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LAND USE AND WILDLIFE 

What is it about: 
Natural areas on farms support and maintain a multitude of living organisms (‘biodiversity’), as well as perform beneficial natural processes such 
as improving water quality, storing carbon, and regulating water flow. These areas developed through growth without human intervention. 
Examples include native grasslands, forests and wetlands.  
 
In addition to natural areas, a variety of other semi-natural habitats (including planted trees, shrubs, and tame pasture) on farms improve the 
number and types of species that can be sustained within an agricultural landscape.  
 
Why is it important: 
Biologically diverse ecosystems benefit humans and the environment. Agriculture itself also benefits from natural areas and the biodiversity they 
support. Examples include the biocontrol of pests and diseases, sequestration and conversion of nutrients, accumulation of soil organic matter and 
retention of water in the soil. Maintaining diverse natural habitats can also benefit crop yields by providing valuable habitat for beneficial insects.  
 
However, agricultural activities can be a major cause of biodiversity loss through direct or indirect effects. Practices such as land conversion (e.g., 
drainage of wetlands), and improper use of pesticides and nutrients can threaten biodiversity. Changes to agricultural production practices can play 
an important role in preserving biodiversity. 
 
Why is it in the Code: 
Less than 8% of Canada’s landmass is used for agriculture in Canada, and within this area close to 600 species of birds, mammals, reptiles and 
amphibians can be present as well as thousands of species of arthropods. Most of the wildlife species associated with agricultural land depend on 
woodlands, wetlands or grasslands to provide breeding and feeding habitat.  
 
The public’s interest in wildlife habitat and impacts of farming on wildlife is also growing.  
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Maintaining natural areas is becoming part of the assessment of sustainability criteria evaluated in certain domestic and international certification 
systems (e.g. International Sustainability and Carbon Certification (ISCC); Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) Farm Sustainability Assessment 
(FSA)).  
 
Emerging research is also showing that wild spaces in and around agriculture fields results in increased yields and quality (i.e. canola oil content) 
due to the habitat availability for beneficial insects. One key role of these beneficial insects is reducing crop insect pests by predatory feeding, egg 
laying and other mechanisms. This has been shown to result in reduced insecticide use and increase farm profitability. 
 
Content: 

The Land Use and Wildlife section covers the following topics: 

1. Wildlife habitat 
2. Protection of riparian areas  
3. Protected areas 
4. Preservation and restoration of natural (grasslands, wetlands, forests) and semi-natural areas (shelterbelts, uncultivated fence lines, tame 

grass and riparian areas) 
 
Expected outcomes and benefits: 
Complying with the requirements listed in this section will contribute to the following outcomes: 

• Preservation of wildlife habitats, thus supporting biodiversity 
• Protection of ecosystem services (nutrient retention, water storage and regulation, groundwater recharge)  
• Improvement of beneficial insects habitats  
• Improved land management  
• Reduction of GHG emissions  

 

These practices could benefit farmers in additional ways:  

• Support consistent yields by providing increased pollination in insect-pollinated crops 
• Meet market requirements for sustainability  
• Increased efficiency of inputs by targeting higher return production areas 
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Key words (cf. Glossary below)  
Beneficial insects; Biodiversity; Buffer zone; Conservation easement; Economically marginal land; Ecosystem; Forest; Land conversion; Native 
grassland; Natural area; Pollinators; Protected area; Restoration; Riparian area; Semi-natural area; Species at risk; Wetland; Wildlife species; 
Windbreaks; Shelterbelts; Hedgerows; Woodland 
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WILDLIFE HABITAT 
Healthy ecosystems depend on maintaining a diversity of plant and animal species as well as their habitats. It is important for farmers to be aware of regionally-
relevant wildlife of their associated habitats and implement best management practices to minimize the impact of farming operations. The habitats can be found 
on or around farmland. They include wooded areas, native grassland, wetlands, riparian areas and natural pastures on agricultural landscape. Natural settings 
such as a prairie or a meadow, or area’s of cultivated flowering plants can also provide nutrition and nesting space for wildlife and beneficial insects, including 
pollinators.1 

 

