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Executive Summary  
 

Concerned about provincial trends eroding both environmental protection and meaningful consultation,  
WaterScape III seeks to develop a renewed policy framework for resilient landscapes and healthy water in 
South-central Ontario.  
 

Two high-level policy recommendations can be found at the bottom of this page, while 14 suggested priority 
actions for resilient landscapes and the 8 to protect our water are provided later in this document. 
 

WaterScape III will be delivered through the community engagement portfolio of the Ontario Headwaters 
Institute (the OHI), which requires collaborative efforts in participation with partners.  
 

Consistent with our other efforts focused on policy development, educational activities, and civic engagement, 
WaterScape III will be non-partisan and non-political, adhering to federal and provincial guidelines. 
 

Key stages of WaterScape III include: 
 Providing this Discussion Document, which describes the background, regulatory framework, current 

challenges, and recommendations to ensure resilient landscapes and to protect our water; 
 Soliciting comments on the document through our website, social media, and presentations;  
 Issuing a second draft for a round of final comments; and, 
 Producing a final document for endorsement by Ontario organizations and members of the public. 
 

The timing is important. Ontario’s environmental protections are being reduced and public consultation is being 
constrained. WaterScape III seeks to facilitate increased understanding of: 
 The importance of environment protection; 
 The interdependence of environmental, economic, and social vitality; and, 
 The need for sustainable planning, fulsome consultation, cumulative monitoring, adaptive management, and 

equitable access to legal recourse to secure resilient landscapes and healthy water. 
 

The recommended policy framework for each of Ontario’s landscape and water are: 
 

Resilient Landscapes 
 

Entrepreneurial and publicly-funded development in Ontario should aspire to sustainable land use planning 
and management in order to provide for resilient landscapes across South-central Ontario. A sustainability lens 
for land use planning should be based on watershed and sub-watershed health; complete communities with 
sustainable buildings and green infrastructure; and ensure a level playing field for public engagement and legal 
recourse.  
 

Healthy Water 
 

Ontario should perform a comprehensive review of and integrate all aspects of its water protection and 
management framework in order to ensure protection for both biodiversity and human needs for drinking water, 
irrigation, and other uses in a changing climate. This should include both protection and conservation measures 
and include the Great Lakes, other surface waters, groundwater, and wetlands. 
 

We welcome feedback and additional suggestions, through digital media as well as presentations, 
and will facilitate input from leading stakeholders involved in key sectors or issues. 

 

Comments on this document are requested by May 29, 2020, and should be sent to andrew@waterscape.ca. 
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Background and Mission 
 

The Ontario Headwaters Institute, a co-ordinator of WaterScapes I and II, is deeply concerned about the erosion 
of both environmental protection and meaningful consultation in Ontario with respect to land use planning and 
water.  
 

In 2014, both the renewed Provincial Policy Statement and the report of the Co-ordinated Land Use Planning 
Review Advisory Panel, Planning for Health, Prosperity and Growth in the Greater Golden Horseshoe: 2015-

2041, seemed to signal on-going efforts in Ontario to protect landscapes and water resources within a balanced 
approach to development.  
 

Hope in that regard began to be dimmed in a 2017 initiative called Protecting Water for Future Generations: 
Growing the Greenbelt in the Outer Ring, which had poor mapping and a narrow geographic view of extending 
the Greenbelt. Concerns of the environmental stewardship community were captured in a series of meetings held 
in February 2018 in what we now call WaterScape I.  
 

In June of 2018, Ontario elected a new government. Two of the key goals of the new government are to make 
Ontario open for business and to reduce red tape. To our knowledge, almost no one is opposed to growing 
Ontario’s businesses, especially those related to a low carbon future and sustainable development, nor 
rationalizing regulation to get the most effective and efficient form of environmental protection.  
 

Unfortunately, the government appears to be enabling business-as-usual approaches to development and slashing 
rather than fine-tuning environmental protection. It also appears to be pursuing significantly curtailed public 
consultation. This is documented in a report called High Consensus: Deep Concerns, which summarizes a survey 
conducted in July 2019, in what we now call WaterScape II. 
 

