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Introduction

On November 1, 2002, Margaret Walton of Planscape presented a draft paper

on agricultural issues to the Central Ontario Smart Growth Panel and Strategy

Sub Panel. This paper is the finalized version of the draft paper that was pre-

sented. It is submitted to the Panel to assist in their deliberations on a strategy

for growth in Central Ontario.

In preparing and finalizing this report extensive reliance was placed on the

work done by Planscape throughout the Golden Horseshoe both with and for

the agricultural community. Planscape has extensive experience in analyzing

and understanding the economics of agriculture and the related implications for

land use.

It is acknowledged that one of the most effective tools for preserving agricul-

tural land is economic prosperity for the industry. The current economic pres-

sures on agriculture, including low commodity prices and international farm

subsidies, reduce the effectiveness of this tool. However, in establishing land use

policy, the cyclical nature of the economy must be acknowledged and balanced

against the long-term societal benefits of preserving an agricultural land base. 

The importance of managing agricultural land is elevated by the fact that, in

addition to providing a base for economic activity and allowing production

that could not occur elsewhere in Ontario to cont inue, agricultural land in

urbanizing regions enhances quality of life. It contributes to green space,

wildlife habitat, rural character and access to fresh, high quality, locally grown

produce.

In preparing this report, an attempt has been made to balance all of these con-

siderations.  

The Central Ontario Zone- The Study Area

Early in 2002, the Province established five Smart Growth panels to provide

advice to the Minister of Municipal Affairs. The Central Ontario panel repre-

sents a region extending from Niagara to Northumberland, north to

Haliburton and Georgian Bay. This region, which is shown on Figure 1, cur-

rently has a population of 7.5 million and 3.7 million workers and is expected

to grow by approximately 3 million people overthe next 30 years with a relat-
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ed increase of 2 million jobs.

In this paper, the region is divided into the "outer ring" and the "core"area.

The outer ring refers to Brant, Haldimand-Norfolk, Hamilton, Niagara,

Dufferin, Simcoe, Waterloo, Wellington, Haliburton, Kawartha Lakes,

Northumberland, and Peterborough. The GTA or "core" area consists of the

City of Toronto and the Regions of Durham, York, Peel, and Halton. For rea-

sons of confidentiality, agricultural statistics for the City of Toronto are includ-

ed in the figures for York Region.

Haliburton is part of the zone, but because only 1.3% of its land area is farmed,

it is excluded from some of the analysis. Where it has been excluded, the exclu-

sion is noted.
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Figure 1
Central Zone Smart
Growth Zone

Source: Ontario Smart
Growth. “A New
Vision”. Toronto:
Queen’s Printer for
Ontario, 2002.
ISBN 0-7904-3285-1



Agriculture and the relationship to smart growth

Ontario Smart Growth includes the goal of "Protecting and Enhancing the

Environment." This goal will be achieved through "protecting the quality of

air, water and land across Ontario by steering growth pressures away from sig-

nificant agricultural land and natural areas."1

Including agricultural land in this goal confirms it as a recognized natural

resource to be protected. Inherent in achieving sustainability, is the ability to

provide a safe, secure, high-quality food supply. To achieve this, it is not suffi-

cient to just protect the land. Support for the agricultural industry as a whole

must also be addressed.

This paper explores this position, addresses how it should be incorporated in

the smart growth strategy, comments on associated issues, and makes recom-

mendations to support and implement the strategy. In doing so, the following

topics are addressed:

• the definition of "significant" agricultural land;

• the location of significant agricultural lands in the Central Zone;

• the relative significance of different types of agricultural land;

• the location of particularly significant agricultural lands;

• uses that compete with agriculture for land;

• preserving agricultural lands in light of competing demands;

• agriculture in urbanizing areas;

• protection strategies for agriculture;

• the positive and negative implications of protecting agricultural land;

• the major barriers to a healthy agricultural industry;

• the ingredients of a healthy agricultural industry;

• the time frame within which agricultural land should be protected;

• key trends and issues affecting agriculture over the next three decades;  and

• agricultural factors that should be included in an smart growth policy.
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Inherent in the goal of
achieving sustainability
in agriculture is the pro-
vision of a safe, secure,
high-quality food supply.

It is not sufficient just to
protect the land.
Support for the agricul-
tural industry as a whole
is needed.

1. www.mah.gov.ca/inthenews/backgrnd/20020425-5e.asp



Agriculture in the Central Ontario Zone

Agriculture is the most significant land use in the Central Ontario Zone.  Of

the approximately 9.2 million acres that make up the Central Ontario Zone,

4.1 million acres or 44.2% was classified as farmland by Statistics Canada in

2001. If the County of Haliburton, which contains very little agricultural land,

is excluded, more than half of the zone is farmland. In the area outside the four

regions of the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), 55.2% of the land is farmed; 42%

of the land in the GTA (excluding the City of Toronto) is farmed.

Table 1 presents a breakdown of the percentage of land farmed in each of the

individual regions or counties in the zone during the period from 1986 to 2001.

The number of farms in Ontario has dropped sharply over time. Table 2 con-

firms a decrease of 25% in the number of farms between 1986 and 2001.

However, this statistic by itself is misleading. If the number of acres of farm-

land is considered, rather than the number of farms, the decrease in the area

being farmed is only about 6%. This is the result of the trend toward amalga-

mation of farm operations.

The rate of change in farmland acres varies from one municipality to another.

In areas subject to less growth pressure the number of farmland acres has not

decreased significantly, in some areas it has even increased. In areas experienc-

ing more intense growth pressure, the decrease in farmland acres is more sig-

nificant.2

There is a correlation between proximity to Toronto and decrease in acres

farmed. The greatest loss of farmland has occurred in the GTA. Between 1991

and 2001, 34,639 acres of farmland went out of production in York, 25,043

acres went out of production in Peel, 20,047 acres went out of production in

Halton, and 27,882 acres went out of production in Durham.

A total of 107,611 acres was taken out of agricultural production in the GTA

in 15 years. The rate of change for the study area between 1986 and 2001 is

shown in Table 2.

The proportion of land under production that is rented rather than owned is

often an indicator of the stability of the industry. In 1986, 68.8% of the 4.3

million acres being farmed in the region was owned; 31.2 % was rented. In

2001, 61.6% of the 4.1 million acres of farmland was owned and 38.4% was

rented. Table 3 lists the amount of owned vs. rented land by region and the per-
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Of the approximately 9.2
million acres that make
up the Central Ontario
Zone, 4.1 million acres
or 44.2% was classified as
farmland by Statistics
Canada in 2001.

2. Statistics Canada changed the definition of farmland several times between 1986 and 2001,
making absolute comparisons impossible.Trends should be reviewed, rather than absolute num-
bers.

Although the number of
farms in Ontario hasde-
creased by 25% since
1986, the actual amount
of farmland in the
province has decreased
by only 6%, because of
the consolidation of
farms.

The greatest loss of
farmland has occurred in
the Greater Toronto
Area, which lost 16.5% of
its farmland between
1991 and 2001.



centage change that has occurred since 1986. What is notable, is the rate of

change in the ratios of rented to owned land in various parts of the region.

Again there is a correlation between proximity to urban areas and a higher per-

centage of rented land.

