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Abstract

Over the last thirty to forty years, few Canadian provinces have attempted to resolve the issue of farmland loss on the urban fringe. In the 1970`s, the provinces of Quebec and British Columbia became the pioneers in creating provincial legislation to allow for agriculture to survive near cities. However, the effectiveness of these measures was not as predicted, and the destruction of prime farmland continues throughout Canada. More recently, the province of Ontario has taken aggressive measures to ensure the protection of agricultural land in the Greater Golden Horseshoe Area surrounding Toronto. The proposed Greenbelt (Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2004) promises to save thousands of acres of land, but does not address the viability of farming in an increasingly urban area. Without the farmers there is not need to save the farmland. The purpose of this study is to create an inventory of innovative ideas for farmers faced with the pressure of the urban environment and make recommendation specific for this area. Through interviews with farmers and key informants, this study will attempt to gather valuable information on farming adaptations that have already occurred and assess what factors promote their viability. Comparisons will also be made with adaptive farming operations in the areas surrounding Montreal and Vancouver. These comparisons will help farmers understand the importance of local efforts and allow for an exchange of innovative programs across the country. These micro scale “ grass roots” efforts are expected to make farming viable in the shadow of the city by increasing the contact between the consumer and the farmer, regaining the sense of community on the urban fringe, producing more per acre, and increased land stewardship through environmentally sound farming practices.
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Context

Central Ontario is now faced with a strong population growth that is expected to continue into the future. Forecasts estimate that the population will increase from 7.5 to 11 million from 2001 to 2031 (Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2004). If this incredible increase in population is not accompanied with long term planning, highly inefficient development patterns may result. In response to this growing concern, many efforts are being made to preserve natural landscapes throughout this region, such as recent policy initiatives from the provincial government (Greenbelt Protection Act, Greater Toronto Growth Plans, etc.). Interestingly, agricultural land stands out as a major priority for protection.  In the Greenbelt Task Force Discussion Paper (Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2004), there is an emphasis on the quality of central Ontario’s agricultural land as being a source of social, economic and environmental benefits for the population. Meanwhile, farmers within this region are faced with many challenges, but also opportunities in staying productive, while confronted with the pressures of the urban environment.

1.2 Problem Statement

Ontario’s agricultural industry is in crisis (OFA, 2005). With new policies and legislation (Nutrient Management Act), and budget cuts for basic services (municipal outlet drainage) this contentious issue is further extenuated.  In recent news, the “One Voice March” (March 2nd, 2005 at Queen’s Park) is a prime example of the financial predicament Ontario farmers are currently facing. 

In the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), farmers are faced with similar threats, but also others that are not present in distant rural areas. These threats include high land prices and taxes, complaints from non- farm neighbours, crop theft, garbage dumping, trespassing, illegal camping, etc (Mann, 2002). In the face of these events, some farmers have decided to leave farming, some are resisting, but others have decided to adapt to these pressures. In a study by the USDA, it was found that farms in metropolitan areas are an increasingly important part of U.S. agriculture (Heimlich and Anderson, 2001).  In the GTA, agriculture is still a very significant sector of the economy, generating an estimated $1.3 billion in annual gross sales and supports more than 34,700 jobs (Mann, 2002). Furthermore, farming is seen as having the potential to adapt to the pressures of the near-urban environment. These adaptive farms are generally smaller, produce more per acre, have more diverse enterprises, and are more focused on high value production than non-metro farms (Hoppe and Korb, 2000). When compared to traditional and recreational farms, they generally “control more than proportional shares of metro farm sales, assets, and net cash farm income” (Heimlich and Anderson, 2001). In this same study, it was found that adaptive farms are the most likely to survive in near-urban areas, not only by generating enough revenue to resist development, but also by improving their relationship with consumers and neighboring communities. 