All of the outcomes from WaterScape I and II are available at www.ontarioheadwaters.ca/waterscape.  
 

Given current efforts, described in this document, the Ontario Headwaters Institute (OHI) began contacting past 
partners in WaterScape I and II as well as new prospective participants in late 2019. There was substantial 
agreement on the need for a third phase of WaterScape, whose mission is: 
 

To develop a renewed policy framework to ensure resilient landscapes    
and healthy water in South-central Ontario. 

 

To pursue this mission, WaterScape III is issuing this Discussion Document. The next sections depict the 
geographic scope, partners, and the timeline of WaterScape III. Subsequent sections provide greater detail on  
resilient landscapes and protecting water, describing the background, existing regulatory framework, current 
challenges, and culminating in a recommended policy framework and priority actions for each topic. 
 

WaterScape will solicit comments on this discussion paper through the website, social media, and presentations, 
and will be seeking comments from leading stakeholders with expertise in key sectors or issues. We request that 
all comments be submitted via e-mail. 
 

Unless our timeline is impacted by unforeseen circumstances, comments will be welcome until May 29, 2020. 
Those comments will be reflected in a second draft, for which a second round of comments will be open until 
August 14. A final document will then be posted on-line and publicized, and participants in the project and the 
general public have an opportunity to endorse the final document through the internet.  
 

Open access to the final WaterScape document will enable the public to read and build on the recommendations 
without restriction.  
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Geographic Scope       
 

WaterScape III will seek to engage stakeholders in land use planning and water protection in South-central 
Ontario, focusing on the Greater Golden Horseshoe and The Land Between, as per the graphic below.  
 

The former is a well-known area, described in various government initiatives and media accounts. We will 
perform outreach to both individuals and organizations, in particular the members of the Ontario Greenbelt 
Alliance and the agricultural community, the former of which participated extensively in WaterScapes I and II.  
 

The Land Between is a unique eco-tone between the Canadian Shield and the Great Lakes Ecoregion. It extends 
from the Frontenac Arch in the east to southern Parry Sound in the west, essentially north of and parallel to 
Highway 7 in the south and skirting under the Algonquin Dome in the north. This area runs more than 240 
kilometres east to west and 50 – 100 kilometres in width.  
 

It is home to a wide range of biodiversity; acts as a sanctuary for species north and south of it; and is an 
important reservoir of water draining to Georgian Bay to the west, Lake Ontario and the St lawrence River to its 
south, and the Ottawa River to the east. In addition to being an eco-tone, The Land Between is the name of an 
organization that will lead outreach in this area. 
 

While funding and other considerations restrict us to this geographic scope, we anticipate that many of the final 
recommendations would be transferrable to other areas across Ontario. 
 

 
 

                                                                      Drawing by Daniel Grenon of The Land Between 
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Partners and Donors 
 

WaterScape III will be delivered by the Ontario Headwaters Institute under its Civic Engagement portfolio, 
which requires collaborative efforts in participation with partners.  
 

As with WaterScape I, WaterScape III will have both Publicity Partners and Event Partners. As WaterScape II 
was a survey, it had only publicity and not any event partners.  
 

In addition, WaterScape III will approach leading stakeholders in key sectors to provide their valuable 
perspective on key issues such as aggregates, agriculture, development, the Great Lakes, inland wetlands, source 
protection, and other sectors and issues. 
 

Publicity Partners for WaterScape III will be provincial, regional, or sectoral in scope and will help get the word 
out about the overall project and opportunities for feedback by sending information to their members and 
supporters. These efforts would be via e-mail or notices on a website and should not entail any cost to the partner 
other than minimal time to forward WaterScape content. Publicity Partners will be asked to share broad-based 
information only and not multiple, sequential notices about every event being held in every area.  
 

Event Partners will act as hosts for presentations. Event partners will help identify a date and location for a 
presentation and publicize it to their readership, via e-mail and other non-cost efforts, in order to encourage 
participation in WaterScape III. 
 

