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Message from Director Dave Poulton

The past year has been a busy one for the Alberta Land Institute.
We have expanded our online research database to include previous reports and research. From
irrigation, to agricultural land use, to conservation offsets, new research is being presented on
how to improve land use, economic and ecological outcomes for Albertans.
New research projects are also now underway exploring complex topics such as municipal
annexation and land use tools for local development.
After a period of transition, our team is expanding. Our new additions on
staff are helping to increase our reach and connect us with policy and
decision makers across all levels of government.
ALI's prominence is also growing. Our representatives are in positions
of influence across provincial and municipal governments and
members of our team are looked to for direct input on complicated
public policy issues. One example is our Director of Research
Eran Kaplinsky serving on the Alberta government’s panel
evaluating grazing leases in the province.
Finally, we are busy preparing for Land Use 2018
- Western Canada’s premier forum on land use
management. Our conference will explore the issue
of land, water and society and will have a dynamic
set of expert-driven panels to present and lead
discussion. We hope to see you there!
Thank you for your support!
Sincerely,
Dave Poulton
Director
Alberta Land Institute
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Who we are

The Alberta Land Institute (ALI) is the premier centre for expert research in land management.
Based out of the University of Alberta, ALI launched in 2012.
Our researchers and investigators are driven to uncover facts about the current state of
Alberta’s land management strategies, and to analyze policy alternatives to improve public
policy outcomes from all levels of government. We bring together nationally and internationally
recognized experts in areas such as agriculture and life sciences, urban and rural planning,
economics, law, and others.
As an academic institution, our work is scientifically supportable and non-partisan.
We seek to provide expert analysis to maximize land use management outcomes to the benefit of
Albertans.
Every year, ALI produces new research projects to better improve public policy outcomes.
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Governance
Working towards the goal of impacting and
changing policy is central to ALI’s decision
making and research. Understanding how the
decisions of government influence the use of land
in Alberta is vital to helping shape the province’s
decisions for generations to come. While this
policy consideration is often embedded within the
examination of other subjects, it is sometimes
necessary to look directly at the structure and
process of government, and its impact on the
making of policy.
How have individuals’ property rights in Alberta
been influenced by the implementation of the
province’s Land Use Framework? How does
Alberta’s property rights framework compare
to that of other jurisdictions - are there lessons
we can learn? Are municipalities positioned to
collaborate on regional planning, and how do their
individual objectives integrate with the Alberta
Land Stewardship Act?

Community Advisory Board
Dr. Walter Dixon (Chair)
Mr. David Bissett
Mr. Rick Blackwood
Mr. Tom Grabowski
Ms. Kelly Hall
Mr. Colin Jeffares
Dr. F.L. (Ted) Morton
Mr. Gerald Rhodes
Dr. Kim Sturgess
Mr. Peter Woloshyn
Mr. Todd N. Zimmerling

The members of this board possess an
immense amount of experience in a
variety of fields, and together help ALI
hone its strategic focus.
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Alberta Land Institute report zeroes in on water
demand and irrigation expansion
-CHAT TV News, Medicine Hat, Nov. 2017
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Major Initiatives

Agriculture
Alberta’s population is set to grow by 50 per cent over the next 20 years. This growth will no
doubt have a tremendous impact on our farmland in Alberta. We
have studied and answered the question if our irrigation systems
can handle expansion and growth (they can and will with the
right public incentives) and our researchers have created new
models to predict future water use and demand to 2040.
With the massive population growth and urban expansion in
recent years, specifically along the Calgary and Edmonton
corridor, Alberta is also seeing loss and degredation of high
quality farming soil. Our findings and recommendations on this
phenomenon will be an important piece for policy makers to
consider in the years to come.
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Municipal Development and Growth
As Alberta grows, so do our cities. Our researchers have released seven comprehensive
recommendations to the province on how to best handle the issues surrounding urban sprawl.
This project studied the factors driving urban growth and whether municipal revenue tools have
affected development decisions in the urban fringe of the Calgary and Edmonton metropolitan
regions.
In the coming year, Alberta Land Institute will also be studying further issues surrounding
municipal annexation and what the best policies are to reach positive outcomes for land use
management.

