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Rural Planning, the Community and Large Livestock Facilities: 

A Cross-Canada Survey 
By Wayne J. Caldwell, Ph.D. MCIP RPP 
Michael Toombs, M.Sc. P.Eng. 

THE INTENSIFICATION of the livestock industry often leads to conflict within 
Canada's rural agricultural communities. As livestock facilities have become larger and 
more geographically concentrated, many people have expressed concerns about odour and 
water quality. As a result, provincial and municipal governments are often pressured to 
d~velo.p criteria for the establishment of new facilities and the regulation of existing 
situations. The resulting approaches are a mix of legislation, policy, local by-laws and 
~e~O;llff!en1ations concern in~ manaJement. This paper provides an overview of the main 
inzttatives zn each of Canada s provinces, and particularly in Ontario and Manitoba. 

The issue 
Since the end of the Second 
World War, increasing 
industrialization has affected the 
nature and scale of agricultural 
production. Livestock production 
has moved towards larger, 
specialized operations that are 
more efficient and intensive. 
From this, several community 
concerns have arisen: 

Environmental concerns related 
to odour and water quality 
In the face of trends such as rural 
non-farm development, 
concentrations of livestock can 
lead to significant acrimony in 
rural communities . 

Economic issues reflecting 
environmental concerns 
While it is notoriously difficult to 
prove, odour can have an impact 
on real estate values. 

Socio-political issues 
Opposition to large barns often 
sounds like " NIMBYism" (i.e., 
Not In My Back Yard) and can 
lead to serious conflict between 
neighbours. The debate can raise 
fundamental questions about the 
role of agriculture and how the 
community wants to evolve. 

Provincial and municipal 
approaches 
The municipal and provincial 
response to "Intensive Livestock 
Operations" reflects their 
respective powers and 
responsibilities. Not only are 
there legal impediments to 
action, but there are also 
philosophical differences about 
how the issue should be 
approached (e.g., a regulatory 
vs. a voluntary approach). 

From a regulatory perspective, 
municipalities and provincial staff 
face the following constraints: 1 

• Jurisdictional constraints: 
Municipalities and provincial 
staff are subject to policy, 
legislation and regulations. 

• Public rights: Farmers are 
entitled to farm as long as they 
meet the appropriate local, 
provincial and federal 
requirements. 

• Enforcement issues: A 
regulatory approach must take 
into account the financial and 
human resources available for 
implementation. 

• Public and political support: 
The successful implementation 
of regulations and by-laws will 
largely depend on the support 
of farms and the public. 

• Protecting agriculture: By-laws 
and regulations must respect 
the needs of agriculture to 
remain locally and globally 
competitive. 

• A broader framework of law 
and policy: Municipalities and 
provinces are bound to a 
broader framework of law and 
policy. Municipalities must 
account for provincial policy, 
just as provinces must act in 
accordance with federal laws, 
national standards and 
international trade agreements. 

A provincial overview 
Based on insights gathered from 
personal interviews, a review of 
published materials, and their 
own experiences, the authors 
documented the various 

approaches being used nation
wide to siting livestock facilities. 2 

Their findings can be summarized 
as follows: 

27 

i) Legislation: 
While all of the provinces have 
adopted legislation that could 
have an impact on the siting and 
management of livestock 
production (e.g., planning acts, 
building codes, etc.), only a few 
have adopted legislation specifi
cally for this purpose (New 
Brunswick, Quebec, 
Saskatchewan). The result is a 
province-led approach in some 
cases (e.g., Quebec) and a 
municipal approach in others 
(e.g., Manitoba). 

ii) Farm practices: 
All of the provinces (except 
Newfoundland) have adopted 
legislation that protects the use 
of accepted agricultural practices 
from lawsuits which allege 
nuisance. This position 
recognizes the importance of 
agriculture, while balancing it 
with land-use planning, 
environmental responsibility, 
conflict resolution and new 
technology. In recent years, 
Ontario and British Columbia 
have extended this legislation to 
include municipal by-laws that 
restrict normal farm practices. 

