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SECTION 1: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
ARY
The purpose of this report is to provide the Board with relevant background information pertaining to the
Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) Exclusion applications in Blewett.
As a result of Bill 15-2019, exclusion applications to remove lands from the ALR by individual property
owners are no longer accepted by the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC). As of September 30th, 2020,
only the Provincial Government, local and First Nation governments or prescribed public bodies may make
such applications. Fifteen (15) exclusion applications in Blewett were received in advance of the
September 30th deadline. This report will lay out the relevant history and background information, as well
as RDCK policy, relating to the ALR exclusion applications in Blewett, rather than replicating the same
information in 15 separate staff reports. Each application will have recommendations based on the
background provided herein as well as site-specific considerations that are discussed further in each of
the individual staff reports.

SECTION 2: BACKGROUND / ANALYSIS
YSIS
The purpose of this report is to provide background information with respect to the 15 Agricultural Land
Reserve (ALR) Exclusion applications currently being processed. All of the applications are within the
Blewett area of Electoral Area ‘E’. The locations and general soil capability classes (described in more detail
in the sections below) of the properties under application are shown on the map provided in Attachment
A.
AGRICULTURAL LAND RESERVE (ALR)
The Agricultural Land Reserve is a provincial designation in which agriculture is recognized as a priority
use. Within these designated lands, farming is encouraged and non-agricultural uses are restricted. The
Agricultural Land Commission (ALC) is dedicated to preserving agricultural land and encouraging farming
in the Province, and the purposes of the ALC, as set out in Section 6 of the Agricultural Land Commission
Act are:
(a) To preserve the Agricultural Land Reserve;
(b) To encourage farming of land within the Agricultural Land Reserve in collaboration with other
communities of interest;
(c) To encourage local government, First Nations, the government and its agents to enable and
accommodate farm use of land within the Agricultural Land Reserve and uses compatible with
agriculture in their plans, bylaws, and policies.
To fulfill these purposes, the ALC must give priority to protecting and enhancing the size, integrity and
continuity of the land base of the Agricultural Land Reserve, and the use of the ALR for farm use.
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AGRICULTURAL LAND USE INVENTORY (2016)
The RDCK Agricultural Land Use Inventory outlines that 30% of the effective ALR is in farmed land cover,
which includes cultivated crops and barns, with 23% of the ALR parcels used for farming, and 77% not used
for farming. Farming activities include forage and pasture, cereals and oilseeds, and tree fruits.
The Agricultural Land Use Inventory defines the nature of farming practices, where parcel size must be
considered when determining the agricultural potential of a parcel. Larger parcels usually allow farmers
greater flexibility to expand or change their type of operation as the economy and markets change. Some
types of agriculture can be successful on small parcels (e.g. intensive market gardens, nurseries, poultry);
however, the number of viable farming options generally decreases with a reduced parcel size. Smaller
parcels are generally more costly per hectare than larger parcels, and can easily be disassembled from
larger farm units and sold.
The Inventory outlines that there is evidence that small parcels are less likely than larger parcels to be
utilized for farming. In the RDCK there are 1,178 ALR parcels of less than 1 hectare. Of these parcels, 5%
(60 parcels) are “Used for Farming”, 21% (245 parcels) are “Available for Farming”, and 74% (873 parcels)
are “Unavailable for Farming”. Residential use accounts for the majority of the small and “Unavailable for
Farming” parcels.
AGRICULTURAL CAPABILITY RATINGS
Agricultural Capability Ratings are used to classify agricultural lands based on their ability to produce
certain crops as well as any potential limitations that may be present in an area.
Classes refer generally to the land’s ability to produce crops, with lands being classified anywhere between
Class 1 (most capable lands) and Class 7 (lands with no capability for arable agriculture or sustained natural
grazing). Relevant sections of the Province’s manual for classification have been provided in Attachment
B. The dominant capability classes in Blewett, as presented in each of the exclusion applications, are
summarized in the table below:
CLASS
2

3

4

5

6

DESCRIPTION
Minor limitations that require good ongoing management practices or slightly restrict
the range of crops, or both. The soils are deep, hold moisture well and can be managed
and cropped with little difficulty.
Limitations that require moderately intensive management practices or moderately
restrict the range of crops, or both. Subclass limitations may restrict suitable crops,
timing and ease of tillage, planting and harvesting, and methods of soil conservation.
Limitations that require special management practices, or severely restrict the range of
crops, or both. Class 4 lands are considered to be suitable for only a few crops, or the
yield for a wide range of crops is low, or the risk of crop failure is high, or soil conditions
are such that special development and management practices are required. Subclass
limitations may seriously impact timing and ease of tillage, planting and harvesting, and
methods of soil conservation.
Generally limited to perennial forage crops and specially adapted crops suited to unique
soil conditions. Some Class 5 lands can be used for cultivated field crops provided
unusually intensive management practices are employed. Cultivated field crops may be
grown where adverse climate (“C”) is the main limitation, but crop failure can be
expected under average conditions.
Land in this class in non-arable but is capable of producing native and/or uncultivated
perennial forage crops. Not considered to be arable in unimproved state, but can provide
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sustained natural grazing for domestic livestock. Class 6 land is generally comprised of
lands with severe climate limitations, unsuitable terrain for cultivation or use of farm
machinery, or the soils do not respond to intensive improvement practices.
Class 7 land has no capability for arable agriculture or sustained natural grazing.

Most lands that fall within a capability class are rated for both “unimproved” and “improved” conditions.
Unimproved refers to soil conditions currently on the lands in their unaltered state. Improved refers to
soil conditions after being enhanced through improvements such as drainage, irrigation, diking, stone
removal, salinity alleviation, subsoiling, and/or intensive addition of fertilizers or other soil amendments.
Class 6 and 7 lands are generally not considered to be improvable. Additionally, not all lands under
application for exclusion have an improved rating.
Subclasses are used to describe lands with similar characteristics but with varying intensities of limitations
and hazards. The common subclasses found on the properties under application for exclusion are
described in the table below:
SUBCLASS

DESCRIPTION

C

This subclass refers to sub-regional or local limitations related to an adverse climate. It
indicates thermal limitations that have an adverse affect on plant growth during the
growing season by minimum temperatures near freezing and/or insufficient heat units
and/or extreme winter temperatures.

M

This subclass refers to moisture limitations, where lands are comprised of soils affected
by drought due to inherent soil characteristics. These soils usually have low waterholding capacity.

T

This subclass applies to lands where topography limits agricultural use by affecting the
ability to use farm machinery. This limitations may decrease the uniformity of growth
and maturity of crops as well as increase erosion potential.

R

This subclass indicated a presence of consolidated bedrock near the surface that restricts
agricultural use.

SOIL CLASSIFICATIONS
The Soil Resources of the Nelson Map Area is a document from 1980 published by BC Ministry of
Environment. It categorizes soils that have similar agricultural characteristics into “soil association
descriptions”. The descriptions provide more detail and context-specific considerations than the standard
agricultural capability ratings. The Soil Associations found on the properties under application are
summarized in the table below (full descriptions can be found in Attachment C):
SOIL ASSOCIATION

Burtontown

DESCRIPTION
Occurs on simple irregular mountainous terrain with slopes between 30-70%,
where rock outcrops are common. The parent material is very stony, with
textures ranging from medium to moderately coarse and varying deposit depths.
These soils are predominantly rapidly draining. The Burtontown Association is
considered to be non-arable due to steep topography and shallow stony soils,
with moderate grazing potential after logging and during the early stages of
vegetation succession.
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Glenlilly

Typically flank valleys and have developed on flat, terraces of glaciofluvial
deposits which contain a few gullies or kettle holes, and have steep scarps
between adjacent terrace levels. Glenlily soils are rapidly drained and have low
capability for agricultural use. Low soil moisture holding capacity and severe
stoniness limit the range of crops possible, and irrigation is required for more
crops.