Water
In Canada, a history of near-universal water availability has led many to take its presence for
granted, but as our climate changes and population growth places increasing demands on
our supply, we have become increasingly aware of our relationship with this resource. People
recognize that wetlands are critical to protecting biodiversity, preventing floods and addressing
many of the environmental challenges we face. As we continue to make productive use of our
land, water is an essential part of the process, and Alberta has acknowledged this with land use
and watershed planning in recent years.
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Message from our Research Director
Since joining the Alberta Land Institute in
October 2016, I have seen our vision of becoming
a recognized research institution providing
evidenced-based policy recommendations grow.
I am proud of our accomplishments in the past
year. Several important, cutting-edge research
projects have been completed, including
two of our multi-year research projects:
Economic Evaluation of Farmland Conversion
and Fragmentation in Alberta, and Systems
Modeling Sustainable Land and Water Policy in
Alberta’s Irrigation Sector. These projects provide
Albertans, and policymakers in particular, with
valuable information on the current status of
agricultural land and the potential impact of
irrigation expansion. Both projects have received
considerable academic and media interest.
Through our partnerships and stakeholder
community, ALI continues to stay up-to-date on
emerging issues, responding to relevant questions
facing Alberta through our annual call for
proposals. This year, an ‘open’ call was designed
with the goal of generating new ideas. Two projects
were funded from this call: one will examine the
efficacy and outcomes of land annexation in the
province; the other will assess the impact on
sustainability of long-term strategies and the
planning tools chosen by municipalities.
In 2018, ALI looks forward to pursuing new
initiatives, promoting our research through
knowledge exchange, and working with our nongovernmental, government and research partners
to provide policy options for the future.