Currently, throughout North America, efforts to preserve agricultural land are countless. Common preservation methods include protection zoning, differential tax assessments, purchase of agricultural conservation easements, Right to Farm Legislation, and provincial/state programs such as the Agricultural Land Reserve in British Columbia (AFT, 1997). However, despite these efforts, the destruction of prime farmland continues. Therefore, this approach may only be part of the answer. In Bryant and Granjon (2005), it was found that the preservation of a viable agricultural industry requires much more than the protection of farmland through regulatory approaches. Consequently, the viability of near-urban farms is dependant on the farmers themselves, not only on policies or the purchase of easements. This calls for the rebirth of an innovative and creative agricultural industry, which is reflected in the proposed GTA Agricultural Action Plan (2003). This document, produced by GTA municipal governments, advocates for the co- ordination of education and new marketing strategies for local farmers, along with the promotion of better agricultural practices for near-urban areas. With the current levels of government support, it is clear that the agricultural industry must adapt to survive in this environment of uncertainty.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

In order for farming to survive near cities, an integrated approach is required (AFT,1997). One aspect of this strategy is that farmers and their practices must adapt to regional pressures. For this reason, this study aims to uncover current adaptive farming operations, and determine their strengths and weaknesses. In doing so, it is hoped that this research will lead to the sharing of innovative models and ideas between farmers in order to ensure the future of near-urban agriculture in the Greater Toronto Area and other metropolitan areas in Canada. Innovations may be minute changes to traditional farming operations, such as growing specialty ethnic crops, to alternative production methods, such as community supported agriculture(CSA)*. These ‘grass roots’, local level initiatives are seen as beginnings of an adaptive agricultural industry that has the potential to thrive in a dynamic environment such as the GTA. Furthermore, this study will also contribute to the limited research pool on Canadian near-urban agricultural issues and models.

1.4 Researcher Credibility

Due to three years of experience as an intern on small scale farms in the Montreal Metropolitan area and the completion of a Bachelor of Science in Agriculture, the researcher is in a particularly interesting position to develop an effective research methodology for this study. This experience combined with the completion of an exhaustive literature review and key informant interviews throughout Canada will also enable this process. It is also hoped that the researchers` background will allow him to clearly identify innovations via the assessment of their environmental, social and financial sustainability. This however, will be largely based on the perceptions of farmers, not personal interpretation, which will partially eliminate assumptions and bias held by the researcher. 

2. Preliminary Literature Review
The development of farmland protection programs in Canada began in the early 1970`s. At the time, concerns were being raised in relation to uncontrolled expansion of cities over prime farmland. British Columbia (1973) and Quebec (1978) were the first provinces to adopt farmland protection programs. These programs were subject to much public debate and controversy. It was found that large-scale protection programs such as these did not have the predicted positive impacts on farmland preservation. Focused mainly on preserving the land, these efforts simply overlooked regional issues including farm viability and the needs of the farmer to maintain his/her livelihood. In a critical review of farmland protection legislation in Quebec, Bryant and Granjon (2004), found that “farmland protection does indeed require some broader legislative framework, but that guaranteeing farmland protection and ensuring the maintenance and development of viable agricultural activities requires much more than simple protection” (p.2). In that sense, farmland protection programs must not only protect the land, but the farmer as well. The protection and maintenance of viable agricultural activities transforms a land use planning issue into a societal issue, involving stakeholders both at the provincial level and at the local level. Viability of farming on the urban fringe depends on a healthy and supportive relationship between the farmer and the surrounding community. Farmers and the community must adapt to each other in order to maintain everlastingly the many benefits of farmland and related activities.

The evolution of near-urban agriculture has been characterized by diverging thoughts and practices, which in one case have led to the maintenance of traditional practices and on the other hand, to adaptations in farming practices. These adaptations to urban pressures will be the central focus of the proposed research. Historically, near-urban farmers did not have access to efficient transport systems, and generally specialized in fresh produce and livestock production in order to overcome problems related to conservation. Cities had a vibrant fringe agriculture that supplied the city with most of its food, and also acted as a filter for urban pollution (Fleury and Donadieu, 1997). Agriculture was then intimately linked with the urban environment. With the increase in transport efficiencies and a heavy reliance on imports and the world market, this relationship, which was the basis for survival for both the farmers and the city dwellers, has now virtually vanished. However, over time, farmers have described both opportunities and threats in relation to their proximity to the urban environment. In a study by the USDA, it was found that some urban fringe land owners are “seeking enterprises and markets that offer returns to land more commensurate with those from development, in part to off-set the higher property taxes that are incurred as land prices rise to reflect the potential for future non agricultural development” (Heimlich and Anderson, 2001 pp. 38-39). In the same study, it was also found that adaptive farms “have the best chance of continuing under urbanization” (Heimlich and Anderson, 2001 p.17). Although this study did point out some interesting positive and negative impacts of urbanization on farming, it did not attempt to make clear recommendations for particular programs. It did however have a strong emphasis on local small-scale efforts as a major tool in preserving farming activities on the urban fringe. In the Canadian context, very few research initiatives have been aimed at making region specific recommendations. However, major categories of typically near-urban farming systems have been recognized in Canada and will be the basis in creating the study population for this research.