Presentations will consist of either a short presentation to and brief discussion with a board or similar leadership 
group with some knowledge about landscape and watershed stewardship or a 30-minute, more detailed 
presentation followed by a 45-minute discussion for a broader audience. 
 

Comments and recommendations made at these events will not be tracked on a flip-chart as they occur, as we 
request that all comments be submitted digitally. 
 

All partners, as well as donors, will be listed on the WaterScape website, and some may be listed under more 
than one heading.  
 

As we head to launch the project in February, we are pleased to share an initial list 
of donors and partners, and to announce that are already working on six events. 

 
Main Donor: Project Development and Initial Outreach: Edward Bronfman Memorial Legacy Fund 
                                                                                                at the Jewish Foundation of Greater Toronto 
 

Regional Publicity Partners     The Land Between 
        The Ontario Environment Network 
  
Event Partners and Events     Green Durham Association (March 12) 
        The Land Between (March TBA) 
        Land Over Landings (TBA) 
        Save the Oak Ridges Moraine (TBA) 
        Simcoe County Greenbelt Coalition (TBA) 

The Land Between (May TBA) 
 

Please note that we will also be launching a fundraising campaign to support this project and that we anticipate 
listing additional donors on the WaterScape website.  
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Timeline* 
 
November / December / January / February  

• General input from OHI Board, senior advisors, and past WaterScape partners 

• Contact additional organizations to assess interest 

• Work on backgrounder, draft policy framework, and website 

• Polish and finalize written material and website 

• Launch website with Initial Policy Framework in February 
 
 
March / April / May  

• Seek comments on Initial Policy Framework by May 29 
 
 
June / July / August 

• Compile and integrate comments and recommendations into a second draft 

• Publish Draft II of Policy Framework and seek final comments by August 14 
 
 
September / October / November / December  

• Compile and integrate final comments into a final document 

• Invite people and organizations to endorse the final WaterScape III document 
 

 

*As we get ready to launch WaterScape III, some uncertainty about current provincial reviews has appeared. If 
necessary, this timeline may have to be altered due to events beyond our control. 
 
 

 

 
 

                                   Watersheds connect land, water, and all living things.  Photo by David McCammon 
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Setting a Few Parameters 
 

Recommending new policy frameworks and priority actions for resilient landscapes and healthy water in 
South-central Ontario is a daunting task. While this paper will try to keep a tight focus on our core issues, we 
offer below a description of a few cross-cutting issues that people might wish to keep in mind. 
 

Climate Change 
 

Anticipated global impacts of increased greenhouse gases (GHGs) are well-known, including a higher global 
average temperature, changes to the hydrologic cycle, alteration of regional phenology (the timing of the 
seasons), the acidification of both rainfall and our oceans, sea-level rise and the prospect of changed ocean 
currents, and the migration, reduction, or elimination of eco-zones in which many species exists.  
 

Projected temperature changes in Ontario will make both our summers and winters warmer. In the summer, 
this will require more energy for increased air conditioning, while reductions of ice cover in warmer winters 
will impact aquatic species reliant on that ice and will alter the timing and volume of run-off in spring freshets. 
The risk of forest fires will increase, and terrestrial animals and plants may be stressed as eco-zones migrate.  
 

Further north, infrastructure built on permafrost will be at risk, and methane locked in that permafrost might 
be released, contributing to a massive world-wide spike in greenhouse gases and further negative outcomes.  
Finally, as warmer areas have greater biodiversity than cooler areas, Ontario can also expect new species, 
including pest species, to migrate from the US.  
 

Regional precipitation patterns will also change. While Ontario is in general expected to receive more 
precipitation, it may arrive in fewer events, increasing the risk of both floods and periods of drought, each of 
which will alter stream volumes and reduce infiltration to groundwater. Negative outcomes could impact 
recreation, navigation, the generation of hydro-electric power, and water for drinking, irrigation, and industry. 
Reduced stream flow may further impact aquatic life while wetlands, a key habitat for 30% of Ontario’s 
species, may dry out at the most inopportune times.  
 

Agriculture, a key Ontario sector whose future may become even more important due to changes elsewhere, 
may be challenged by both higher temperatures and unreliable precipitation, increased acidity in rainfall, and 
a reduced availability of water for irrigation.  
 