iii) Strategies and policies: 
All of the provinces have 
adopted guidelines or policies to 
assist producers and, to a certain 
extent, provincial departments 
and municipalities with the siting 
of livestock facilities. In some 
instances these guidelines serve 
as educational material (for 
example, the "Best Management 
Practices" in Ontario) while in 
other areas they have been 
adopted by municipalities as part 
of a regulatory framework (as in 
Lethbridge County, Alberta) . 

iv) Provincial leadership: 
In most provinces, the 
Department or Ministry of 
Agriculture is the key provincial 
body. There are, however, 
interesting anomalies in Quebec 
and , to a lesser extent, in 
Manitoba and British Columbia, 
where the environment 
department has a much larger 
role. Some individuals suggest 
that environment departments are 
more accountable to 
environmental issues. 
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v) Regulatory tools and the 
municipality: 
In some provinces, municipalities 
are the main regulators with 
regard to the siting of livestock 
facilities. Some municipalities have 
assumed a leadership role, while 
others are working with provincial 
agencies to deliver the provincial 
strategy or guidelines. The 
fundamental components of this 
approach typically include 
building permits, compliance with 
zoning provisions, minimum 
distance separations, and in some 
instances nutrient management 
plans, mandatory public meetings, 
land-base requirements and 
protected water-quality zones. 
(There is also a growing number 
of provincial initiatives aimed at 
protecting water quality.) 

vi) Environmental studies and 
nutrient management plans: 
The use of nutrient management 
plans (NMP) is common where 
livestock intensification has been 
prominent. In some areas 
(Quebec, for example) the NMP 
is viewed as a regulatory 
instrument, while in others (like 
Ontario) it is seen as an 

educational tool. Commonly, 
however, an NMP is a prerequisite 
for obtaining a Certificate (e.g., in 
New Brunswick) or a building 
permit (e.g., in many 
municipalities in Ontario). Some 
provinces and municipalities may 
also require more detailed 
environmental studies. 

vii) The role of the public: 
In most provinces, there is no 
public involvement in the review 
of proposals for intensive livestock 
operations. In Ontario, for 
example, the producer obtains a 
building permit. complies with the 
relevant zone provisions and 
completes a nutrient manage
ment plan (if required to do so by 
local policy). Once this has 
occurred, the producer is virtually 
guaranteed a building permit. By 
contrast, in M anitoba and 
Alberta, the public can participate 
at the local level. In Leth bridge 
County, Alberta, for example, 
adjacent land owners are notified 
of a completed application for an 
intensive livestock operation, and 
in Manitoba public meetings are 
routinely held as part of the 
"conditional use permit." 
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Ontario and Manitoba: a 
more detailed review 
To a certain degree, the above 
discussion overlooks nuances 
that distinguish specific provinces 
and municipalities. Therefore, to 
clarify matters we will 
concentrate on details of the 
situation in Ontario and 
Manitoba. While we could have 
focused on any number of 
provinces, we selected Ontario 
because of our experience there, 
and chose Manitoba in order to 
provide insight into municipal
provincial partnerships. 

Manitoba 
Over three ·million hogs are 

marketed annually in southern 
Manitoba, and additional 
expansion is anticipated. As a 
result, a number of provincial 
and municipal initiatives have 
been established. 

The siting of large barns in 
Manitoba is essentially a 
municipal responsibility, but it is 
undertaken with considerable 
provincial support. In 
municipalities, where zoning is in 
place, new barns must conform 
to regulations, and in certain 
circumstances require a 
conditional-use permit. In the 
rural municipality of La 
Broquerie, for example, a 
conditional-use permit is required 
for barns larger than 200 animal 
units. Before such a permit is 
issued, a public meeting takes 
place, and the municipality may 
require further background 
studies. The municipal decision is 

final; there are no opportunities 
for appeal. For obvious reasons, 
such meetings can be 
contentious, but they do provide 
opportunities for debate and 
review before new barns are 
constructed. 
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Figure 1: 
The Rural Community and Key Agriculture and Land-Use Related Trends 

The Province is often involved in 
the issuing of conditional-use 
permits. At the request of a 
municipality, a "regional based 
review board" consisting of 
provincial staff will review the 
proposed barn and provide a 
joint report recommending 
changes or conditions. This 
review board includes the 
departments of environment, 
agriculture, natural resources and 
rural development. 