Some research has indicated that small scale farming initiatives might be the only way for farming to survive the pressures of the urban fringe (Bryant and Johnston, 1992; Heimlich and Anderson, 2001). These programs include organic farming, community supported agriculture*, u-pick*, market gardens (includes ethnic markets), educational farms and agro-tourist farms. In both Bryant and Granjon (2004) and Heimlich and Anderson (2001), general programs and models are described. In Heimlich and Anderson (2001), adaptive agriculture was defined as the following:

(* see Appendix 1 for description)

Farms that produce relatively high value products, with sales of 10 000$ or more and having sales of more than 500$ per acre of land. (p.43)

In Beauchesne and Bryant (1998), adaptive agricultural practices found on the urban fringe were defined in relation to the regional and local factors that comprise the foundation for the adaptation. By understanding the factors involved in innovation, region specific farming activities may be further understood. This less rigid definition of typically near-urban agriculture allowed for more farms to be included in the study. Furthermore, previous research, having a central focus on the negative influence of the urban pressures, lacks in its analysis of the positive aspects. The above-mentioned study found that “a certain degree of stress may have a beneficial impact in stimulating creative adaptation” (p.321). Other positive impacts are also recognized, such as a better access to urban markets, proximity to specialized services and suppliers and the potential for direct sales to the consumer. In Heimlich and Anderson (2001), the proximity to an abundant labor pool is also seen as a benefit of the proximity to large urban centers.

Most research on Canadian near-urban agriculture does not seek to examine the relationship between the farmer and the community (Bryant and Johnston, 1992). It mainly seeks to understand economic viability under the pressure of the urban environment. Modern transportation has allowed the merging of both the rural and urban life in the countryside. These new “rurbanites” (ex-urbanites) have the desire to keep the rural landscape unchanged despite their impact on the social, environmental and cultural heritage. There is also a desire for local food despite the quality of modern food preserving systems. As a consequence, local agriculture and community gardens have once again gained values in the eyes of the urban people (Fleury et. al., 2004). It is also clear that farming activities adapted to urbanizing regions provide rural amenities that are profitable both for the farmer and the surrounding population.

The book Agriculture in the City’s Countryside (Bryant and Johnston, 1992) is possibly the most significant attempt at analyzing the forces that have contributed to creating a typically near-urban agriculture in Canada. Unlike this work, the proposed research will attempt to document in great detail the farming adaptations found in the greater Toronto Area, and also attempt to get a clear understanding of the regional and local factors that affect agriculture in this region. This will also be an opportunity to compare and learn from other “near-urban farmers” about the ways they have maintained their viability and way of life. It will then be possible to make sound, region specific recommendations to near-urban farmers in the GTA.

3.  Goals and Objectives
As stated earlier, many efforts are being made to preserve agricultural land in Canada. However, these efforts do not address the impacts of urbanization on agricultural practices and the farmers. Therefore, the goal of this research will be to examine the potential of farming adaptations, programs, and models that support near-urban agriculture in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) of Ontario (includes Halton, Peel, York and Durham Counties)

3.1 Objectives

1. 
To document the extent to which farmers have adapted their operations to create distinctive “near-urban agriculture” in the Greater Toronto Area 

2.   To determine what factors are involved in the selection of an adaptive farming model or program. 

3. To determine the strengths and weaknesses of such programs.

4. To compare these patterns to other large urban centers, including Montreal and Vancouver.

5. To determine what adaptive farming operations are the most viable for the GTA and make recommendations.

3.2 General Assumption

· A proportion of farmers in the GTA have adapted their production to create a distinctive near-urban agriculture.