Kinert

Have developed in loose, well to poorly sorted glaciofluvial ice-contact deposit,
with textures ranging from moderately coarse at the surface to very coarse at
depth. Kinert soils are slightly to moderately acidic and are rapidly drained. The
Kinert Association is unsuitable for arable agriculture but does have some natural
grazing potential. They are severely limited by adverse topography, low soil
moisture holding capacity and stoniness.

Syringa

Syringa soils have developed on glacial till that exhibits long, smooth slopes
toward the valley bottom. They are generally thicker than 150cm and range from
moderately coarse at the surface to moderately fine at a depth. Syringa soils are
slightly to moderately acidic, are highly base saturated, and are generally well
drained. The Syringa Association is marginally suitable for arable agriculture
where slopes are less than 30% and other limitations, such as excessive
stoniness, are not abundant.

RDCK AGRICULTURE PLAN
The RDCK Agriculture Plan is considered the first step to improving the quantity and quality of agricultural
production in the region. The purpose of the Agriculture Plan is to ensure that the Agricultural Capacity of
the area is realized and protected, and to reflect the priorities and needs identified by residents of the
RDCK. It provides direction to the RDCK on measures within its purview and sphere of influence that can
be acted upon to foster viable farms and thriving communities.
Farming in the RDCK is, by necessity, small-scale due to the mountainous nature of the Region. This puts
many of the farmers at a disadvantage, particularly when considering much of the farmland has been split
up into smaller parcels. Therefore, to enhance the agricultural capacity of the region, effective and
proactive measures are needed. The key areas identified to better realize the agricultural capability of the
area includes, among others: maintaining farmland and the Agricultural Land Reserve; creating
mechanisms to enable new or expanding farmers to get onto farmland; and utilizing land use planning
tools to better support and enable the diversity of farming that occurs in the region.
Capability Recommendation #1 recommends that the RDCK continue to use land use planning tools to
discourage subdivisions of agricultural land and to encourage the consolidation of contiguous smaller
agricultural lots provided they do not result in additional residences. This recognizes that preserving the
agricultural land base is most readily done when it is being actively cultivated as a profitable farm.
Capability Recommendation #3 recommends that the RDCK encourage the protection of agricultural land
where appropriate, through the Official Community Plan process and other land use planning tools. This
acknowledges that it is possible to find other locations for commercial and residential development, but
this is not the case for agriculture. Planning for a long term secure supply of food must be based on
preserving and expanding the land base available to agriculture.
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The Background Report categorized the Region’s land base in terms of agricultural capability in four broad
production categories: fruit growing, livestock, vegetable growing, and grain and field crops. The Report
assessed the corridor between Castlegar and Nelson as suitable for vegetable production and potential
for agricultural expansion. The Report did not assess conditions on individual properties, but made broad
assumptions based on climate conditions and soil characteristics.
HISTORY OF ALR EXCLUSIONS IN BLEWETT
1986 RDCK directed a review of the ALR in the Blewett area, with the objective of revising the ALR
boundaries where warranted. A Report entitled “Agricultural Land Reserve Review Blewett
Area” was prepared by Soils Consultant Terence Lewis, and dated December 1986. The Report
presented two options (summarized in the section below).
1987

Following the receipt of the Terence Lewis Report, RDCK passed a resolution to either:
-

Exclude lands within Blewett of poorer agricultural capability, with the retention of
lands under Class 1 to 4 or lands greater than 2 hectares; or

-

Exclude all land within the community of Blewett.

ALC passes resolution 784/87 to endorse exclusion of lands in the Blewett area.
-

-

Resolution made after comprehensive review of Blewett area, including:
-

Agricultural Capability

-

Topographic constraints

-

Parcelization

-

Agricultural activity

-

General configuration of agricultural land form

The resolution did not automatically remove all applicable lands, but rather every
application for subdivision or exclusion was approved by the ALC.

1993

The community of Blewett petitioned the Province to retain lands in the ALR.

1997

ALC initiated further removal of lands in Blewett. However, this decision was tabled due to
community opposition, and the ALC requested that the RDCK undertake a community planning
process to determine which lands were appropriate for retention, and which lands were
suitable for exclusion. The RDCK did not undertake a community planning process, but instead
established an Agricultural Advisory Commission to make recommendations on exclusions and
subdivisions.
ALC Resolution 38/2000 reduced the initial exclusion of land being removed from the ALR from
400 hectares to 4.8 hectares.

2000
2020

Many exclusion and subdivision applications approved by the ALC, leading to fragmentation of
lands within the ALR. These were approved without site specific discussion or review, likely due
to the previous decision to exclude the area in 1997. There is no specific policy that has
identified that this is the case within the RDCK or the ALC, and recent changes to the ALC Act
has resulted in a more thorough approach to decision-making.
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Agricultural land in Blewett has continued to be a contentious issue between the RDCK and ALC. Following
the resolutions and directives from both organizations, a number of parcels have been excluded and/or
subdivided in the Blewett area. This has led to the partial fragmentation of ALR land in the Blewett area,
and has also altered the nature of use. There are now a greater number of residential properties, and this
has contributed to the erosion of agricultural productivity and potential in the locality and region.
Of particular relevance is a recent ALR Exclusion application under reference A1921E, which related to a
1.3 hectare property on Bedford Rd, Blewett. The application for exclusion was endorsed by the RDCK and
approved by the ALC following consideration of the limited agricultural capability of the property,
particularly due to its topographical constraints. The proximity of the site to other previously excluded
land, which had the effect of isolating the land from the surrounding ALR, was also considered of particular
significance. In approving the application, the ALC recognized the previous endorsement to exclude the
Blewett area under ALC Resolution 794/87, and gave significant weight to this direction when determining
the application.
Notwithstanding these decisions, it should be noted that a number of other applications in Blewett have
been refused by the ALC. Upon review of these applications, the unique circumstances of the soil type and
topography were deemed to be capable of supporting agriculture.
As evidenced above, it is clear that there has been an historic intent to exclude land within Blewett from
the ALR, however in recent years, the site-specific context of each property has become an important
consideration. This considers matters of agricultural capability, soil classification, and landform/
topography of particular importance. Furthermore, the connection of the property to the surrounding ALR
land is also of particular relevance.
1986 TERENCE LEWIS REPORT
In 1986, the RDCK directed a review of the ALR boundaries in Blewett by soil scientist Terence Lewis
(Attachment D). The resulting report was a review of the ALR in the Blewett area based on mapping of
terrain and soils for settlement suitability purposes. Topography was identified as the dominant limitation
and the original mapping was refined using more detailed topographic information (2 metre contours).
The author then created ‘classes’ based on topography rather than soil characteristics and divided the
classes into map units. Once the map units were identified, the author applied both the unimproved and
improved BC Soil Capability Ratings to each map unit to contemplate the appropriateness of the current
ALR boundary in Blewett.
Following the review, two potential options that gave consideration to agricultural capability, parcel size,
present land use and the potential for future commercial agriculture were developed for Blewett:
1. Redefine the ALR boundary in Blewett to include all improved Class 1 to 4 [topography classes
created in the report, not capability classes], apart from small isolated areas less than ±2ha or
areas subdivided into many small parcels. This option involves excluding a considerable area of
Class 5 and 7 lands from the ALR as well as the inclusion of some Class 4 land into the ALR. A
proposed revised boundary based on the mapping units created by the author is shown in Figure
1 below.
2. Exclude all lands in Blewett from the ALR based on the belief that present parcel sizes and land
uses, in conjunction with limited Class 1 to 4 [topographical class] land, makes the possibility of
future commercial agriculture an unlikely development. This option follows the findings of I. Cotic,
based on his on-site assessment of 1979.
The 1979 I. Cotic Report referenced in the Lewis Report summarized Blewett as having practically nonexistent capacity for commercial orchards and vegetable production. It listed limitations to agriculture
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generally as steep topography, soil stoniness, seepage and a patchy distribution of small acreages that
comprise existing suitable land. The full document is attached to this Report as Attachment E.
Note that Option 1 of the Lewis report, shown below, recommended excluding a significant amount of
ALR land and those lands are on relatively steep terrain. Lands to be retained were relatively flat, as were
those lands recommended for inclusion, as shown in yellow below.

