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Forests of Bowen Island  
measure in many years.  However, a review of past 
efforts to protect the island’s forests illustrates 
the difficulty of accomplishing such a task. 

Crown land at risk 

In the summer of 2017, the municipality 
received a phone call from BC Timber Sales 
(BCTS), a provincial government agency that 
fosters development of the province’s forest 
resources.   The caller wanted to discuss 
preparation of a Forest Stewardship Plan 
(FSP) that would govern logging on Bowen’s 
Crown lands.  Public consultation was already 
underway – an obscure notification had 
appeared in the Undercurrent.  

The proposal would entail logging up to 1,400 
hectares on five parcels of Bowen’s highlands, 
estimated to involve 250 truckloads of trees per 
year, for two decades.  

Reaction from the Bowen community was swift 
and furious.  BC Timber Sales had planned to 
hold a public meeting on July 30th to explain 

The Environmental Record 

The forests on Bowen Island have a long history of 
Indigenous use, followed by industrial exploitation, 
and in recent years, efforts toward conservation.  
As early as 1885, the island was attracting settlers 
who found work logging and milling timber.  At 
the same time, land speculation was widespread 
as American lumber companies that had depleted 
their timber resources in the mid-west states, 
began expanding to the Pacific coast.

Today, most of the old growth forest has 
disappeared and residents marvel at the huge 
“heritage stumps” that remain from that era.  
Meanwhile, a second growth of new forest is 
maturing on the island and provides crucial 
ecological connectivity between the small groves 
of older trees and their younger offspring.    

Islanders have demonstrated their willingness to 
support forest conservation initiatives, and the 
current municipal council is now preparing a site 
alteration bylaw which could become Bowen 
Island’s most significant environmental protection 

their plans.  But they were suddenly faced with 
posters all over the island calling for a 1,000 
person march to the hall where the meeting was 
to be held.  An on-line petition opposing the 
logging plan garnered 1,820 signatures.  A new 
community organization calling itself Defend 
Island Forests vowed to lead the resistance.  

BC Timber Sales quickly backed down, cancelled 
the planned July 30 public meeting, and issued a 
press release declaring that Bowen Island would 
be removed from the current Forest Stewardship 
Plan, since there was no immediate harvest plan 
for the island.  They added however, that such 
action does not remove Bowen Island’s Crown 
lands from the timber supply land base.  Logging 
plans could resume at any time in the future. 

The present municipal council, elected in 2018, has 
declared that one of their top priorities is to ensure 
that the island’s Crown lands remain untouched. 

…continued on page 2
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Food, Climate and The Agri-Cultural Revolution
by Susan Swift 
Board Member, Bowen Island FoodResilience Society

“The main way that most people will experience 
climate change is through the impact on food: the 
food they eat, the price 
they pay for it, and the 
availability and choice 
that they have,’ said Tim 
Gore, head of food policy 
and climate change for 
Oxfam” (The Guardian, 
2014).

During the pandemic, 
one of the ways in which 
our lives have shifted 
is our connection to 
food. Families have been 
doing more grocery 
shopping on the island 
and making fewer trips 
to the mainland. People 
are growing vegetables 
in addition to ornamental 
plants. The pandemic 
has made us a bit more 
conscious about how we 
get our food.  

When we begin to realize 
how dependent we are 
on imported food - from 
the mainland via ferry 
transport and from other 
countries where most of 
the fruits and vegetables 
we consume are grown 
–then we can see that our local food supply is 
vulnerable. 

Not to sound alarmist, but the number of 
challenges facing the provincial food system 
has been growing for a while. The pressures of 
population growth, the consolidation of farms, and 
the loss of biodiversity (think pollinator insects, like 
bees) mean that the food chain is stretched and 

less resilient. Although Metro Vancouver has 35,717 
hectares (88,256 acres) of productive agricultural 

land (2011), regional authorities are concerned 
about the loss of Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) 
property to development and the impacts of our 
climate emergency on food production.

When Bowen’s Agricultural Land Reserve was 
last surveyed in 2016, the report revealed a 26% 
decrease in actively farmed land over five years. 
Of the entire 917 hectares surveyed (inside and 
outside of the ALR), 27 hectares are now actively 

farmed, as opposed to 34 hectares in 2011. This is 
just one more indication of the urgent need for us 

to step up and 
support food 
production 
on the island. 
Another survey 
is due in 2021, 
and it will be 
interesting to see 
the results.