-Dr. Eran Kaplinsky
ALI Research Director
ALBERTA LAND INSTITUTE 6

Completed Reports
Irrigation
After launching the study in late 2013, Dr. Evan Davies and his research team submitted their
final report on Systems Modelling for Sustainable Land and Water Policy in Alberta’s Irrigation Sector.
The report highlighted the economic benefits of expanding the irrigation sector through public
incentives and created a new model to improve forecasting of agricultural and irrigation needs.
The study found that the expansion of current public
investment from both the provincial government (75
per cent) and irrigation districts (25 per cent) would
be highly beneficial for producers, with a net-profit
value of $78 million or $1,324 per hectare at the
baseline discount rate of 10 per cent. With methods
like increased water use efficiency, irrigation can
also be expanded without any risk to the aquatic
environment or to those downstream who rely on the
water source as well.
In their work, Dr. Davies and his team designed a new systems model, called CropSD, which is
one of the most detailed model of its kind for river basins in Canada. CropSD simulates crop
biomass and yield for six crop types, calculates irrigation demand for each crop based on onfarm irrigation technologies, gross irrigation water demands based on the conveyance network,
and reservoir releases to satisfy irrigation demands.
The systems model can run simulations to 2040 and serves as a
decision-support tool at a high level of detail for municipalities,
irrigation districts, government ministries and other groups.
For irrigation districts, it simulates water efficiency, crop mix and
infrastructure options, and projects crop production under various
plausible future conditions. For provincial ministries, Alberta’s
Watershed Planning and Advisory Councils (WPACS) and other groups
a fully realized model would provide detailed, long-term projections of watershed conditions;
show possible consequences of water resources management options; and quantify trade-offs
among water uses and their associated policies
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In-Lieu Payments Report
A new report on conservation offsets was
produced by our Director Dave Poulton this
year. These offsets are one of the important
tools policy-makers use in order to balance
economic development and biodiversity.
The concept is simple: the ecological loss
from a single development project or
program of developments is compensated by
the creation of new ecological benefits of a
similar nature and extent.
To take a simple example, if a development
project results in the destruction of one
hectare of wetland, that impact could be
offset by the creation of a one-hectare
wetland nearby, providing the quality of the
two were comparable.
Typically, there’s been three historic
approaches of conservation offsets. The first
is project-specific offsetting. The second is
offset credit banking. And the final method is
through In-Lieu Payments and Fees. This was the focus of a report recently released by the
Alberta Land Institute.
While such in-lieu payment (ILP) arrangements are becoming more common, many people are
also skeptical as to whether they actually produce the expected benefits.
Practical questions are taken into consideration such as what legal authority ILP systems have to
collect and issue payments, how a payment amount should be set, and how effective varying ILP
systems have been used by various levels of government.
This report is being considered by not only policymakers in Alberta, but in British Columbia too.
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Farmland Fragmentation and Evaluation
Earlier this year, our report on the economic evaluation of farmland conversion and
fragmentation in Alberta was completed. The report found that high quality agricultural land in
Alberta continues to be lost and calls for greater discussion around land use policies to preserve
quality agricultural land as Alberta grows.
This conversion and fragmentation of agricultural land has led to concerns about rural landscape
preservation, loss of food production capacity, high service costs, and conflicts between farmers
and new rural residents. Given the current legislative tools available to public officials under the
Alberta Land Stewardship Act and the Modernized Municipal Government Act, it is important for
all officials responsible for land use decisions to understand the magnitude and causes of the
problem.
Our research also conducted a survey which shows that attitudes among residents in the
Edmonton Metropolitan Region which showed they are concerned about the rapid expansion of
urban areas and the consequential loss of natural and agricultural land in the area, with about 80
per cent willing to pay for farmland in the area.
The project generated insights into some of the consequences of those changes. Farmland prices
between 1998 and 2014 show that conversion pressure has strong effects on farmland prices.
Prices are highest in areas closest to the major cities and the Queen Elizabeth Highway.

DID YOU KNOW?
From 1984 to 2018, the Calgary
urban area expanded from 242 km2
to 754 km2
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“

Wetlands are the most productive
ecosystems on earth.

Wetlands Update

We are studying market-based
solutions to recover them here in
Alberta.
-Anna Kauffman, Masters of Science candidate at the University of Alberta Department of Resource Economics and Environmental Sociology

Earlier this year, Anna Kauffman provided an update on the Alberta Living Laboratories Project that
was launched in 2015. A shortened version of that update is below:
The goals of this project were simple: discover the number of restorable and lost wetlands in
Rocky View County and qualify the value of restoring wetlands to all those living within the county.
The work and lessons learned in nearly three years has been considerable.
Rocky View County sits on the Nose Creek Watershed, an important water basin that passes
through agricultural land, urban areas and places of industrial development.
This land area has over 400 restorable wetlands available, including 250 landowners with
restorable wetlands on their property. To identify previously lost, restorable wetlands, the
researchers used a technique called remote sensing, a process that identifies low-lying areas
where wetlands tend to be.
Restoring wetlands comes at a cost for landowners. It’s why the research team used an
innovative reverse auction process that was developed at the University of Alberta and provides
an economic incentive for landowners to get involved in recovering wetlands.
Landholders were asked to name the amount they would require to restore the wetlands on their
property. The researchers ranked those amounts as “bids” in an auction. Participants were paid
equally the amount of the highest winning bidders submission. In total, thirteen basins covering
47.3 acres were accepted for restoration. Ten of these basins have now been restored – indicating
ALBERTA LAND INSTITUTE 10