A review of gross farm receipts presents a different picture of the state of the

industry. In 1986, the 27,444 farms in the zone generated more than $2.1 bil-

lion in gross farm receipts. In 2001, the 21,893 farms generated more than $3.5

billion in gross farm receipts. Since 1996, the value of gross farm receipts in the

zone has increased by 24.4 %.

This seems to confirm that farmers are more productive and better off today

than they were 15 years ago. However, the costs of production and inflation

must be considered when reviewing these statistics. After adjusting the values

to the 2001 value, the increase in value in real dollars between 1991 and 2001

is approximately 8.9 %. The relative increase is less marked, but it remains true

that fewer farmers are producing more, on a smaller land base.

Although agriculture is not a major employer, it does represent a significant

work force. In the four regions of the GTA, for example, in 1996, agriculture

accounted for 15,000 direct jobs and 35,000 agriculturally related jobs.3
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Despite the loss of land,
gross farm receipts rose
from $2.1 billion in 1986
to $3.5 billion in 2001, an
increase of almost 40%.
Even when higher costs
of production are taken
into account, it is clear
that fewer farmers are
producing more on less
land today than they
were 15 years ago.

3. Greater Toronto Area, Agricultural Economic Impact Study, p. 4.14.



The food produced by the farms in the zone supports a huge industry of food

processors that serves both domestic and international markets. In 2001,

Ontario exported more than $7 billion of agri-food products and the agri-food

industry employed more than 600,000 people.

Between 1991 and 1996 there was a decline of 6% in the number of jobs in

agriculture and in agricultural services. A combination of factors could account

for this: the recession that affected agriculture in the early 1990s, the decline in

the number of farms as they amalgamated or underwent a change in land use,

and the aging of the farmer population.

This summary of the status of agriculture in the zone is cursory. To truly under-

stand the trends affecting agriculture, a detailed analysis of all components of

the industry is required. However, it is sufficient to confirm that agriculture is

a major industry in the Central Ontario Zone. It is the largest user of land in

the zone, and in most of the regions and counties, it occupies the majority of

the land base. It generates huge revenues and employs a significant number of

people directly and indirectly. It provides fresh, high-quality food to the grow-

ing number of residents in the area. The level of productivity continues to rise

while the land base continues to erode. Successfully managing this industry will

be a critical challenge for Smart Growth.
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Between 1991 and 1996,
the number of jobs in
agriculture and in agri-
cultural services
declined by 6%, probably
because of the recession
of the early 1990s, the
decline in the number of
farms, and the aging of
the farmer population.

In 2001, Ontario export-
ed more than $7 billion
of agri-food products
and the industry
employed more than
600,000 people.



The definition of significant agricultural land

The Smart Growth goals refer to "steering growth away from significant agri-

cultural land." Before decisions can be made on how to do this, there must be

agreement on what constitutes "significant" agricultural land.

In Ontario, significant agricultural land is defined in a number of ways.

Historically, the Ontario Food Land Guidelines and more recently, the

Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), require the protection of "prime agricultur-

al land" for agriculture. Prime agricultural land is defined as:

…land that includes specialty crop lands and/or Canada Land Inventory

Class 1,2 or 3 soils in this order of priority for protection. growth policy.

Specialty crops lands are defined as:

…areas where specialty crops such as tender fruits, grapes or other fruit

crops, vegetable crops, greenhouse crops and crops from agriculturally

developed organic soil lands are predominantly grown usually resulting

from:

• soils that have suitability to produce specialty crops or lands that are 

subject to special climatic conditions or a combination of both; and/or
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Prime agricultural land
is defined in the
Provincial Policy
Statement as specialty
crop land and land classi-
fied in the Canada Land
Inventory as having
Class 1, 2, or 3 soil.
Municipalities may use
more rigorous defini-
tions than the PPS.



• a combination of farmers skilled in the production of specialty crops 

and of capital investment in related facilities and services to produce, 

store or process specialty crops.

These definitions in the PPS identify land that must be considered for protec-

tion in regional and local planning policies. Municipalities can be, and often

are, more rigorous in the definition of prime land. They cannot be less rigorous

than the PPS.

Using the Canada Land Inventory (CLI) as a starting point for identifying prime

agricultural land is reasonable. In this system, land is classified based on its

potential for agricultural production. Class 1 lands are the most productive and

have the fewest constraints. Classes 2 to 7 are applied to lands subject to

increasing constraints (topography, slopes, soil depth, drainage, stoniness, cli-

mate, fertility, permeability) that decrease the land’s productive capacity.

Organic soils such as those in the Holland Marsh, are in a separate category

and qualify as specialty lands under the definitions in the PPS. The CLI desig-

nations for the zone are shown on Figure 2.

The problem with using the CLI for designating land is that the CLI classifica-

tion is based on the ability to grow common field crops. It does not take into

account local conditions or the varying requirements of different crop types

that may elevate the importance of certain land for agriculture, whatever its

CLI designation. The material available as the basis for establishing the appro-

priate designation varies by age and region. For some areas very detailed cur-

rent soil data is available, in othe rs it is not. 

Use of just the CLI does not account for factors such as the critical mass or

access to support services required for agriculture to be successful. Classes 1, 2,

and 3 land may be interrupted by pockets of Class 5 and 6 land which are not

protected. For optimal production, farmers need large contiguous areas, not

fragmented fields. Protecting Classes 1 to 3 and allowing intervening areas to

be developed fragments an agricultural area, introduces conflicts, and reduces

the critical mass of agricultural activities required for efficient operations. A

more comprehensive approach to designation is needed.

Alternative methods for assessing land do exist and in some municipalities have

been implemented. The Agroclimatic Resource Index (ACRI), for example, pro-

vides a measure of land capability. It is calculated by considering growing sea-

son length, temperature, and moisture as they relate to forage yields. Using this

system, it can be determined that from 1966 to 1976, a census area in Alberta

experienced a net gain in total farmland of 76,704 hectares with an ACRI of
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Land in Classes 1, 2, and
3 may have
pockets of Class 5 and 6
land which are not pro-
tected. Farmers need
large contiguous areas
to farm efficiently.
Protecting Classes 1 to 3
and allowing intervening
areas to be developed
can fragment anagricul-
tural area.

Alternative methods for
assessing land include
the Agroclimatic
Resource Index (ACRI),
which considers growing
season length, tempera-
ture, and moisture as
well as soil quality.
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1.2. During the same period York and Peel Regions reported a loss of 41,079

hectares with an ACRI value of 2.5. Multiplying the area by the index shows

that these changes represent a net loss in capacity. Land gained in Alberta mul-

tiplied by the index equates to 92,045 ACRI. In York and Peel, the relative

value of land lost is 102,698 ACRI. This type of calculation needs to be done

to understand the relative value of the land in terms of productive capacity.

The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food has developed a more compre-

hensive process for identifying significant agricultural land. In introducing this

process the Ministry made the following comment about the process of evalu-

ation based on the Canada Land Inventory "..the methodology has long been

perceived by some as subjective and qualitative. Implementation and replica-

tion at the local municipal level has been variable". 4

The new approach, entitled "The Land Evaluation and Area Review (LEAR)

System for Agriculture combines land evaluation with an area review. The land

evaluation includes rating of the soils within the study area; the area review

generates ratings that factor in social, economic and environmental elements.

The system can be modified to reflect specific local conditions but has sufficient

rigor to protect its integrity. It is intended to be used for comprehensive plan-

ning reviews, not to evaluate specific applications. This is consistent with the

need to evaluate agricultural land on a comprehensive, not an ad hoc basis.

