Extreme Weather Threatens Canadian Economy
by Randy Shore
July 4, 2013 - British Columbia must take steps to protect and ration water supplies through summer droughts, and prepare for more frequent flooding, if it is to grow the province's agricultural economy, according to climate experts at Simon Fraser University.  Weather events that used to come once in a century are arriving with greater frequency, and the agricultural losses they cause will soon become unsustainable without action by senior levels of government, said Jon O'Riordan, lead author of a new briefing paper released Wednesday by SFU's Adaptation to Climate Change Action Team.
"This isn't just an environmental problem, this is an economic problem," O'Riordan told The Vancouver Sun.  B.C. farmers generate about $2.6 billion in sales, as part of a food economy worth $10.9 billion, according to the newest ministry of agriculture service plan.  The government has aggressive plans to increase that figure to $14 billion by 2017.
But extreme weather events could present significant challenges to that plan, if recent history is a guide, O'Riordan said.  In 2010, heavy rains caused $6 million in damage to root crops in southwestern B.C. and in 2011, floods caused almost $1 billion in crop losses in Manitoba.  The agricultural losses resulting from the floods this summer in Alberta are estimated by BMO Capital Markets to reach $3.75 billion.  Recent droughts in the United States, Russia and Australia have resulted in billions of dollars in agricultural losses.
"These events are going to happen more frequently, not just once every 100 years," said O'Riordan.  "We expect to see more frequent intense events, both drought and floods over the next 20 years.  The status quo is no longer acceptable."
Challenges to B.C.'s ability to produce food are coming, as the province needs to move to greater food self-sufficiency, he said.  Climate-driven threats to the productivity of North America's most productive food-growing regions, in California and Mexico, are likely to cause disruptions in our food supply.  About half of B.C.'s food supply comes from California, the report notes.
"There is a big difference between adaptation and reaction," said O'Riordan.  "Adaptation requires sober planning, purposeful management, and creating tools to try to mitigate the impact of these events in advance, rather than waiting for something to happen and then mopping up afterwards.  "It's very expensive to mop up afterwards and it is unsustainable in the long term."  New investments in flood control infrastructure and water supply systems are required to deal with more frequent heavy rainfall, the report says.
The report also suggests an overhaul of B.C.'s Water Act, to focus on water conservation, groundwater regulation, and watershed protection.  "We are the only province in Canada that has no regulatory control over the extraction of groundwater, and it is more and more being used by agriculture," he said.  Agricultural uses account for 70% of water use in B.C.
The B.C. Agriculture Council recently expressed concern that federal and provincial support for agricultural research is shrinking, while risks due to climate change are growing.
The SFU briefing paper echoes many of the concerns about dwindling government support for adaptive response to climate change raised early this year by the Pacific Institute for Climate Solutions.  Both suggest bolstering financial support for farmer training and the development of resilient crops.
"We are having issues related to climate and Alberta is going through a pile of misery and we hope we never have to deal with that in our region," said new agriculture minister Pat Pimm.  "But we have a good system in place for risk management."  Pimm said the government is taking climate change seriously.
Growing Forward 2 is a joint federal-provincial program that includes $105 million to support on-farm innovation, crop science, new product development and climate adaptation in B.C.  The ministry of agriculture has undertaken province-wide and regional risk assessments, which will be followed by a region-by-region adaptation strategy slated for release later this summer, according to a ministry spokesman.
The ministry is also funding a series of reports on selected farming practices that have the potential to reduce risk or increase resilience in a changing climate.
What’s at Stake
Agriculture is not just sustenance, it's also big business.  Experts say that Canada's agriculture industry is threatened by climate change and that we must begin to adapt now.
Size of B.C.'s food industry $10.9 billion
Canada's food exports $40.3 billion
Canadians employed in food, beverage, tobacco production, processing 571,800
Amount of B.C.'s food imported from California 50%
B.C.'s fresh water used for agriculture 70%
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