In short, while much climate change discussion centers on energy generation and transportation, climate 
change is a lens that will need to be considered in everything we do to preserve our landscapes and protect our 
water. Ontario would be well-advised to declare a climate emergency and a plan to address that at its earliest 
opportunity.  
 

Sustainable Development and Conservation 
 

Working on the 1987 report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, Canadian Jim 
MacNeill coined the term sustainable development – development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. The concept has grown over the past 
three decades to embrace sustainable production and consumption, and was adopted by all UN member states in 
2015 into Sustainable Development Goals to protect the planet while ending poverty by 2030. 
 

Unfortunately, Ontario does not have much of a current track record on sustainable development and 
consumption.  
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Admirably, we still require ecological integrity in provincial parks and pursue sustainable forestry, at least on 
paper, but the current provincial government seems more interested in an approach to increased areas for 
residential housing in South-central Ontario than balancing that growth with environmental protection.  
 

Indeed, Ontario’s draft environment plan does not even mention sustainable development. Instead, it uses the 
word sustainable repeatedly, and erroneously, with respect to a reliable supply of resources such as wood and 
water, and touts an ill-defined financial sector for sustainable investment. That plan similarly avoids any mention 
of energy conservation, pollution prevention, toxic use reduction, and clean manufacturing.    
 

This sort of technological focus, needed to compete for international trade and jobs in the 21st century, should 
also be balanced with efforts to champion a conservation culture. We need to shift toward quality and long-
lasting goods, and away from low-use consumables shipped around the world that often to end up in local 
landfills, our water, or our bloodstreams.  
 

We believe that Ontario should adopt policies to embrace sustainability in all sectors and foster a conservation 
culture for industry, business, and institutions, as well as for consumers. 
 

Governance and Civic Engagement 
 

In general terms, “government” is the establishment of laws and policies that regulate society, while 
“governance” refers to how any level of government discusses, implements, monitors, and considers 
amendments to those laws and policies. 
 

An excellent example of the difference between government and governance can be found in 2017 changes 
to the role of the Environmental Commissioner of Ontario. From a government perspective, it is completely 
within the Ontario legislature’s mandate to amend legislation. From a governance perspective, however, 
restricting consultation on amendments to more than 40 bills to six hours of deputations to a standing 
committee amounted to a significant reduction in civic engagement.  
 

Disturbingly, this sort of approach has happened far too frequently under a current Ontario government intent 
on being “open for business” while reducing red tape. To our knowledge, almost no one is opposed to 
growing Ontario’s businesses, especially those related to a low carbon future and sustainable development, 
nor rationalizing regulation to get the most effective and efficient form of environmental protection.  
 

Unfortunately, the government appears to be both enabling business-as-usual approaches to development 
rather than facilitating the need for new methods and technologies, and slashing rather than fine-tuning 
environmental protection while reducing public consultation.  
 

The Ontario government therefore needs to do better on governance and civic engagement, consistent with 
the Trust and Transparency principle of its draft environmental plan. 
 

Cumulative Impact and Action 
 

The three threads above do not stand alone. Globally, climate change, habitat loss, excessive consumption, and 
pollution combine in a tapestry that many scientists depict as a new era in geological time tentatively called the 
Anthropocene – an era in which human impacts are re-shaping the planet and altering ecological function. This 
has become so extensive that we are trending toward a sixth mass extinction.  
 

Faced with such a cumulative impact, the Ontario government needs to do more to integrate the environment, the 
economy, and social well-being in decision-making. 
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Resilient Landscapes 
 

This Discussion Document provides a recommended policy framework and a series of priority actions for both 
resilient landscapes and healthy waters. It will be shared on our website, via social media, and at presentations, 
and is designed to stimulate conversation and invite feedback. Comments are welcome until May 29, 2019, 
and must be made via e-mail. 
 

We anticipate and will facilitate the creation of additional recommendations, especially from groups with 
valuable perspectives on issues such as aggregates, agriculture, development, the Great Lakes, inland wetlands, 
source protection, and other sectors.  
 

