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History of the PFRA Community Pasture Land: Factsheet 
 

ISSUE:  In Saskatchewan, 1.8 million acres of land in PFRA community pastures is being transferred to the 
Province which intends to lease or sell the land to private users, which may put public benefits at risk. 
 
Background 

 During the late 1800s and early 1900s, settlers from Europe were actively encouraged to come to the 
prairies and farm. The Dominion Lands Act (1872) granted settlers free homesteads of 160 acres if they 
cleared ten acres and built a residence within three years.   

 Canada retained the responsibility for land and other resources in the Prairies until 1930, when the federal 
government transferred these responsibilities to the Provinces.  

 The new settlers broke and cultivated virgin land in the Prairies using methods suitable for conditions in 
their European homelands. 

 While this was effective for a few years, in the 1930s a period of severe drought caused extreme wind 
erosion and dust storms.  This was particularly severe in 1934 and 1936.  

 Many acres of farmland were damaged, and many people were forced to leave their homes  
 

The Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) 

 Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Act came into force in 1935.  

 It was a drought response measure by the federal government  “... to secure the rehabilitation of the 
drought and soil drifting areas in the [Prairie] Provinces ... , and to develop and promote within those areas 
systems ... that will afford greater economic security...”. 

 The target was agricultural lands and, in today's language, the goal was sustainable development.  
 

The Community Pasture Program 

 In 1939, Saskatchewan and Manitoba made arrangements with Canada to establish community pastures. 

 The Province identified and assembled blocks of land to be included in the new pasture system.  These 
included degraded and sometimes abandoned areas, and sometimes native rangeland. 

 Canada (PFRA) was to rehabilitate and manage these lands.  
 
Land Ownership 

 Initially in Saskatchewan, lands were transferred to Canada with the condition that they would revert to 
the Province if they ceased to be used for grazing.  In 1949 the process changed.  Saskatchewan continued 
to acquire and assemble lands; however, these new pasture lands were leased to Canada (PFRA). 

 Some rural municipalities in Saskatchewan transferred municipal held land to the Federal Utilization Board 
and have now produced documentation which shows that they “... agreed to provide their municipal 
pastures to the Land Utilization Board for transfer to the PFRA pasture program and did so with a 
condition that they operate as Government Pastures or be returned to the municipality, or similar.” A 
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motion was passed at the 2014 Saskatchewan Association of Rural Municipalities convention that If the 
issues with the original PFRA Transfer Agreements are not addressed to the satisfaction of the affected 
municipalities SARM will assist with bringing a class action lawsuit against the Province for breach of 
agreement(s). In Manitoba, lands were provided to Canada (PFRA) for grazing through Order in Council.  
The Province retained ownership and only gave PFRA access to the grass. 

 Canada (PFRA) leased or purchased some additional land in Saskatchewan and Manitoba and incorporated 
it into the pastures.  Some other federal land (e.g., National Defence) was also made available.  
 

Risk of Desertification, Past and Future 

 In the 1930s much of the semi-arid region of the prairies was at risk of desertification - "the process of 
fertile land transforming into desert typically as a result of deforestation, drought or improper / 
inappropriate agriculture”. 

 Desertification is a world-wide problem, as indicated by the creation of the United Nations Convention to 
Combat Desertification in 1994.  Canada was part of this in that it was both a party to the agreement and 
an “affected” nation - one with areas at risk to desertification.  Canada continues to be unique in that it is 
the first country to withdraw from this international convention, a decision announced in March 2013. 

 Canada's reports to the Convention have identified the PFRA Community Pasture Program as a successful 
approach to desertification. 

 The risk of desertification is expected to increase in the future as climate change is likely to cause more 
weather variability, including more droughts. 

 
The Future 

 The historic reasons for founding the PFRA system remain and may become very important under climate 
change scenarios. Soil conservation will be important if we experience more intense and lengthy droughts 
as the models for climate change predict for this region. Saskatchewan soils have blown away and they 
may blow again.  

 The original historic rationale for conserving and restoring these grasslands is still relevant today: with 
82% of our grassland ecosystems now under cultivation to grow crops, these last publicly-owned 
remnants of native grass must be given the best protection we can offer. 

 


