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Policy Brief:        
Role of Local Government in Promoting Farmlands and 
Farm Viability  

The focus of this Policy Discussion Paper is to explore the role that local government (both local and 
regional levels) has in food system planning. An awareness of the food system—or the interlinked network 
of processes, actors, resources, and policy and regulatory tools required to produce, process, distribute, 
access, consume, and dispose of food—and its connection to other urban, rural and peri-urban systems 
(such as land, housing, transportation, parks and recreation, etc.) is a critical aspect of our region’s 
planning needs.  
 
The Challenge    
 
Growing food for local consumption is a priority for 
residents, however a necessary element, farmland, is 
disappearing and becoming inaccessible to farmers due to 
the high price of land caused by population growth and 
urban development pressures in the CRD.  While 
important and progressive, current public policy and land 
use planning tools are proving inadequate to address this 
challenge. In addition, we lack significant infrastructure that 
can ensure that the region’s smaller size farms can store, 
process and market their goods competitively.  Residents need to be able to better understand the value of 
local food systems, and become literate in how they can support, access, and utilize local foods.  CR-FAIR 
challenges local government in the CRD to incorporate better food system planning into their efforts.  

Context  
In the last three decades the population of the CRD has more than doubled, and is expected to increase by 
another 30% in the next three decades.  This has led to significant development pressure on the region’s 
farmland.  As a result of this development pressure, farmland in the region currently sells for $70,000 to 
$100,000 an acre, a market value which is equivalent to land used for residential and industrial uses. Farm 
businesses can rarely provide adequate returns to justify this investment. As a result, new farmers struggle 
to enter the industry, and the region’s stock of farmland is gradually being lost to other non-agricultural 

The Proposal: 

For local government to recognize the role and the benefits local food systems have in the 
sustainability of communities, regions, and the globe. As Kent Mullinex (Kwantlen Polytech 
University) states: 

“Local governments can enhance and support local-scale, human-intensive, 
environmentally sound agri-food systems that can have direct and positive impacts on 
local and regional economies, protect and preserve farmland against urban sprawl, and 

promote increased food production, distribution and consumption self-reliance.” 

 

“Local governments can enhance and support local-scale, human-intensive, 
environmentally sound agri-food systems that can have direct and positive impacts on 
local and regional economies, protect and preserve farmland against urban sprawl, and 

promote increased food production, distribution and consumption self-reliance.1” 
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uses. Most farms in the CRD are small to medium 
sized with 53% of farms under 10 acres, 43% are 
between 10 and 129 acres and less than 5% over 
this size.  In total, local farms generate over $50 
million in gross farm receipts.  729 farms made less 
than $10,000 and 151 farms made from $10,000 to 
$24,999 in total gross farm receipts. 
 
While there is variability for self-sufficiency levels for 
different food products, across the board it is 
estimated that we currently produce less than 5% of 
our regional food supply. Even if every acre in the 
ALR was in food production, we would have the 
ability to produce approximately 10% of our food for 
regional residents.  

The primary tool for farmland conservation in the CRD 
remains the provincially mandated and managed 
Agriculture Land Reserve (7% of land in the CRD is in 
the ALR).  Over the last 15 years we have seen many 
regional and local initiatives that demonstrate a shift in 
planning and policy by local governments related to 
farmland conservation and the encouragement of 
agricultural production.   These are positive steps. In 
addition to access to farmland, other major challenges 
face the viability of the agriculture sector. The majority 
of farms in the region are small and we lack 
infrastructure for storage, processing and marketing in 

the region.  Creating appropriate scale infrastructure could greatly benefit the viability and increase sector 
capacity. 

 

 
Why Food System Planning is Getting on the Agenda  
 
There has been a sense that the food system isn't broken, so 
why fix it; this thinking is shifting as we grasp how significant food 
is in relationship to the physical, economic, natural, social and 
health dimensions of our communities locally, regionally and 
globally.  With increased public pressure; champions from within 
and outside government; and sustainability related legislation 
that obligates local governments to change their planning 

When something is not 
formulated as a problem - as 
housing or transportation is - 
or if it is not perceived to be a 

crisis, it is less visible  
(Pothukuchi and Kaufman 1999) 

 

Supporting a resilient and reliable local food economy through planning, policy and 
action is an emerging integral role for local governments in the Capital Region. 

 

The great majority of our farmers are 
reaching retirement age, we have lost 
vital storage, distribution and 
processing infrastructure due to 
attrition and the price of farmland 
currently equals the price of residential 
lots.  The next generation of farmers is 
finding it incredibly difficult to get 
started and survive. 
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practices (particularly in the case of climate change) - food systems planning is taking hold. 

British Columbia’s, Ministry of Agriculture and Lands (MAL) recognizes the important role that local 
governments can play in agriculture and food systems development, as shown by the development of the 
‘Strengthening Farming Program’ dedicated to supporting local governments to plan for agriculture and 
provide special tools and supports to undertake this role. They see the role of local governments in the 
following way: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Municipally Supported and Enabled Agriculture – MESA. 
 
