
SEARCH THE TYEE

 

Go

HOME

BOOKS

ENTERTAINMENT

LIFE

MUSIC PICKS

MEDIACHECK

NEWS

PHOTO ESSAY

PODCASTS

SPORTS

TODAY'S BIG STORY

VIDEO

VIEWS

RESOURCES
TYEE SERIES
BC BLOGS

COLUMNS
Steve Burgess
Murray Dobbin
Terry Glavin
Mark Leiren-Young
Rafe Mair
Will McMartin
Vanessa Richmond
Shannon Rupp
Dorothy Woodend

Federal 2006
Election Archive

Get the Tyee RSS

What is RSS?

Agrologist Holm: 'Grave
injustice.'

'We're Being Muzzled' Say Top
Farmland Scientists
Nine senior a grologis ts  prote st way
ALR de cis ions  are made.

By Andrew MacLeod
Published: October 30, 2008

TheTyee.ca

Some of B.C.'s top farm scientists charge they

are being "slapped down" for speaking against

agricultural land being paved.

A group of nine senior agrologists are writing to

their colleagues to protest how the body that regulates their profession

censured a member who urged a mayor and council to use caution when

removing land from the Agricultural Land Reserve.

"It's muzzling," said Wendy Holm, a member of the group and a past president

of the B.C. Institute of Agrology. "There are agrologists standing up for the

public interest with the preservation of the Agricultural Land Reserve and

they're being slapped down."

The decision, made last year, has left many agrologists wondering what they

can and can't say in public about farmland being converted to housing

developments. It comes at a time when there is heavy pressure to remove land

from the ALR, especially in the more populated southern regions of the

province.

And while some agrologists make a very good living providing the opinions that

allow land to be removed from the 35-year-old reserve, others are fighting what

they see as the silencing of a colleague. "It can be cast as a dispute between

professionals, but it's way beyond that," said Holm.

The agrologists signing the letter are Holm, Ron Bertrand, Richard Bocking,

Larry Bomford, Art Bomke, Arthur Hadland, Niels Holbek, Gary Runka and

Dave Sands. Three of them are past presidents of the BCIA. Seven have been

named Agrologist of the Year. On average they've been BCIA members for 35

years.
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"These are the lions of the profession, if you will," said Holm. "We are not

prepared to let this go. That's what being a professional is all about."

ADVERTISEMENT

The disciplining was a "grave injustice," they wrote. "We feel the nature of this

injustice has overarching and extremely negative implications for

professionalism, community interests and public policy, [so] we are not

prepared to step back from this matter until it is resolved."

The seed of an offence

The complaint stems from the disciplining last year of Susan Ames, an

agrologist who wrote to Delta Mayor Lois Jackson and the city's council

regarding a proposed withdrawal of land from the ALR. In a two-page letter

dated July 26, 2007, Ames wrote about the planned redevelopment of the

Tsawwassen Golf and Country Club, urging Jackson and the council to use

caution making their zoning decision.

At the time, Ames was the president of the BCIA, though she did not identify

herself as such. She wrote as a soils specialist and agrologist with 20 years

experience, who the Tsawwassen Homeowners Association had asked to look

at two soil reports being presented for the area.

"It is reported in both soil reports, that the construction of the current golf course

has apparently degraded at least some of the land for agricultural use such that

it has been deemed as having little or no suitability for agricultural use," she

wrote. "It seems that based on this apparent degradation for agricultural use,

there is a request to exclude a part of it for a housing development and to

compensate for the loss of golf course land to housing, the plan is to convert

more land within the ALR into more golf course land."

Allowing farmland to be turned into golf courses and golf courses to be turned

into housing would send a clear message to developers, she said: "That land

within the ALR can be excluded for residential development. This would

encourage speculation and put further pressure on the ALR."

She suggested the best use of the land would be to continue using it as a golf

course since "damage to much of its agricultural potential has apparently

already been done, at least to a part of it, according to both reports."

She did not contradict the soil reports her colleagues had submitted, but she did
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suggest the mayor and council should be careful in how they interpreted what

they were told.

