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JUSTIN THOMPSON

My dad’s family moved to the Pincher Creek area 
just after the turn of the century and like his mother 
30 years before, he was born there in 1944. Although 
he moved to Calgary in his teens his connection to 
the land in southwest Alberta, and the family who 
continued to farm and ranch there, remained a strong 
influence all his life. 

Consequently, in 1969 my parents bought land in the 
foothills near the Crowsnest River. Having explored 
and helped run cattle on the property since I was first 
able, it also became a part of my identity. I have spent 
my life marvelling at the wildlife, fresh water, diversity, 
and productivity of the landscape. Over my first 30 
years, however, the nature of the surrounding area 
changed with more subdivision and development. This 
change was simply part of a larger trend of growth 
in Alberta. To give some sense of the rate of change, 
when my Grandmother was born Calgary was less 
than 50,000 people. When my Dad was born it was less 
than a 100,000. When my grandmother passed away 
in her 90’s, Calgary had grown to roughly a million. A 

million people in one lifetime. It became clear to me 
that the status quo would eventually result in most of 
southwest Alberta’s privately owned native landscapes 
being fragmented, along with the watersheds and 
wildlife habitat they support.

When my father passed away suddenly and the land 
came to me, I decided to be proactive in protecting the 
conservation values that remained in the area. The tool 
available to me was to work with a land trust to place a 
conservation easement on our land that would restrict 
development in perpetuity. Although I knew it would tie 
the hands of future generations, I simply did not see 
development as ever being compatible with the wildlife 
and watershed values which the land supported.  

Justin Thompson spent 
much of his youth 
exploring southern 
Alberta’s foothills. He 
got to know the Southern 
Alberta Land Trust Society 
(SALTS) when he started 
looking for options to 
preserve his family’s land 
west of Pincher Creek. 
His positive experience 
has led to him working 
full-time on private land 
conservation as SALTS’ 
Executive Director. 
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For Love 
of the Land 

Several generations of Justin Thompson’s 
family made their life and living from southwest 
Alberta land. When that land was passed 
on to him, Justin chose to honour those past 
experiences by protecting the native landscape 
through the use of a conservation easement.

“... when my Grandmother 
was born, Calgary was 

less than 50,000 people.”
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I also hoped that if I decided to protect my land that 
perhaps some of my neighbours might choose to do 
the same. If so, collectively we could create something 
for future generations that would be even more 
valuable than the real estate development value of 
each of the parcels on their own.

I ended up working with both the Southern Alberta 
Land Trust and the Nature Conservancy to place 
conservation easements on most of our land. In return, 
I receive charitable receipts through the federal 
Ecological Gifts Program. To my delight over the past 
ten years, four of my neighbours also chose to place 
conservation easements on their property. The result 
is that there are now 1,400 acres (just over two square 
miles) of land that has been protected in our foothills. 

I don’t regret my decision to put conservation 
easements on our property. Now that I have two boys 
I feel even better about the possibility of being able to 
pass the land on to them in a healthy state.

For Love 
of the Land 

“...over the past ten years, four 
of my neighbours also chose to 
place conservation easements 
on their property.” 

SALTS - How Does Estate Planning = Conservation?
For some, the link between good agricultural estate 
and succession planning and land conservation 
may not be obvious. However, many farms and 
ranches are unwillingly sold for development 
because families did not start succession planning 
at the appropriate time. Good succession and 
estate planning conserves ranches, rangelands 
and ranching communities. It does so by helping to 
maintain “working ranches” - keeping ranchlands 
for ranching, rather than seeing them converted to 
non-agricultural uses. 

The average age of Alberta’s ranchers is increasing 
at a rapid pace. 

Individuals heading single person agricultural 
operations in Alberta averaged 50.2 years of age 
in 1996 as compared to 48.9 in 1991. Many of these 
people will retire in the next 10 to 15 years, resulting 
in a tremendous amount of land changing hands. 

The continuing challenges to ranching profitability, 
low recruitment of new individuals into ranching and 

escalating land prices will put many of Canada’s 
most productive and ecologically significant 
landscapes at risk of being permanently lost to 
development. This risk will increase the need for 
ranching families to have well-thought-out land and 
business succession plans.

SALTS wants to help ranchers understand the 
options and tools available to preserve the 
productive, environmental, cultural, scenic and 
aesthetic values of their ranchlands for future 
generations. Often, long-term land conservation 
objectives cannot be properly contemplated without 
addressing the issues of succession, tax and estate 
planning. SALTS aims to integrate rangeland, 
wildlife habitat and watershed preservation into 
ranch business and succession planning.

For more information specifically about  
conservation easements and their financial 
implications please go to 

https://salts.land/conservation-easements-details/

https://salts.land/conservation-easements-details/