Figure 1 - Terence Lewis 1986 Adjusted Boundary Recommendation (Improved Class 1 to 4 land)

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
Evidence from the Central Kootenay Food Policy Council’s “2020 Evidence-Based Food Systems Policy
Development Project” suggests that the increasingly globalized food supply chain can lead to uncertainty
at the local level. Globally impactful events, such as the current pandemic or global climate change, have
illuminated the advantages of having a resilient local food system that is capable of being self-sustaining.
Additionally, the Project has pointed out that only 16% of ALR land in the RDCK (25,372 acres) is utilized
for farming (as recognized by BC Assessment).
Peer-reviewed academic studies have also pointed to the agricultural capability of the West Kootenays.
Specifically, “Assessing the potential for pocket agriculture in mountainous regions: A case study in West
Kootenay, British Columbia, Canada” emphasizes the importance of having a food self-reliance strategy
while also recognizing the challenges associated with a climatic, topographic, and soil limitations present
in the Region. The study also uses Global Climate Model scenarios for 2050 to suggest that agricultural
potential could increase in the future as a result of climate change. It can be found as Attachment F to this
Report.

SECTION 3: DETAILED ANALYSIS
YSIS
a. Financial Considerations – Cost and Resource Allocations:
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Included in Financial Plan:  ܆YES
 ܈NO
Financial Plan Amendment:
 ܆YES
 ܈NO
Debt Bylaw Required:
 ܆YES
 ܈NO
Public/Gov’t Approvals req’d:  ܆YES
 ܈NO
The $300 Local Government portion of the fees for the individual applications were paid by their respective
applicants.
b. Legislative Considerations (Applicable Policies and/or Bylaws):
ALC Act
Prior to September 30 2020, Section 30 of the ALC Act allows Property Owners to apply for exclusion from
the ALR. Subsection (2) of this Section states that the Commission may do one of the following:
(a) refuse permission to have land excluded from the Agricultural Land Reserve;
(b) grant permission to have land excluded from the Agricultural Land Reserve;
(c) grant permission for a non-farm use, non-adhering residential use, soil or fill use or subdivision of
the land.
Subsection (3) states that “if the commission makes a decision under subsection (2) (b) or (c), it may impose
limits or conditions it considers advisable.”
c. Environmental Considerations:
Various (see staff reports for individual applications).
d. Social Considerations:
Various (see staff reports for individual applications).
e. Economic Considerations:
None anticipated.
f. Communication Considerations:
All applications were referred to the Electoral Area ‘E’ Director, Advisory Planning Commission (APC) and
the Ministry of Agriculture. Responses from the Electoral Area ‘E’ Director and APC are attached to the
individual staff reports. One application was referred to Interior Health Authority (IHA) for general
comments from a Healthy Communities perspective.
Ministry of Agriculture (MoA)
The Ministry of Agriculture’s full response is included as Attachment G to this report. To summarize:
While many properties proposed for exclusion in Blewett possess an agricultural capability rating that is
conducive to conducting agriculture, the Ministry also recognizes the lengthy ALR exclusion history in the
area. Although the Ministry is generally not supportive of excluding land that is capable of agricultural
production from the ALR, excluding these properties is unlikely to significantly alter the current land use
and agricultural potential of Blewett.
Community plans and associated zoning that supports the sustainability of agriculture is needed for the
long-term effectiveness of the ALR; Ministry staff encourage RDCK to undertake a planning exercise for this
area.
Interior Health Authority (IHA)
The following response was received from IHA:
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Interior Health’s Healthy Communities Program is pleased to provide a summary of the health evidence
related to Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) Exclusion Applications for the consideration of the Regional
District of Central Kootenay staff and Board.
Interior Health has an interest in ensuring the protection of agricultural land and increasing the capacity
of local food systems as a way to support our community’s food security. Food security is vital to the health
and well-being of a community and is the foundation for healthy eating. Food security has been recognized
as a key public health issue by the BC Ministry of Health.
Generally, applications to exclude land from the ALR do not increase food security:
x

x

Farmland preservation helps to maintain a level of food production that contributes to food selfsufficiency, and food self-sufficiency increases food security and supports healthy eating.
Food self-sufficiency in BC is increasingly important, as extreme weather will affect food production
in California and elsewhere. Currently, California supplies 40%-50% of BC’s imported fruits and
vegetables.

The RDCK has a robust agricultural plan, and an active and engaged food policy council. Since RDCK
Electoral Area “E” is not subject to an Official Community Plan or zoning regulations, Interior Health’s
Healthy Communities team recommends referring to the RDCK Agricultural Plan for directive.
For more details about the health evidence related to agriculture, please see Agriculture’s Connection to
Health: A summary of the evidence relevant to British Columbia - http://www.bccdc.ca/pop-publichealth/Documents/AgConnectiontoHealth_FullReport_April2016.pdf.
Other Responses
Two responses from concerned soil scientists in the area in opposition of ALR exclusions, which are
referenced in the MoA’s response, were also received. They have been included in Attachment H and
include concerns related to:
x
x
x

Enhanced agricultural potential in light of climate change resilience;
The accuracy of the soils mapping for the area; and,
The responsibility of property owners in the ALR to understand the limitations of owning land
within the ALR.

g. Staffing/Departmental Workplan Considerations:
Should the Regional Board choose to support or not support the individual proposals, Staff will forward
the Board Resolution, along with other application information, to the Agricultural Land Commission for
final decision for all applications.
h. Board Strategic Plan/Priorities Considerations:
The applications are considered under the operational requirements of Planning Services.

SECTION 4: DISCUSSION
ON
With no zoning bylaw or OCP, the only RDCK policy applicable to properties in Blewett within the ALR is
the RDCK Agriculture Area Plan. This Plan seeks to define the RDCK’s role with respect to agriculture, and
the three main goals of the Agriculture Plan are:
1. To identify priority actions to support the viability of farming in the District;
2. To ensure that the agricultural capability of the area is realized and protected; and
3. To foster a secure food supply for the region.
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Given the mandates of the ALC and goals of the Agriculture Plan, the relevant matters in considering
applications to exclude land from the ALR therefore include:
-

Whether the property is appropriately designated as ALR, based on its agricultural capability and
suitability (including size and capability constraints, as well as physical characteristics of the
property e.g topography, land cover, and land uses); and

-

Whether the exclusion would impact the surrounding ALR (including considerations of its
proximity and connectivity to the ALR and it’s boundary).

It is also necessary to review the history of exclusions in the area, and consider the policy stance that the
RDCK and ALC have taken to land within Blewett. It should be recognized that 33 years have passed since
the ALC requested that the RDCK undertake a community planning process to determine which lands were
appropriate for retention, and which lands were suitable for exclusion, and that work has not yet been
done. As noted in the referral response from the Ministry of Agriculture, “community plans and associated
zoning that supports the sustainability of agriculture is needed for the long-term effectiveness of the ALR.”