• REQUIREMENTS 

1. Identify actual and potential habitats on the farm that support biodiversity and are beneficial to wildlife. 
▪ Rationale supporting the requirement: Biodiversity depends on the diversity of living organisms from all sources and the ecological complexes 

of which they are part. On agricultural land, the vast majority of wildlife species (plants, animals, insects) depend upon natural or semi-natural 
land-cover types, such as woodlands, wetlands or grasslands, to provide essential breeding and feeding habitat. This indicates that the existence 
of viable wildlife populations on farmland and the overall biodiversity level are tied to the availability of natural and semi-natural cover types 
within the Canadian agricultural landscape. The preservation of wildlife habitat in agricultural regions can also provide benefits such as improved 
soil and water quality, efficient nutrient cycling and carbon sequestration.2 

 

• RECOMMENDED PRACTICES  

a. Identify opportunities to connect natural areas on the land through undeveloped field margins and fence lines, shelterbelts, sloughs, ponds and 
riparian areas. 

b. Incorporate fall-seeded crops in crop rotations to reduce spring disturbance of ground nesting birds. 

c. Create and maintain areas with a variety of flowering plants that provide food and nesting space for pollinators and other beneficial insects (e.g. a 
prairie meadow, a flowering cover crop, a flowering crop in rotation, or an area of flowering plants cultivated specifically for beneficial insects). 

d. In case species that are not considered at risk become a nuisance (e.g. due to overabundance, by being injurious to or by threatening agricultural and 
environmental interests) control them by means that are generally considered to be sound husbandry practices. 

  

 
1 Source: https://extension.colostate.edu/docs/pubs/insect/05616.pdf 
2 Source : https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agriculture-and-climate/agricultural-practices/soil-and-land/wildlife-habitat-capacity-on-farmland-indicator/?id=1462916293297  

https://extension.colostate.edu/docs/pubs/insect/05616.pdf
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agriculture-and-climate/agricultural-practices/soil-and-land/wildlife-habitat-capacity-on-farmland-indicator/?id=1462916293297
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PROTECTION OF RIPARIAN AREAS 
Riparian areas are those areas that surround water bodies and are composed of moist to saturated soils, water-tolerant plant species and their associated 
ecosystems.3 Riparian areas support high numbers of wildlife species. Restoring and carefully managing these zones contribute to biodiversity, as well as 
improving water filtration, flood protection and groundwater recharge.4 
 

• REQUIREMENTS 

2. Investigate and comply with federal, provincial and municipal regulations before conducting any agricultural activity 
(e.g. removing or altering plants, disturbing soils, drainage) in a riparian area. 
▪ Rationale supporting the requirement: Healthy riparian areas serve many functions including protecting water quality, providing habitat for 

wildlife species and providing aesthetic and recreational value. Healthy riparian areas also ensure that aquatic ecosystems flourish. Healthy 
aquatic ecosystems allow for recreational use of the water body by anglers and bird watchers, which can help support the rural economy. Lastly, 
when a riparian area is healthy, it can be used as a sustainable grazing resource.5 
 

• RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

e. Establish and maintain riparian areas around bodies of water as per established best management practices. 

 
  

 
3 Source: https://www.crd.bc.ca/education/our-environment/ecosystems/freshwater/riparian-zones 
4 Source: https://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$Department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex4702/$FILE/060-1.pdf 
5 http://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agriculture-and-climate/agricultural-practices/soil-and-land/riparian-areas/riparian-area-management/?id=1187631191985 

https://www.crd.bc.ca/education/our-environment/ecosystems/freshwater/riparian-zones
https://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$Department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex4702/$FILE/060-1.pdf
http://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/agriculture-and-climate/agricultural-practices/soil-and-land/riparian-areas/riparian-area-management/?id=1187631191985
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PROTECTED AREAS 
Protected areas are geographically defined expanses of land established under a legal and administrative framework designed specifically to ensure the 
protection and maintenance of biological diversity and of related natural and cultural resources. Protected areas are usually located on public land (e.g. provincial 
and national parks, designated migratory bird sanctuaries). However, private landowners can also enter into an agreement (conservation easements) to preserve 
natural features and resources on private lands. 

