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Historical Context

� Those who cannot remember the past are 
condemned to repeat it. 

� George Santayana
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Early Exploration

� Fur traders and early explorers assessed 
southern areas in relation to fur-bearing 
potential.

� Southern areas “generally described as a 
remote desert in an uninhabitable sub-
arctic wilderness”. (Balkwill, p. 3)

� Considered unable to support agriculture.

� Cultivation limited to root crops for 
outposts.
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Early Western Surveys

� Palliser 1857-59 / Hind 1857-58

� Deliberately took southern routes to assess 
agricultural potential; precursor to national 
policy.

� Aware of U.S. reports of ‘vast desert’ in 
western areas.

� Described the grassland interior as “largely a 
dry, sterile plain bounded to the north and 
east by a well-wooded fertile arc of rich soil.”
(Balkwill, p. 4) 

� Break in perception from previous ‘northern’
accounts.
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National Policy Objectives

� East-west economic integration to create 
markets for industries in central Canada.

� Physically link (CPR) and occupy the 
territory (settlers) to establish sovereignty.

� Forestall American expansion northward.

� Control mineral development in B.C. interior. 

� Pay for the transcontinental railway.

� Develop an agricultural frontier for export.
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Western Settlement

� Settling the Prairies was instrumental to 
all the national policy objectives.

� The Ontario wheat boom ended by 1871.

� Integrating agricultural production was a 
key element to the scheme’s success.

� Assessing the agricultural potential of the 
Prairies became a priority.
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More Surveys

� Early 1870s: Flora and fauna surveys report 
favourably, moving arable land into fringes 
of Palliser Triangle; reflected in 1877 
Reports of the Department of Interior.

� George Dawson, geologist with Inter’l. 
Bound. Comm., declares much of the region 
“well suited for pastoral occupation and 
stock farming.” (Balkwill, p. 6)

� The credibility of the ag frontier was 
growing but for raising livestock.
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Still More Surveys

� As the interest in settlement grew, efforts 
were made to establish the credibility of crop 
production in the ag frontier.

� John Macoun, botanist for the early 1870s 
surveys was sent three times (1879-81). He 
exempted only the area around Cypress Hills 
and declared “there is no such thing as a 
fertile belt at all – it [is] all equally good 
land.” (Balkwill, p. 7)
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Problems with Macoun Surveys

� Emphasized only ideal aspects of the 
region.

� Based conclusions on vegetative cover and 
not soil type.

� Investigated during an abnormally wet 
period.

� Yet, momentum was growing to identify 
Prairies as fit to sustain crop production.
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Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch

� 1872: Dominion Lands Act; slow uptake 
on homesteading provisions.

� Early strategy for control of West was 
private sector cattle ranching.

� 1881: 21-year leases at a penny per acre, 
up to 100,000 acres.

� Open range ranching prevailed (‘Texas 
system’).
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Not at Home on the Range

� Regulations favoured large scale, 
politically connected ranchers over small 
stock growers with high costs in an open 
range system (Balkwill, p. 8).

� Canadian/British interests at first.

� Absentee landlords (MacLachlan, p. 16).

� American interest (1885); in one year 
20% of available land (low carrying 
capacity).

� Another boom from U.S., 1902-06.
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Collapse of Open Range Ranching

� Unsuitable breeds from south.

� Price fluctuations.

� Competition for land from homesteaders.

� Ecological factors predominant.
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Ecological Factors

� Winter cattle losses: 60-90% in 1886-7; 50% 
in 1906-7.

� Large losses even among hardy breeds.

� Texas system unsustainable in any climate 
due to overgrazing.

� Open range ranching generally incompatible 
with climate.

� Smaller scale, with ability to intervene to  
control weather impacts (e.g. fencing, corrals, 
summer hay production/winter feeding) was 
appropriate to the region.
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Growing Interest in Crops

� Western settlement growing in importance –
homesteading actively promoted but outside 
the Palliser Triangle.

� Late 1890s – good weather for crops, high 
grain prices advanced interest in crops.

� 1901: J. S. Smart, Deputy Min. of Interior 
tours Prairies and describes pasture areas 
and areas with grain potential; but 
recommends delay until land is classified.
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Settlement Door is Opened

� 1905: Frank Oliver, Min. of Interior 
overrides criteria for grazing leases so that 
“climatic conditions” are not recognized.

� “Only land that is too gravely, sandy, or of too 
rough a surface for agriculture, is to be classed 
as not fit for that purpose, and as being suitable 
to be covered by grazing leases.” (Balkwill, p. 9)

� Eliminates few acres – all but extremely 
unsuitable areas were now open to 
settlement.
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SW Opened to Homesteading

� 1908: Penny grazing leases were rescinded.

� Homesteading opened ‘between Moose Jaw 
and Calgary, U.S. border and Battleford.’

� Pre-emptions allow 320 acres or more.

� Promote settlement and pay for HB railway.

� 1906-16: Cropland in SW SK up from 0.5M 
to 4.5M acres; population of SW SK up from 
46,500 to 178,200.



17

A Deliberate Public Policy Decision 

to Privatize the Land
� Railway grants on odd-numbered sections in 
areas “fairly fit for settlement” were completed 
by 1908, when “the whole area comprising the 
‘dry belt’ (southwestern Saskatchewan and 
eastern Alberta), which the ‘land-grant railways’
had avoided, was thrown open for free 
homesteads and pre-emptions.  Up to that time 
settlement was largely confined to the park 
country and the tall grass plains.  After 1908, the 
settlers, induced by the pre-emption and 
deceived by a period of super-normal rainfall, 
swarmed into the dry area.  The ranching leases 
in the territory long thought to be fit only for 
grazing were terminated and the lands put under 
cultivation.” (RS, p. 68)
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Problems Early

� Attempts to diversify production in SW, 
i.e. into livestock, are stifled by high grain 
prices.