A complaint takes root

One of the agrologists working for the developer complained to the BCIA, and

the organization's conduct and discipline committee investigated.

The committee does not publicly report on its findings, at least not naming

disciplined members, but in a February 2008 BCIA newsletter, both the

president who replaced Ames, Keith Duhaime, and the chair of the conduct and

discipline committee, Bob Holtby, wrote about what they described as a fall

2007 complaint.

The committee's decision establishes when an agrologist can offer an opinion,

Holtby wrote. "In short, an agrologist may not offer an opinion unless he or she

has done the work or the work has been completed under his or her direct

supervision."

Duhaime wrote that "our first duty is to carry out a critical review of the scientific

evidence before offering up an opinion."

"It is all too easy to let passion get ahead of reason," he added. "As a

self-regulating profession entrusted with the public interest, we must also be

prepared to challenge our fellow professionals when this happens."

The ruling misinterprets how the BCIA's code of ethics was intended, according

to a summary of Richard Bocking's remarks to the Institute's 2008 AGM. "Our

province and our world are faced with pressing issues, with food, agriculture,

and water among the most serious," wrote Bocking, a member of the

organization for 44 years. "The public has a right to expect agrologists to offer

considered opinions that are based on their education, experience, and

knowledge of the issues involved.

"To suggest that an agrologist cannot offer an opinion on the validity of

protecting agricultural land, for instance, without actually taking soil samples on

a particular plot is ludicrous."

Bitter fruit

While the public loses the chance to hear the thinking of agrologists like Ames,

the ruling allows the agrologists who offer reports that help land owners and

developers remove land from the ALR to do their work without fear of being

publicly contradicted by a colleague.

As it happens, the chair of the conduct and discipline committee himself, Bob

Holtby, has provided the opinions that have helped get several parcels of land

removed from the ALR.

Holm said, "I think it is fair to say that Bob Holtby... has apparently himself been

associated with more than a dozen ALR withdrawal applications in recent

years."

Reached by phone, Holtby said the BCIA's bylaws don't allow him to talk about

the Ames ruling, or even to confirm whether or not she was disciplined.

Speaking in general, he said when agrologists disagree with a colleague's work,
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the bylaws say they should first approach the person who did the work to

discuss their differences. "Your professional designation does not allow you to

say anything you want to say," he said. When someone criticizes, they can

affect not just a colleague's reputation, but also some large projects, he added.

"The dollars on the table are immense."

'The expertise I bring is farming': Holtby

Holtby can, however, talk more freely about his own work.

"Don't tell me I'm giving anybody a friendly report," he said. "I've been doing this

a long time and I've been fairly careful."

He often gets called to look at land that really should be in the ALR, he said. "If

there's nothing I can write to help them out, they don't do the project... If I can't

write something that's useful to them, I let them buy me a coffee."

He has been involved in bringing land into the reserve in the past, he said, as

well as bringing land out. "I won't deny that I have from time to time been

involved in exclusions, you know, but my commentary on the exclusions still

starts with the soil," he said.

But Holm points out that Holtby is writing those reports despite not being a soil

specialist.

His member listing on the BCIA's website says his expertise is in accounting,

finance, business management and management land use.

"The expertise I bring is farming," he said. "I don't look at these things from a

technical soils perspective. I look at it from the perspective of what you would

use the soils for farming."

Most of his work involves looking at the Canada Land Inventory maps to see if

they reflect what the land is actually like, he said. "What I'm trying to do is get a

sense why the decision for inclusion or exclusion was made." In most cases the

maps are accurate, he said, but in some cases they are not.

He does not do soil classification work, he said, but added that it is a factor in

making recommendations. "You look at the soils, you look at the land, and then

you stand back and look in a more holistic view and say, 'What would I do with

this?'"

He added, "In a lot of these cases you come into a subjective judgment. That

judgment, that's what I exercise."

'Defending the turf' of some who back developers?

But if decisions have such a strong subjective side, shouldn't a council like

Delta's also have the opportunity to consider an opinion like Ames', offered as

another way of looking at the same set of undisputed facts?

