
The ABCs of biodiversity
NOVA SCOTIA FARM ENVIRONMENTAL PROGRAM HELPS FARMERS UNDERSTAND 
THE IMPORTANCE OF CONSERVATION 

By Chelsea Murray

Reg Newell unhooks the electric fence wire and walks casually into one of the pastures at Castle Frederick Farms near 
Windsor, N.S. in a way that tells you he’s been here a few times before. He points out a group of horses on a hill in the 
corner of the field, and steps carefully through the wet grass toward the small wetland in the other corner. 

Newell knows the Bremners—who own Castle Frederick, a beef farm and Nova Scotia agri-tourism destination—
pretty well. They’re participants in the provincial Department of Natural Resources (DNR) program called Agricultural 
Biodiversity Conservation (or ABC), which Newell administers and Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC) takes part in. 

With three restored wetlands and nature trails meandering through the Castle Frederick property, the farm is a model for 
sustainable agriculture. The Bremners, explains Newell, take pride in making their farm ripe for wildlife, plant life and people. 
In fact, it’s a perfect example of what can happen when producers, government, and conservation organizations like DUC 
work together to improve natural landscapes.

“Family farms in Nova Scotia are still typically passed down from generation to generation, so they see what’s happening to 
it over time because of our changing environment,” says Emily Hale, who both DNR and DUC hired this spring to work 
on the ABC program with Newell. “And because they’re so attached to the land, they’re usually willing to help.”

Hale is doing farm assessments mainly in the fertile Musquodoboit Valley, about an hour east of Halifax. The area is a 
priority for one, because of the potential for excessive runoff from woodlots and agriculture to affect important RAMSAR-
designated coastal salt marshes in the Musquodoboit Harbour. In the process, she’s also looking for potential farm wetland 
restoration sites. 

To date, more than 160 Nova Scotia farmers, comprising 29,000 acres (12,000 hectares), have participated in the ABC 
program, which started in 2007. Hale and Newell begin an assessment by printing off a detailed map of the farm, including 
all watercourses. Then they’ll walk the property, checking riparian health around ponds and streams. They’ll note the 
conservation benefits of shelterbelts, active agricultural lands and woodlands. Even some of the old barns and rock piles 
provide habitat for wildlife. Farm landscapes are one of the most biodiverse areas in Nova Scotia—a fact many people 
(including farmers) aren’t aware of. 

Reg Newell at Castle Frederick Farm. Newell administers the Agricultural 
Biodiversity Conservation program, which Ducks Unlimited Canada takes part in. 



Once the assessment is complete, they give farmers a report about what they found, including things the farmer is already 
doing well, and recommendations for areas they could improve on—as well as potential funding opportunities to help them 
make changes. 

Suggestions for increasing biodiversity range from installing nest boxes to building a bridge over a watercourse to restoring a 
wetland (which increases biodiversity, holds water for pastured animals, and protects fields from flooding). Farmers can then 
choose what suggestions best fit their farm, and producers interested in wetland restoration get connected with DUC. 

“People, including farmers, don’t tend to respond well to regulations imposed on them, but we find, because of the 
voluntary manner in which this program is delivered, farmers are more likely to make changes on their properties,” says Hale. 

It’s also a community-oriented way of doing conservation. Government and a non-profit work with producers, and local 
community groups like 4-H Clubs and Scouts groups often get involved by helping farmers build and install nest boxes.

“Agriculture is such a big component of the world we live in,” says Hale. Farms are ultimately the buffer zone between 
urban and wilderness landscapes. We all benefit when biodiversity flourishes in these places.”


