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Development vs. Farmland

It’s a tension – and rightly so!   It’s a tension that drives us to greater scrutiny and higher levels of land stewardship.  Consider what has happened in the Niagara fruit-farm belt where I grew up.  I can recall how the QEW was like a boulevard, and there was an abundance of fruit trees.  I used to pick from many of those trees around the Grimsby, Fruitland and Winona area.   Where are those trees now?  For what purpose were they uprooted?  More highways and more buildings!  All that development in prime fruit growing land, whereas equally suitable land is available just a few kilometers south up on the escarpment.  Land that has a much more limited agricultural value!  Was there tension back then that might have re-directed where the development would go?

Recently, we were asked to erect a large portable sign on the frontage of our farm property by the ‘Stop the 424’ protest group.  At issue is land that is now being farmed or is considered ecologically sensitive, and which forms part of the Grand River basin.  There are at least three paths that the new Highway 424 could take to connect Highway 403 near Brantford to Highway 401 northeast of Cambridge.  Of the variations proposed however, the favoured one is the one that impacts the most farmland!

Why is it that farmland seems to lose out in the battle for development space - time and time again?  Several reasons come to mind – reasons that organizations like the Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario are eager help Canadians understand:

· Farmland is easy to develop

· Farmland is cheap to buy compared to the alternatives

· For the same area of land there are fewer people to deal with

· Weak competition: farm profits per acre just cannot compete and cover all the costs

· Farmers are getting old and leaving – more sell out each year and few new farmers are coming in

· Appreciation for farming is in decline: the ecologists carry more sway – sensitive land gets protected before Class 1 farmland

· Weak farm connections: the urban-rural disconnect is growing

· Decline of the family farm and rural population 

· The trend to fewer and bigger industrial type farm operations

Farmland needs a stronger voice!  Each acre taken out of farm production is another acre of land that no longer works to reduce carbon dioxide.  Given the rising carbon dioxide levels today, an important part of the solution is  more agriculture and forestry – more green space – including rooftop gardens and extensive green landscaping around our homes.

Back to the sign – yes, we agreed to have it placed.  As you approach Cambridge you’ll see it.   We hope it will raise awareness and cause people to look up the website or seek more information.  We are not opposed to development of the 424 (traffic through Cambridge is very inefficient); rather we hope that our fellow citizens will favour a route that has the least impact on farmland and makes better use of existing roadway right-of-ways to handle the growth of our community.   It is also hoped that more may be done to improve mass transit service in our area.  This will also be encouraged if we continue to direct the developers and planners to think of more ‘land stewardly’ alternatives.  

The tension should stay – it’s healthy and makes for better land stewardship! 

Stewardly Tip: Pop bottle irrigation.  A reader shares how she waters her tomatoes and squash using large pop bottles and margarine tubs or tin cans.  She takes the tubs or tin cans (large enough to support the pop bottles) and drills or cuts a few holes into their bottoms and then digs (2-3”) each one vertically into the ground beside each plant.  Then she fills the pop bottles and places each one upside down into a can or tub she has dug in.  The water releases slowly into the soil and keeps the root zone moist without causing caking of the surface soil and minimizes losses of water due to evaporation.  She says she rarely fills the bottles more than once a week to keep her plants happy!

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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