Moreover, many aspects of 
livestock operations are regulated 
at the provincial level. Besides 
issuing a set of guidelines which 
can be incorporated into local 
by-laws, the Province has 
banned the winter spreading of 
manure in facilities larger than 
400 animal units, and requires 
operations of this size to establish 
a nutrient management plan . 
Such plans are reviewed by the 
Province and periodically audited 
by the Department of 
Environment at a rate of 5% per 
year. 
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Ontario 
In Ontario, as in Manitoba, 
municipalities deal directly with 
the proponents of large livestock 
facilities. Unlike Manitoba, 
however, the right to establish a 
barn is typically entrenched in 
zoning, and there is no 
requirement for conditional-use 
permits or public meetings. 
Zoning traditionally establishes 
minimum lot sizes and allows for 
agricultural activity consistent 
with zoning provisions. 

Many municipalities require the 
completion of nutrient 
management plans before they 
issue a permit for a new " large" 
barn . These plans address such 
matters as the on-site 
characteristics of the farm and 
the proposed livestock operation, 
and are generally required for 
new operations larger than 150 
livestock units. The Province 
reviews the nutrient 
management plan on behalf of 
the municipality. 

The Province has also recom
mended that municipalities use 
minimum distance separation 
criteria, and require 240-day 
storage of liquid manure. A 
booklet on management prac
tices has also been developed. 

In contrast to Manitoba, there 
are no mandatory provincial 
guidelines requiring the comple
tion of a nutrient management 
plan. The province has instead 
adopted eight position 
statements concerning nutrient 
management and related issues 
(for example, the size of agricul
tural operations and the distance 
for hauling manure). 

As in Manitoba, there is 
considerable variation across the 
province. Some municipalities 
have adopted the requirement 
for nutrient management plans, 
others have not. Furthermore, 

· the specific content of the by
laws for nutrient management 
plans tends to vary from one 
municipality to the next. Finally, 
some municipalities have 
attempted to halt the 
construction of new livestock 
barns for periods of up to one 
year. 

Conclusion 
Intensive livestock production 
can raise concerns and 
antagonism within a community. 
Whether the issues are real or 
perceived, these concerns are 
taken seriously by provinces and 
municipalities. Rate-payers often 
lobby politicians to respond to a 
changing and sometimes 
growing livestock industry. 
People see an evolving livestock 
industry affecting their quality of 
life - including quality of the air 
they breathe and the water they 
drink. 

In reality, the magnitude of the 
issue varies within and between 
provinces. In some areas 
livestock production is 
overshadowed by an extensive 
cash-crop sector, while in others 
livestock is the backbone of the 
local economy. In the !atter case, 
the response at the provincial 
level is often relatively muted, 
while specific municipalities are 
embroiled in acrimonious debate. 
The result is an array of 
approaches and responses that 
reflects the needs of individual 
provinces. 
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Summary 
In many rura.1 communities the 
most contentious and divisive 
issue over the last few years has 
been the siting of large and 
intensive livestock facilities. 
Municipal and provincial 
governments have been 
challenged to develop policy and 
find approaches that strike a fair 
and effective balance between 
the needs of agriculture and the 
legitimate concerns of the rural 
community. These approaches 
are generally a combination of 
regulation, voluntarism and 
education, with implementation 
stressed at the local level. This 
paper summarizes the main 
planning responses used across 
the country and provides a more 
detailed examination of the 
approaches used in Ontario and 
Manitoba 

Resume 
Dans de nombreuses 

communautes rurales, le suiet qui 

a seme le plus de discorde et de 

divisions au cours des dernieres 

annees portait sur Jes inquietudes 

et l'hostilite face a l 'etablissement 

de vastes installations d'e/evage 

intensif de betail. Les 

municipalites et Jes 

gouvernements provinciaux ont 

ete amenes a adopter une 

politique et a prendre position en 

faveur d'un meilleur equilibre 

entre Jes besoins de /'agriculture 

et Jes exigences /egitimes des 

communautes rura/es. Ces 

mesures consh,tent generalement 

en une combinaison de 

reglementations, d'initiatives 

volontaires et d'information dont 

la mise en application est assuree 

au niveau local. Cet article passe 

en revue Jes principa/es solutions 

utilisees a travers le pays en 

donnant plus de details sur Jes 

approches retenues en Ontario et 

au Manitoba. 