Local municipalities have always had the option to implement a more rigorous

analysis and designation of prime land. Many have done so and have imple-

mented policies that are fairly stringent in protecting large contiguous agricul-

tural areas. Niagara is an example of where this has been done quite success-

fully. However municipal policies can be challenged and the challenge substan-

tiated by the PPS. Because of thefragmented geographic nature of the munici-

pal structure, a municipally based approach does not result in a comprehensive

evaluation across the zone.

Given the fundamental societal value of agriculture and the fact that the land

base is limited, a more comprehensive evaluative process is appropriate.

Introduction of the LEAR system could be the beginning of this. It allows the

CLI to be a starting point, with other conditions that contribute to agricultur-

al capability being factored in. This type of evaluation should be done on a

provincial, or even national basis, resulting in a tiered policy framework based

on a comprehensive and progressively more rigorous evaluation. The detailed
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4. Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food, "A Guide to the Land Evaluation and Area Review
System for Agriculture" June 2002.

LEAR process responds
to the need for a more
comprehensive evalua-
tion of agriculutural
value.

A more comprehensive
evaluation of agricultural
land, including all the
factors that contribute
to agricultural capacity,
should be done at the
provincial or even
national level.



Where are significant agricultural lands located? 

Figure 2 shows the CLI classifications and heat units for southern Ontario. It

is important to remember that prime agricultural lands, Classes 1, 2, and 3 and

specialty croplands, are a very limited resource in Canada. Only 5% of the

Canadian land mass is made up of prime land. Only 0.5% of it is Class 1. The

Central Ontario Zone is fortunate to contain a significant portion of this very

limited resource. Unfortunately, it occurs in one of the fastest-growing regions

of the country.

This conflict is easily explained. Ontario was initially an agrarian society.

Settlement was most successful in good agricultural areas. The successful agri-

cultural communities attracted service industries and the area grew. When

development occurred, level farmland with good soils provided the best sites

for development. The very resource that attracted settlement, is ultimately

being consumed by it.

As Figure 2 shows, the prime agricultural land in the Central Ontario Zone is

located south of the Canadian Shield, along the Lake Ontario shoreline, and

down into western Ontario. Soils analyses done for southern Ontario have con-

firmed that over 50% of the land in the central zone qualifies as prime agricul-

tural land. 5 Over 20 % of the land qualifies as Class 1.

Figure 3 is a map of the soil classifications for the Central Ontario Zone with

urban areas overlaid. The prime agricultural land is located where development

pressures are greatest. The area around Kitchener-Waterloo, Hamilton, and the

urban centres along Lake Ontario are almost exclusively Class 1 land. Urban

development has spread along the shoreline of Lake Ontario in Niagara and

Hamilton, where the tender fruit and grape lands are located. The Oak Ridges

Moraine, which was recently assigned a higher level of protection, is not prime

agricultural land. It appears on Figure 2 as the turquoise swath of Classes 5, 6,

and 7 land.

Identification of prime land on Figure 3 is based on the CLI. Other factors that

elevate certain areas for production are not factored in. These factors include
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municipal evaluations could then fit into this comprehensive framework. A

broad picture of productive capability, and a firm basis upon which to estab-

lish what land is significant would result.

5. Douglas Hoffman, Acreages of Soil Capability Classes for Agriculture in Ontario, Report No.
8, University of Guelph, 1975.

Central Ontario contains
a significant
amount of Canada’s
Class 1 land.
Unfortunately, this is
also one of the fastest
growing regions of the
country.

Much prime agricultural
land is located where
development pressures
are greatest.The area
around Kitchener-
Waterloo, Hamilton, and
the urban centres along
Lake Ontario are almost
exclusively Class 1 land.
The Oak Ridges
Moraine, which recently
had a higher level of pro-
tection assigned to it, is
not prime agricultural
land.
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critical mass of agricultural operations and activities, access to services, mar-

kets and research facilities and skilled work force. Most of these attributes are

also present in the zone and should be factored into a locational analysis. If this

were done, it is likely that the presence of significant land would be even high-

er in the zone, making management of the resource an even more critical com-

ponent of the Smart Growth strategy.

Are certain types of agricultural land more significant than others?

The CLI provides a basic classification of land that broadly maps the best to

the worst land from an agricultural productivity perspective. However, as noted

previously, other factors also differentiate productive ability. Temperature, ori-

entation, wind, erosion, presence of microclimates, and levels of precipitation

contribute to the ability to grow certain crops. The Niagara Escarpment for

example creates a microclimate that allows the production of crops that will

not grow elsewhere.

In addition to geography, economic and social conditions can also assist in the

success of agriculture. Proximity to market; transportation resources; a critical

mass of agricultural operations and activities; access to services, markets and

research facilities; the presence of a skilled work force and lack of conflict also

support the industry.

Combinations of circumstances mean specific areas have a unique ability to

grow specific crops. Certain crops would not be economic to grow elsewhere.

Being located in an established agricultural area allows farmers to share

resources, ensures access to services, and generally makes the business of farm-

ing easier to conduct. Local government policies can help or hinder farming

depending on the flexibility and the degree of understanding of the industry. In

establishing a strategy that includes agriculture as a viable industry, all these

factors must be considered.

Some people assume that if agricultural land is bought up, the farmer can sim-

ply move further from the urban area and start an operation elsewhere. This is

not necessarily the case. Agricultural land varies considerably in quality. The

ability to produce certain crops successfully is based on many location-specific

factors. Once the location is lost, the ability to produce is also lost.

Farmland must be managed to retain its optimal growing capability. Years of

management go into the development of productive farmland. A significant

investment of time and money is required. Through experience, farmers learn
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Analysing land based on
soil quality alone ignores
other important factors
in agricultural produc-
tion.A critical mass of
activities, as well as
access to services, mar-
kets, and research facili-
ties, and the presence of
a skilled work force also
affect productivity.

Orientation, tempera-
ture, wind, erosion, pres-
ence of microclimates,
and levels of precipita-
tion also affect crop
growth.

The Niagara Escarpment
creates a microclimate
that allows the produc-
tion of crops that will
not grow elsewhere. If
that land is lost, the abil-
ity to grow those crops
will be lost.

Other distinctive agricul-
tural regions in Ontario
include the apple-pro-
ducing areas along the
Lake Ontario shoreline
and Holland Marsh.
Ontario also has organic
and herb farms and
important greenhouse
operations.

Being located in an
established agricultural
area allows farmers to
share resources, ensures
access to services, and
generally makes the
business of farming easi-
er to conduct.



to understand the unique characteristics of specific pieces of land. These advan-

tages are lost upon relocation. Relocation is not easy for farmers. As the aver-

age age of farmers increases, there is increased reluctance to move and start

again.

Farming is a tremendously complicated occupation. To be successful, farmers

must be skilled in a multitude of disciplines, all of which are enhanced by expe-

rience. When a farmer leaves the land, this skill set is lost. In ranking the sig-

nificance of different land for agriculture, all these issues must be factored in.

The location of certain unique lands, such as the grape-producing regions and

the tender fruit lands, are well known. Knowledge about the location of other

unique lands exists in the farming community, the research community, and

government agencies. However, this information is fragmented. It needs to be

drawn together and used as the basis for a provincial debate on which, where,

why, and how agricultural resources should be protected and which, where,

and why certain ones will not.

