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Preface

The loss of prime agricultural land around major urban
centres has become increasingly a topic of public discussion.
Because much of the best land borders Canada's fastest growing
cities, growth of these centres has often occurred at the
expense of farming; farms have been taken out of production and
the land paved over for dwellings. Urban areas also exert a
great influence on land some distance from their immediate

boundaries.

This publication is based on the Canada Land Inventory
(CLI) and shows the relationship between Canada's major cities
and the nation's best agricultural land. This is one of a
series of publications produced by the Lands Directorate that
present data on the quality of the land resource as it relates to
important social and economic factors of Canadian life. Through
better knowledge of the land resource and the factors that
affect its use, better stewardship of this important resource

for all Canadians can be realized.

R.J. McCormack
Director General
Lands Directorate



AGRICULTURAL LAND AND URBAN CENTRES

The loss of Canada's best farmland due to urban
encroachment has received considerable attention from
agricultural organizations, academics, and politicians in recent
years. This controversy has been characterized by a lack of
data and a lack of appreciation of the substantial indirect
impacts that urban centres have on their surrounding rural
areas. This paper presents some new data on the location of
Canada's agricultural land with respect to urban centres, and
indicates the implications of this juxtaposition for the use of

farmland.



Canada's Agricultural Land

Canada has a total area of over 3.5 million square
miles, or 2.3 billion acres. However, only 11% or .4 million
square miles, is capable of any form of agricultural use
including rough grazing. The rest of Canada is unsuited to any
agricultural use at all because of adverse climatic or soil
conditions. Even some of the potentially arable land is
unsuited for practical reasons because it is fragmented or
occurs in remote areas (Map 1). To quote Kenneth Hare
"Canadians should perhaps wonder how nature managed to put so
little of use into an area so 1arge“.l In fact, less than one
half of one percent of Canada's land area has no significant
limitations for agricultural production (see Table 1).

Canada's agricultural land is concentrated in the
southern parts of the nation; only scattered pockets are found
in more northerly regions. Because of climatic and soil
differences, the best land in southern Ontario will produce a
much wider range of crops (including soy beans, soft fruits,
grain corn, vegetables and tobacco) than will the best land of
the Prairie Provinces which is generally limited to oilseeds,
root crops and grains. The distribution of land between
provinces according to the Canada Land Inventory (CLI)

agricultural capability classes is shown in Table 2.

1 Hare, F.K., "Canada", in Warkentin, J., Canada: A Geographi-
cal Interpretation, Toronto, Methuen, 1968, p.7/.




Agricultural Land and Urban Centres

Much has been said about the impact of urbanization on
agriculture, but to date few facts have been available to permit
a dispassionate analysis of the potential and actual influence
of urban centres on Canada's quality agricultural land. If one
sets a map locating the best agricultural land of Canada
alongside one showing its major population concentrations, it
becomes obvious that the two occupy the same areas of the
nation. This is not surprising, since many of Canada's urban
centres owe their origins to the high quality of the
agricultural land that provided them with the resource base

necessary for their growth.

In order to explore the relationship between urban
areas and high quality agricultural land, the Lands Directorate
of the Department of Fisheries and the Environment recently
undertook an analytical exercise to determine the quality of
land surrouding urban centres. The Canada Geographic
Information System and the Canada Land Inventory were used to
generate factual data on land capability within concentric
circles focused on Canada's census metropolitan areas, as
designated by Statistics Canada. Nineteen census metropolitan

areas were included for the purpose of this paper.2 The

Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) are designated by

Statistics Canada as those urban areas over 100,000
population. Twenty-two such CMAs have been designated. Data
from three CMAs - St. John's, Vancouver and Victoria - were
not available; however, their omission does not significantly
affect the figures.



program that was created permits the selection of various sizes
of circles centered on any census metropolitan area. Any
combination of these can be used to calculate the value of such
varilables as agricultural land capability, present land use,
recreation capability, and other spatial data sets. The first
run of this program has produced the data presented in Table 3,
which documents agricultural land capability within a 50-mile
radius of 19 CMAs. Map 2 indicates the location of these
50-mile circles and their size in relation to the areas of
Canada.

The most significant aspect of the results of this
analysis 1is the discovery that 53.5% of Canada's Class 1, or
best agricultural land, is located within a 50-mile radius of
CMAs. This area also contains 28.6% of Canada's Class 2 land and
nearly 20% of its Class 3 land.

The fact that in 1971, 44% of the total value of
Canadian agricultural production was derived from land that lies
within 50 miles of the 19 analyzed CMAs, indicates the importance
of these limited areas to the Canadian economy.3 That there
should be some relationship between agriculture and settlement
is not surprising in the light of Canada's history, but that the
relationship should be so strong in a country widely supposed to
have resources for agriculture is of considerable importance.

It is therefore apparent that the significance of urban centres
for Canadian agriculture far exceeds the relatively small size

of the area they occupy.

3 If the remaining 3 CMAs are added, the total is 46.8% for all
22 CMAs.



Urban-Dominated Agricultural Areas

Whether one chooses to call the urban-dominated
regions the "urban fringe" or the "urban shadow", one can
document a wide range of urban-generated influences that affect
agriculturalists and through them the capability of the farm-
land to continue to supply agricultural produce.4 Recent
improvements in transportation and changes in life style of
urban-employed individuals have brought considerable pressures
to bear on land within easy access of urban centres.
Commutersheds extend for 50 miles around nearly all census
metropolitan areas and for even greater distances around the
larger ones. The demand for "urban" residences in rural areas
has therefore increased. Desires of urbanites for recreation
have produced a demand for hobby farms, golf courses, and
vacation homes, all of which require extensive land areas.

