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The Honorable David Eby, Premier of BC 

Office of the Premier 

Premier@gov.bc.ca 

 

The Honorable Adrian Dix, Minister of Energy and Climate Solutions  

Ministry of Energy and Climate Solutions 

ECS.Minister@gov.bc.ca 

 

DELIVERED ELECTRONICALLY 

 

 

 

Dear Premier Eby and Minister Dix, 

 

Re: The Renewable Energy Projects (Streamlined Permitting) Act 

 

On behalf of the Agricultural Land Commission (ALC), I am writing to express our deep 

concern and disappointment with Government’s recent passage of Bill 14 Renewable 

Energy Projects (Streamlined Permitting) Act (the “new Act”), which enables the approval 

of selected projects—at the Government’s discretion—without requiring environmental 

assessments and, when situated on farmland, without any oversight from the ALC. This 

decision significantly undermines the principles of transparency, accountability, and the 

long-standing commitment to protecting British Columbia’s agricultural land. 

The Agricultural Land Commission Act clearly establishes that the primary use of land 

within the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR) is to support and protect farming. However, the 

recent enactment of the Renewable Energy Projects (Streamlined Permitting) Act—which 

designates the BC Energy Regulator (BCER) as the approving authority for projects in the 

ALR signals a troubling shift that raises concerns about the erosion of farmland 

protections and prioritization of economic expediency over sound land-use planning. 

The narrative driving this shift appears to be centred on economic development and a 

heightened sense of urgency stemming from concerns over tariffs, unstable trade 

relationships, and global uncertainty.  While these pressures are real, they should not 
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come at the expense of agricultural land and BC farmers. Agriculture is not only a 

cornerstone of food security and environmental sustainability—it is also a vital economic 

engine in its own right. 

The Government’s decision to grant the BC Energy Regulator authority, to approve non-

farm use, subdivision, and soil or fill use applications within the Agricultural Land 

Reserve—under the rationale of “streamlining” project approvals—fundamentally 

undermines the mandate of the Agricultural Land Commission and the legislative 

framework established to safeguard farmland for the future. 

The Commission notes that this new Act makes reference to the “Application of the 

Agricultural Land Commission Act” and goes through detailed carveouts which means the 

rest of the ALCA applies, unless otherwise stated.  

According to government statements, the BCER will be required to consult with potentially 

affected parties, including First Nations and local governments, before authorizing 

approval of applications for non-farm use, subdivision, soil removal and fill placement in 

the ALR. However, these groups are not agricultural subject matter experts—nor do they 

claim to be. Who, then, will the BCER consult when evaluating the agricultural implications 

of proposed projects on farmland?  Who will ask if a solar farm truly the best use of fertile 

soil? What happens when a company decommissions a wind farm, or a site is abandoned? 

Who is responsible for land remediation, and how will agricultural capability be restored? 

Who is considering the cumulative impacts of multiple energy developments on the 

amount of available farmland in BC?  

In the province’s northeast, longstanding tensions between economic development and 

agricultural sustainability have underscored the need for balanced governance. The 

evolving relationship between the former Oil and Gas Commission—now the BC Energy 

Regulator—and BC’s agricultural sector has not reflected this balance raising concerns 

that the future of agriculture will be further compromised by the enactment of this 

legislation.  

The fact that agreements between landowners and energy companies are reached before 

applications are submitted to the BC Energy Regulator, does not ensure that the long-

term impacts on BC’s farmland have been adequately considered. This approach risks 

overlooking the cumulative impacts of multiple developments on the agricultural 

landscape, soil health, and food security. 

If the issue is expediency, then the solution should be to properly resource the ALC to 

fulfill its mandate. Instead, the government has announced that the BCER will receive 

additional funding and staff to support its expanded responsibilities. Why is there never 

equivalent investment in agriculture and the ALC? 
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We respectfully urge the Government to reconsider the broader implications of this 

legislation and to reaffirm its commitment to protecting British Columbia’s agricultural 

land. Farmland is a finite and irreplaceable resource that plays a critical role in our 

province’s food security, economy, and environmental sustainability. 

A 2024 report by the Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry, Critical 

Ground: Why Soil is Essential to Canada’s Economic, Environmental, Human and Social 

Health, underscores the national importance of soil. The report calls on the Government 

of Canada to designate soil as a strategic national asset, emphasizing that “soil is as critical 

as the air we breathe and the water we drink.” It urges immediate and decisive action to 

safeguard this essential resource. 