Again without talking about the specific case, Holtby allowed the bylaws have

some problems, but said, "If you're going to comment on a subject property, in

my view, you should go look at the property."

Holm, however, said it's telling that the complaint about Ames was made by an

agrologist working for the developer. "It's defending the turf of a handful of
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agrologists who make a sizeable chunk of their income getting land out of the

ALR," she said in an e-mail. "I think the ruling protects this lucrative turf by

stopping agrologists from stepping forward in the public interest by

intimidation... and by trying to establish this as a new precedent."*

That precedent comes at a time when unprecedented amounts of land are

coming out of the ALR. Since 2003, when the province created six regional

decision making bodies to replace one province-wide commission, there's been

a net loss of 10,000 acres from the ALR in the four regions with the most

development pressure: the Island, South Coast, Okanagan and Kootenay,

according to Holm's analysis.

During the same period, about 7,200 acres have gone into the ALR, but it has

been in the Interior and North regions, areas where the landscape and climate

are not nearly as good for farming. The pattern suggests there is much more at

play than just fine-tuning the ALR to make sure the land in it has good soil for

farming, she said.

"You can't take land out of the reserve for economic reasons," she said.

Protecting farmland is important for many reasons, she added. "We're talking

about food security, food safety and food miles."

Agrologists need to be free to speak their minds, she said, and defend the ALR.

*The article above was changed on Thursday, Oct. 30, to reflect Holms's intent. -- Tyee Editor.

Related Tyee stories:

In Tsawwassen, a Cow for the Killing
When saving farmland and forging treaties conflict, sacred blood is spilled.

How to Safeguard BC's Farmland
Fixing the Agricultural Land Reserve will take vision and spine.

Les's Land Dealings
Former Chilliwack mayor sold strata lots after becoming MLA.

Andrew MacLeod is The Tyee's Legislative Bureau Chief in Victoria. You can
reach him here.
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jimmy_laroux 1 week ago

wendy holm 1 week ago

Jeffrey J. 1 week ago

Great article!

The slow (getting faster?) death of the ALR is an issue that deserves far
more attention than it gets.

Suggest as offensive

Apology to Mr. Bob Holtby P.Ag.

I publicly apologize to Mr. Holtby for the comment attributed to me in the
above that speculates with respect to motivation. It was sent as part of a
text message within the context of a deep backgrounding conversation with
The Tyee and was not intended by me as public comment.  

It's tone expressed the frustration I have felt as an Agrologist working with
colleagues trying to resolve this issue since last spring who have yet to
receive an answer from BCIA Council (except through their lawyer).    

It is true that the Agrologist charged was clearly stepping forward in the
public interest. It is true that the steps taken against her were certainly
intimidating. It is true that Mr. Holtby did express in writing in the BCIA
February 2008 newsletter that his ruling would now set precedence. But it
was not my intent to publicly speculate with respect to Mr. Holtby's
motivation, and for this I apologize. This apology is offered without
prejudice.

Wendy Holm, P.Ag.

THE ARTICLE ABOVE WAS CHANGED ON THURSDAY, OCTOBER
30,TO REFLECT HOLMS'S INTENT -- TYEE EDITOR

Suggest as offensive

Tail Wags the Dog: Developers

Great, great article and coverage of a critical issue in BC. In times of past,
this would be on page one or two of the Vancouver Sun, sparking public
policy debate among BC's public. But that was then and this is now. Which
is exactly why we have the TYEE and other independent media.

The ALR is an excellent public policy process, being dismantled by the
Campbell neocon regime. Lets hope we can preserve it.

Suggest as offensive

I'm Familiar With The Land In Question...
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Luke Skywalker 1 week ago

alda 1 week ago

Quote:

Tsawwassen Homeowners Association

Simply put, they have been around for about 20 years and don't want any
more people to live in Tsawwassen, ie. no more development. They're the
best of the NIMBY crowd.

Quote:

...planned redevelopment of the Tsawwassen Golf and
Country Club ...a proposed withdrawal of land from the
ALR.