According 
to the 2011 
report “Farming 
in Metro 
Vancouver,” 
municipal 
governments are 
at the “forefront 
of farmland 
protection and 
enhancing 
agricultural 
viability. Official 
Community 
Plans (OCPs) 
and land use 
bylaws address 
a wide range of 
issues that can 

Grafton Agricultural Commons, Bowen Island. Photo: Jackie Bradley …continued on page 3 
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Forests ... (continued from page 1)

Cape Roger Curtis (CRC) at Risk
The announcement in February 2021 by the 
CRC developers that they are withdrawing their 
draft plan for a mixed institutional, residential, 
and commercial complex on their property was 
a victory for Bowen’s Official Community Plan 
(OCP).  But holding development to the OCP 
limit of 10 acre lots does not eliminate the risk of 
deforestation.  Under current regulations, each of 
the individual lot owners can substantially clear-cut 
their own properties. 

Of the 59 original ten acre lots, 24 
have been sold and 32 are still owned 
by the developer, while 3 lots have 
been purchased by the Bowen Island 
Conservancy.  

Outside of a development permit 
requirement for watershed, aquifer and 
stream protection, Bowen Island does not 
have any comprehensive environmental protection 
bylaws.  And unless a property at CRC or elsewhere 
has been designated as part of a development 
permit area that regulates tree cutting, there are 
few constraints on any land 
owner who wishes to clear-cut 
his or her property.   

However, the OCP does 
have a policy called “density 
re-allocation” that directs 
development away from 
undeveloped forested areas 
and towards more compact 
community settlements.  
When the OCP was last 
updated in 2011, this policy 
was included in response to 
the threat posed by climate 
change.    

Fighting Climate Change 
with Forest Conservation 
Fighting climate change 
through forest conservation 
is now a central focus of the 
OCP.  Density re-allocation 
addresses this concern 
by transferring building 
potential from remote areas 
to more centralized locations 
such as Snug Cove, or the 
already approved but not yet 
constructed commercial centre of Seymour Bay, 
at Cowan Point.  Such a shift in development is 
intended to increase the forested, rural character of 
the island while simultaneously creating compact 
“walkable villages” where affordable housing can 
be located.  This would accomplish both social and 
environmental objectives: larger unfragmented 
forests; a reduction in greenhouse gases; and 
revitalized community life. 

Holding the line on 59 x 10 acre lots at CRC and 
allowing building potential to be transferred 
to Snug Cove and Seymour Bay relieves a great 
deal of the pressure on the island’s environment 
and infrastructure that would have resulted from 
the CRC developer’s draft plan.  But to prohibit 
land owners from denuding their property of 
trees and vegetation, Bowen island would still 
need a comprehensive environmental protection 
bylaw that regulates tree cutting and preserves 
environmentally sensitive areas.  

Proposed Environmentally Sensitive Areas 
(ESAs) Bylaw Rejected 
Bowen Island came very close to having a 
comprehensive environmental bylaw in 2011, when 
the municipal council of the day, under Mayor Bob 
Turner, brought proposed bylaw #299 to public 
hearing.     

The proposed bylaw defined “environmentally 
sensitive areas” (ESAs) as lands and waters 
containing ecosystems and habitats that are fragile 
or rare or are important because of the biological 
diversity they support.  This included coastal and 
inland bluffs, mature forest, old forest, wetland, 

freshwater ecosystems, and critical wildlife habitat 
areas.  

However, the proposal became ensnarled in an 
acrimonious public debate then occurring over the 
prospect for Parks Canada to establish a national 
park on the island.  The debate had polarized island 
voters and instigated a public backlash that in 
the municipal election that fall, swept into office 
Bowen’s first ever municipal council dominated 
by land developers and their supporters.  During 
the next three years, from 2011 to 2014, all things 
environmental were banished from consideration, 
including the earlier proposed ESA bylaw.  It was 
only in 2014 with the election of a new council 

under Mayor Murray Skeels, that a more moderate 
public agenda was presented.  Every year in its 
annual Island Plan, the council promised to bring 
forward a comprehensive environmental bylaw 

for public consideration.  But they never followed 
through.  