Respectfully submitted,
Originally signed by

Corey Scott
Planner
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Increasing a region’s food self-reliance is a strategy
to address this concern, but is a challenge in
regions with limited arable lands as a result of
topographically diverse, mountain-dominated
landscapes. Mechanized, large-scale agriculture
relies on contiguous areas of arable land, rather
than small parcels of dispersed arable soils and
suitable climates. The Kootenay region of British
Columbia, Canada, serves as an example of the
opportunities for mountainous, rural communities
to increase their food self-sufficiency by
considering the potential for agriculture on small
parcels of land. Soil capability survey maps that
provide a biophysical assessment of arable lands
were used as a basis for determining (a) the
potential land base available for small-scale
agriculture, and (b) the potential for niche crops
that may be grown on poorer capability lands in
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the Kootenay region. The soil capability criteria,
coupled with farm survey data, were used to
measure and quantify the distribution of
underutilized farmland in the region. Results
indicate that up to 90 percent of land capable of
agriculture and 69 percent of high quality farm land
protected under the Agricultural Land Reserve is
not under production for crops or pasture. Global
Climate Model scenarios for 2050 indicate that the
region will have a longer growing season, hotter
summers, and more frost-free days, which could
increase the region’s capacity to grow food but
might require additional water for irrigation. The
assessment suggests that soil surveys based on
biophysical attributes can assist mountainous
regions in assessing their potential for agriculture.

example of one of these regions. In this region,
settlement and industrial development was initiated
by resource-extractive industries dominated by
forestry and mining (Turnbull, 1988). Although
there was limited agriculture to meet the needs of
the local citizenry, there was also little incentive or
opportunity to develop a viable and sustainable
basis for commercial agriculture. The rugged landscapes, the relatively few contiguous areas of productive soils, the large diversity of microclimatic
conditions expressed over short distances, and the
relative mobility of the work force were factors
that negated the establishment of a commercial
mechanized agricultural industry. Settlers within
the region did establish small parcels of crop
production to meet within-season food requirements, and agriculture was established in some
larger river valleys.
Local governments and organizations in the
West Kootenay recently have identified the reliance
on food imports as a vulnerability to adapting to
the impacts of climate change (Columbia Basin
Trust, n.d.-a). Producing more food locally has
been identified as a resilience strategy and also an
economic opportunity, and this has spurred interest and research on local agricultural development
in the region (Brynne Consulting, 2011; Columbia
Basin Trust, n.d.-a; Steinman, 2011). Climate
change may actually have the potential to create
agricultural opportunities in the West Kootenay by
extending the growing season and expanding the
varieties of fruits and vegetables that might be
grown.
Food self-sufficiency can be defined as being
able to meet a region’s consumption needs (particularly for staple food crops) from its own production rather than by buying or importing (Minot &
Pelijor, 2010). The B.C. Ministry of Agriculture and
Lands (2006) suggests that to achieve food selfsufficiency from a land-based perspective, about
one-half a hectare (0.5 hectare) of farmland is
needed to produce the food for one person for one
year, given the production technologies available
today. Although this is an oversimplified way to
evaluate food self-sufficiency, it does provide a
land-based measure and could include small parcels, or pockets, of arable land that provide opportunities to increase local food production.

Keywords
small-scale agriculture, climate change, local food
production, pocket agriculture, soil surveys,
agricultural capability, food security
Introduction
As recently as the 1950s, much of the food consumed in the West Kootenay region of British
Columbia (B.C.) was grown or raised locally,
whereas now about 95 percent of food consumed
is imported from outside the region (Brynne
Consulting, 2011). B.C. currently imports about
CA$2 billion worth of food each year, including
most of its fruit and vegetables, and is highly
dependent on the state of California (U.S.) for
most of this produce (Ostry, 2010; Ostry, Miewald,
& Beveridge, 2011). The reliance on food that is
sourced from far away has exposed the vulnerability of many communities’ food systems to
climatic events such as the recent droughts in
California (Crawford & Beveridge, 2013; Dai,
2013). The uncertainties that climate change places
on reliable food imports have led to the promotion
of local agriculture as a suggested policy strategy
for B.C. (Ostry et al., 2011).
There are regions of many countries, including
Canada, that have not developed intensive agricultural enterprises, in part due of the lack of large
contiguous landscapes with arable soils to facilitate
today’s technically sophisticated agriculture. The
West Kootenay region of southeastern B.C. is an
2
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It is from a land-based perspective that we
have chosen to investigate the agricultural potential
of the West Kootenay and its relevance to food
self-reliance in the region.

in the region; instead, it presents the potential of
the range of crops that could be grown, thus
serving a more proactive planning process (Green,
2006).
In the West Kootenay region, the total amount
of farmland, including its primary limitations to
crop production, are largely unknown. The ALR
provides an estimate of the amount of land
reserved for agricultural purposes for mechanized
agriculture (Classes 1–4), but does not include land
(e.g., Class 5 soils) that might be suitable for niche
crops or tree fruit production.
Agriculture in North America, including
British Columbia, is dominated by large-scale,
highly mechanized management on relatively large
and contiguous land holdings. In mountainous
regions, large contiguous land areas are usually not
available, restricting agricultural activities to small
localized areas. This is the situation in the
Kootenay region. We introduce the concept of
‘pocket agriculture’ to identify small parcels of land
that can be used for agricultural uses that do not
require large holdings or climate regimes that are
conducive to a range of crops, but have potential
to serve local food needs. As Miller et al. (2013)
posit, society should optimize resilience by developing food chains that incorporate risk and complexity, which entails creating local, national, and
global systems that better capture change and
learning. These scenarios embrace adaptation and
opportunities for multiple types of food production, integrating traditional and novel approaches
to attain food security.
Thus, although the West Kootenay region does
not contain large tracts of contiguous land for
today’s mechanized agriculture, the question
becomes, if there is a need and interest in local food
production, is there an opportunity to develop pocket
agriculture in the region?
As such this study’s three objectives are to:

Farmland in the West Kootenay Region
As a result of British Columbia’s mountainous
terrain, less than 5 percent of the total provincial
land base is considered arable or potentially arable
(Green, 2006). Of this, about 600,000 hectares (ha)
(1.5 million acres) are in crops and 1.61 million
hectares (3.98 million acres) are used for pasture or
grazing (B.C. Ministry of Agriculture, 2011). Farms
on lot sizes less than 4 hectares or 10 acres are
defined as “Small Parcel Agriculture” and make up
29 percent of all B.C. farms (B.C. Ministry of
Agriculture, 2011; Statistics Canada, 2011).
Arable soils in B.C. have been classified on the
basis of their capability to support crops, in terms
of Soil Capability for Agriculture (Runka, 1973). This
classification system categorizes soil landscapes
into a series of classes from Class 1 to Class 7 (best
to least suited for soil-based, mechanized commercial agriculture). Most of the soil landscapes in the
best classes (1–4) have been placed within the
province’s Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR), which
was established in 1973 by the government of B.C.
to permanently protect valuable agricultural land
from being lost (Agricultural Land Commission,
2013; Green, 2006). Certain conditions that limit
mechanized agriculture, such as excessive stoniness, topography, or soils with limited waterholding capacity, may result in a Class 5 rating, but
may not be significant limitations for particular
niche crops, such as tree fruits or grapes in areas
which are climatically suitable (B.C. Ministry of
Agriculture and Foods, 1983).
The Soil Capability for Agriculture classification
does not consider several factors, including the
productivity of any specific crop, the distance to
market, available transportation, hazards of crop
damage due to storms, nor economic viability. The
soil capability classification system as developed in
B.C. differs from other systems that rate the
“suitability” of soil landscapes for agriculture,
which are based on crop productivity (Green,
2006). The capability classification system is not
restricted to productivity of present crops common