� 1918-20: Drought hits SW SK and SE AB.

� Soil drifting sets in.

� Ag economy begins to collapse - $800,000 
in seed, fodder, relief to area farmers.

� As a result, SK government organizes 
conference in Swift Current.
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1920: Swift Current Conference

� Organized to examine drifting soils, 
insufficient grazing land, farmer 
education.

� Subsequent (SK) Royal Commission 
(1921) recommended:

� Regional substations to study local farming 
conditions;

� Comprehensive soil survey;

� More scientific land use planning;

� Development of public grazing tracts.
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Some New Techniques Emerged

� Strip farming.

� Plowless fallow.

� Cooperative grazing tracts.

� Focus on conservation farming short 
lived.
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Going With the Grain

� Rising prices and adequate rainfall in the 
1920s made wheat production profitable 
on marginal land.

� Much of SW SK went back to wheat, 
ignoring the drought and erosion.

� However, drought continued to 1926 in a 
smaller area in SE AB and SK west of SC.

� Outcomes became pre-Depression lessons not 
learned.
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Lessons not Learned

� 1921 to 1926 Exodus from the land in AB
� 1926 Census counted 10,000 abandoned farms 
in AB, half census divisions 3 and 5 near 
Medicine Hat.

� In the census division immediately north of 
Medicine Hat, population dropped by 30% within 
five years.

� 1921 to 1926 Exodus from the land in SK
� 4,900 abandoned farms in 1926 Census
� 900 of them north of Swift Current bordering 
AB.
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The Disaster

� Drought and economic depression hit in 
1929 / continued through most of the 1930s.

� Result was the greatest ecological disaster in 
the history of Canada.

� Collapse of the ag economy in SK.

� Massive farm abandonment.

� Massive public intervention.

� Massive relocation of people.
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The Ecological Disaster

� Gray, 22-23:  May 12, 1934 clouds of dust 
at 10,000 feet over the Atlantic from a 
storm that “swept from the Rocky 
Mountain states to New York and 
Washington.” … “Statisticians began 
calculating the volume of top-soil that had 
been removed in this storm alone.  When 
they reached 300,000,000 tons, the 
exercise became pointless.”

� Gray, 63:  “By mid-June (1937), the PFRA 
estimated that disaster had engulfed 
60,000,000 acres of land …”
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The Socio-economic Disaster

Relief (1930-37) Index As % of total income

�Saskatchewan 367 13.3%

�Manitoba 115 4.2%

�B. C. 100 3.6%

�Alberta 100 3.6%

�Canada 100 3.6%

Relief (1930-37) SK Rest of Canada

�% of Mun./Prov. Revenue 60.5% 20.1%

�Per Capita $196 $76

Source:  Rowell Sirois Report
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PFRA Created

� Act passed in 1935.

� Amended in 1937 to create pasture 
system and undertake resettlement.

� Mission: “…to manage a productive, bio-
diverse rangeland and to promote 
environmentally responsible land use and 
practices …”

� Mandate includes preference for smaller 
operators who are new entrants or 
expanding existing producers.
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Environmental Impacts of Pastures

� Objective 1: PFRA pastures are first about 
preserving environmentally sensitive land.

� Objective 2: Cattle production directly links 
pasture system to the marketplace, 
generating a revenue stream to sustain the 
system.

� PFRA pastures may be the first, best, and 
largest scale EG&S project in Canada. 
(National Parks??)

� Help Canada meet int’l. carbon commitment. 



28

Economic/Social Benefits

� PFRA pastures have been instrumental in 
sustaining mixed/cow-calf farms in SK.

� In turn, these farms have helped build and 
maintain livestock production in SK.

� Rural communities are sustained by both 
mixed farms and PFRA employees.

� 23% of Consul school are employee children.

� SW SK patrons see “emptying more houses”.

� PFRA is the best system for recruitment/ 
training of pasture managers/operators.
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Public/Community Benefits

S. N. Kulshreshtha (Sask. Encyclopedia)

(44%)(50%) (6%)
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Public/Community Benefits

� Major public good derived from pastures.

� 44% of benefits go to the public.

� Dr. Kulshreshtha concludes:

� “Preservation of large contiguous spaces under 
these federal and provincial community pastures 
has an intrinsic value that should not be sacrificed 
for reducing government expenditures.”

� PFRA Business Plan shows the public cost of 
the pastures as (only) 25% but the public 
gets 64% of the benefits (next slide).
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Public/Community Benefit

Community Pasture Business Plan

(25%)

(64%)
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Public/Community Impacts

� Shared land use among stakeholders.

� Recreational use.

� Protection of flora/fauna/habitat.

� Protection of endangered species.
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Bottom Line

� The PFRA pasture system is an 
environmentally sound land use policy 
created in response to the greatest 
ecological disaster in the history of Canada 
that, in turn, was an outcome of a 
deliberate public policy to privatize the 
land.

� A century later we have a deliberate public 
policy to privatize the (same) land with a 
range of negative environmental outcomes 
hanging in the balance. 
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Historical Context

� George who?
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