In 2018, the current municipal council under Mayor 
Gary Ander was elected.  This council’s annual 
Island Plan has made consideration of a “site 
alteration bylaw” one of its top priorities.  It remains 
to be seen to what extent this proposal would be 
an effective environmental bylaw, for example to 
include tree protection measures on properties 
before they are developed.

Limits to an Environmentally Sensitive Areas 
(ESA) Bylaw 
The fact that successive administrations on Bowen 
island have failed to bring forth a comprehensive 
environmental bylaw has been a lost opportunity 
of historic proportions.  The current OCP already 
contains all the policy content and stated 
objectives for such a bylaw.  The map illustrating 
the environmentally sensitive areas is already 
affixed to the OCP text as Schedule B-1 of the 
document.  All that is needed is a Land Use Bylaw 
amendment that would implement the OCP policy 
directives.

One crucial element in any comprehensive 
environmental bylaw must be inclusion of 
protection for “mature forest”, that is usually 
conifer-dominated forest that is 80 – 250 years 
old.  These forest stands provide important habitat 
connectivity to the smaller areas of old growth 
forest.  And because large areas of the island 
contain mature forest, regulation of these types 
of forests in a bylaw is necessary to prevent large-
scale clear-cut logging. 

However, there were limits to the effectiveness of 
the Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) bylaw, 
proposed in 2011.  It was designed to ensure 
the ecological integrity of the landscape on a 
broad scale.  That was both its strength and its 
weakness.  The weakness was that, because it used 
an ecosystem-based focus, the bylaw map which 
illustrated the ESAs did not include most already 
developed areas of the island; in most cases, for 
example, it would not satisfy those who want to 
protect neighborhood trees and local greenery.  

For many observers, the District of North Vancouver 
has enacted the gold standard in a comprehensive 
environmental protection bylaw.  Since 1993, 

the North Vancouver bylaw has 
integrated environmental standards 
into every aspect of land alteration and 
development, including regulation 
of hazardous slopes, ecosystem and 
habitat retention, tree protection, 
soil removal and bylaw enforcement.  
The intent is “to preserve the forested 
character of the district”.

The Proposed Site Alteration Bylaw
Bowen Island’s current municipal council has 

promised to 
bring forward 
two important 
environmental 
bylaws during 
the summer 
and fall of this 
year.  One long 
overdue measure 
would regulate 
development 
on hazardous 
slopes.  The other 
– the proposed 
Site Alteration 
Bylaw – would 
regulate how 
the natural 
environment 
must be 
protected before, 
during and 
after any land 
alteration.  

Important 
decisions that 
will determine 
the effectiveness 
of the proposed 

bylaws will soon be made as council gives direction 
to the municipal planners about the substance and 
extent of the regulations that should be included.  
The general intent of the proposed site alteration 
bylaw is to regulate only large-scale development 
and site preparation activities, not the regular work 
that is undertaken by land owners to maintain their 
property.  The policy question, then, is what should 
be the trigger by which it becomes necessary 
to acquire a permit before land alteration can 
take place?  Examples from other municipalities 
demonstrate that a wide range of actions can be 
regulated under a site alteration bylaw, including 
blasting, volume of soil or land fill, grade elevation, 
ecosystem damage, invasive species, and quantity 
and size of trees removed within a certain time 
frame.  One factor, no doubt, that should be 
included is recognition of the contribution that 
trees make to carbon sequestration in the battle 
against climate change.  

It has been noted that because Bowen Island 
currently lacks common environmental protection 
regulations found in other jurisdictions, such 
as an Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESAs) 
development permit regime, or a specific tree 
retention bylaw, the adoption of a wide-ranging, 
comprehensive site alteration bylaw provides an 
opportunity for Bowen’s municipal council to fill the 
present regulatory gap.         

Surely, the need for a comprehensive regulation 
that protects forests across the whole island is 
obvious to anyone who truly considers the subject.  
Now is the time to find consensus on this long 
overdue environmental initiative. 🍁

“Outside of a development permit requirement 
for watershed, aquifer and stream protection, 
Bowen Island does not have any comprehensive 
environmental protection bylaws”

Bowen’s forests need protection.  Photo: Will Husby.
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Food ... (continued from page 1)

impact agriculture production. In all circumstances, 
these local government policies must adhere to the 
Agricultural Land Commission Act as well as the 
Farm Practices Protection (Right to Farm) Act.”