1. Assess the area of arable lands within the
West Kootenay region;
2. Identify the soil and climate challenges and
potential for small-parcel agriculture; and
3. Make a preliminary assessment of the
effects of climate change on this potential
for small-parcel agriculture.
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lacustrine deposits (Jungen, 1980). Moderate
limitations of these soil for agriculture include poor
soil drainage on the floodplains, poor soil structure
in the lacustrine areas, and low moisture-holding
capacity on the sandy terraces. Other areas suitable
for arable agriculture include some glaciofluvial terraces, fluvial fans, and glacial till deposits. Limitations of these soils include adverse topography, low
soil moisture-holding capacity, stoniness, and a
short annual frost-free period. Class 5 soils have
more severe limitations and are dispersed throughout the region on moderately sloping glacial till,
coarse textured fans, stony glaciofluvial terraces,
and some areas that are susceptible to flooding
(Jungen, 1980). As mentioned earlier, although the
definition of Soil Capability for Agriculture (Runka,
1973) includes only Classes 1–4, this study
extended the definition of potentially arable soils to
include Classes 5 and even 6, in consideration of
specialty or niche crops.
Climatic characteristics that affect crop

Methods

Study Area
West Kootenay agricultural land
The Kootenay region comprises the Kootenay
Boundary, Central Kootenay, and East Kootenay
districts in the Southern Interior of British Columbia. The West Kootenay study area comprises all
areas within the Regional District of Central
Kootenay and areas A, B, and C in the Regional
District of Kootenay Boundary, for a total of
2,484,575 ha or 6,139,519 acres (Figure 1). The
study area includes several urban centers (Trail,
Rossland, Nelson, Castlegar, Creston, Salmo,
Nakusp, and Kaslo) and, combined with rural
areas, is home to approximately 70,000 residents.
Soil capability and climate
The most suitable soils for agriculture (Class 1–4)
in the study area are located on fluvial and

Figure 1. Map of the West Kootenay with Regional District Boundaries by Census Area

British Columbia
ALR

Note: Map generated in ArcGIS by the authors.

4
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production determine the potential agricultural
capability of the land. Thus, Class 1 land must be
located in an area which has at least a Class 1
climate capability for agriculture rating (Jungen,
1980). Precipitation and growing conditions are
influenced by the mountainous topography and, as
such, vary considerably throughout the region.
Temperature is more consistent than precipitation;
microclimates such as rain shadows and frost
pockets exist in the region. Long-term records
show a historic range of frost-free periods from
130 to 149 days, and greater variability in precipitation, with historic climate moisture deficits
ranging from –180 mm to almost –400 mm (–7.09
inches to almost –15.75 inches) (British Columbia
Land Inventory, 1981).

Climate data
Global Climate Models (GCM) from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s Fifth
Assessment Report (2014) were downscaled (that
is, localized) to the West Kootenay region using
ClimateBC models for the Pacific Northwest and
B.C. region (ClimateBC, desktop version) to project future climate scenarios to 2050. The models
calculated seasonal and annual climate variables for
specific locations based on latitude, longitude, and
elevation. Three GCMs were chosen to represent
the broad range of projected climate scenarios for
2050 with the RCP 8.5 scenario. The RCP 8.5
represents a “business-as-usual” scenario, meaning
no measures would be taken to mitigate climate
change or decrease in greenhouse gas emissions
(Table 1).
Seven localities in the study area were chosen
to downscale the climate scenarios. Multiple data
points in GIS were taken in a one km (0.62 mile)
grid for each location for all Class 1–5 lands over
800 meters (2,625 feet) elevation and were
averaged.

Analysis
Farmland data
This study employed geographic information systems (GIS) to determine the amount of agricultural
land in the West Kootenay region. Data sources
included 1:125 000 maps of the Soil Capability for
Agriculture classification (Canada Land Inventory,
1972) and the 1:50 000 agricultural capability GIS
maps and data (B.C. Ministry of Environment,
n.d.). The boundaries of the ALR were based on
GIS files from B.C. Data Distribution Services
(2014).
The study area included areas with digitized
soil capability data for a total of 2,035,790 ha
(5,030,547 acres), of which 65,750 ha or 162,472
acres (3.2 percent) are within the ALR.
Approximately 440,000 ha (1,087,000 acres) were
excluded from the analysis due to lack of data in a
digitized format; however, these areas contained
very little agricultural land.
This information was analyzed based on the
unimproved Soil Capability Class ratings, which
reflect the soil and climate conditions that existed
at the time of the survey, without irrigation (Runka,
1973). Potential improvements that could result in
an improved rating include drainage, irrigation, diking, stone removal, salinity alleviation, subsoiling,
and the addition of fertilizer.

Agricultural census data
Data from the 2011 Canada Agricultural Census
were used to estimate the land currently under crop
production and in pasture in the West Kootenay
region. The “Hectares in Crops” variable was used
to quantify the amount of land currently under
cultivation for field crops, tree fruits, vegetable,
berry, and nut production. The “Farms Reporting”
variable was used to show the number of farms
growing different crops and the average area or
size of farm. These variables do not include
Christmas tree plantations, nurseries, sod and
Table 1. Global Climate Models Used and
Characteristics Analyzed for the West Kootenay
Region, B.C.
Global Climate Model

Characteristics

HadGem

Hot/Dry

GFDL

Very hot/Wet

MRI

Warm/Moist

Models from Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014
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mushrooms farms, summer fallow land, herbs, or
garlic gardens. The census data only account for
farms that report to Statistics Canada and therefore
excludes backyard food production. As there is
limited published information on suitable crops for
the region, this information was augmented by
guides and feasibility studies for crop production in
other areas of Canada and the United States (Garland, 1990 Otto, 1993; University of WisconsinExtension & University of Minnesota, 1992).

suitable for agriculture (Class 1–5), only 10 percent
is under production for crops and pasture, or 31
percent of the ALR (Table 2).
The land zoned for agriculture (ALR) makes
up 3.2 percent of the total study area. The majority
of the land in the ALR is high quality, with 42 percent being prime agricultural land (Classes 1–3) and
40 percent being Class 4. Lower capability classes
compose very little of the ALR, with Class 5 making up 10 percent and Class 6 and 7 less than 8
percent (Table 3).
The majority of prime agricultural land in the
region (Classes 1–3) is protected within the ALR.
Only 6 percent of Class 5 land is protected in the
ALR, and a negligible amount of Class 6 and 7
(Table 3).
Based on the B.C. Ministry of Agriculture’s
self-sufficiency estimate of approximately 0.5
hectare (1.24 acres) of land required to produce
food for one person for one year (2006), 35,000 ha
(86,500 acres) would be required for the West
Kootenay’s current population of 70,000. There is
insufficient Class 1–3 land to provide for 70,000
people (Figure 3); however, if Class 4 lands were
included, it brings the total area of agricultural land
(Class 1–4) to 86,000 ha (212,500 acres). The
66,000 hectares (163,090 acres) in the ALR

