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The Problem 

The Special Areas is a region where ranchers, farmers, and individuals live under different laws from other 

Albertans. It’s why the 1960s Hanson Commission called for the elimination of the Special Areas system in favour of 

locally elected municipal government.  

The original purpose of the Special Areas Board and the Special Areas Act was to reduce population while 

maintaining agricultural dispositions, including cultivation leases and grazing leases on tax recovery and crown 

lands.  

The region is constrained by the provisions of the Act. The Act’s unstated assumption is that people in the region are 

required to have lower expectations than other Albertans in terms of local control and future economic opportunities.   

Economic Limitations  

The region requires a governance model that can foster local initiatives, development, and local control. At present, 

the region’s economic development options are constrained by the provisions of the Special Areas Act and the 

considerations it imposes.  

The Solution 

1. Enact a transition away from the Special Areas Act. The region requires the restoration of democratically elected 

local government as was called for and proposed by two provincial government commissions (Longman Commission 

and Hanson Commission), both of which had carefully studied the region, its unique character, and possibilities.  

 

2. As part of this process, it will be necessary for the new municipality to have the option of privatizing the land 

currently under agricultural disposition to farmers and ranchers in the area. This is the case because land tenure and 

its security is related to the stability of the region’s private infrastructure, which in turn will shape population growth 

and the continued maintenance of important regional infrastructure—schools, hospitals, fire halls, etc.  

 

To encourage future generations, younger men and women and their children must hold assured opportunities that 

will not be impeded or restricted by a governance model that they cannot control, and that applies to no other 

Albertans as a matter of law. This is fundamental to stabilizing the region’s population and encouraging population 

expansion and economic growth. (It is also important that remaining agricultural dispositions are administered by the 

new municipality so that a relatively constant and seamless revenue flow can be maintained.) 

3. After nearly eighty years under the current system, it is necessary that some advantages be conferred to the area in 

order to encourage growth and stability. The new municipal governance model must recognize the unique historical 

characteristics of the area, and among other things, the acute need for water project development. This could be 

facilitated by designating select crown agricultural dispositions in the region as development parcels that can be sold 

to existing leaseholders, with the realized capital directed toward economic development strategies, which will 

include water projects.  

 

This would allow the region to slowly move in the same direction as other regions of the province that historically 

suffered from the same conditions that led to the creation of the Special Areas, yet were managed very differently, 

and that are much more prosperous today. We would very much like the provincial government to be a partner in this 

development process, while the residents maintain local control of the administration.  



 

Hard Grass Landowners Council i   

The efforts of our group, now being referred to as the Hard Grass Landowners Council, began more than 

two years ago with the research and publishing of our first book on the Special Areas. Thus far, these 

efforts have required an investment of more than $50,000, and have addressed the history, limitations, and 

impact of the Special Areas Act.  

Our first publication provoked two distinct reactions. It was criticized by individuals committed to 

maintaining the status quo, even if that means continued structural limitations for the region.  

Others investigated and read further. Many were alarmed to learn that the Special Areas Act ensures that 

ranchers and farmers in the region do not enjoy the same protections and legal rights as other Albertans—

even on titled land. 

We know of individuals who contacted lawyers subsequent to our publication to obtain answers to their 

questions: Is the Special Areas Act so far-reaching that farming methods, cropping practices, and grazing 

patterns can be dictated? Is it true that the Special Areas Act makes provision to take possession of private 

land, and that the Act strips landowners from the legal right to appeal and the legal right to compensation? 

As a group, our objective is to foster a better future for the region, and at the same time, to ensure that 

people in the Special Areas enjoy the same legal rights as other Albertans.  

We do this by informing the public. Through our first publication, our recent pocket-sized publication (The 

Need for Property Rights & Democratic Rights in Alberta’s Special Areas), weekly commentaries, and 

soon-to-be-released YouTube videos, we can demonstrate that the future of our region rests upon the re-

introduction of locally elected municipal government and ensuing economic development initiatives.   

iIt is telling that in 1935, thousands of farmers in the Brooks area were in the same position as farmers and ranchers in the region that 
became the Special Areas. Land titles were lost due to tax arrears and defaulted mortgages. At one point, eight hundred farmers thusly 
affected were able to obtain control over a fledgling CPR irrigation project that had been losing $40,000 per year for the better part of a 
decade. They renamed it the Eastern Irrigation District. 
 
The following year, 1936, these farmers toiled to expand irrigation and were able to show an organizational profit of $3,000. In 1937, 
their toil continued, and they posted a $6,000 profit. In 1938, the year that the Special Areas Act was passed into law, irrigation was again 
expanded and an organizational profit of nearly $40,000 was posted. Not many years later, at a time when official policy in the Special 
Areas was to encourage people to move away or sign their land title over to the Special Areas Board, nearly 90% of these southern 
Alberta farmers had reacquired their land titles. In time, both provincial and federal governments poured enormous financial resources 
into irrigation development and expansion in what is now southern Alberta’s irrigation district. 
 
This is not to suggest that every experience in the south could have been replicated in the Special Areas. It is merely to point out that 
there were possibilities for the Special Areas that were never acted upon. (Interestingly, there was a formal proposal in place to bring up 
to 900,000 acres in the Special Areas under irrigation. The acres identified as irrigable started immediately east of Hanna and extended 70 
miles southwest to the Red Deer River and south and southeast of Coronation to Sounding Creek and beyond it to Acadia Valley.) 

                                                           


