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Oral Presentation to CEAA/EAO Joint Review Panel Site C Clean Energy Project 
Environmental Assessment – Fort St John January 14, 2014 

(For further reference, see accompanying written submission dated January 14, 2014) 

Presented by Joan Sawicki, Stuie, B.C. 

 

 My name is Joan Sawicki.  I live in Stuie, BC, just east of Bella Coola.  I am here 
today as a private citizen, not as a representative of any organization. 

 Given developments since my December written submission, I have tabled an 
amended submission, which I will now summarize.   

 As with the previous two speakers, I do not believe, in its present form, the EIS 
provides the Panel with a clear or accurate picture of the agricultural impacts of the 
proposed Project – or the significance of those impacts.  

 I will begin by citing a few examples of why I have come to this conclusion.     

 I will then position this proposed Project within the BC context of the Agricultural 
Land Commission Act (ALCA) and the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR). 

 I will conclude with my plea to the Joint Panel on why I believe all this matters.  

 In terms of my background and experience, I worked for the Land Commission 
during its first seven years.  

 Thereafter, my husband, Gary Runka, and I established our own consulting firm, 
Land Sense Ltd., working across a broad range of land and water use planning 
issues - including several environmental assessment processes.    

 During the 1990’s, as a member of the provincial legislature, I served as Minister of 
Environment Lands and Parks, with responsibility for the Environmental Assessment 
Office.   

 

A. AGRICULTURAL IMPACTS OF THE PROPOSED PROJECT AND THE 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THOSE IMPACTS  

 When I first read Volume 3 Section 20 of this Project EIS, I was incredulous that the 
Proponent could reach the conclusion that residual effects on agriculture were “Not 
Significant”.  

 Upon further research, however, it became clear to me that the reason they were 
able to reach that conclusion was because of the way they assessed the land, the 
way they assessed the impacts and the assumptions they made on mitigation and 
compensation.  

 

The Way they Assessed the Land 

 I know many other presenters have stressed the Class 1 climate for agriculture that 
exists in the Peace River Valley (PRV) and that it is unique in the northern two-thirds 
of BC. I don’t believe this point can be overemphasized.  
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 There are a couple of ways this Class 1 climate for agriculture affects the 
assessment of lands that will be lost to this proposed Project. Land capability for 
agriculture ratings are not the whole story.   

 For example, given both the Class 1 climate and the excellent soils, even Class 5 
lands in the PRV have a productivity bonus over Class 5 forage lands elsewhere. 
This is not taken into account in the EIS. 

 The microclimate most clearly manifests itself in crop suitability, however. As you 
have heard many times, certain crops can be grown within the PRV that are not able 
to be grown on similar capability class units on the adjacent uplands. The Proponent 
did not carry out a crop suitability assessment. Table 20.6 is merely a generic list of 
the relative range of crops that can be grown within climate capability classes.   

 The failure of the EIS to assess the land in the context of the unique Valley 
microclimate directly translates to underestimating the significance of the residual 
effects of the Project on agriculture.  

 

The Way they Assessed the Impacts and the Significance of those Impacts 

 The EIS focuses almost entirely on potential effects upon individual farm operations. 
I believe this underestimates impact in several ways. I cite three examples. 

1. Apart from the reservoir, the preliminary impact lines have the greatest potential 
to affect agriculture, both present and future.  We are talking about 9600 hectares 
here!   Other than citing some building restrictions, there is no analysis of the 
impact upon potential future farm operations in terms of reduced cropping 
opportunities or increased management costs or risks.   

2. Notwithstanding the CEAA definition of cumulative effects as focused on potential 
overlaps with other current or reasonably foreseeable projects, surely, there has 
to be some assessment of the cumulative effects of the Project itself, both within 
agriculture and considering all Valued Component impacts together. Neither of 
these aspects of ‘cumulative effect’ is dealt with in the EIS. 

3. Regardless of location, ‘agriculture’ is a vital thread in the social fabric of resilient, 
sustainable regional communities. Amazingly, within EIS Volume 4, - where one 
would expect this linkage to be made – neither the words “agricultural community” 
nor “farm community” appear.   

 To demonstrate my concerns with EIS assessment of the significance of the 
agricultural impacts, regrettably, I need to delve into the numbers.  I say ‘regrettably’ 
because it is like entering a corn maze that has no successful exit. Every attempt to 
follow the pathways eventually leads to a dead end.  

 Taken together, the tables in Volume 3 Section 20 SHOULD present a clear picture 
of agricultural impacts and their significance, especially related to those lands that 
will be lost and those lands that will remain.  Instead, these tables are at best 
confusing; at worst, misleading 

 For example, I refer the Panel to Table 20.17. This table expresses hectares of land 
lost due to this proposed Project by capability class (using unimproved ratings) as a 
percentage of similar class land in the Peace River Valley, Peace Agriculture Region 
and the Province, respectively.  
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 A BC Hydro Agriculture Technical Memo of June 2013 reprints this original table 
(albeit with an introduced error) but also introduces a second table, showing 
improved ratings for Class 1-5 lands across all comparables.  