Agricultural policy should be based on a clear understanding and agreement of

its implications. Lands that are unique need to be identified. When deciding to

take areas out of production, policy makers need a clear understanding of the

implications of that decision.

What other uses compete with agriculture for land?

Urban development. Competition for land in the rapidly urbanizing areas in the

GTA and around existing urban centres is intense. Pressure for residential,

industrial, and commercial development is obvious and constant. Less obvious

is competition for land for golf courses, aggregate extraction, transportation

corridors, service corridors, wetland complexes, and open space facilities. All

of these uses result in the loss to agriculture of much larger areas than just those

actually being occupied by new development. Inherent conflicts between these

uses and agriculture negatively impact the ability to farm efficiently.

As an area is urbanized, conflicts arise. Increased traffic, complaints about farm

operations and the use of farm machinery, restrictions on when and how farm-

ers can operate, and the closing of agricultural services usually accompany

urban forms of development. The character of the community gradually

changes from agricultural to urban.

Recreational uses. Introducing recreational activity into an agricultural area
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can also create conflicts. Trespassing and crop damage occur when the pub-

lic has access to areas near farms. Lighting from sports facilities can affect

operations such as greenhouses. Additional traffic on the roads makes it

difficult and dangerous to move agricultural equipment.

Spreading of manure and hours of operation become issues. Spraying of

herbicides and pesticides on golf courses or other areas can lead to con-

flicts. Demands for water by other land uses can have significant impacts

on agriculture.

Aggregate extraction. Aggregate resources are protected for long-term use

under the PPS. This creates a direct conflict with agricultural land in cases

when the aggregates are located under prime land. Although agricultural

land is supposed to be rehabilitated once the aggregate is removed, reha-

bilitation for agriculture is often not feasible. The land is often redeveloped

for recreational or residential development, which is easier to accommo-

date after rehabilitation. While the aggregate operation is functioning, off-

site impacts such as dust, noise, traffic and impact on the water table can

adversely affect agriculture.

Green space. Environmental issues also need to be balanced. To date, agri-

culture has been granted special status under Section 2.3.4 of the PPS.

However, as environmental controls such as setbacks from water courses,

nutrient management, and preservation of wetland complexes, wildlife cor-

ridors, and natural heritage features are introduced, restrictions on agri-

culture are tightened. The policies for the Oak Ridges Moraine and the

Niagara Escarpment are obvious examples. Both have imposed restrictions

on activities that have traditionally been part of farming. To be successful,

farmers need flexibility to respond to changes. As flexibility is lost through

tightened regulations and as the required procedures become more compli-

cated, the ability to farm successfully is reduced.

Transportation corridors. Transportation corridors are a mixed blessing.

Often the construction of better roads allows more efficient movement of

equipment, reduces conflicts with motorists, and allows better access to

markets. However, if roads are not designed with the agricultural commu-

nity in mind, conflicts can increase. Slow-moving equipment conflicts with

fast-moving commuter traffic. The type of roads constructed are not con-

ducive to moving agricultural equipment. Transportation corridors may

sever properties and result in land going out of production.

Development tends to follow infrastructure, so the future viability of an
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area for agriculture is put at risk by new corridors and services. As with other

development, because of the lack of constraints, the most costeffective devel-

opment locations are often the best agricultural land. The impact of the Queen

Elizabeth Way on the tender fruit lands is an obvious example of the negative

impact that a transportation corridor can have on an agricultural resource.

Where does agriculture fit in relation to competing demands for land?

Agricultural land is a limited resource that, once lost, cannot be replaced.

Therefore the obvious response to this issue is that protection of agricultural

land should have highest priority. Ontario has a good agricultural resource base

supported by a sufficient supply of water, a world-class work force, modern

technology, environmental controls, and an infrastructure to manage the prod-

uct. This resource should be protected through coordinated actions by all three

levels of government.

A healthy agricultural industry and the ability to feed the local population

should be a priority. The food produced in Ontario is of the highest quality,

grown by a sophisticated work force under controls that are transparent and in

the public interest. It would be shortsighted to let this industry decline and rely

on imported food supplies that may not be of the same quality and are not

within the control of Canadians. The land upon which the industry is based

must be protected and the conditions to support the industry must be in place.

This is the responsibility of both provincial and municipal governments.

To protect agriculture, it is not enough to just protect the land. The farming

community needs to have some certainty that it can continue to operate under

a clear and consistent set of rules, protected from conflict, and with a reason-

able return for the product it produces. Unfortunately, neither the federal nor

the provincial government has a clearly articulated agricultural policy. There

needs to be a public debate about agriculture and decisions need to be made

about the future of the industry. If we want to maintain the ability to produce

our own food, we must create the environment in which it can happen.

Preservation of agriculture requires federal and provincial support for farmers

as well as for farms.

Protecting the land is one element of this debate. You can build a house almost

anywhere; you cannot grow a peach anywhere. As part of the creation of fed-

eral or provincial policy on agriculture, there needs to be a review of what is

grown where, what can be grown where, how much needs to be grown to sat-
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isfy the population’s needs, and what strategy is required to achieve stated

goals. Once this information is available, it needs to be evaluated in reference

to competing uses. Until these steps have been taken, controls need to be in

place to ensure that if and when the debate does occur, there is still a resource

to manage.

Is there a place for agriculture in an urbanizing area?

Although numerous conflicts can arise between agriculture and nonagricultur-

al development, there are also many benefits to co-existence. These benefits

exist on a number of levels. There is an environmental benefit to having agri-

cultural land use close to urban development. For example, over a full growing

season, an average hectare of corn in Ontario removes 22 tonnes of carbon

dioxide from the air. 6 The fencerows and woodlots maintained as part of farm

operations act as wildlife corridors and habitats for many species. Without

farmland, the linkages that species need to survive in urbanizing areas would

not exist. Loss of birds and animals would have a significant negative effect on

the quality of life in urban areas.

The trend in the GTA has been to replace traditional crops with specialty crops

that require, and are required by, an urban market. Time-sensitive products

such as herbs need to be grown close to their markets. Both producer and con-

sumer benefit from "just-in-time" delivery. Having a productive, viable agri-

cultural industry nearby allows urban residents to enjoy the benefits of a plen-

tiful, nutritional food supply geared to urban tastes. Growth opens markets and

stimulates demand for product. The farmers in the Central Ontario Zone have

shown great flexibility in responding to these markets. For example, about

90% of the Asian vegetables produced in Ontario are produced in the Holland

Marsh.

Pick-your-own businesses and agriculturally-related tourism can be very suc-

cessful around urban areas. The customers are not so much consumers of prod-

uct as they are consumers of experience. They want the opportunity to drive to

the country and understand where food comes from and how it is produced.

The role of the agricultural community as a part of the rural landscape is an

important benefit to an urban region. It is a part of the broader open space sys-

tem that provides a more tranquil environment as well as education about agri-

culture to urban residents.
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Linkages between agriculture and urban living are growing. There is a growing

trend in the restaurant business to feature local produce. Restaurant owners

establish relationships with farmers that benefit both parties and allow con-

sumers access to fresh local products.

Not only does the urban population benefit from the existence of a strong agri-

cultural community, the agricultural community can also benefit from proxim-

ity to urban areas; access to services and research facilities in urban areas

enhances farmers’ ability to operate; access to large and sophisticated markets

helps stabilize production; access to transportation services is critical to reach-

ing markets; and access to services such as gas and hydro support operations

such as greenhouses. What is needed is a way to balance conflicts to allow both

groups to take advantage of the benefits.