The second draft of this document will be based on feedback and made available for final comment over the 
summer. In the fall, a final document will be released, and individuals and organizations will have an 
opportunity to endorse it. 
 

Background 
 

A resilient landscape is one that is able to retain its ecological form and function, including native species, 
over time and under changing conditions. Efforts in such a landscape would protect sufficient areas of 
natural heritage to filter air and water; nurture local species; engage sectors such as forestry and agriculture 
to embrace sustainable management practices; adopt best practices for industrial facilities, whether private or 
publicly-owned; and pursue sustainable planning and buildings. 
 

Ontario has a proud history in some of these aspects as they relate to the landscape, less in others, and poor 
overall coordination.  
 

For example, the early protection of Niagara’s tender fruit areas and key natural features was one of the first 
such areas in North America. Years later, the identification of natural “core and corridor” areas in the Oak 
Ridges Moraine, in order to preserve key ecological features and the viability of local agriculture, was 
another leap forward, and was subsequently extended into the world’s largest Greenbelt. In addition, the 
original establishment of a Provincial Policy Statement, to protect nature from development and development 
from natural hazards, was a seminal document.  
 

Unfortunately, we have slid backward recently, as will be described in Current Challenges below.  
 

The Regulatory Framework 
 

Key initiatives, including those currently under review, include:  
 

• The Planning Act (1990)                              Under review. See MMAH website 

• The Conservation Authorities Act (1990)    Under review. See Info at Conservation Ontario  

• The Aggregate Resources Act (1990)          Under review. See MNRF info on the ARA 

• The Provincial Policy Statement (2014)      (Also under review) 

• A Place to Grow: Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe            

• The Greenbelt Plan (2017)                                       

• Oak Ridges Moraine Act (2001) and ORM Conservation Plan (2017)   

• The Niagara Escarpment Planning and Development Act (1990) 
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Current Challenges 
 

Across the planet, growing populations and our need for resources are diminishing the very natural systems upon 
which we depend, through unsustainable exploitation and harmful physical, chemical, and biological impacts. At 
the same time, we are experiencing changes to the planet’s annual average temperature and the hydrologic cycle. 
As mentioned above, our cumulative impact now threatens a sixth mass extinction.  
 

In Ontario, key pressures include the loss of natural habitat, diminished water security, and challenges to 
agriculture, biodiversity, and forestry. Outcomes may take us to a logical end-point where our resources will no 
longer be able to maintain Ontario’s enviable triple bottom line of environmental, economic, and social well-
being. 
 

Regionally, South-central Ontario is fortunate to have extensive terrestrial natural capital that includes 
renewable and non-renewable resources such as aggregates, forested lands, diverse flora & fauna, and soils 
that support vibrant agriculture. These resources, and a moderate climate, have provided us with a suite of 
relatively stable ecological goods and services such as air and water purification, flood regulation, food, and 
wood and wood products.  
 

Unfortunately, as with the global trends, increased population and expanding urban, agricultural, and other 
types of development have resulted in significant challenges to the region’s resiliency. Natural cover has 
been reduced and fragmented; there has been a particularly extensive loss of wetlands; historic species have 
been extirpated (lost locally); and new species and pests continue to arrive. Indeed, the non-native Virginia 
Opossum is becoming common on our region, and projections show it being well-established as far north as 
Sudbury before 2050. 
 

The scale of habitat conversion is no longer what it once was, as we are no longer adding a few houses to the 
fringe of 1918 Toronto. In fact, Ontario’s 2018 population of 14,300,000 is growing by 257,000 people per 
year, or 1.8%. That is about 40,000 more than the population of Richmond Hill or Oakville, and will add 
more than 5,400,000 people to Ontario by 2046, with most of them in South-central Ontario.  
 

Some of this population growth will be accommodated through unban intensification, and some in land 
already zoned as residential or that could be converted to residential from other existing zoned lands. Each of 
the latter two, and other lands not yet in municipal inventories of lands required for potential growth, will 
result in the conversion of lands in natural heritage or agriculture to buildings, roads, and other hard surfaces.  
 

