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BEHIND THE SCENES:  
DEVELOPING THE DEVELOPING THE 
ENVIRONMENTENVIRONMENT
PILLARPILLAR

A conversation with BCDA Chair 
and DFC proAction Environment 
pillar working group member, 
Holger Schwichtenberg.

Christine Terpsma, BCDA

CT: Tell me a little bit about the proAction Environment pillar working 
group.

HS: I was originally asked to participate by Dave Eto, a previous General Manager of 
BCDA. I became one of five producers from across Canada on a large committee. 
We had staff and producers from every province, DFC, Agriculture Canada, an 
Environmental Farm Plan (EFP) coordinator from Nova Scotia, Ministry of Agriculture 
in Manitoba, Ducks Unlimited Canada among several others.

CT: Can you explain the process the working group went through to develop 
the Environment pillar?

HS: The national proAction steering committee is tasked with implementing different 
pillars of proAction. When it came time for the Environment pillar, the steering 
committee put together a working group of producers and experts to help develop 
the content.

From start to finish, the pillar took five years to develop. Consultations took place over 
the phone in pre-Zoom days and one face-to-face meeting per year. After the draft 
pillar was developed, several pilot projects took place on farms across the country. 
Producer feedback, including feedback from BC producers, helped inform changes 
to the pillar. We then reported back to the proAction steering committee, who made 
recommendations to the DFC board to finalize the pillar.

CT: What were some of the challenges the working group encountered?

HS: This pillar was difficult to develop because environmental regulations are under 
provincial jurisdiction and vary across Canada. In addition, we were tasked with finding 
a way to integrate existing provincial EFP programs into a pillar, which had never been 
done before. One province didn’t even have an EFP program at the start of the process.

We needed to put something together that is national in scope, while taking regional 
differences and sensitivities into consideration. For example, Quebec already required 
producers to do nutrient management planning with their regional agrologist. The 
starting point was different for each province. We had to come up with something 
that was transparent, fair and equitable across the country.

CT: What area of the pillar do you think BC producers will focus on?

HS: In my opinion, manure storage will be the most challenging for BC producers. If 
a producer doesn’t have adequate manure storage, it will be a challenge for them to 
be proAction compliant. For those of us who farm in the Fraser Valley, we are under a 
microscope. If we aren’t demonstrating responsible nutrient management practices, 

concerned neighbours will phone. We need to ensure we are treating manure as a 
nutrient, not a waste. If a producer is not following the rules, it leaves a mark on all of 
us in the industry.

CT: In terms of rolling out the pillar in BC, what can farmers expect?

HS: It’s worth your while to prepare now. There is assistance available – producers 
can phone our BCDA proAction team and through ArdCorp, book an EFP planner to 
come to the farm.

CT: For those who haven’t gone through it yet, how did you find the EFP 
process?

HS: When I first saw the EFP materials, it looked like a lot. Once I phoned an EFP 
planner, it turned out to be a straightforward process. We sat down for a couple of 
hours one afternoon and worked through it together. In BC we are fortunate to have 
experienced planners who will come to our farms at no cost. Other provinces aren’t 
so lucky. Some provinces just have webinars, and farmers are expected to figure it 
out on their own.

CT: Why is this pillar important for producers?

HS: It’s important to producers that we demonstrate that our practices are sustainable 
within the current regulatory system. We only have to look to European countries to 
see the outcome of strict nutrient management regulations. Here in BC, we need to 
be proactive, show leadership and that we take the responsibility of managing our 
land seriously.

CT: What does the environment pillar mean for the Canadian dairy industry 
as a whole?

HS: It is the final pillar. Its development is a big step forward for our industry. 
Processors, consumers and the government are asking for information on our 
practices, including the environmental footprint of our farms. We need to make sure 
that we are credible, that we stand behind what we do and that it can be verified.

CT: Any final thoughts?