How can agriculture be protected from growth pressure?

The most effective way to protect agriculture from growth pressures is to

ensure that the industry is healthy, that a good living can be made from agri-

culture, and that the land base is secure. The first two requirements must be

addressed through economic policy, the marketplace, and the efficiency of the

farmer. Techniques to address the third requirement include:

• legislation to protect farmland;

• definition and enforcement of growth boundaries;

• legislation protecting agriculture (i.e., the Farming and Food Protection

Act);

• voluntary area designation programs;

• long-term leases of agricultural land;

• clear, consistent planning policies with sufficient flexibility to allow the

industry to evolve;

• conservation easements;

• property tax assessment based on productive value; and

• land stewardship programs. 7
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Ontario does have strong policies to manage growth. There is a tradition of

managing growth and establishing firm growth boundaries. However the poli-

cies in the PPS allow redesignation of prime agricultural lands for "expansion

of an urban area" if there are "no reasonable alternatives that avoid prime agri-

cultural land." This weakens the growth boundaries in the long term, more

quickly in the rapidly growing municipalities in the Central zone. Growth is

seen as inevitable and these policies encourage incremental growth as develop-

ment creeps out from the edges of established urban areas.

Planning policies that promote compact urban form in specific nonagricultural

areas with non-negotiable growth boundaries can be effective in protecting

agricultural land. These policies must be long term and consistently upheld to

reduce pressure on agricultural land. Rather than implementing policies that

address expansion of all urban areas as inevitable, where there is prime land,

the boundary should be firm and growth directed elsewhere.

Ontario has little experience with programs that involve the purchase of devel-

opment rights. This is in part because of the underlying principles upon which

any property laws are based. In the United States, where the principle of pri-

vate property rights is firmly established, many such programs have been imple-

mented. However there are Canadian examplesof programs to protect agricul-

tural land in Quebec, British Columbia andAlberta. Study of these programs

may provide some direction on effectivetools. A study currently being conduct-

ed by Guelph University on thistype should assist in identifying reasonable pro-

tection mechanisms.

What are the implications of protecting agricultural land?

There are many positive implications to protecting agricultural land.

• Transportation costs, both economic and environmental, are reduced when

agricultural products are produced near markets.

• Produce is fresher when it reaches the consumer.

• A secure food supply is maintained.

• Agriculturally related leisure pursuits for the urban population can be

offered within a reasonable distance of urban areas.

• Agricultural lands provide green space and natural landscape.
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• Crops remove carbon monoxide from the air.

• Prohibiting urban growth on green fields encourages development of

brownfields.

• Application of biosolids to farmland can benefit society by providing an

economic way of disposing of urban waste while providing the farmer with

inexpensive nutrients. (However, the debate over biosolids is increasingly

heated. Controls must be transparent and comprehensive so the public has

confidence in the science used to measure and mitigate risk.)

There are also negative implications of protecting agricultural land:

• By protecting specific significant agricultural lands, new urban develop-

ment is diverted to other locations, which may not be contiguous to exist-

ing urban areas.

• If servicing infrastructure exists in prime areas, restricting development

may not allow optimal use of the infrastructure, unless it can be adapted to

agricultural needs.

• Some municipalities may be restricted in the extent of new urban develop-

ment that can occur if there is significant agricultural land within their

boundaries.

• Costs for development may increase on more difficult terrain (e.g., on Class

5 to 7 CLI lands), since the limitations to agricultural productivity also

provide limitations to ease of construction for new urban development.

What are the major barriers to a healthy agricultural industry?

Agriculture was "newsworthy" in Canada in 2002. The drought in western

Canada brought to the fore the uncertainty and difficulties associated with agri-

culture. In addition to natural constraints, the agricultural industry in Canada

and more particularly in the Central Ontario Zone faces a number of manmade

barriers.

A federal policy vacuum.. Lack of a clear statement from the federal govern-

ment on the importance of agriculture to the Canadian economy, and a com-

mitment to developing a "level playing field" with respect to agriculture in

other countries creates uncertainty for Canadian farmers.

Time will tell whether this will be addressed through the ongoing
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federal/provincial initiative Agricultural Policy Framework, the purpose of

which is to develop a comprehensive agricultural policy. In the meantime, sub-

sidies for agriculture in other countries skew the marketplace, making foreign

products cheaper than Canadian products. Free trade policies were designed to

address these inequities but often seem ineffective.

Canadians enjoy some of the cheapest food in the world. The burden of this

cheap food policy is often disproportionately borne by the producers. While the

input costs to farming rise, prices fall. Because of subsidies in other countries,

there is limited opportunity to increase the prices of agricultural products.

The ambiguities of the Provincial Policy Statement. Like the federal govern-

ment, the province does not have a clearly articulated policy on agriculture,

notwithstanding the Provincial Policy Statement. The PPS is implemented on a

municipality-by-municipality basis, with little consideration of its implications

on a broader regional basis. The PPS is often used as a tool to justify urban

expansion, rather than as a tool for preservation of high-quality agricultural

land and directing growth to other locations.

The lack of federal and provincial commitment to the protection and enhance-

ment of the agricultural industry (farmers and farms), compounded by the tra-

ditional farming "risks" of weather and markets, makes farming an uncertain

business.

Lack of awareness of agriculture’s importance. Many Canadians today do not

understand where their food comes from. The fact that Canada is a world

leader in agriculture, producing safe food using environmentally sound tech-

niques, is not common knowledge. When faced with the choice of buying

cheaper produce which may not have been subject to the same controls as

Canadian produce, consumers often lack the knowledge required to make an

informed choice.

Lack of clear policies on new technology. For agriculture to evolve, adaptation

to new technology is essential. This requires a public debate over issues such as

genetically modified food. New technology is being implemented globally, with

far -reaching consequences. Canada must decide where it stands with respect to

evolving technology and then support the agricultural community in providing

accessible, accurate information upon which reasonable, healthy food choices

can be based.

The aging of the farm population. The average age of farmers continues to

increase. Many members of the next generation are not entering the industry.
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This has significant implications. Farming is a tremendously sophisticated and

complicated industry and success is in large part related to knowledge that

comes with experience. When a farm is handed on to the next generation, it is

not just the land that is handed on. The knowledge gained from working with

the previous generation is also handed on. There is no point in protecting the

land base if there is no younger generation of skilled operators to continue

farming.

Decline of agricultural infrastructure. As the agricultural infrastructure in the

urban fringe continues to decline, the availability of services from farm equip-

ment to veterinary services continues to decline making it more difficult and

expensive to farm.

Competition for land. As competing and conflicting land uses push into the

agricultural community, it is more difficult to farm using standard farm prac-

tices. More time is spent dealing with complaints about farm practices. Right

to Farm legislation has helped this situation, but not eradicated the problems.

Separation of uses would be more effective in addressing conflicts.

Financial barriers to new operations. The high cost of getting into farming is a

major obstacle for new operators. Farm equipment, quota, property, and live-

stock are all expensive, and once a farm operator goes out of production, few

can afford to get back in.