The need to protect agricultural land and farming 
practices on Bowen, as well as the threat of an 
unpredictable climate, are what prompted the 
formation of Bowen Island FoodResilience Society 
(BIFS, formerly BI Food Sovereignty) in 
2017. BIFS is one of several groups and 
many individuals that are concerned 
about food, climate, and community 
resilience on Bowen Island. BIFS’ mandate, 
“to create a healthy, resilient, community-
based food system that addresses the 
climate emergency and social justice 
issues,” is inspired by food sovereignty and 
regenerative agriculture groups working 
worldwide. 

In 2019, members of BIFS, led by agroecologist 
Julie P. Sage, M.Sc., A. Ag, published two research 
reports, the Communication and Engagement 
Groundwork Report, a 
study that explores Bowen 
Islanders’ experiences and 
attitudes about food, farming 
and climate, and the Agrarian 
Analysis, a compendium 
of data documenting 
the island’s physical 
characteristics, land use, and 
potential for agricultural 
activity. 

Harold Steves, a 5th 
generation farmer and 
Richmond City Councillor 
said “...[these] are two of 
the best reports I have seen 
from agrologists anywhere, 
because they cover the wide 
spread of everything you 
could think about to resolve 
this problem.”  

Beginning with a short 
history of Bowen’s 
agricultural past, The 
Agrarian Analysis includes 
an extensive glossary and 
references, making it a useful 
resource for planning and 
policy action related to land 
use, biodiversity, and natural 
resources. The report also 
offers a set of “food system 
resilience indicators” specific 
to Bowen Island that were 
formulated using the Food 
Action Plan Framework 
developed for Metro 
Vancouver municipalities in 
2016. 

Until recently, conversations 
about the climate emergency 
were framed in terms of 
disaster preparedness, 
mitigation, and adaptation. 
Climate action plans have 
prioritized infrastructure and 
transportation measures 
for meeting mitigation and 
adaptation goals. But, by 
focusing on regenerative 
agriculture and localizing our 
food system, we can address 
the climate emergency while 
stimulating a healthier local 
food economy.

Regenerative agriculture 
is a climate mitigation strategy that is gaining 
momentum regionally and nationally. The federal 
government is funding research and collaboration 
that will help determine how the agricultural 
sector can scale the amount of carbon sequestered 
in soil. In March, the Canadian Department of 
Agriculture released $185 million in funding for a 
new “Agricultural Climate Solutions” project. Phase 

one launched April 1st with an announcement 
of regional grants of $100,000 each for the 
establishment of “Living Labs.”

In practical terms, these regional research hubs will 
“centre on farms, where farmers and researchers 
can co-develop best practices, including cover 
crops, intercropping, conversion of marginal 
land to permanent cover, shelterbelts, nutrient 
management, and inclusion of pulses in rotations.” 
BIFS is hopeful that Kwantlen Polytechnic 

University’s (KPU) Sustainable Agriculture and Food 
Systems program in Surrey will be selected as a 
hub. 

Regenerative agriculture advocates “no till” 
methods, supporting the “soil food web” as 

BIFS manages a demonstration garden using 
regenerative principles at Grafton Agricultural 
Commons. Rather than focusing on the plants, they 
emphasize building healthy soil and working “with 
nature” to support biodiversity using crop rotation, 
pollinator plants, and compost, and by keeping 
the soil covered with mulch or cover crops.  Many 
principles of regenerative agriculture have been 
practiced by Indigenous peoples throughout the 
world for millennia. 

Food connects us to one another and to 
nature. It is a measure of health and wellbeing 
and often reflects our family history and 
cultural roots. The production and distribution 
of food twines macro issues like trade and 
world economies, with the personal issues of 
access, affordability, and equity. Linking both 
the micro and macro is the biosphere, our 
biological home. Not only is food essential to 
life, but the ways in which food is produced 

for human consumption can either acknowledge 
human rights and restore planetary health or 
jeopardize our species’ chances for survival.