Results
The entire Kootenay region (East, Central and
Boundary districts) has about 392,550 hectares
(970,010 acres) in the ALR, which is approximately
8 percent of B.C.’s total agricultural land in the
ALR. Of this total, 17.5 percent is in the West
Kootenay region. The mountainous landscape of
the West Kootenay limits agriculture, but pockets
of arable land with a suitable climate permit the
production of field crops, annual vegetables, tree
fruits, berries, poultry, beef, and dairy. The area at
Creston (Central Kootenay B and C) is the commercial agricultural center of the region, and its
major crops are tree fruits, forage, and some grain.
The Nakusp area (Central Kootenay Area K) has
the most land in the ALR and produces the second
highest amount of forage and alfalfa crops after Creston (Statistics
Figure 2. Percent of West Kootenay Study Area (2,035,790 ha or
Canada, 2011).
5,030,550 acres) in Soil Capability Classes 1–7

West Kootenay Soil Capability
and ALR Summary
Class 1–4 soils that can support a
wide range of crops compose 5
percent of the total study area,
while Class 5 soils that support
forage, animal pasture, or specialty
niche crops compose an additional
6 percent. Thus, about 11 percent
of the total study area has some
agricultural capability, for a total of
200,000 ha or 494,000 acres (Figure
2). Although agricultural land is
limited in the region, in most areas
it is underutilized and thus has
potential for increased agricultural
activity. Of the land classified as

6
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Table 2. Land Used for Agriculture as a Percent of the Agricultural Land
Reserve by Regional District Electoral Area in West Kootenay, B.C.
Regional District Electoral Area

Land used for agriculture
(ha) (crops and pasture)

Land used for agriculture as % of ALR (ha)

Central Kootenay A

218 | 539

44%

Central Kootenay B

5,118 | 12,647

69%

approaches double the required
area to feed the current West
Kootenay population (Figure
3).

Limitations for Agriculture

Moisture-holding capacity,
topography, stoniness, and
Central Kootenay D
259 | 640
4%
excess water are the main soil
Central Kootenay E & F
377 | 932
34%
and land limitations for
Central Kootenay G
882 | 2,179
36%
mechanized agriculture on
Central Kootenay H
1,257 | 3,106
28%
ALR
land in the West
Central Kootenay J & I
576 | 1,423
31%
Kootenay.
Central Kootenay K
2,883 | 7,124
13%
Moisture-holding capacity
Kootenay Boundary B & A
1,002 | 2,476
21%
is the primary limitation
Kootenay Boundary C
*
*
affecting 35 percent of land in
Total
20,430 | 50,484
31%
the ALR. Irrigation could
* Agricultural data amalgamated with Kootenay Boundary B
decrease this limitation for
agricultural use.
Topography
is also a
Figure 3. Land Inventory and Land Use Comparison of the West Kootenay Region
limiting factor,
affecting 22 percent of
the land in the ALR.
This limitation cannot
easily be overcome.
Excess water and
stoniness are limiting
factors for about 11
percent of ALR land.
It is important to
note that a Class 5
limitation of moistureholding capacity,
topography, or
stoniness may not be a
Note: 1 hectare=2.47 acres.
significant limitation
for the production of
Table 3. Total ALR in the Study Area by Capability Class
tree fruits, grapes, or
Capability Class ALR
Area (hectare | acre)
% of total capability class
% of ALR
hops where the climate
1
7,000 | 18,000
90.5%
11%
is suitable (Canada
2
10,994 | 27,167
89.1%
17%
Land Inventory, 1972),
and therefore soils
3
9,551 | 23,601
76.0%
14%
with
these limitations
4
26,279 | 64,937
49.1%
40%
may
have
more
5
6,724 | 16,615
5.9%
10%
agricultural potential,
6
3,699 | 9,140
0.5%
6%
especially with more
7
1,488 | 3,677
0.1%
2%
favorable changes in
Total ALR study area
65,737 | 162,440
3.2% (of study area)
100%
climate.
Central Kootenay C

7,858 | 19,418

65%
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Regional Distribution of
Farmland

Figure 4. Distribution of Farmland in the West Kootenay Region, B.C.

Regional District of Central
Kootenay (RDCK) Areas B, C
and K have the highest amounts
of prime agricultural land
(Figure 4) and the most hectares
in the ALR. These areas also
have the most hectares under
agricultural production, demonstrating that farmland is currently being used in these areas
(Table 2). Area D, in the northeastern portion of the study
area, has the fourth largest area
of high quality farmland and
ALR but a minimal amount of
land under agricultural production, with only 4 percent of land
being used for crops or pasture
compared to the ALR in this
area (Table 2 and Figure 4).
Many Regional District Areas
have underutilized agricultural
land, such as Central Kootenay
Area G, which has 2,430 ha
(6,005 acres) in the ALR, of
which only 36 percent is used
for crops and pasture (Table 2).

Agricultural Crops Grown
activity in the study area, outside of the Creston
area, is dominated by small-scale enterprises with
annual farm receipts mostly being less than
CA$50,000.
The climate is favorable to a range of fruit and
vegetable varieties, but it has historically limited the
production of some perennial and annual crops
that require mild winters, Growing Degree Days
(GDD) greater than 2,000, and a Frost Free Period
(FFP) greater than 160 days. A total of 262 hectares (647 acres) are in production for fruit, nut,
and berry (Figure 5) with Creston reporting the
most hectares of tree fruits, with the dominant
crop being sweet cherry. Berry production is minimal in the region, with only 16 hectares (40 acres)
under cultivation (in blueberry, strawberry and
raspberry). Nut production is negligible. A diversity

The majority of crops cultivated in the West
Kootenay region fall under the category of field
crops, which include wheat, barley, sweet corn,
corn for silage, potatoes, and forage such as alfalfa
(Figure 5) (Statistics Canada, 2011). Of these,
alfalfa hay and fodder are the most widely grown.
The Creston area (Central Kootenay B and C) has
the most hectares in field crops, with 7,190 ha
(17,767 acres) and 215 farms reporting, while
Central Kootenay Area K has 945 ha (2,335 acres)
and 50 farms reporting. The remainder of the
region combined has 1,000 ha (2,471 acres) with
128 farms reporting, indicating that the majority of
larger scale commercial field crop production is in
Creston (Figure 6).
Total gross farm receipts for 2010 support the
crop data that suggest the scale of agricultural

8
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Figure 5. Land in Crops* (Hectares) and Number of Farms by Category
(Excluding Pasture), 2011 Census Year. Note the break in the y axis
indicating a rise in values.

Global Climate Model
Projections

Climate change projections
that simulate climatic scenarios
to the year 2050 indicate a
substantial increase in the FFP
and GDD throughout the
West Kootenay region. This
could extend the growing
season by approximately 30 to
90 days and increase the range
of crops that can be grown.
Climate projections vary
throughout the region, with
cooler, moister climates projected in the North and some
small microclimates in the
South (Central Kootenay K, D
and G), while warmer and
drier climates are projected in
the South (Figure 1). All three
* Does not include greenhouse vegetables, seeded pasture, herbs (including garlic) or
Christmas trees.
GCMs suggest an increase in
temperature-related variables
of annual vegetables are grown in the region on a
by 2050 for the FFP (Figure 7), GDD (Figure 8),
total of 65 ha (161 acres) (Figure 5). The crop data
and Mean Warmest Month Temperature (MWMT).
do not represent the full amount of produce being
The increase in the projected FFP illustrates
grown in the region as the data is limited to farms
the trend, with increases from 17 percent with the
that report to Statistics Canada and thus does not
MRI GCM and up to 84 percent with the HadGem
include production from backyard gardens.
GCM (Figure 6). The MWMT is projected to
increase by up to seven
Figure 6. Total Land in Crops (Excluding Pasture) by Regional District
degrees in some areas and
Area, 2011 Census Year
mean temperatures for each
season show an increase
including the winter.
Summer precipitation and
Climate Moisture Deficit
(CMD) show more variability
among climate scenarios than
the projections related to
temperature. The MRI and
GFDL scenarios suggest an
increase in summer precipitation for most areas, and the
HadGem model predicts a
slight decrease. The CMD and
warmer temperature projections suggest that all arable
land will likely require
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Figure 7. Projected Frost-Free Period (Days/Year) for Two Localities in the
West Kootenay Region for the Year 2050 (Compared to Historical Climate)