4.  Conceptual Framework

 Diagram 1. Conceptual framework for near-urban agriculture (adapted from Heimlich & Brooks, 1989 as cited in Heimlich & Anderson, 2001)

4.1 Near-Urban Farm Types

With increasing urban populations, new forms of pressure are felt by near-urban farmers, such as tax increases, trespassing, etc. This triggers farmland preservation efforts, which aim to protect agricultural land from urban encroachment. Once the land is protected, the agricultural industry in the city’s shadow is left with many threats but also opportunities in staying viable and productive. Faced with these challenges, farmers may choose to leave farming, move to another region, resist, or adapt. This conceptual model proposes three farm types that may be present in near-urban areas. Table 4.1 defines these general models.

Table 4.1 Near-urban Farm Types (Source: Heimlich & Brooks, 1989 as cited in Heimlich & Anderson, 2001)

	Characteristics/Types
	Recreational
	Adaptive
	Traditional

	Farm size
	Very Small
	100 acres or less
	100 acres and more

	Farming intensity
	Very Low
	High
	Low

	Labor dependency
	Hobby, very low
	High
	Low

	Capital costs
	Varies
	High
	High

	Input costs
	Varies
	Very High
	High

	Production
	Non commercial
	High value
	Conventional

	Primary occupation
	Non-farmer
	Either
	Farmer


5.  Research Methodology
The goal of this research is to examine the potential of farming adaptations, programs, and models that support near-urban agriculture in the Greater Toronto Area of Ontario.

This goal will be achieved by promoting close personal contact with informants, and therefore attempting to gain an understanding of their personal experience via formal interviews. Although highly resource dependent, this method will allow the researcher to gather richer data and gain insight into the responses received (Simmons and McCall, 1995). This in-depth information will then play an integral part in the analysis of the collected data, lowering reliance on “outside” theoretical constructs (Palys, 1997). Consequently, as an inductive process, this methodology will permit grounded theory to emerge as a result of analysis. The following is a detailed description of this process. (Timetables in section 6 will reflect the exact chronology of this process)

5. 1 Data Acquisition

The collection of data will be achieved through key informant interviews in the Montreal Metropolitan Region (MMR) and the Greater Vancouver Area (GVA), and formal structured interviews in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA).

5.1.1 Key Informant Interviews 

A minimum of 5 interviews will be conducted with key informants in both the MMR and the GVA. They will occur prior to the formal interviews (spring 2005) in order to identify key farming programs that exist in those areas and examine their strengths and weaknesses. This will also be an opportunity to get familiar with effective questioning strategies and provide essential background information for the preparation of the questionnaire for the GTA case study. Moreover, this will allow the researcher to compare innovative programs in the MMR and GVA to those found in the GTA. The selection of key informants will draw upon personal and academic affiliations. Examples include farmers, NGO representatives, farm organization representatives, and academics, etc. 

5.1.2 Formal Structured Interviews in the GTA

A minimum of 40 interviews will be conducted with “adaptive” farmers in the summer of 2005 in the GTA.  A preliminary definition of adaptive agriculture is presented in section 4.1. Through an exhaustive literature review and the following research methodology, it is anticipated that this definition will evolve.

The identification of farms will be achieved using the “snow ball sampling technique”, whereas after an initial selection of 2 – 5 adaptive farms with the help of local farming representatives, farm organizations (COG, OFA, CFFO), and municipal staff, it is anticipated that other adaptive operations may be identified. This technique will allow the researcher to develop a profound understanding of local adaptive patterns in agricultural practices. Therefore, in this instance, the use of random sampling methods or a complete reliance on non-farmer recommendations seems inappropriate. The selection process will aim to represent a broad scope of farm models with the intention of uncovering lesser-known innovations.

5.2 Approach to Analysis

The questionnaire for the formal interviews will be built of a combination of open ended, close- ended and partially close-ended questions. Data collected will include: 

1. Biographical information, 

2. A detailed farming program description  (including financial information),

3. Strengths/ weaknesses ( or barriers) of the program,

4. Factors involved in the selection of the program (values, ethnicity, market forces, etc.)

Data for sections 1 and 2 will be collected via close ended and partially close ended questions. Section 1 will include birth date, age, family information, place of birth, ethnic background, etc. In section 2, farmers will be asked to describe their farming operation. This will include gross farm receipts, acreage in crops, farm capital, farming practices, types of crops, on-farm businesses, off -farm income, etc. With this information, it will then be possible to generate descriptive quantitative data describing near-urban agriculture in the GTA, as well as detailed descriptions of innovative farming practices that may be applied throughout the region.