An inequitable tax system. The existing property tax system is uneven and

inequitable when applied to agricultural land. Although there may be a pre-

ferred rate for agricultural land, the farmer still pays at the residential rate for

his residence. The balance of the land is subject to property tax at a reduced

rate. Because of this, the attitude of municipal politicians is often that agricul-

tural land is a burden. However, studies confirm that, because of the minimal

requirement for services generated by farmland, the taxes paid on agricultural

land generate a positive tax return, while residential properties often generate

a negative return.

An inequitable assessment system. Inequities due to the assessment base also

have a negative impact on agricultural land in developing areas. With market-

based assessment, the value assigned to an acre of land in the area surrounding

Toronto is higher than an acre of land in the outer ring. Farmers in the GTA

are subject to a greater tax burden than similar operators in the outer ring. This

introduces an obvious disadvantage to the farmer in the GTA who must com-

pete for the same market with farmers who benefit from a lower assessment

base. Value-added activities allow a farmer to increase his income and can be
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the difference between a marginal income and a reasonable living. If the build-

ings associated with value added are taxed at an industrial rate, despite being

for agricultural purposes, this can jeopardize the financial success of the oper-

ation.

Development practices. Developers take advantage of agricultural tax rates to

reduce the cost of holding land pending development approval. Land that is

close to developed areas is often purchased and then rented back to a farmer

for the short term so it qualifies for the agricultural tax rate. The farmer is

reluctant to make improvements to the land or spend money maintaining it for

a short-term lease. The land deteriorates, adding justification to the argument

that it is not viable. This process allows developers to hold land at a low cost

with reduced taxes and realize a large profit when conversion to another use is

approved.

Onerous legal requirements. The legislative controls on agriculture are signifi-

cant and are increasing. Each new requirement imposed on a farmer creates a

new demand for time, skills, and paperwork that adds to an already heavy

load.

Reduced levels of support. Research funding and government agencies that tra-

ditionally assisted the farmers are being cut. Research facilities that were locat-

ed in agricultur al areas are increasingly being centralized.

Farming is essentially a small business that is becoming increasingly complex.

Research and bureaucratic support that is readily available at the local level is

essential to its success.

What is required to sustain a healthy agricultural industry?

Three principal, related ingredients are required to maintain a healthy agricul-

tural industry:

1. maintaining the significant agricultural land base with a support infra-

structure;

2. providing security for agricultural activities and reducing uncertainty,  con-

flicts, and risk for the farming community;

3. providing a mechanism for the long-term succession of farm properties to
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encourage the next generation to enter the industry.

A number of other items have a bearing on a healthy industry. 

The public needs to be educated about the role of agriculture in the region – its

extent, its opportunities, the value it adds to quality of life and the implications

related to its potential loss. 

Clearly articulated federal and provincial agricultural policies will provide cer-

tainty to the farming community. Knowledgeable bureaucrats to assist with leg-

islative requirements and a commitment to research will move the industry for-

ward. The province should consider revisions to the property tax system to sup-

port agriculture.

Commitment to the merits of preserving the significant agricultural land base

and developing the mechanisms to support the industry is required at all polit-

ical levels. Planning policies that allow farmers to respond to changing markets

while protecting the land base and managing conflicting uses are required. A

property tax system that is based on productive value should be implemented.

This should be accompanied by reasonable tax policies that support the bona

fide farmer and do not punish innovation.

Long-term financial security for the farming industry is critical to ensuring that

new people continue to move into farming and ensuring that pressure is taken

off farmers to sell their farms for non-agricultural uses.

How long should agricultural land be protected?

The nature of the agricultural land base in the Central Ontario Zon combined

with some of the best climate, water supply, and growing season in Canada,

justifies long-term protection of the resource. The argument can be made that

as productivity continues to increase, the area required to produce is reduced.

This is partially true. However the population is growing, so there will be ris-

ing demand for products, which in turn requires more land. The land base must

be carefully managed to ensure it is available as needed for future generations.

What trends will affect agriculture in the next three decades?

This is a difficult question to tackle. The key trends at the present time are both

external and internal. 
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International competition. External trends point to ongoing agricultural subsi-

dies in many parts of the world, which, unless countervailing subsidies are pro-

vided in Canada, result in disincentives for productive farming operations.

Emerging markets may bring about major shifts in production of certain prod-

ucts and affect the viability of growing such products locally. For example

China is rapidly becoming a world leader in the production of pears and apples,

which has implications for the Ontario fruit industry. 

Balanced against that is an international crisis with water. At a lecture entitled

Water Pollution and Environment given at Guelph University in 2000 the fol-

lowing comments were made:

The problem is that much of this groundwater use is not sustainable. Again

we didn’t realize the extent to which we were moving into an unsustainable

situation until the last 5 or 10 years, on this large scale. If you look at any

of the major agricultural regions in the world that currently depend on irri-

gation, and depend on groundwater for that irrigation, you find that farm-

ers are pumping more water out than nature is putting back in. As a result

water tables are dropping steadily beneath the land. Farmers are having to

pump ever deeper to get the water out. This is the case in the Punjab of

India, which is a major source of rice and wheat for India. It’s also the case

in China’s north plain, which supports 40% of China’s grain production,

and it’s the case in much of the Western United States. The Ogalalla

Aquifer is essentially a non-renewable type resource. If you pump water

out, very little is going in, particularly in the portion that underlies Texas.

The California Central Valley provides half of all the fruits and vegetables

that we eat in the United States, but heavy overpumping of groundwater is

required to produce these fruits and vegetables. You see this problem of

hydrologic deficit financing in North Africa, the Middle East, and any-

where you look. It’s essentially drawing water down today to meet food

needs today, and basically taking away some of tomorrow’s supply. It is a

big red flag for food security. Given the best data I could find, I’ve esti-

mated that as much as 5 to 10% of our food supply today depends on this

unsustainable use of groundwater. This means that 5 to 10% of the world’s

food supply isn’t really that reliable over the long term, because you can’t

overpump groundwater indefinitely. 8
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Canada and the Central Ontario Zone have an accessible, sustainable supply of

water. With climate change and the lack of sustainable water supplies in other

parts of the world, maintaining a strong agricultural base where there are the

resources for it to continue in the long term, seems prudent.

Scale of operation. Trends related to the scale of operation are changing. Farm

operators are running larger farm operations, operations that may be separat-

ed from each other by significant distances. This trend allows for economies of

scale in the use of equipment, but creates fragmented operations that are more

diffic ult to manage and supervise. Services such as custom work become less

accessible as fragmentation grows.

Farming on rented land. The increasing trend to rental land in the zone is of

concern. Renting land is a disincentive to making the capital investments

required to improve and maintain the land. Short-term leases discourage farm-

ers from making the significant investments of time and money required to

properly maintain land or to cultivate crops that take longer to come into pro-

duction.

Legislative requirements. Lack of understanding about farm management prac-

tices, and perceptions of environmental problems at the farm can generate a

complicated legislative response. This in turn increases the cost and complexi-

ty of farming and can accelerate retirements or decisions to leave farming. The

Nutrient Management Act, for example, is extremely onerous for small opera-

tors. The agricultural community is concerned that its implementation will ren-

der small livestock operations uneconomic.

Aging of the work force. The rising age of farmers and the lack of incentive for

the next generation to enter the industry is a concern. While fewer are doing

more on larger parcels, there still needs to be a work force to carry on.

