SUNSHINE COAST
FARMERS INSTITUTE

June 12th, 2024

To the SCRD Board of Directors,

The Sunshine Coast Farmers’ Institute (SCFI) would like to share with the SCRD Board of Directors
some notes on the report “Implications of extending exemption stage 4 Water Conservation
Regulations for commercial food-growing farms”, on the agenda for the June 13" Committee of the
Whole meeting.

Commercial food-growing farms are an essential part of the food system of the Sunshine Coast. The
current small percentage of food being grown on the Sunshine Coast can only increase with the right
policies in place and support of those in decision-making positions.

Farmers are at the forefront of the impacts of climate change and small-scale farms have been
recognized to be extremely innovative when it comes to addressing the impacts of climate
change. This includes water usage and the awareness of the impacts of drought. The region is lucky
to be mainly populated with small-scales farms using efficient modes of irrigation that avoid the
large-scale irrigation solutions such as water cannons or high-pressure overheads.

The SCRD staff report presented some water use impact scenarios that contemplated extreme cases,
such as entering Stage 4 in July, as well as the number of farms increasing from 40 (present) to 100.
We would like to counter the suggestion that there is evidence of such growth in farming to support
such scenarios as presented in Table 3. The BC Ministry of Agriculture’s 2016 summary of Sunshine
Coast farming showed that between 2006 and 2016 there was a 4% decrease in the number of farms,
and a 44% decrease in the area being farmed. In 2021 the BC Agriculture census showed 55 farms
on the coast. The SCRD staff report notes 46 farms in 2023 and 40 farms in 2024. It is a limited
dataset over the last 18 years, yet it shows a general decrease in farming. At best the data may show
that farming growth is static, bound by an equilibrium between high land costs, small farm sizes, and
small market versus interest in farming. We therefore argue that modelling water use based on
present farming land use is more appropriate when discussing the merits of extending
watering exemptions until 2028.

Numbers of farms on the Sunshine Coast

2006 96
2016 91
2021 55
2023 46
2024 40




Secondly, we question the presentation of a water usage scenario in which Stage 4 would be declared
in July. We all can agree that such a scenario would be extreme and dire. Furthermore, we remind
you that the current bylaw 422 has a provision for the General Manager to temporarily prohibit
the use of water for high volume commercial purposes. While the report does not state how the
estimated water usage numbers were generated, we assume that staff used the 2023 water usage
numbers. If that is the case we would like to argue that such an estimate leaves out the fact that
farmers, aware of such an extreme drought, would respond by making crop and irrigation decisions to
mitigate their water use. And should a prolonged Stage 4 or a State of Emergency be declared, high
volume water users wouldn’t be allowed to continue their use thanks to the oversight of the SCRD.

The staff report correctly notes that the estimated 1% of water usage during stage 4 by farms is not
completely available for conservation should Stage 4 exemptions for food farms be revoked. Multiple
commercial class 9 farms are livestock farms, which are allowed to keep their livestock alive during
stage 4 and therefore won'’t participate in the reduction of water use. Although those farms are most
likely lower users compared to vegetable growers, it would affect the estimate given in terms of water
use impacts of stage 4 exemptions. The SCFI estimates that once we remove the impact of the
livestock farmers and other water usage on farm lands (residential, rental units, spas,
livestock etc), the actual water conservation potential would be closer to 0.5% during Stage 4,
if no exemptions were given to commercial food-growing farms.

The SCFI would also like to point out that community support for a stage 4 exemption was clearly
presented via the Coast Reporters poll system in September 2023 with a total of 963 participants
voting in supporting a stage 4 exemption for farmers at 83.3%.

The SCFI does not believe that a stage 4 exemption for commercial food growing farms should be
considered an assistance to business. On the contrary, we believe that a restriction on outdoor
watering affecting commercial food growing farms is a barrier that advantages other
businesses with large indoor water demands. Simply put, a commercial food farm is a business.
We would like to remind the SCRD that many of the businesses allowed to continue using water
during stage 4 are non-essential services-based businesses compared to the commercial
food-growing farms which are considered an essential service by the BC government.

The SCFI wants to reiterate that we support the call for the development of better policies to address
agricultural water use on the Sunshine Coast and we are very interested and willing to participate in
the development of such policies. The request for a 5 years exemption is to allow the policy
development work to get done while sustaining the survival of the few hard working
commercial food growing farms on the Sunshine Coast.

We encourage the SCRD Board of Directors to take the right steps to support and encourage the

agricultural sector of the Sunshine Coast by allowing the 5-year exemption, giving enough time for
agricultural and water use policies to be developed and adopted.
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