 

• REQUIREMENTS 

3. Be aware and comply with regulations regarding protected areas as designated through federal, provincial and 
municipal regulation. 
▪ Rationale supporting the requirement: Protected areas offer a wide range of socioeconomic and cultural values due to the important ecosystem 

services they provide.6 They provide safe havens for wild plants and animals, help to mitigate extreme weather events, enhance carbon storage, 
and provide space for plants and animals to adapt to a changing climate, provide clean air and water, healthy soils, wild foods and medicines. 
Protected areas serve as environmental benchmarks for monitoring the health of natural systems and understanding the effects of climate 
change, pollution, resource extraction, invasive species and other stressors.7 

4. Where required by law, obtain the permits, licences or agreements to conduct work in or next to protected areas. 
If no permit is required, ensure any additional authorizations are obtained before beginning or undertaking work 
in or next to protected areas. 
▪ Rationale supporting the requirement: Protected lands are established under a legal and administrative framework. If a farm is in or adjacent 

to protected areas, it is necessary to ensure that any work in or next to the areas has been allowed to avoid any potentially negative impacts on 
protected areas and biodiversity. 

 

• RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 
--- 

 
  

 
6 http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p312491/pdf/CHAPTER6.pdf 
7 https://ontarionature.org/top-10-reasons-for-protected-areas/ 

http://press-files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p312491/pdf/CHAPTER6.pdf
https://ontarionature.org/top-10-reasons-for-protected-areas/
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PRESERVATION AND RESTORATION OF NATURAL AND SEMI-NATURAL AREAS 
Natural areas such as wetlands, forests and native grasslands offer important environmental benefits, ranging from carbon sequestration to water filtration and 
aquifer replenishment.8 They are also biodiversity ‘storehouses’ benefiting the entire landscape.9 Semi-natural areas such as shelterbelts, uncultivated fence 
lines, tame grass and riparian areas (e.g., around sloughs, creeks, river bottoms) can also contribute to the provision of wildlife habitat. 

 

• REQUIREMENTS 

5. Avoid conversion of existing forests, wetlands and native grasslands into annual crop land. If converting, implement 
practices to assist in maintaining biodiversity.  
▪ Rationale supporting the requirement: Forest, wetlands and native prairies are highly productive systems that provide a wide range of benefits. 

Native grassland help maintain the stability of the soils, prevent soil erosion and provide habitat for pollinators and insects that provide natural 
pest control services.10 Trees and shrubs are important feeding and nesting areas for many species of birds, many of which feed on agricultural 
pests. Wetlands store carbon, filter and process nutrients and pesticides from adjacent cropland, recharge groundwater, and store overland 
water flow. Their management is also regulated in some jurisdictions.11 If land conversion is taking place, measures should be implemented to 
assist in maintaining biodiversity, such as limiting tillage, preserving wetlands, planting or maintaining buffer zones or establishing wildlife 
corridors. 

 

• RECOMMENDED PRACTICES 

f. Do not convert existing forests, wetlands and native grasslands into annual crop land. 

g. Avoid converting semi-natural areas (e.g., field margins, hedgerows, windbreaks, shelterbelts, woodlots, bluffs, patches of trees) to annual cropland. 

h. Take economically marginal land out of annual crop production (e.g. convert to perennial grass or engage a qualified professional in wetland 
restoration or reforestation, where appropriate). 

 
8 Source: https://cpaws.org/grasslands-forests-wetlands-natures-carbon-capture-storage-solution/ 
9 Source: https://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$Department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex4702/$FILE/060-1.pdf 
10 Ducks Unlimited Canada. (2019). Grasslands. Retrieved from https://www.ducks.ca/ourwork/grasslands/ 
11 Examples of provincial regulations pertaining to wetland management: 

• The Water Act provides the Government of Alberta ownership of water and Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) is responsible for the administration of water management under provisions 
of the Water Act; including water in wetlands. 

• In Saskatchewan The Water Security Agency manages the province's water supply, protects water quality, ensures safe drinking water and treatment of wastewater, owns and manages 72 
dams and related water supply channels, reduces flood and drought damage, protects aquatic habitat and provides information about water. 

https://cpaws.org/grasslands-forests-wetlands-natures-carbon-capture-storage-solution/
https://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$Department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex4702/$FILE/060-1.pdf

