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The ALUS Project – Farmers Helping Farmers
By Kristen Thompson
Project Coordinator

Alternative Land Use Services

For the last two growing seasons, farmers in Norfolk County have had the opportunity to produce a new kind of crop for payment - ecological goods and services.  Enabling them to do so is the Norfolk County Alternative Land Use Services Pilot Project (ALUS), a farmer-led, farmer-driven initiative based on the ALUS concept of paying farmers for the provision of ecological goods and services (EG&S) produced on their farmland. The project has been spear-headed by the Norfolk Land Stewardship Council, the Norfolk Federation of Agriculture and many partners.
Since its inaugural year in 2008, the ALUS Pilot Project has engaged 54 farm families on 66 farms across the County.  These farm families have participated in returning 445 acres of marginal land back to healthy patches of native ecosystems supporting diverse populations of wildlife, native plant communities, and natural capital producing ecological goods and services – the core of the ALUS Pilot Project.  
ALUS operates on the belief that land use practises employed by Canada’s farmers and ranchers are part of the solution to the environmental issues and loss of natural capital facing Canadian society today.  “ALUS is a good way to prevent cumbersome environmental legislation; it shows that farmers can do good things on the land without legislation. No farmer is getting rich off it [ALUS], the financial incentives make converting marginal land more feasible” says Brian Baswick, Norfolk farmer, ALUS Participant and Chair of the Norfolk Land Stewardship Council.  
“It’s a win-win for everyone” he continues “there is opportunity to use marginal land that agriculturally is unproductive, and turn it into something that ecologically fits and is productive.  The added benefit for someone like me is that I like to fish and hunt, so as an outdoorsman I like to do good things for the environment.”

Projects on the farm to increase Norfolk’s native spaces have included reforestation using native Carolinian species, Oak Savannah and Tallgrass Prairie restoration, wetland creation and expansion, windbreak establishment, and pollinator habitat creation.  These areas of natural capital provide society with a steady flow of ecological goods and services vital to healthy human populations and include services such as purification of water and air, pollution mitigation, biodiversity enhancement, erosion control, sediment retention, soil renewal, carbon sequestration, crop pollination, etc.  The average farm engaged in ALUS has converted 7 acres of marginal land.
These environmental services are not only benefitting the greater society, but will provide an opportunity for investment into a new environmental vehicle the “Ontario Conservation Credit”.   Ecological goods and services bundled with carbon credits will provide business, corporations, municipalities, and individuals with the opportunity to invest in locally produced Conservation Credits, offsetting environmental impacts of operations while increasing natural spaces in Canada.  Currently, carbon credit exchange systems exist in which parties can invest in offsetting their carbon emissions through reforestation projects in South America, South East Asia, etc.  The Ontario Conservation Credit creates local solutions to Canada wide environmental problems by producing credits that not only sequester carbon but provide a suite of other ecological services.  Under the Ontario Conservation Credit farmers will become the aggregators.

On a recent ALUS Demonstration Site tour, 50 participants travelling from the greater Toronto area, the view firsthand the impact ALUS has had on the landscape.  Three generations of Mauthe’s greeted the visitors on their farm to tour an Oak Savannah and Tallgrass Prairie restoration site, and a wetland creation project established during the 2008 field season.  “This area here has always been a low, wet area producing marginal yields” explained Paul Mauthe, of the 2 acre piece of land where a wetland was constructed. 
Paul’s son Kyle who worked on the Norfolk Environmental Stewardship Team, a youth employment opportunity providing students with job experience in the natural resource management field, was present on the tour and explained how the site was planted. 
 “The banks of the wetland are planted in native shrubs like red oisier dogwood and nannyberry, flowers, grasses, and sedges.  We used a mix of prairie grasses and Carolinian trees on the uplands”.  The Mauthe’s have also buffered the entire reach of South Creek, a cold water trout stream that runs through the family farm, and converted a one acre piece of land into Tallgrass Prairie, a native perennial grass community.  “The prairie grasses provide excellent habitat for turkeys and other birds” says Kyle.
ALUS has not only empowered farmers to protect, enhance, and increase natural capital on the farm for the benefit of society, but it expels the top-down approach to environmental protection and places the farmer at the forefront of creating solutions to solve municipal water quality issues, national habitat loss, carbon sequestration, etc.   A farmer to farmer approach is used to make contacts and engage local farmers in the pilot project.  
“It just makes sense” says Brian Baswick, “farmers trust farmers”.  From there, projects on the farm are developed through a collaborative approach, working closely with the farmer to ensure the project works with their operation and long term vision of the land. “ALUS has enabled farmers to think about the opportunity to help repair societies assault on the environment” explains Fred Judd, Norfolk Farmer, ALUS Partnership Advisory Committee member, and President of the Norfolk Soil and Crop Improvement Association.  In Prince Edward Island, a provincial ALUS Program has alleviated serious municipal water issues which, has positively impacted environmental performance, municipal water quality, and financial resources. 
The Norfolk ALUS team has welcomed roughly 900 people to the County to participate in over 40 farm tours demonstrating the work being done within Norfolk’s agricultural community.  Educational outreach is extremely important in extending the messages and impacts of ALUS to the greater population and to shedding positive light on the agricultural community as stewards of the land.  
In addition to the tours within the County, the ALUS message has been communicated to nearly 3000 people across Ontario. ALUS Chairman Bryan Gilvesy and Dave Reid, NLSC Coordinator are currently participating in a National ALUS Strategy Team that will hopefully bring ALUS to agricultural communities across Canada.  A pilot project in Vermillion River, Alberta is in the early stages of establishment and is being modelled after the Norfolk Pilot.