On Bowen Island, where farm culture has been 
at risk of fading into history, there are about a 

dozen market gardeners 
and animal raisers trying to 
survive with seasonal sales 
at the farmers’ market, farm 
stands, CSA boxes, and by 
selling produce to local 
restaurants and grocery 
stores. What happens when 
disaster strikes, and ferry 
service is interrupted? Will 
there be fresh food on the 
island? How can we ensure 
that our local food supply is 
not unduly dependent on 
imports?

The Islands Trust and 
Bowen Island Municipality 
have each declared that 
we are living in a “Climate 
Emergency.” Now is the 
time to update the OCP 
to strengthen and expand 
the island’s agricultural 
activity inside and out of 
the ALR. And perhaps it is 
time to think about creating 
a municipal position that 
advocates and tracks 
progress toward climate 
mitigation goals.

The “agricultural revolution” 
in Canada is supported 
by Regeneration Canada 
a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to “promoting 
soil regeneration as a 
means to mitigate climate 
change, restore biodiversity, 
improve water cycles, and 
support a healthy food 
system.” Along with Metro 
Vancouver’s Regional Food 
Action Plan, KPU’s various 
studies and reports, and BIFS 
comprehensive Agrarian 
Analysis, we have all the 
evidence and direction 
needed to make a difference. 

Maybe the word “revolution” 
sounds violent, or perhaps 
it summons the radical 
hope of youth and a sense 
that real change is possible. 
Whatever your associations 
with the word, there is great 

potential for agriculture 
to “revolutionize” our relationship to nature, to 
re-connect us to food and community, and to 
help us heal from the practices of domination and 
extraction. 

For links to BIFS’ reports, or to follow up on this 
article, please write to hellobifs@gmail.com (a 
website is in the works). 🍁

"...by focusing on regenerative agriculture 
and localizing our food system, we can 
address the climate emergency while 
stimulating a healthier local food economy”.

Island students enjoying work and play. Photo: Jackie Bradley

popularized by Dr. Elaine Ingram. A Vancouver 
company, RootShootSoil, provides soil biology 
consultation and testing services as well as a liquid 
extract that can be used to improve the soil’s 
microbial life. Stimulating the natural, biological 
components in soil reduces the need for chemical 
additives or pesticides by supporting the natural 
cycling of nutrients and bacterial regulation. 
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Membership
Become involved with Bowen’s oldest community group dedicated 
to the preservation and protection of Bowen’s unique natural and 
social setting. Membership benefits include informative speakers, 
opportunities to meet and network with like-minded Bowen 
Islanders, and a chance to become informed, of and active in, 
Bowen’s evolving community. 

Name:  
Email:      
Phone:
Address:

Membership Fee:  Single $15   o  
   Family $20   o
Please attach your cheque a return to: 
 Bowen Island Eco–Alliance, 
 c/o Silberman, 1600 Tunstall Blvd.
 Bowen Island, BC, V0N 1G2

1. Are you a new member of the Eco–Alliance?   
   YES    o  NO   o 

2. Are you renewing your membership with the  
Eco–Alliance?   YES   o   NO   o 

3. Would you like to help with specific projects? 
   Which issues?   

4. Do you have any other comments or suggestions you 
would like to make regarding the Eco–Alliance?
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Bowen Island in the Islands Trust
Most Bowen Islanders know that our community is 
part of the Islands Trust, but some are still not sure 
what role the Trust plays in our local government 
or are not aware of the benefits of Bowen’s 
membership in the Islands Trust. 

The fact is that a focus on the legislated mandate, 
to preserve and protect the island and its unique 
amenities for the benefit of residents and the 
people of the province, is woven into the fabric of 
local governance on Bowen Island, just as it is with 
the other twelve principle islands of the Trust area.  
Land use planning and development on Bowen 
is generally the responsibility of our municipal 
council, but just as all development on Bowen 
must comply with the island’s Official Community 
Plan (OCP), so too, the OCP itself must comply with 
the Trust’s Policy Statement, which is the guiding 
document for the whole 
Trust area, administered 
by the central Trust 
Council.    