The growing demand for land for a variety of urban-
oriented purposes has tended to raise prices for land within the
urban shadow to reflect urban values, instead of the value
derived from agricultural capability. Direct results of this
phenomenon have been abandoned farms, land left idle under
speculation, and serious difficulties for those who have

continued to farm.

4 "Urban fringe" is used here to designate the area of direct
urban impact on rural land; "urban shadow" is used to
describe the zone of indirect influence, which is much more
extensive.



The Urban-Shadow Farmer

Farmers within the urban shadow are the focus of many
pressures that are generated by non-agricultural demands for
land. Rising land prices do not always force farmers to sell or
convert their land to non-agricultural uses, but they must
nevertheless often react to urban pressures. The opportunity
cost of the capital invested in their land may become so high
that on a strictly economic basis it can actually cost them to
continue to farm the land. By merely selling and investing the
money received for the property, some farmers could receive
higher incomes by collecting interest on invested capital than
by labouring on their farms.

Faced with the situation where farmland has become
valued for urban uses, farmers may react in two ways: 1) sell
and invest the capital elsewhere, or 2) intensify agriculture on
the farm unit. If the land is good and there appears to be a
market for the produce of intensified agricultural production,
the impact of the urban pressures for some farms may result in
greater farm investment and more productive agriculture.

Because of the current prices and profit uncertainty for farm
produce however, it is far easier for many farmers to sell and
live off the investment. Particularly for older farmers, this
may be the only alternative as they may not be on the farm to
reap the results of long-term investment and their sons may not
be interested in farm life. Many farmers who are not prepared
to retire completely may reduce the intensity of use of their
units and become part-time farmers who turn to additional, often

urban, employment.



There are few people who have enough capital to both
purchase the land and develop it as a farm. In addition, many
people see no future for urban-fringe farming and therefore
cannot justify the investment except as a speculative one. For
a variety of reasons therefore, good land may no longer be used
for productive agriculture within the zone of urban influence.

Taxation practices also have a role to play in
alienating land from agricultural use. Moreover, it is often
through property taxes that farmers are made aware of the new
value of their farmland. In some cases, the cost of taxes on
land valued for its urban potential may be in excess of the
returns to be made from the farming unit. The practice of
assessing property with respect to potential or surrounding use,
or with respect to market value as opposed to assessment for
actual use and actual productivity, can augment the pressures to
convert farmland to other uses.

On the inner edge of the farming area, the urban
fringe, the pressures on farmers are more intense. Immediate
windfall profits can often be made by direct sale of farmland to
builders, through subdivision, or piece-meal sale by the farmer
himself. Adjacent farmers who may not have zoning permission to
subdivide or sell are also substantially influenced by the
proximity of urban uses. Due to pressure by urhanites, local
ordinances that restrict such farming practices as the keeping
of "smelly" or noisy animals, manure spreading, and farm

vehicle use of roads, are often put into effect.



Restrictions such as these may force farmers who are unable to
subdivide to abandon farmland on the fringe of urban areas.
Often, they are able to sell to speculators who are willing to
hold the land in anticipation of future zoning changes. Vacant
land on the immediate periphery of urban areas is a result of

this phenomenon.



The Alienation and Reclamation of Farmland

The direct expansion of urban areas in the form of
suburbs, roads, and industry can be said to permanently alienate
land from agriculture, but other urban pressures tend to remove
land from agricultural production on a more temporary basis.
Around many centres, land held by speculators exceeds the
projected potential growth of the centres.5 This land may
well become available in future for further agricultural use.
Activities such as hobby-farming, part-time farming, or
recreational use of land do not permanently impair agricultural
potential since the physical capability generally remains intact.
Nonetheless, substantial barriers to future reclamation for
agricultural production do exist. Subdivision results in
fragmentation of land holdings making it more difficult to
reassemble economically viable agricultural properties, or to
expand remaining farm units because of the high non-agricultural
value of such properties. Disuse or misuse of land may result
in physical or chemical damage to soils; a common example is
soil erosion due to lack of maintenance. Substantial
rehabilitation costs will be incurred if lands degraded in this

manner are ever restored to agricultural production.

i

5 Chung, J.H., Land Market and Land Speculation, Report to CMHC,
Montreal, 1969.
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Perhaps more important than the damage to the land
itself is the loss of physical and human infrastructures from
farming areas. As farmland is removed from production, storage
facilities and farm-oriented marketing facilities are forced out
of business and substantial investment is required for their
return. Farming skills are also lost. The reclamation of farm-
land is therefore extremely expensive and this cost is reflected
in the cost of foodstuffs in the marketplace. The immediate
costs of appropriate planning legislation to maintain land in

viable agricultural production are probably significantly less.
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Conclusion

Much of the farmland being converted is not required
to satisfy Canada's immediate food needs, either for domestic
use or for export. Projections indicate however, that within
fifty years, much of Canada's farmland will be required simply
to serve her domestic needs.6 Loss of the best farmland will
require either its replacement by poorer land, which will
involve higher costs, or a growing dependence upon imports,
which will affect the balance of payments. As long as imported
foodstuffs are available, this is not a serious problem.
However, as the world population continues to grow, security of
supply may become increasingly important; movements towards,
rather than away from self-sufficiency are indicated. We must
therefore manage our land not only in the interests of short-
term private profitability but also with a view to Canada's
future resource requirements and the maintenance of an adequate

standard of living for all Canadians.

6 National Land Budget, Lands Directorate. Projections indicate
under several probable future scenarios a supply/demand
problem for high quality farmland within fifty years.
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