HS: We will continue to learn through producer feedback on how to improve the pillar. 
The Environment pillar is one part of a process of setting Canadian milk apart from 
foreign competitors. Canadian consumers need to know that the blue cow logo stands 
for Canadian quality. They need to feel confident that when they purchase Canadian 
milk, they are supporting a robust set of standards that all farmers in Canada abide 
by through proAction. That is our commitment to them.

The Environment pillar of proAction takes effect on September 1, 2021. In this special feature 
for BC Holstein News, BCDA breaks down the basics to support producers in preparing on 
their farms. The BCDA proAction team will be hosting several producer training sessions 
over Zoom this spring and summer - keep an eye out for dates shared over email. 
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The BCDA proAction team is here for you. If you have questions about this pillar, or need support in 
preparing, please don’t hesitate to reach out to us at proAction@bcdairy.ca or 604-294-3775.

Reet Sidhu, Producer and Public Affairs Manager, 
BC Dairy Association

Overview 
We recognize that dairy producers manage a multitude of environmental 
practices on a daily basis. The Environment Pillar was designed in 
conjunction with dairy producers and experts across Canada, to achieve 
the following:

Benefits on the farm:
•  Identify and mitigate immediate risks from manure runoff and milking centre 
by-products

• Enhance soil health and biodiversity
• Promote efficient use of resources

Benefits for the industry:
•  Represent the efforts and care that dairy producers continue to take to 

promote sustainability on their farms
•  Provide assurance to consumers about farm practices as they relate to the 

environment

What can producers expect?
Printed materials for any new required documents will be mailed to each farm 
the month before their validation is due. There are five on-farm requirements 
within the environment pillar:

1. Environmental Farm Plan: Producers must have a completed Environmental 
Farm Plan (EFP) and have a certificate of completion ready for their first 
validation following September 1, 2021. Producers will not be required to show 
the results of their EFP or have an implementation plan; only the certificate of 
completion is required. If you have an EFP but it was completed over five years 
ago by the time of your validation, it will be expired. If your plan is expired 
or you don’t have an EFP, contact ArdCorp at 1-866-522-3447 to book a no-
charge, confidential on-farm appointment with an EFP Advisor.

2. Environmental Questionnaire: As part of their validation, producers will 
fill out an environmental questionnaire. A confirmation of completion will 
be issued once the questionnaire is complete. The questionnaire includes 
questions on soil health, greenhouse gases, biodiversity, silage seepage and 
plastic waste. This is a tool to help producers understand the work they are 
already doing to promote environmental stewardship and what additional 
actions may be easy to implement.

3. Milking Centre Wastewater: Validators will ask producers whether 
their milking centre wastewater is managed with proper storage or a 
regulatory approved treatment system. Milking centre wastewater contains 
contaminants which need to be managed to reduce environmental risk.

4. Manure Storage: Producers are expected to demonstrate adequate manure 
storage capacity. Producers must store and use manure in a manner that 
avoids contamination of surface and ground water and that avoids spreading 
manure on frozen, snow-covered or saturated ground.

5. Manure Management: Producers need to demonstrate they are taking 
steps to make optimal use of manure and fertilizer on their land. This means 
producers must have a valid nutrient management plan or soil tests for their 
fields (required to be taken every three years, or more often if required by 
provincial regulations).

The AEM code is a provincial regulation developed by the BC Ministry 
of Environment and Climate Change Strategy. The Environment pillar 
of proAction is separate, but there is some overlap in areas such as 
nutrient management and manure storage. The Environment pillar 
doesn’t add additional requirements beyond the provincial regulation, 
but it does help validate on-farm practices that are outlined within the 
AEM Code.

It is the farmer’s responsibility to meet applicable provincial regulations 
for their operation, including the AEM Code. For more information 
on AEM Code requirements that apply to dairy farms, contact our 
proAction team.

How does the Environment 
Pillar relate to the  
AEM Code?