Emerging from this relatively new look at urban and peri-urban based planning approaches for local 
governments is a concept coined Municipally Supported and Enabled Agriculture, or MESA. 
 
MESA examples in the CRD: 

• The District of Saanich purchased Haliburton Farm and leases the land to the Haliburton 
Community Organic Farm Society to manage. 

• The District of Saanich purchased Panama Flats in 2011, a floodplain that has been farmed for 
over 100 years. Public consultation on long term plans and food security goals will begin soon. 

• The City of Victoria is partnering with two neighbourhoods on a Community Orchard Pilot Program 
and a community centre-based Kitchen Garden Pilot. 

• The District of Central Saanich designated Newman Farm as a Heritage Farm and Park and is 
currently leasing it to a local NGO, ‘The 
Farmlands Trust’ to develop it as a 
productive heritage farm. 

• The City of Langford has amended its 
‘Affordable Housing, Parks and Amenity 
Contribution Policy’ to require a 
developer to pay $600, $800 or $1500 
per residential unit and $500 per 
3000sqft into an Agricultural Land 
Reserve Acquisition Fund as a 
condition of density bonusing at the 
time of rezoning 

• The Capital Regional District is 
currently developing a Food Strategy as 
a cornerstone policy of the Regional 
Sustainability Strategy. 

 
 
 

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS HAVE A PIVOTAL, ROLE TO PLAY IN SECURING THE 
AGRICULTURAL LAND BASE, ENHANCING AGRICULTURAL AWARENESS, 

CREATING A POSITIVE REGULATORY CLIMATE WITHIN WHICH FARMING CAN 
FLOURISH AND HELPING TO ENSURE AGRICULTURE CONTINUES MAKING AN 

IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTION TO LOCAL ECONOMIES. 
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Local Government Jurisdiction 
 
Agriculture is a shared federal-provincial jurisdiction, while First Nations land is subject to unique 
governance and planning processes. In BC, the Province delegates certain land use powers affecting 
agriculture to local governments, primarily through the Local Government Act and the Agricultural Land 
Commission Act and Regulations.  Key provincial and local legislation affecting land use, agriculture and 
the food system are outlined in the Discussion Paper associated with this Brief, along with the types of 
tools that local government can use to support agriculture and food systems.  
 
 

 

 

 

The ‘Next Steps’ identified in this Policy Discussion Paper are for Local Governments to try the 
following: 
 
1. Ensure your OCP has a chapter or section on food/agriculture 

 
2. Put your ‘food/agriculture’ lens on when reviewing policy and/or making land use decisions that will 

impact (positively and negatively) the local food system and food security within your jurisdiction. Can 
you connect food/agriculture with other local government functions such as housing and transportation, 
parks?  

 
3. Educate yourself on food system planning through: workshops that the Planning Institute of BC or 

Ministry of Agriculture and Lands puts on; familiarizing yourself with resources such as the recently 
released American Planning Association’s Guide entitled, “Planning for Food Access and the 
Community-Based Food System”; and by attending a Peninsula Agriculture Commission meeting or a 
local Agriculture Advisory Commission meeting.  

 
4. Support current and future coordination, communication and collaboration efforts via existing bodies 

such as the Peninsula Agriculture Commission or CRFAIR or develop a or a Regional Food Policy 
Council or Advisory.   

 
5. Consider the development of a  cross-appointed, intergovernmental food systems planning staff 

position or  an intergovernmental food systems working group, or cross-pollinating working groups to 
bring ideas together 

 
6. Adopt local food purchasing policies 
 
7. Inventory available public lands for food growing potential: are these lands appropriate for community 

gardens, incubator farms, Ag parks, food hubs, or for long-term leases to farmers? 
   
8. Advocate and support food and agriculture planning and policymaking in other levels of government, 

including the support for a Regional Food Strategy and the development of a regional agriculture 
legacy or development fund 

 
 
9. Budget and Action – look to planning documents within your jurisdiction that detail action items to 

improve the food system. Can this be included in the next Corporate plan and budget discussion? Can 

NEXT STEPS 
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action be taken and who else needs to be on board to make things happen?  How do meeting food 
system targets also help reach targets for climate action, social well-being and economic development? 

 
10. Balance aspirational goals with measurable goals to enable monitoring and evaluation over time. 
 

What you can do: 
• Get involved in the CRD Regional Sustainability Strategy public consultations and public meetings 

related to food and agriculture in your municipality  
• Send your questions, thoughts and comments to regional and local government staff or CR-FAIR 
• Subscribe to CR-FAIR’s newsletter at http://www.communitycouncil.ca/initiatives/crfair/index.html 

 
To contact the CRD, your municipality or electoral area visit: http://www.crd.bc.ca/about/members.htm 
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