Degree Days above 50C

Frost Free Period

Classes 1–5 (or 31 percent
of the ALR), is actually
used for crops or pasture,
meaning that there is high
300
potential to increase
250
agricultural production
from a soil capability
200
perspective. Underutilized
farmland is distributed in
150
pockets throughout the
100
region, making small-scale
agriculture the necessary
50
production system (see
Figure 9 for an example).
0
With the concerns about
Historical climate
MRI
HadGem
GFDL
1960 - 1990
the
region’s reliance on
Creston
Climate Scenarios
imported food and the
Nakusp
introduction of mechanization for small-scale
Figure 8. Projected Growing Degree Days above 5° C for Two Localities in the
agriculture (Johansen,
West Kootenay Region, for the Year 2050 (Compared to Historical Climate)
Haque, Bell, Thierfelder,
& Esdaile, 2012) there
4000
appear to be opportuni3500
ties for local agriculture
to satisfy some local
3000
consumption needs. For
2500
example, the Kootenay
2000
Co-op grocery store in
the city of Nelson
1500
(population 10,000),
1000
which specializes in local
500
products and sells over
0
CA$2 million in produce
Historical climate
MRI
HadGem
GFDL
annually, frequently
1960 - 1990
Creston
experiences a supply gap.
Climate Scenarios
Nakusp
The store’s produce
manager stated that in
increased irrigation with climate change, especially
2013 they could have purchased, each week, an
areas with the highest CMD.
additional 1,000–1,500 lb. of apples, 1,000 lb. of
blueberries, 300–400 lb. of broccoli, and 400–600
Discussion
lb. of melons (Kootenay Co-op produce manager,
The Soil Capability for Agriculture classification
personal communication, May 2014).
scheme provides an initial tool to assess the
Three GCM scenarios provide the most accuagricultural potential for pocket agriculture in this
rate climate projections while also demonstrating
mountainous region, and suggests that from a
the range of uncertainty. A longer FFP could exbiophysical perspective there are opportunities to
tend the season for annual vegetable crops, making
increase crop production in the West Kootenay.
it possible to produce more food through the year.
Only 10 percent of capable agricultural land,
Crops that may have historically been limited by
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Although there appears
to be an abundance of
fresh water in the region
(both surface water and
ground water), increasing
human activities,
population growth, and
the projected impacts of
climate change are
placing pressure on water
resources such that municipalities and organizations are collaborating to
conserve water use (Columbia Basin Trust, n.d.c). Therefore, given the
dependence on irrigation
for crop productivity in
the region, water requirements for increased agricultural development
would need to be investigated further to fully
understand the potential
Photo credit: Rachael Roussin, Earthy Organics Farm, Fruitvale, B.C., 2011.
of the region.
climate but that do well in marginal soils, such as
A central limitation
tree fruits or grape, could be suitable for Class 5
of this study is the assumption that an increase in
soils, which are considered poor quality for
local crop production will achieve greater food
mechanized agriculture.
self-sufficiency for a region. There is a longChallenges exist to increasing food production.
standing debate on whether food self-sufficiency is
The total number of farms in the entire Kootenay
a useful strategy to achieve food security (Minot &
region decreased by 9.4 percent between 2001 and
Pelijor, 2010). Increasing the food security level
2011, and the area being farmed decreased by 18.6
and developing a local food system involve a range
percent. In addition, the average age of farm operaof socio-economic and infrastructure considerators increased from about 54 to 57 years between
tions that are not addressed in this study.
2006 and 2011, indicating that young people are
either choosing not to farm or are having difficulty
Conclusions
entering the agricultural sector (Columbia Basin
Although the mountainous regions of British
Rural Development Institute, 2013). Land access
Columbia are not considered to be important
for new entrants has been identified as a barrier to
agricultural areas due to the small extent of suitable
increased agricultural production in the region
soils for larger-scaled mechanized agriculture, in
(North Kootenay Lake Community Services,
areas with underutilized farmland such as the West
2013).
Kootenay, adaptations and adoptions of small-scale
Climate change also presents potential chalagriculture with a potentially more favorable future
lenges to local crop production, such as an
climate for crops could lead to an increased imporincrease in weeds and pests, drier soils, extreme
tance of pocket agriculture to meet local food
climate events, and more water needed for
security concerns and provide opportunities in the
irrigation (Columbia Basin Trust, n.d.-b).
agricultural sector.
Figure 9. Earthy Organics Farm (Kootenay Boundary Area C), an Example
of a Mixed Vegetable Farm on Class 4 and 5 Soils That Has Overcome
the Limitations of Stoniness and Low Moisture-Holding Capacity
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understanding the crop production potential for
increased regional food self-reliance.

The analysis using Soil Capability for Agriculture
classifications revealed that there are substantial
areas for expansion of agriculture in the West
Kootenay region. The ALR protects 66,000 ha
(163,090 acres) of the most valuable land for agriculture in the West Kootenay, with enough land to
feed almost double the current population (based
on the assumption that .5 ha or 1.24 acres is required per capita, per the usual British Columbian’s
diet). The region’s capacity to feed itself is actually
much greater, as there is a total of 86,000 ha
(212,510 acres) of Class 1–4 lands that can support
a wide range of crops, and 113,000 ha (279,229
acres) of Class 5 lands that are suitable for forage,
animal pasture, and specialty niche crops. Only 10
percent of capable agricultural land (31 percent of
the ALR) is actually used for crops or pastures;
thus, using land quality as an indicator of agricultural potential, the West Kootenay is well situated
to grow more food.
Climate change also presents potential opportunities to expand the range of crops that can be
grown, extend the length of the growing season for
annual vegetable crops, and make use of poorer
quality lands for specialty niche crops, such as tree
fruits and grapes whose cultivation has historically
been limited by climate.
The results suggest that there is potential from
a biophysical perspective to increase mixed smallscale agriculture in the West Kootenay region. The
approach developed in this study could be adapted
to many mountainous regions as a means to assess
potential to increase local food production, especially for the more labor-intensive agricultural practices and the growing of fresh produce for local
communities. We recognize that other issues,
including socio-economic factors such as land
access and the economic viability of small-scale
farming, offer challenges to increasing the amount
of land used for agricultural purposes, and that
crop production does not necessarily equate to a
regional food system nor confer food self-reliance
or security. These issues are complex. The results
of this study suggest that soil biophysical information, coupled with climate data and projections, can
provide objective information on the agricultural
potential of a region which then can be used by
communities and governments as the initial step in
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November XX , 2020
Planning Department
Regional District of Central Kootenay
Sent by email to plandept@rdck.bc.ca
Dear RDCK Planning Department:
Re: Fifteen Agricultural Land Reserve Exclusion Applications in Blewett (PIDs: 030-871-411;
030-971-390; 011-866-098; 013-914-278; 013-877-852; 005-396-999; 012-769-291; 012-681-423;
026-419-971; 010-914-218; 030-971-403; 015-307-794; 009-806-407; 024-147-435; 009-513-582)
Thank you for providing the opportunity for Ministry of Agriculture (Ministry) staff to comment on 15
individual exclusion applications for properties in the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) within the
community of Blewett. While Regional District of Central Kootenay (RDCK) staff created and sent 15
individual referral forms to ministry staff that correspond to the 15 exclusion applications that have been
submitted to the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC), for simplicity and given the extensive exclusion
history in Blewett, the Ministry will provide one referral response that covers all 15 applications. Please
see the following ministry staff comments for your consideration.