 I do not want to rattle off the changing numbers in the 5 versions of this comparative 
table BC Hydro has now produced to date. That analysis is contained within my 
accompanying written submission.  

 Suffice to say that the latest version of this table, contained within a BC Hydro 
rebuttal document of December 2013 and labelled as Table 2, presents completely 
changed numbers for Class 1-3 lands, across the whole comparative spectrum.  

 To my knowledge, these changed numbers have not been factored back into the 
other key tables presented in Volume 3 Section 20.  

 However, my concerns with this table go beyond the changing numbers.   

 Firstly, the validity of the comparisons is questionable, given that a) improved ratings 
have been miraculously extrapolated from maps showing only unimproved ratings; b) 
comparative data was extracted from mapping carried out during different eras, at 
various scales, using evolving classifications and with variable levels of reliability; 
and c) the table compares Class 2-5 units across the Province as if all of those units 
were also in a Class 1 climate for agriculture – which is clearly not the case.  

 Secondly, the December 2013 Table 2 indicates a land loss due to this Project that 
comprises 20% of PRV Class 1-3 lands. Contrary to the overall EIS conclusion 
related to residual agricultural effects, surely this cannot be considered an 
insignificant loss.  How can a 20% loss of anything be considered ‘Not Significant’?  

 And, finally, the bottom line conclusion of Table 2 – that lands lost to this Project 
would comprise a mere 2.1% of all provincial Class 1 lands; 0.4% of all Class 2 lands 
and 0.0% of all Class 3 lands entirely misses the point. In total, only 1% of the land 
area of the Province has Class 1 to 3 land capability for agriculture.  Now, THAT is 
the point.    

 

Assumptions Related to Mitigation and Compensation 

 Inclusion of lands into the ALR is an important aspect of the proposed compensation 
package – because it allows the Proponent to arrive at the conclusion that the 
residual effect of the proposed Project upon agriculture is “Not Significant.”  

 Notwithstanding that I reject the concept of ALR inclusion qualifying as 
compensation, I nonetheless tried to find these candidate lands.  

 Table 20.23 in Volume 3 Section 20 suggests that, with this Project, there would be 
9778 ha (24,151 ac.) of high utility (Class 1-3) agricultural lands remaining upstream 
and downstream of the proposed dam – of which 1356 ha (3349 ac.) are apparently 
currently outside the ALR. 

 Using the Proponent’s own criteria and agriculture capability maps of the Valley with 
ALR overlay, I could only find a total of 546 ha (1349 ac.) of Class 1-3 lands outside 
the ALR, 166 ha (410 ac.) upstream and 380 ha (939 ac.) downstream.   



 4 

 I do not ask the Panel to take my word for it that many of the Proponents’ numbers 
are suspect – on the ground, where it really matters. And, I am certainly not asking 
that the Panel request BC Hydro to produce yet more statistical tables.  

 But, I do ask for an end to the confusion. A simple solution would be to request the 
Proponent to reproduce their 1:20,000 agriculture capability maps - adding the 
acreage and utility rating for each of the mapped polygons, including splitting those 
that straddle the ALR boundary.   

 I assume they already have those acreages. If they do not, it really brings all their 
numbers into question and supports my – and others’ - submission that the Panel 
does not have the clear and accurate information it needs to evaluate or accept the 
Proponent’s conclusion that the Project’s net effect on agriculture is  “Not Significant”. 

 

B.  THE PROPOSED PROJECT IN THE CONTEXT OF THE ALCA AND THE ALR  

 I now move on to my second main section, which is positioning this proposed Project 
within the context of the Agricultural Land Commission Act and the ALR.  

 Since preparing my written submission in early December, I am aware that the 
provincial government has advised BC Hydro that, should this project receive 
approval through this environmental assessment process, they will not be required to 
go through the ALC application process.  

 While the announcement may exempt this Project from a process, in my view it does 
not exempt the Project from being weighed against the reality of BC’s agricultural 
land preservation program.  

 In other words, Mr. Chairman, now that the BC government has thrown this hot 
potato – or since we are dealing with a Class 1 climate, perhaps I should say ‘hot 
tomato’ - from the ALC’s lap to yours – this Panel’s job just got a lot harder.  

 This issue is not a detour from the Panel’s terms of reference.  Impact upon the ALR 
equals impact on agriculture.  In BC, they are symbiotic. 

 It is therefore important that the Panel understand the history of this legislation.  

 In the late 1960’s and early ‘70’s, BC was losing approximately 6000 ha (+15,000 
acres) of farmland per year to urban, industrial and other non-farm uses.  Given our 
very limited amount of agricultural land, this rate of loss was particularly disturbing 
and the government of the day brought in a very bold piece of legislation.  

 Subject only to the Interpretation Act, the Environment and Land Use Act and the 
Environmental Management Act, the Land Commission Act (LCA - now renamed the 
Agricultural Land Commission Act - ALCA) was – and remains – one of the strongest 
pieces of legislation in BC.  

