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Furor erupts over farmlands and free
speech

By Robert Freeman - Chilliwack Progress - April 16, 2008
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“It happens all the time, but always using science to do it,” he said in an
interview with The Progress.

Rugg said in light of events at the BCIA’s annual general meeting
Friday, he will recommend the council re-instate a misconduct charge
against the agrologist and take the issue to a public hearing.

“l don’t think council has any option now but issue a notification against
the member and go to the public hearing,” he said.

He said details of the misconduct charge were not released before
because the member had agreed to undertake remedial action and
withdraw the letter that sparked the complaint.

All that changed when the names of both the member and the
complainant were made public at the AGM.

“Obviously it's out in the public now,” Rugg said. “It's probably all going
to have to come out.”

The so-called muzzling is being cited as an example of the further
weakening of the province’s agricultural land reserve to political and
development pressures.

The ALC recently launched a review of removal approvals made for
Chilliwack lands owned by MLA John Les, who resigned his post as
B.C. Solicitor General due to a police investigation of his land deals
when he was the Chilliwack mayor.

Harold Steves, an agrologist and a Richmond City Councillor who
helped pen the 1973 act that created the land reserve, said as long as
regional panels are appointed by the government “they can be
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influenced, if they want to keep their job.

He said the Agricultural Land Commission Act was written because
municipal councils “were vulnerable to pressures from developers,” but
now regional panels have been created to approve land-removal
applications, thwarting the original intent of the act to keep
decision-makers at arms-length from political influence.

Agrologist Richard Bocking agreed the old ALC structure was “better
than the regional panels.”

“The idea that we should so easily allow land to come out of the land
reserve - as is happening under the regional organization of the ALC -
doesn’t seem to be in the provincial interest,” he said.

Local community interests are taking “pride of place” over the broader
provincial interest at the regional panels, he said, and “local
governments are inevitably influenced by local development forces.”

And restricting professional agrologists from taking a public stand
against removing farmland for development when food production is
becoming a world-wide concern is “unacceptable,” he said.

“We're thinking about these issues all the time,” Bocking said. “Society
has the right to know what we’re thinking about these things.”

He said the province’s proposed Gateway project will “pave over
hundreds of hectares of Lower Mainland farmland to build freeways
and container sorting yards ... that must be balanced against food
production capacity.”

“To me, it's not a contest,” he said. “Food production must come first.”

Agrologist Wendy Holm, a past BCIC president, said she was
“astounded” that an agrologist who publicly opposed a development
could be charged with professional misconduct by another agrologist -
who was working for the developer.

Holm said 65 of the 111 applications made to remove farmland from the
ALR in the Lower Mainland were approved last year, an “astounding”
60 percent approval rate. On Vancouver Island the removal rate was
even higher - 68 percent or 48 of the 71 applications made.
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