ALC Application History
As outlined in the comprehensive information package that RDCK staff sent to ministry staff for review,
along with numerous documents obtained from the ALC, there is a long and complex history with
respect to excluding properties in Blewett from the ALR. Resolution 794/87, passed by the ALC in
1987, stated that the Commission “endorse consideration being given for the exclusion of lands in the
Blewett area” and that “future decisions by the Commission regarding applications within the Blewett
area reflect the above noted resolution”.
It is evident that the above noted language pertaining to Resolution 794/87 has been reflected in the
ALC’s decision making in Blewett for the past 30+ years. In reviewing the ALC application history for
Blewett it would appear that most of the applications for subdivision and exclusion since 1987 have
been approved, with many of the decisions directly referencing Resolution 794/87. With a few
exceptions, the ALC has been consistent in their decision making for this area.
The Ministry also notes that despite numerous encouragements from the ALC since Resolution 794/87
was passed to implement zoning and undertake community planning in Blewett, to date this has not
occurred.

Ministry of Agriculture

Innovation and Adaptation Services
Branch

Mailing Address:
PO Box 9120, Stn Prov Gov
Victoria, BC V8W 9B4
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Agricultural Capability and Suitability
The Ministry recognizes that many of the properties, or portions of those properties, proposed for
exclusion have an agricultural capability rating of Class 4MT or 4T. Land in these classes have
limitations that make it suitable to only grow a few crops and require moderately intensive management
practices.
The Ministry also recognizes that many properties in Blewett (both those proposed for exclusion and
those not proposed for exclusion) are currently engaged in subsistence, hobby farm type agriculture.
Despite the fact that none of the properties proposed for exclusion have Farm Classification through BC
Assessment, the Ministry nonetheless understands that there is significant value in this type of
agriculture.
The Ministry notes that in 1979, the ALC commissioned Professional Agrologist Ivan Cotic to complete
an agricultural assessment of the ALR in Blewett and that the RDCK commissioned Professional
Agrologist Terence Lewis in 1986 to complete a similar assessment. While both agrologists recognized
that some properties have an agricultural capability of 2 – 4, they both concluded that due to the steep
topography, relatively small parcel sizes and the patchy distribution of the limited area that possessed an
agricultural capability of 2 – 4, Blewett would unlikely ever be an area associated with commercial
agricultural operations. Over 35+ years have passed since the Cotic and Lewis reports were completed
and to date, commercial agriculture has essentially not occurred in Blewett.
The Ministry acknowledges that two letters were recently submitted to the RDCK from Mike Curran
and Gregory Utzig who are both Professional Agrologists’ with extensive experience working as soil
scientists in the Nelson area. Both Mr. Curran and Mr. Utzig discuss the importance of the ALR to
ensure a long-term supply of land for food production and ultimately indicate their opposition to the
exclusions.

Future for Agriculture
While many properties proposed for exclusion in Blewett possess an agricultural capability rating that is
conducive to conducting agriculture, the Ministry also recognizes the lengthy ALR exclusion history in
the area. Although the Ministry is generally not supportive of excluding land that is capable of
agricultural production from the ALR, excluding these properties is unlikely to significantly alter the
current land use and agricultural potential of Blewett.
Community plans and associated zoning that supports the sustainability of agriculture is needed for the
long-term effectiveness of the ALR; Ministry staff encourage RDCK to undertake a planning exercise
for this area.
Please contact Ministry staff if you have any questions regarding the above comments.

…/3
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-3Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments from an agricultural perspective with respect to
these 15 exclusion applications

Sincerely,

Reed Bailey, Land Use Planner
B.C. Ministry of Agriculture
Phone: (778) 698-3455
Email: reed.bailey@gov.bc.ca

Cc:

Kevin Murphy, P.Ag. Regional Agrologist
B.C. Ministry of Agriculture
Phone (250) 402 2624
Email: kevin.j.murphy@gov.bc.ca

Kootenay Land Use Planners, Agricultural Land Commission
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From:
To:
Cc:
Subject:
Date:

Greg Utzig
GRP_PlanDept
Ramona Faust
Agricultural Land Reserve Withdrawls
September 15, 2020 11:16:03 AM

To Whom it may concern:
As a Soil Scientist and Professional Agrologist who has worked in the Nelson area since 1973, and who
has been involved in soil mapping, Agricultural Capability assessments, and providing consulting services
to applicants for ALR exclusion, I am alarmed by the number of advertisements appearing to remove land
in the RDCK from the ALR. I have also recently been an author on a peer-reviewed publication reviewing
the agricultural potential in the Kootenays in light of climate change. It clearly shows that climate change
will in fact enhance agricultural potential for the Kootenay area, and therefore keeping these lands in the
ALR is an important investment in the future resilience of our communities.
The Agricultural Land Reserve is very important to ensuring the long-term supply of land for supporting
the agricultural needs of our existing (and growing) population. The soils mapping for the Nelson area
was done by a very competent soil scientist(s) and is quite accurate regarding the agricultural areas of
concern/value (and which have always had good access during survey development, leading to good
survey accuracy).
Anyone who has bought, or owns land in an ALR should be aware of the restrictions and should not be
permitted to remove the lands from the reserve, to ensure they remain available for the food security of
future generations of British Columbians.
I am strongly opposed to these removals, and hope the RDCK will be taking strong measures to stop
these removals. Please apply this letter as input to all the removal applications that appear in the RDCK.
Sincerely,
Greg Utzig, MSc. P.Ag.

*************************************************
Climate change in the Kootenays?
Visit our website for more information:
www.kootenayresilience.org
****************************************
Gregory Utzig, P.Ag.
Kutenai Nature Investigations Ltd.
602 Richards St.
Nelson, British Columbia
Canada V1L 5K5
Tel (250) 352-5288
e-mail g13utzig@telus.net
****************************************
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From:
To:
Cc:
Subject:
Date:

Mike Curran
GRP_PlanDept
Ramona Faust
Please deny ALR Exclusion Application for 3860 Malina Road, Nelson, BC
September 13, 2020 3:23:25 PM

This note is specifically in regard to the application by Jennifer Shea & James Bundschuh, of 3860 Malina
Road, Nelson BC who are intending to apply to exclude from the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) the
following property
described as Lot B District Lots 3205 and 7703 KOOTENAY DISTRICT PLAN 1778 and located at 3860
Malina Road, Nelson, BC

Hi, as discussed with the planning department, I am very concerned about people trying to remove land
from the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR).
As a Soil Scientist who has worked in the Nelson area since 1988, and who has been involved in BC
Government soil investigations and research since 1978,
I can provide the following context:
The Agricultural Land Reserve is very important to ensuring the long-term supply of land for supporting
the agricultural needs of our existing (and growing) population.
The soils mapping for the Nelson area was done by a very competent soil scientist(s) and is quite
accurate regarding the agricultural areas of concern/value
(and which have always had good access during survey development, leading to good survey accuracy).
With climate change and with global challenges like Covd-19, the ability of BC to have enough land
available to be agriculturally self-sufficient is becoming more important every day and as the years go by!
Anyone who has bought, or owns land in an ALR should be aware of the restrictions and should not be
permitted to remove the lands from the reserve,
to ensure they remain available for the food security of future generations of British Columbians.
Thanks for your consideration,
Mike Curran, PhD, PAg
Soil Scientist
Nelson, BC
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