Given that less than 3% of British Columbia’s land base possesses the right combination of 

soil quality, climate, and topography necessary to support the production of a range of 

crops, we had anticipated that this understanding would be reflected in provincial policy. 

The scarcity and strategic value of agricultural land in B.C. demand thoughtful 

stewardship and long-term planning. 

When considering an application for non-farm use, subdivision or soil and fill use in the 

ALR the following needs to be taken into account:  

• how scarce and important an asset agricultural land and its soils are; 

• the potential long-term consequences of failing to preserve the size, integrity and 

continuity of agricultural land in BC; and 

• the provincial and nation-wide context of the matter as it relates to agriculture and 

the nations’ ability to produce food for its citizens. 

The ALC is concerned that too much reliance will be placed on qualified professionals 

working for the private sector. At a minimum, the ALC believes it should be consulted 

when energy projects are proposed on the ALR and stands ready to work collaboratively to 

support renewable energy development that aligns with agricultural values and long-term 

land stewardship. 

 

Respectfully yours, 

PROVINCIAL AGICULTURAL LAND COMMISSION  

 

Jennifer Dyson 

Chair of the Agricultural Land Commission 
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CC: Honorable Lana Popham, Minister of Agriculture and Food  

 



 

 

 1 

 

 

 

 

Cost of Reclaiming Land Currently Used for Solar Panels 

Back to Farmland 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Ronnie W. Heiniger 

Department of Crop and Soil Sciences 

North Carolina State University 

Vernon G. James Research and Extension Center 

Plymouth, NC 27962 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

October 17, 2017 

 

 

 



 

 

 2 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Across North Carolina many farmers have leased farmland to developers for use as solar facilities 

(Fig. 1).  Eventually the solar panels at these sites will deteriorate and fail requiring either 

replacement or retirement of the facility.  Most solar panels manufactured have a projected 

lifespan of between 20 and 25 years.  Several sites in North Carolina have already been 

operational for 8 to 10 years and are already approaching half their expected lifespan.  In the 

coming years as solar sites across North Carolina are retired or decommissioned the cost of 

returning the land to crop production will need to be considered.  This paper seeks to review some 

of those costs with the goal of preparing landowners for this eventuality. 

  

 
Figure 1.  Solar panels on a site that was originally farmland in eastern North Carolina. 

 

The Costs of Reclaiming Solar Facilities 

There are three main areas that must be addressed in returning solar facilities back to productive 

agricultural activities.  First, there is the cost of the removal of equipment including the solar 

panels, the support structure, wiring, concrete stands, inverters, poles, fencing, and buffer 

vegetation.  The second step is mitigation of any heavy metal or herbicide residues.  Finally, there 

are the costs of restoring the soil properties that are essential to supporting crop productivity.  

Each of these areas involves the expenditure of time and money in order to restore the site to 

farmland. 

 

Cost of Removing Solar Equipment From a Site 

Estimates of removing the solar panels and related equipment from a site vary widely.  While the 

cost of removing and recycling solar photovoltaic modules (PV modules) has been studied and the 

overall costs of decommissioning a solar facility have been estimated based on construction costs,  
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these figures are a closely guarded secret within the solar industry.  The reason for this is that 

most studies have shown that in 15 to 20 years as a number of solar facilities are retired the cost 

of recycling PV modules and decommissioning a site will be substantial (McDonald and Pearce, 

2010).  Since investors are less likely to invest in a technology that has the risk of substantial future 

costs the decommissioning costs are often hidden or ignored.  However, based on the costs 

associated with removing rooftop solar system a good estimate of current decommissioning costs 

could be calculated.  The cost of removing 250 sq ft of roof top solar panels and the associated 

wiring and infrastructure is $1,600.  If we scale this to a 30-acre solar site (Fig. 2) the cost would be 

$8.4 million or just over $278,000 per acre.   Of course, future costs will most likely be higher. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  Thirty-acre solar facility in western North Carolina. 