Quote:

"It is reported in both soil reports, that the construction
of the current golf course has apparently degraded at
least some of the land for agricultural use such that it
has been deemed as having little or no suitability for
agricultural use," she wrote.

A little background on that piece of property. During the late 1980's the
Vander Zalm Socreds amended the ALR to permit golf courses as "an
allowable use" upon ALR lands, which was later rescinded by the Harcourt
NDP.

Accordingly, circa, 1989, the Tsawwassen Golf Course planned an
expansion to their golf course. And what did they do???

For a long period of time, hundreds if not thousands (??) of dump trucks
continually roared down 52nd Street and deposited useless fill on the
subject ALR lands (Class 1 soils).

They continued until that useless garbage fill increased the height of the
land by between 10 - 15 feet.

The likely thing anyone can grow on that property now are weeds. It has
been sitting there as an eyesore ever since.

Anybody who wants to buy that property to farm... go for it!

Suggest as offensive

Is this surprising?

The problem here -- other than that we have governments who see only
money as the game's end -- is that whistleblowers always end up twisting
in the wind, alone. The same happened to Dr. Connor who was muzzled for
calling the cancer problems in Fort Chip (I didn't read a letter from a single
doctor in the province of Alberta who bothered writing to our major
newspaper in his support), whistleblowers in the food inspection
department, whistleblowers complaining about how the govt. allowed some
600+ new toxic pesticides to be imported on food into Canada or are
instituting laws that will kill off small homeopathic and herbal remedy
companies, the list goes on and on.

When are Canadians ever going to remember that saying, " I stood up for
no one and when it came time to stand up for me, no one came"?

The so-called "educated" professionals are the most to blame, as they
should -- by noblesse oblige -- know better, and yet too often they stand by,
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NicS 1 week ago

watching (or ignoring) in complete, ignorant, or more likely fearful, silence
when other professions are calling out for support on these injustices - not
realizing that some day those very injustices will come home to haunt
THEM or their children. And I highly doubt people in numbers will come to
the defense of the good experts in this article, either. But then again, I
might ask those experts, genuinely, if they've written letters to media and
govt. or joined groups to support other types of injustices as well,
themselves. (I'm not judging that they haven't, perhaps they have, I'm just
asking....) It should be tit for tat support.

Lack of unity and outrage by the public on all of these kinds of issues is a
huge underlying problem that allows cannabalistic and greedy companies
to ram through their agendi with the govt. People from all professions need
to start speaking up publically - join Sierra Club or the Council of
Canadians. Strength in numbers.
When will it happen? Only when they're under great and DIRE stress,
themselves, EN MASSE.

Suggest as offensive

Good Article & Alda-Great Comment

First they allow Golf Courses on ALR land, then they say the land has been
ruined for further agricultural use by the golf courses. Just so that some
developer can enrich himself and his supporters.

It reminds me of the situation when engineers, who were tunneling
specialists, tryed to oppose the Eagleridge project in West Van. A politician
who supported the project stated that a tunnel would cost more than just
cutting thru the side of the mountain. The engineers said that without
accessing (an exit off ramp)the 2 billion dollars worth of prime residential
sites above HWY 99, a tunnel was the cheapest method of building the
Eagleridge bypass route. Of course, if the gov't didn't pay for the existing
exit to the above lands, then the developer would have had to pay the
millions for the access to their lands. In the end the engineers were
privately threatened with never being able to work in this province again if
they brought this matter to the public's attention.

Its all about greed!

Suggest as offensive
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Martin 1 week ago

margot 1 week ago

Abolish the ALR

Preserving farmland is often a good idea, but local governments should be
able to make exclusive decisions about land use -- not provincial
bureaucrats. Abolish the ALR process and let local municipal councils
decide.

Suggest as offensive

a flood of Wendy Holms

Great piece, Andrew MacLeod.

Van Isle said "If there was a flood of such like people, then maybe, just
maybe, the mass-media can't ignore it anymore."

Imagine a flood of Wendy Holms. We could fix everything! She is a
treasure.

Suggest as offensive

The discussion for this story is closed. No more comments can be
added.
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