10 They have been selected after
completing an international search for policies
that promote the agricultural use of farmland.
Examples of policy precedents in Canada and
abroad are given to illustrate their application in
other jurisdictions.

Property sale price as % of assessed value

No. properties sold

<100%

40

100%

4

100%-125%

99

125%-150%

138

150%-200%

139

>200%

259

TOTAL

679
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Table 1. Sale price (conveyance
price) relative to assessed value of
679 ALR properties sold in 2016
in the City of Richmond, Surrey,
Maple Ridge, Pitt Meadows, the
Township of Langley and the
Corporation of Delta. Source:
Requested BC Assessment
Conveyance Price (sale price)
(2016) and Assessment Value
(2016). Full report forthcoming
from the Institute for Sustainable
Food Systems (2018).
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1. Restrict farmland ownership: Ownership
restrictions limit the amount of farmland that can
be owned by non-Canadians, non-residents and/
or non-Canadian owned entities. Restrictions
can also be based on the intent/capability of
landowners to farm including farming-related
experience, agricultural training, or minimum
income from farming. Further research is required
to determine the most appropriate conditions for
ownership restrictions if they were to be applied in
British Columbia.
Precedents exist in Saskatchewan, Manitoba,
Quebec, Alberta, Prince Edward Island,
Germany, Japan, Denmark, and Latvia.11 E.g.,
In Saskatchewan, farmland ownership by nonCanadians and non-100-per-cent Canadian
owned entities is limited to 10 acres.12
Outcome: Increase farmers’ ability to access or
acquire farmland.
2. Reform farm property tax relief: BC Assessment
facilitates reduced property taxation for farmland
to support and encourage the public benefits
provided by farming. Some advantages, such as
a 50% school tax exemption, are available to all
ALR property owners. Other benefits, such as
reduced taxation rates, are available for properties
classified as a farm for assessment purposes. To
qualify, landowners must achieve a minimum
annual income from farming activities. Presently,
BC has one of the lowest income thresholds for
achieving farm class tax status in Canada, and
abroad.13 In particular, the current $2,500 annual
gross farm income threshold for farms between
2 and 10 acres to qualify for farm class status
(set in 1993) has been characterized as too easily
achieved, and results in a much lower property tax
burden14 for landowners who engage in minimal
farming activity. Previous reviews15 of qualifying
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farm income thresholds propose two tax policy
changes to ensure that the benefits to landowners
are balanced with the public benefits they
generate: 1) increase the farm income threshold,
particularly for farms between 2 and 10 acres; and
2) establish a multi-tier system that awards greater
benefits to farms that achieve higher farm income
levels. Additional recommendations for broad
farm property tax reform are addressed in a Metro
Vancouver (2016) report.16
Precedents exist in Ontario, Quebec, Wisconsin.17
E.g., Ontario requires a farm revenue of $7,000.
Additionally, the farm residence and 1 acre of
surrounding land are not qualified for exemptions.
Outcome: Reduce non-farm use of farmland.
3. Implement tax on the conversion of agricultural
land to non-agricultural use: Require the payment
of a tax for the conversion of agricultural to
non-agricultural uses. In order to be effective,
the fee levied would need to be sufficient to
remove financial incentive for the conversion of
agricultural land. Additionally, this tax policy
should not be used as carte blanche for the
removal of agricultural land from the ALR.
Precedents exist in Slovakia, Czech Republic. E.g.
the Czech Republic requires a compensation fee
for the conversion of farmland to building land,
with more fertile soils requiring higher conversion
fees. However, compensation fees were criticized
as too low to be effective barriers to farmland
development.18
Outcome: Reduce non-farm use of farmland.
4. Require the disclosure of beneficial, in
addition to legal, ownership of farmland and
make data available: Legal owners are those
entities whose names appear on the land title
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filed with the BC government, while beneficial
owners are the individuals who control and
profit from property ownership and use. While
legal ownership information is collected in BC
(although reporting/transparency is limited),
existing Canadian laws and regulations do not
require entities purchasing land to disclose
beneficial ownership.19 Therefore, determining
who is financially benefiting from agriculture
land ownership, use and/or development is
extremely difficult, if not impossible. Requiring
the collection and reporting of both legal and
beneficial land ownership can give policymakers
a sound basis to assess current land ownership