Open-ended questions for sections 3 and 4 will be analyzed via coding and content analysis. This method seems most appropriate in this instance because the quantification of responses may simply remove from the depth of perceptions and words conveyed by the informants (Palys, 1997). Coding involves discovering and developing categories within the data and raises questions about their meaning and relationship to other categories (Strauss, 1987). It is evident that this method will allow for a better understanding of factors involved in the selection of an adaptive agricultural program, and in assessing strengths and weaknesses.

Provisions will also be made to stay in contact with the farmers throughout the study if further questions should arise.

6.  Time Table 

With continuous support from my advisory committee, the research should evolve in the following way.

Time Table 1. General Activities for 2005-2006
	Activities/Months    
	01/

2005
	02/

2005
	03/

2005
	04/

2005
	05/

2005
	06/

2005
	07/

2005
	08/

2005
	09/

2005
	10/

2005
	11/

2005
	12/

2005

	Start Date
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Write and Submit Proposal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature review

( writing and submission)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Field data collection (Table 2)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Field work analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	Activities/Months
	01/

2006
	02/

2006
	03/

2006
	04/

2006
	05/

2006
	06/

2006
	07/

2006
	08/

2006

	Start writing thesis
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Write up 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Final report submission
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Presentation to Committee
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Time Table 2. Field Data Collection (Refer to methodology section for details)

	Activities/Months
	04/ 2005
	05/ 2005
	06/ 2005
	07/ 2005
	08/ 2005
	09/ 2005

	Key informant
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Complete Questionnaire
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Formal Interviews
	
	
	
	
	
	


7. Budget

The following table is a detailed description of the costs of the proposed research. It is estimated that the budget for this study be in the order of 3400$. The funding sources for this project will be secured after its approval. In the mean time, funding sources have been explored with the aid of the Farmland Preservation Research project.

Data collection

	Destination
	Description
	Costs (CD$)

	Greater Toronto Area
	Automotive (gas, oil, etc.)
	300

	Montreal
	Automotive (gas, oil, etc.)
	250

	Vancouver
	Airfare

Car rental/ gas

Accommodation/food
	600

600

800


Technical Support

	Printing/photocopying
	Reports, documents, etc.
	250

	Telephone
	Contacting informants
	200

	Dissemination
	Draft and final report
	300

	Miscellaneous
	Unexpected costs
	100


	Total Costs
	
	3400


8.  Conclusion

In conclusion, this research is being conducted in response to a lack of documentation

on near-urban farming in Canada. As stated in Bryant and Johnston (1992), much of the literature has been focused on the negative impacts of urban based forces on urban fringe agriculture. Conversely, this study will examine the potential of farming adaptations, programs, and models that support near-urban agriculture in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) of Ontario. 

 As described earlier, an inductive approach will allow the researcher to ascertain what factors are involved in the selection of a farming system over another, and how these factors contribute to the viability of farming under the pressures of urbanization. It is clear that it will be difficult to obtain reliable unbiased information as the research is reliant on the perceptions of the farmers and personal observations. However, it is hoped that through innovative recommendation, farmers will be able share new ideas with one another, and create a viable near-urban farming industry in Canada that sees the urban threat as an opportunity to create distinctive farming systems that are economically, socially and environmentally viable. With new legislation such as the Greenbelt proposal, it is clear that, although farmland is being saved, the implication for farmers are not well understood. The question remains: How will farming be saved? The benefits of farmland are countless, but without the people to farm the land, most of those benefits are lost.
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Appendix 1. Definitions of selected farming models

· Community Supported Agriculture (CSA): “Alternative model of farming in which consumers become members of a farm, by contract, to receive a share of the harvest.” (Worden, 2004, p. 322)

· U-pick model: Consumers come to the farm to harvest their own produce. 

· Organic market garden: intensive vegetable production with high returns per acre and that relies on direct sale to the consumer through farmers markets.
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