 The legislation authorized the establishment of a provincial zone for agriculture. The 
ALR is based on biophysical parameters - the soil/climate combination that can 
produce a range of agricultural crops – NOT on short-term economic viability or other 
considerations.   

 This is a particularly relevant point.  One of the ways the EIS downplays the impact 
of agricultural land loss is through the use of “utility” ratings - assuming that known 
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patterns today, whether available access or economic viability of vegetable 
production, for example, will be valid tomorrow.  

 The vision of the ALR comes from a very different mindset, recognizing that 
circumstances change, uncertainties arise, and new opportunities present 
themselves.  Therefore, the most important criterion for decisions related to 
agricultural land today – is to keep the options open for food production tomorrow.  

 The establishment of the ALR in BC was extremely controversial.  However, early 
opposition, including from farmers, eventually converted to strong support  - 
especially from farmers.  

 A 2008 Ipsos Reid poll confirms just how deeply ingrained the preservation of 
agricultural land has become in the hearts and minds of the BC public.  95% of 
respondents either support or strongly support the ALR.  

 Governments of various political stripes have come and gone.  While each has 
tweaked the legislation to put its own stamp on it, none has dared to repeal it or to 
substantially compromise the basic integrity of the ALR.  

 Yes, there have been exclusions from the ALR during its 40-year history.  But, it is 
the ALC, an independent, quasijudicial body, who has the mandate and the 
experience to decide the fate of agricultural lands within the ALR.  

 Earlier this morning, I tabled as an Exhibit, the October 4, 2013 Message from the 
Chair of the Provincial Agricultural Land Commission.  I recommend this report to 
Panel members as an indicator of the sophistication of ALC decision-making as it 
carries out its responsibility to manage the provincial agricultural land resource in the 
long-term public interest.  

 This proposed Project will substantially impact ALR lands. Yet, there is no map 
identifying which lands require exclusion from the ALR; no map indicating where 
subdivision of ALR lands will be required; no identification of where non-farm uses 
are proposed to occur, including soil removal and filling within the ALR…and, of 
course, no map indicating lands proposed for inclusion into the ALR 

 Even in the absence of an ALC application process, we need to know where all of 
these impacts will occur. What happens to ALR lands as a result of this Project, 
should it be approved, will impact ALR lands adjacent and throughout the Province. 
We have seen the spill over effect many times before. Once significant land is 
excluded or allowed in a non-farm use, it raises expectations and increases 
pressures upon other agricultural lands and farm communities.    

 

WHY ALL THIS MATTERS 

 During the decades I have been involved in land and water use planning issues, I 
have probably heard every conceivable argument for converting farmland to non-
farm uses. Against all of these arguments, there are some fundamental truths: 

1. These PRV lands are unique and scarce in terms of their agricultural value. 

2. We have a very limited amount of high capability farmland left in BC; and 

3. There is growing insecurity of fruit and vegetable imports from our current 
suppliers.  
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 These are the very points that were made in the final arguments presented to the BC 
Utilities Commission hearing on this same project in 1983. If these concerns were 
relevant then, how much more so are they relevant now? 

 Due to factors such as increased transportation costs, population growth, increased 
urbanization and food quality/safety issues, our import options are indeed 
diminishing.   

 Overarching all are the uncertainties of climate change. Volume 3, Appendix D of the 
EIS acknowledges, “the current world food supply system will be disrupted by climate 
change creating global food security issues.”  

 We are fortunate in BC to have a diversity of agricultural land, albeit not a lot of it.  
We have eggs spread amongst many baskets, so to speak. With their unique 
microclimate and good soils, PRV lands have the potential to contribute a number of 
Grade A eggs to many baskets. 

 In natural ecosystems, it is widely accepted that protecting biodiversity builds 
resilience and provides the best chance for climate adaptation.  It is no different 
within human ecosystems and our own food supplies. With the risks and unknowns 
related to climate change, surely the Precautionary Principle would dictate 
safeguarding our best lands with the widest range of cropping options.   

 Not to view this proposed Project within this broader context is dangerously 
shortsighted, in my opinion.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 In conclusion, my final message to the Joint Panel is this:  through reservoir flooding 
alone, this Project would constitute the largest, single loss of high capability 
agricultural land in the 40-year history of the Agricultural Land Reserve.  

 There are many options for producing energy to meet the needs of a growing 
population and a sustainable provincial economy.  But, there is only one way to 
ensure food security for the future and that is to preserve the lands – the productive 
soils in suitable climates – that can grow the food.  

 Large-scale developments, such as this proposed Project, bring with them many 
uncertainties.  Too often, the benefits do not materialize as envisioned.  Too often, 
the promised mitigation/compensation measures are not delivered. Too often, the 
financial costs turn out to be much higher than anticipated.   

 What is certain, however, is that, if we flood these unique PRV agricultural lands, 
they are gone.  They are irreplaceable - and so are the food-producing options they 
represent.   

 In the long term, I believe these Site C lands will be much more important to our 
future well being for their food-producing capabilities, than for the currently proposed 
energy-producing option.  