the success of the process. The fact is, while wetlands cover 20 per cent of Alberta’s surface area,
there has been steady erosion due to growing demands from industry and population growth.
But conserving and restoring wetlands across the province does not need to come at the cost of
economic development.
Wetlands play a critical role in sustaining healthy watersheds by protecting water quality,
providing water storage and infiltration, preventing floods, providing habitat for wildlife, fish and
plants, and sustaining biodiversity. They are the most productive ecosystems on earth.
According to the Alberta government’s Wetlands policy, wetlands are estimated to host some 400
species of plants, some of which are listed as rare, threatened or endangered in the province.
The engagement and support from landowners in Rocky View County in just a few years has been
encouraging.
What we have learned from this research to date will be critical when it comes to maintaining
engagement with landowners across Alberta and developing public policy solutions that work and
can be effective for the benefit of all Albertans.
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Research Impact
Through the leadership of our research team,
new graduate students are being trained. Becase
of their work, there has also been a multitude of
peer review studies published and released.
ALI has expanded its reach through the media,
with exposure in major outlets throughout the
province and publication of columns distributed
across Alberta.
There has been a renewed focus on social media
outreach as part of ALI’s mandate to educate
Albertans on issues surrounding land use
management.

Completed Projects
Municipal Governance Reform and Land Use
Planning
Municipal Revenue Generation and Implications for
Land Use and Environmental Quality
Developing and Testing a Framework and For
Accounting for the Value of Agricultural Land
Stocks and Flows in Canada’s System of National
Accounts
Urban Form, Land Use and Sustainability:
Recommendations and Key Research Gaps
Assessing Property Rights and Land Use in Alberta
Systems Modeling Sustainable Land and Water
Policy in Alberta’s Irrigation Sector
Alternative Models of Compensation on
Alberta’s Crown Grazing Lease Lands

The new approach has paid off dividends with
over ten thousand views on our videos, a growing
list of followers online and digital subscribers
staying up to date with our work.

Economic Evaluation of Farmland Conversion and
Fragmentation in Alberta

You can follow ALI on Twitter, Facebook and
Instagram.

Fragmentation and Conversion of Agricultural
Land-Analysis of Values to Inform Policy

Ongoing Projects

Alberta’s Living Laboratory Wetlands project

Upcoming Projects
Municipal Annexations in Alberta: Good, Bad or
Inevitable?
Land Use Tools as part of a Long-Term Strategy
for Local Development: Possibilities for Contextual
Learning
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Spheres of Influence

ALI has built significant networks through areas connecting research and public policy, including,
but not limited to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Provincial government officials
Municipal governments, including through AAMD&C and AUMA
Agricultural producers
Landowners
Policy makers at all levels of government
Research professionals and academics here in Alberta and across North America
Finance and legal expertise
NGOs and nonprofits

ALI's mission stands out as a
research institute.
Our one goal is to improve
public policy for better land
management.
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Land Use 2018 is Western Canada’s
premier forum on land use
research, planning, and policy.

Land Use 2018

Coming off the success of Land Use
2016, planning is well underway for Land Use 2018.
1% Other
4% Indepe

4%

Our conference is the premier forum in Western Canada on issues
of land use management and governance. Land Use 2018 will
bring together policy makers and researchers from Alberta
and around the world to explore the themes of Land,
15%
Water & Society - how each category is interdependent
NGO & Advocacy
on one another from a socioeconomic and environmental
perspective, and why it’s critical to develop proper policies
19%
and governance.
Academic

ndent
stry

Indu

33%

Muncipal Government
Officials

24%

Provincial Government
Officials and
Regulatory Bodies

On top of an exciting list of speakers, Dr. Sara Scherr will
bring our keynote address. Dr. Scherr is an agricultural and
natural resource economist specializing in land management
2016 Attendees
policy in
tropical developing countries. She has been a prominent voice globally in promoting the
restoration of degraded agricultural lands for food security and rural livelihoods, and is a
leading innovator in integrated landscape management. She is also an expert in the economics
of sustainable agriculture and agroforestry and the design of payments to farmers and farming
communities for ecosystem stewardship. She founded EcoAgriculture Partners in 2002, and in
2011 co-founded the global Landscapes for People, Food and Nature Initiative, which she now
chairs.
More information can be found at http://abland.in/landuse
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