 

Cost of Mitigation of Heavy Metals or Herbicide Residues 

The costs of mitigation of potential residues either from heavy metals such a zinc from the support 

structures, cadmium from decaying panels, or from the use of herbicides to sterilize the soil is 

largely unknown.  This is due to the fact that it is not clear if any of these residues will be present 

at the time of decommissioning.   Most engineers and construction specialists acknowledge that 

there is a potential for zinc contamination from the galvanized metal support structures that are 

placed through the landscape.  However, the potential for zinc residues from these types of 

structures when used across a large landscape has not been studied.  Residues from galvanized 

roofing in the immediate vicinity of the building structure have been shown to reach over 600 ppm 

in as little as 10 years and costs of mitigation of toxic levels of zinc in the soil can exceed $1,500 an 

acre.   
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Similar observations can be made about cadmium.  Environmental Protection Agency tests have 

shown that the Cadmium in Cadmium-Telluride solar panels is stable under severe conditions but 

whether these tests are suitable simulations of field conditions is still to be determined.  Cadmium 

is highly toxic to plants and would require removing large amounts of soil.  This would be 

extremely expensive. Most likely any Cadmium contamination would render a site unusable for 

agricultural production. 

 

Mitigation of strong herbicides used under the panels to sterilize the soil and prevent weed 

growth would be less costly to achieve.  This could be done by deep tillage to mix the sterilized soil 

with soil deeper in the soil profile that had not been touched by the herbicide.  The cost of deep 

tillage would average between $30 and $50 an acre. 

 

Cost of Restoring Soil Properties for Profitable Crop Production 

The costs associated with restoring soil properties suitable for profitable crop production are the 

easiest to estimate with some certainty.  The first issue to be addressed would be the issue of soil 

compaction.  If properly managed the vegetation under the solar PV modules should help reduce 

the amount of soil compaction from frequent mowing between the panels.  However, the use of 

heavy equipment to remove the panels and the support structures will result in a great deal of soil 

compaction despite the benefits of the ground cover.  To reduce compaction a grower would have 

to use a ripper or other deep tillage tool at a cost of $30 to $50 an acre.  This would also have the 

benefit of mitigation of any herbicide residues (see above).  However, despite the use of deep 

tillage research has shown that it will take from 3 to 5 years of cropping to reach the full yield 

potential of a site once the soil has been compacted.  Yield losses of 20 to 40% were commonly 

found in situations where soil compaction has occurred due to trafficking with heavy equipment.  

These yield losses will need to be considered as part of the cost of restoring the site. 

 

The second issue that must be addressed is soil pH and nutrient levels.  Under natural conditions 

of weather and rainfall soil pH on North Carolina soils declines over time.  This is due to frequent 

rainfall events that leach calcium and magnesium from the soil profile.  In the 20 to 25 years of 

operation the soil under a solar facility will see declines in pH from 6.0 (the level associated with 

productive agricultural soils) to as low as 4.5 depending on rainfall and any nitrogen fertilizer that 

is applied to the grass under the solar panels.  To restore the site lime will need to be applied at 

rates ranging from 1 to 2.5 tons per acre.  At a cost for lime and spreading of $65 a ton this 

operation must be considered as essential to the restoration of a solar site.  Depending on the soil 

and how the site has been maintained other nutrients such as S, Mg, N, and Mn may be lacking 

and will need to be applied prior to growing the first crop.  This could add another $50 to $100 per 

acre in fertilizer costs. 

 

Conclusions 

The overall cost of returning a solar facility back to farmland must include a consideration of all 

three issues: removal of equipment, mitigation of contamination, and restoring soil properties.  A 
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reasonable estimate of the per acre current costs of decommissioning a site and returning it to 

farmland is shown below. 

 

Removal of Equipment    Unknown – should be part of decommissioning 

        costs 

Mitigation of Zinc     $    1,500 

Mitigation of Herbicide and Compaction  $         50 

Application of Lime     $       130 

Fertilizer Cost      $       100 

Yield Loss in first 3-5 years (40 bu x $4)  $       800 

  Total Cost    $   2,580 per acre + equipment removal 

 

Of course, if other contamination is found or other issues such as the need to install new ditches 

or drainage structures are discovered then these costs could be substantially higher or the site 

may no longer be suitable for agricultural production.  If the farmer has to pay to remove the 

equipment no grower could afford to decommission a site on his own.  The cost of equipment 

removal alone would be greater than any potential gain from returning it to agricultural 

production.  Therefore, it is essential that the solar operator be held responsible for at least 

removing the equipment.  However, with marginal land even the cost of mitigation and restoration 

of soil properties would be greater than the original cost of the land making it difficult for the 

farmer to return the land to its original use. 