Conclusions

Agriculture is an integral part of smart growth. The ability to feed one’s own

population is critical to the independence of any state. Ontario is blessed with

resources that have facilitated the development of a worldclass agricultural

industry that provides safe, nutritious, and reliable food. The ability to feed the

local population from local sources should not be underestimated.

Perhaps because of its long-term presence in the study area, agriculture tends to

be taken for granted. Many people expect that it will continue in perpetuity and
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that as it is pushed out of one area by urban expansion, it will relocate in

another area that is less subject to growth pressure. This assumption is false.

Agriculture is a diverse industry with very specific locational connections.

Certain crops can only be grown in specific locations where the combination of

a variety of factors including soil, moisture, temperature, and topography is

right. When such areas are lost to agriculture, the ability to produce the crops

that require that particular combination of factors is also lost. The public needs

to understand that agricultural land is a nonrenewable resource requiring

appropriate management techniques. Before allowing land to go out of pro-

duction, decision makers must consider the implications of that decision and

evaluate it in terms of the long-term loss to Ontario.

Preserving the quality of life is perhaps the most fundamental goal of smart

growth. A healthy agricultural industry close to urban areas contributes to the

quality of life in ways that should not be underestimated. This contribution can

be evaluated in terms of:

• the national security value of being able to provide a secure and nutritious

food supply;

• the economic value of a world-class industry run by experienced and

knowledgeable operators;

• the social value of providing products in response to the demands of a

changing ethnic population seeking alternative foods;

• the recreational value of being able to travel to pick-your-own operations

and spend time in a rural setting;

• the  direct environmental value of improvements to the quality of the envi-

ronment;

• indirect environmental value in the preservation of green space, habitat,

and wildlife corridors;

• public health value in maintaining control over the food supply and the

ability to regulate how it is grown and what techniques are used to grow

it; and

• historic value, in that agriculture is part of the history of the settlement of

Ontario.

Benefits such as these all need to be considered during the development of a
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smart growth strategy.

The challenge of the smart growth initiative will be to establish an environment

that will allow the continued existence of a healthy agricultural industry.

Competing demands for land will have to be balanced against the benefits of

maintaining a healthy agricultural base. To date, the Ontario government has

supported a policy that nominally protects agricultural land. However, when

faced with demands for urban expansion, growth has usually taken precedence.

This trend is eating away at the resource. Hard decisions must be made about

what will be protected, where it will be protected, how it will be protected, and

whether a healthy agricultural industry is a government priority.

This will not be an easy task; forecasting is never easy. The agricultural indus-

try has advanced greatly in the past few decades. What was not possible 20

years ago is now routine. Crops that were unheard-of are now common, grow-

ing seasons can be extended, land that had little value 20 years ago is now some

of the most profitable land in production. Agricultural policies must be flexible

enough to accommodate further changes. The basic building blocks, including

land and work force, must be preserved and allowed to respond to advances in

technology. When an opportunity arises, the land and personnel must be there

to seize on it.

For the agricultural community, uncertainty is a major issue. Farmers are used

to dealing with uncertainty related to weather, they expect it and are prepared

for it. What they do not expect and cannot deal with is ongoing economic

uncertainty, uncertainty related to the legislative context within which they

must work, uncertainty about land use controls or environmental regulations.

The pervasive pessimism among even the most successful farmers needs to be

addressed. The average age of farmers is rising and the pessimistic attitude dis-

courages the younger generation from entering the sector.

Regulation of this sector is often rigid. Traditionally, issues have been com-

partmentalized and dealt with individually. This is the antithesis of what a suc-

cessful farm operation requires, where issues are inter-related and need to be

considered together. Rigid regulations that are slow to change preclude the flex-

ibility the industry needs to be successful. To preserve agriculture, it is not

enough to preserve the land; society must also preserve the farmer. For this to

happen, farmers must operate in an environment where they are certain of the

rules and can respond quickly to changing local, national, and international

markets.

The Smart Growth panel has a difficult job. To respond to the mandate of
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"steering growth pressures away from significant agricultural lands", a strate-

gy that is both rigorous and flexible is required. Rigour will be required to

withstand the considerable pressures on agricultural land and the agricultural

community. Flexibility is needed to provide an environment in which farmers

can operate successfully.

Recommendations

The Smart Growth panel should promote the protection of a strong agricultur-

al industry in the Central Ontario Zone. To do so, the panel should call for the

strengthening of provincial policy to support agriculture. The policy should:

• define prime land and prime areas rigorously;

• prohibit urban development in prime areas and direct development to areas

of low capability land;

• promote a nodal form of development with compact communities and firm

growth boundaries;

• create a flexible property tax policy to provide incentives for bona fide

agricultural operations and disincentives to land speculation;

• enforce Right to Farm legislation rigorously;

• recognize the positive contribution agriculture can make to quality of life

in an urban areas;

• protect the service infrastructure for agriculture;

• plan infrastructure to minimize adverse impacts on agriculture and struc-

ture services to respond to the requirements of agriculture; and

• design regulations and planning controls to allow farmers flexibility in

operation.

To achieve this the following recommended actions could be considered. The

policies are grouped according to an appropriate implementation time frame

and in reference to the process under which implementation could be achieved.

Long term Comprehensive Provincial Policy

Recommendation #1: The province should articulate an agricultural policy

that endorses protection of prime agricultural resources.
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Policy should be developed to articulate the provincial commitment to agri-

culture as a land use, an economic activity, an environmental benefit and a

social imperative.

Commitment to protecting prime resources extends beyond the protection

of prime land. It incorporates those services and resources that contribute

to the success of agriculture. It promotes protection of contiguous areas to

prevent fragmentation and "nibbling away" at the resource.

Elements of an agricultural policy exist in the PPS, in legislation such as the

Right to Farm, and in positions taken on issues such as nutrient manage-

ment, environmental management plans, and management of water

resources. All these elements need to be drawn together, and a comprehen-

sive policy articulated that lays out how the province will support the agri-

cultural industry. This policy should be based on the position that high-

quality agricultural land is a non-renewable, limited resource that deserves

the same level of ongoing protection as natural heritage features and aggre-

gate reserves. It should go beyond just the protection of land and articulate

how the province will support the agricultural industry as a whole.

Short term Recommendations to Manage Agricultural Land to be Implemented

through Revisions to the Provincial Policy Statement.

Recommendation #2: The definition of prime land should be expanded.

The CLI should continue to be the basis of the definition, but it should be

expanded to include the other factors that contribute to production capac-

ity. This has been done effectively in a number of municipalities where an

evaluation of local conditions has been used to expand designations. The

LEAR program developed by OMAF is an excellent process that incorpo-

rates consideration of local conditions including land quality, climate, serv-

ice infrastructure, proximity to market, and critical mass of operations.

Other measures such as the Agroclimatic Resource Index should be

applied. The consistency in the definition across the province is critical.

Recommendation #3: This expanded definition should form the base for

more rigorous protection of prime land. Protection should be achieved

through tightening of the PPS to:

Protection should be achieved through tightening of the PPS to:

• prohibit urban development in prime areas, without exception;

• prohibit expansion onto prime land;
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• designate new growth nodes in areas away from prime agricultural land;

• impose separations from agricultural areas, not from specific uses, to 

allow flexibility for agricultural operations; and

• incorporate Right to Farm policies.

Recommendation #4: The expanded definition should be the basis for the

creation of agricultural reserves or protection areas that are identified and

treated as natural constraints and given the same level of protection afford-

ed to resources such as aggregate reserves, significant wetlands, and other

natural features.