Through a unique 
“double elect” 
system, Bowen Island 
voters choose two 
representatives to sit on 
both the island’s seven 
member municipal 
council and on the 
twenty six member 
Trust Council.  All 
proposed amendments 
to Bowen’s OCP must be 
approved by the Trust 
Council, and the Trust 
must review and may 
comment on proposed 
non-OCP bylaws that 
include any reference 
to a matter included in 
the Islands Trust Policy 
Statement.  The Islands 
Trust and Bowen Island 
Municipality also have a 
Protocol Agreement that describes the principles 
and processes that guide their relationship, 
including a dispute resolution mechanism, if 
necessary. 

Given the importance of the Islands Trust Policy 
Statement to the effectiveness of the Trust as a 
whole, it is significant that the Trust Council is now 
undertaking a review of that document to meet the 
new challenges to the Trust area that have arisen in 
recent years. 

Updating the Islands Trust’s Policy Statement 

In September 2019, the Islands Trust launched 
an initiative called Islands 2050 to engage public 
opinion to help the Trust plan for the next thirty 
years.  Central to that process is to update the 
Trust’s Policy Statement.  

Much has changed since that document was last 
written in 1994, including the following:

•	 Trust Council has made a commitment to 
reconciliation and engagement with First Nations in 
the Trust area.                

•	 The population has grown older.

•	 Trust Council has declared a climate emergency.

•	 Development pressures in major cities around 
the Trust area have caused land prices to increase, 
reducing housing affordability.  

•	 Trade has increased so more cargo ships are 
travelling and anchoring in the Trust area. 

Integrated Government from Guidance to 
Directives 

The current Policy Statement has advanced its 
mandate through three types of policies.  First, is to 
articulate a position or philosophy of Trust Council.  
Second, is to recommend actions to other agencies 
or the public.  And third, are directives, whereby 
Trust Council instructs local trust committees and 
island municipalities to address certain matters. 

There are many examples of how the Islands Trust, 
guided by its Policy Statement, works to assist 
Bowen Island in the task of effective government, 
each within its jurisdiction.  This includes education, 
such as the Community Stewardship Awards, 
which recognize leadership by individuals in 
the protection of the natural environment.  In 
2019, Trust Council adopted an action plan for 
reconciliation with First Nations communities in 

the Trust area, and Islands Trust staff have been 
made available to support Bowen’s municipality 
in engagement with First Nations.  In 2017, the 
Trust’s role as a regional advocate aided Bowen 
Island in responding to the BC Timber Sales (BCTS) 
plan to commence logging on Bowen Island’s 
Crown lands.  In addition, the Islands Trust has 
hosted or co-hosted various workshops and 
forums on community issues relevant to the island.  
And importantly, Islands Trust and Bowen Island 
Municipality staff have regular communication, 
and the Trust has supported the professional 
development of municipal staff.

After extensive consultation since September 
2019 with island residents, community groups 
and the Bowen Island Municipality, Trust Council is 
now producing a draft bylaw of a renewed Policy 

Statement.  This bylaw 
drafting process is 
expected to extend 
from March to May, 
2021, with first reading 
of the document to take 
place in the fall.  This will 
be followed by another 
round of public input.  
Ministerial approval and 
adoption is anticipated 
to occur next summer, 
in 2022.

Islands Trust 
Conservancy

While the Islands 
Trust Council is the 
regulatory body of the 
Islands Trust, its sister 
organization, the Islands 
Trust Conservancy is 
the conservation wing, 
protecting land though 
voluntary measures.  
On Bowen, the 
Conservancy manages 

the David Otter Nature Reserve, the Fairy Fen 
Nature Reserve, the Singing Woods Nature Reserve, 
and two conservation covenant areas.

In addition, the Conservancy administers the 
Natural Area Protection Tax Exemption Program 
(NAFTA), by which land owners who enter into a 
conservation covenant on all or part of their land 
can receive a reduction in their property tax of 
up to 65%.  The Bowen Island Municipality is an 
active partner in the NAFTA program, working 
with land owners to protect Bowen island’s natural 
abundance and beauty. 

For more about the Islands Trust Policy Statement 
update, see: www.islandstrust.bc.ca 

For more about the Islands Trust Conservancy, see:

www.islandstrustconservancy.ca   🍁

The Islands Trust’s mandate is to “preserve and protect”.  Photo: Will Husby.