trends, assist in the development and enforcement
of policies related to farmland use as well as
anticipate policy outcomes. In 2014, Canada, along
with the G20 nations, committed to implementing
stronger tracking and reporting policies for
beneficial ownership, following recommendations
made by the Financial Action Task Force (FATF).20
A Transparency International21 progress report
assessed Canada as having a “very weak” beneficial
ownership22 tracking and reporting framework,
and yet to comply with its commitments.
Precedents exist in the United Kingdom. The UK
scored the highest in TI’s report, with a ‘very
strong’ beneficial ownership tracking/reporting
framework. The central company registry allows
authorities in the UK to access full beneficial
ownership information, with select information
made publicly available. Precedents for provincial
oversight of this data exist in France and Prince
Edward Island. E.g., in Canada, Prince Edward
Island’s Regulatory and Appeals Commission
tracks land holdings, sales, and ownership. The
province then has the ability to use the data
collected to monitor trends in ownership by
non-residents and/or non-farmers, and adjust its
policies to meet land protection goals.23
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Outcome: Increase availability and transparency of
farmland ownership data.
5. Improve lease regulations to promote longer-term
leases and better ensure the rights and security of
tenant farmers. There is minimal regulation of
farmland lease agreements in BC, and Canada at
large.24 Policies such as minimum lease terms,
preferential purchase rights for tenants and control
of rental prices could improve the rights and
security of tenant farmers.
Precedents exist in Belgium, Italy, and France. E.g.,
France requires a minimum duration of 9 years for
agricultural leases. In Italy, tenant farmers have the
pre-emptive right to purchase leased farmland .25
Outcome: Increase farmers’ ability to access or
acquire farmland.
6. Designate agricultural enterprise zones near
farmland: Strategic zoning for supportive
agricultural activities can improve producers’
access to essential services such as processing,
storage and distribution. Encouraging the colocation of agricultural services can facilitate the
formation of local infrastructure to increase the
viability of farming.26
Precedents exist in Hawaii and the City of Pitt
Meadows. E.g., the City of Pitt Meadows has
established an Agricultural and Farm Industrial
Zone with the intent of enhancing the economic
viability of agriculture and the diversification of
the agricultural industry in the region.27 Hawaii’s
Enterprise Zone Program offers a number of tax
and procedural benefits including tax exemptions,
income tax credits, fee waivers and priority
permitting to eligible businesses.28
Outcome: Raise farm incomes and/or improve the
economic viability of farming.
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Conclusion
Effectively addressing the multidimensional
issues challenging agricultural land use requires
collaboration across private and public sectors,
as well as governmental jurisdictions. Many of
the policy precedents presented in this report
challenge long-standing, entrenched assumptions
about property rights, land ownership, the sanctity
of the “free market” ideal, the weighing of private
interests with the maintenance of public goods,
as well as the role of government in conserving
them. Research is required to better understand
how policies can best be implemented, monitored,
enforced and remain relevant and effective in
the long term. Policy makers must be willing to
challenge vested interests and invite policy debate
in order to build support for effective, long-term
and systemic change. The question we must
ultimately ask is, at what juncture will the logic of
strengthening food system adaptability, resilience,
and food self-reliance become obvious enough
to demand decisive support and action? Will we
have time to act if we wait? It is imperative these
questions be addressed if we are to move toward
a food system future appropriate for the 21st
century. In light of both the challenges and great
potentials that exist, for British Columbians the
time to do so is clearly upon us.
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The Institute for Sustainable Food Systems (ISFS)
is an applied research and extension unit at
KPU that investigates and supports sustainable
agriculture and regional food systems as key
elements of sustainable communities. We focus
predominantly on British Columbia but also extend
our programming to other regions. Our applied
research focuses on the potential of regional food
systems in terms of agriculture and food, economics,
community health, policy, and environmental
integrity. Our extension programming provides
information and support for farmers, communities,
business, policy makers, and others. Community
collaboration is central to our approach.
http://www.kpu.ca/isfs
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