As areas are evaluated, prime areas should be mapped and protected. This

process can be done through the Official Plans at the municipal level.

Elements of this mapping already exist in the Official Plans in effect in the

zone. This mapping can be used as the starting point, then strengthened

and enhanced through application of the more detailed evaluation process.

As mapping is produced and refined, provincial level resource maps can be

developed.

These areas need to be identified within the broader regional context, not

just at the local municipal level. The relative value of the land specifically

and in the context of surrounding uses should be addressed. Areas need to

be of a size that justifies maintaining the infrastructure required to serve the

agricultural community. Provisions must be made to allow development of

services, uses, and value-added activities related to farming.

Recommendation #5: The environmental value of agricultural land (for

example, as carbon sinks, wildlife corridors, or protected woodlots) should

be reflected in policy. 

The current approach in the PPS that recognizes agriculture as having supe-

rior rights in natural heritage areas should be continued.

Short term Recommendations to Manage Growth - to be Implemented through

Revisions to the Provincial Policy Statement.

Recommendation #6: Any smart growth strategy should promote a nodal

form of growth with compact communities and strongly defined growth

boundaries. 

In the medium to long term, growth should be directed to communities

outside prime agricultural areas. Opportunities exist in the Central Ontario
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Zone to direct new growth away from prime agricultural areas. These can

be identified now using only the CLI definition of prime land. As the defi-

nition is expanded, other areas will be identified. Communities outside

prime areas should be designated as growth centres, and regional growth

principles should address overall increased densities of development, high-

er density development around specific transit/transportation nodes, and

the development of "satellite" communities. A nodal growth pattern

should be established that focuses growth on lands with lower productive

values in areas where expansion can occur away from prime land and

prime areas.

Protecting agricultural land will lead to a different regional structure from

that which would occur if urban expansion continued in its present pat-

tern. A more nodal community development pattern should replace the

incremental growth that has been occurring in the Central Ontario Zone.

Provincial commitment is required to direct growth (both population and

employment) to areas outside the prime agricultural protection areas.

Recommendation #7: Existing Official Plans should be reviewed to deter-

mine how much growth can be accommodated within existing designated

areas and where growth should go.. 

A report recently completed by IBI Group predicts that approximately

1,069 square kilometres of land will be consumed by urban development

in the zone over the next 30 years. Of this area, 92% or 987 sq km of it is

prime land; 69% or 733 sq km is Class 1 land. Given that the loss of pro-

ductive land affects a much larger area than just the specific site, this level

of loss is unacceptable. If the practice of allowing development on prime

land continues, the resource will soon be gone. In a province with large

amounts of land that are unsuitable for agriculture, policy should rigor-

ously protect what little agricultural land there is. Development should be

directed to non-productive areas. Existing policies should be reviewed and

amended to achieve this.

Recommendation # 8: The impact on agriculture of decisions related to the

expansion of infrastructure should be addressed.

Highway and service corridors attract development because of improved

service levels. Establishing infrastructure in prime agricultur al areas results

in the degradation of the resource. Corridors should be directed to areas of

lower productivity that can accommodate nodal growth. When infrastruc-

ture is designed, provision should be made for appropriate construction to
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facilitate use by the agricultural industry.

The Province Should Make a Long term Commitment to Education and

Research and Development Support for Agriculture.

Recommendation #9: Ongoing research on the special characteristics of

many farm products and specialty farm areas should be undertaken, to:

• refine identification of the significant areas;

• determine their tolerance to urban encroachment (or 

their ability to coexist); and

• establish their ultimate level of protection.

Specialty farm areas need to be identified within the broader regional con-

text and not just at the local municipal level. They need to be large enough

to maintain the infrastructure required to serve the agricultural communi-

ty. Provisions must be made to allow development of services and value-

added activities related to farming. Non-farm uses will continue to exist in

agricultural areas. This is not necessarily a bad thing if the uses are rural in

nature and local residents understand the reality of agricultural life. To

achieve this, Right to Farm regulations must be comprehensive and rigor-

ously implemented. Massive change or redevelopment should not be per-

mitted in agricultural areas. 

Recommendation #10: Research should be ongoing to identify and support

opportunities for the farm community to continue to make a good living

from farming.

This goal can be achieved through implementation of property tax and

planning programs that recognize value-added activities as part of agricul-

ture, provision of services (irrigation/transportation facilities) geared to

agriculture, streamlining of approvals and regulations and generally allow-

ing farmers flexibility in the ability to respond to the market.

Recommendation #11: Employment programs that promote agriculture

and accommodate the handing down of skills and knowledge should be

implemented.

Farming is a tremendously sophisticated industry. The level of skill

required to operate a successful farm is extraordinary. These skills have tra-

ditionally been transferred over time as the younger generation takes over.

Recently, the economic uncertainty and pressures affecting agriculture have
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resulted in fewer farmers entering the profession. If this continues, as older

farmers retire, the lifetime of learning they have acquired will be lost and

will not be replaced.

Recommendation #12: Consumer education and education of urban-based

elected representatives (at the local, provincial, and federal levels) should

be part of any smart growth strategy for agriculture.

There is a huge amount of misinformation and misunderstanding about

agriculture. Urban residents need to understand agriculture, appreciate it,

and live in harmony with it. Consumers need to be educated about the

value and quality of home -grown products, so a "Buy Canadian" response

becomes automatic. If the resource is valued and understood by the popu-

lation as a whole, there will be a stronger commitment to support it.

Canadians are now an urban-based community. Understanding of agricul-

ture, its contribution to quality of life and importance as a component of

the economic self sufficiency is no longer there. Education programs at all

levels need to address this lack of understanding. 

Property Tax Reform at the Provincial Level

Recommendation #13: Tax policies should create an equitable environ-

ment for agricultural land.

Land should be assessed on the basis of productive value, not market sales.

Where land is being held for speculation and rented for agricultural use in

the interim, any benefit derived from the agricultural tax should be taxed

back if the land changes use. Flexible tax policies that ease the burden on

farmers should be implemented. Value-added operations should be treated

as bona fide agricultural uses and taxed accordingly. Assessment should be

based on ability to generate income or production value. The information

required to do this is accessible through the provincial crop insurance data

and it could be done at the municipal level

Cooperate with the Federal Government

Recommendation #14: The province should actively participate in the fed-

eral initiative to develop an Agricultural Policy Framework.

Participation in this initiative should be proactive to encourage broadening

the pillars that make up the Agricultural Policy Framework. While the five

established pillars are excellent they are narrowly based. They should be

broadened to include acknowledgement of the environmental and social
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benefits that agriculture provides in urban areas.

Recommendation #15: The federal government should establish an agri-

cultural policy to address the economic uncertainties plaguing agriculture.

Federal and provincial policies to promote local product and mitigate the

impact of foreign subsides should be considered.

Summary

Development pressures are intense in the Central Zone and many in the agri-

cultural community are experiencing difficult times. None of the objectives

identified in this paper will be easy to achieve and not all are achievable

through Smart Growth. However elements of all of them need to be addressed

in a Smart Growth strategy. Canada’s agricultural industry is one of the best in

the world, supported by good land, abundant water and an educated, advanced

work force. Agricultural contribution to our health, environment, quality of

life, and economy is immeasurable. We owe it to ourselves and to future gen-

erations to manage this resource so it will flourish.
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