More than the expansion of residential development will also occur. More aggregate will be extracted for 
roads, bridges, buildings, and other uses. Forestry will expand both inside and beyond the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe. Agricultural lands may increase, as may lands in drainage tile and/or permits to take water for 
crop irrigation. And although well outside of South-central Ontario, development of the Ring of Fire and 
increased resource extraction near Lake Superior will also take place. 
 

The scale of this development will do more than remove the tree where my grandfather once hung a tire for 
his grandchildren to swing on in Erindale – a long forgotten community of a few hundred people whose 
name now refers to a college campus, a mile from Grandad’s place, with more than 15,000 people.  
 

Instead, today’s massive scale of population growth, increased resource extraction, and expanding settlement 
has led to the loss of regional forests, meadows, and wetlands; the absence of locally historic species; 
changes to ground water and surface water quantity and quality; and changes in micro-climates.  
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Overall, poor conservation of natural features at this scale risks under-mining the very ecosystem norms 
upon which we rely. Meanwhile, and in spite of this abundance of acts and regulations cited above, there are 
no over-arching standards to protect a minimum resource base needed to maintain ecological integrity in any 
area, even in the Greenbelt. And there are multiple agencies and different levels of government involved in 
land use planning, with various policy and funding gaps. 
 

These structural and implementation gaps are not because we don’t have an excellent understanding of 
resilience or sustainable land use planning, but because it is complicated. Recent Ontario governments of 
every stripe have sought to advance environmental protection, channel development where best suited, and 
reduce administrative burden. Push-back occurs from multiple sources including land owners, developers, 
and municipal governments.  
 
What has changed recently, however, is a new priority to make Ontario open for business, reduce 
administrative duplication and its timeline, deliver an aggressive housing action plan, and cut environmental 
protection seen as red tape. While the first three generates a debate over the details, the fourth is a source for 
great concern.  
 

This is because cuts to environmental protection are being proposed by a government that has signalled, on 
several occasions, a desire to both expand the Greenbelt – a good outcome – and to develop it, a threat in the 
face of overwhelming public support for the on-going protection and indeed the expansion of the Greenbelt.  
 

The government has further undermined public confidence in its vision for environmental protection by 
having had an un-approved environmental plan since November 2018; by asserting a false urgency and 
executive privilege in omnibus bills that include draconian reductions to environmental protection; by 
refusing to provide background information, monitoring data, or other analysis on numerous issues when 
requested; and by curtailing meaningful public consultation in numerous ways.   
 

Key aspects of this have included: 
 

• An omnibus bill making amendments to over 40 acts including to the role of the Environmental 
Commissioner of Ontario - for which all the acts were allocated a total of six hours at a standing 
committee: about twenty-four 15-minute opportunities for comment. Worse, the government then added 
amendments on third reading in the Legislature that no one had ever seen nor had an opportunity to 
comment on before they were passed. While not a land use planning initiative per se, the Environmental 
Commissioner is normally a watchdog for many of the efforts described in this paper;  
 

• Another omnibus bill, which the Province was forced to change due to wide public and municipal outcry, 
which would have granted powers to allow municipalities to create special bylaws areas for development 
that would not require either public signage or public meetings, and which would been exempted from 
the Clean Water Act; 

 

• Amending the Species at Risk Act, in yet another omnibus bill, to allow the proponents of developments 
to pay the estimated cost of a species-at-rick protection plan while not having to pay for its 
implementation. Some groups have called this Pay to Slay;  

 

• Proposing significant amendments to the Conservation Authorities Act that include removing core 
mandates for the conservation of land and for watershed management. The Province then demonstrated 
bad faith in on-going consultations by instructing conservation authorities to remove watershed 
management from budget requests to their municipal partners, in spite of an amendment to the bill 
allowing such municipal / CA voluntary arrangements. 
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• Refusing direct requests for government reports or background documents that would demonstrate the 
need for or describe the projected outcomes of numerous aspects of the housing action plan; 

 

• Proposing amendments to the Provincial Policy Statement (the PPS), without any of the required reports 
on its efficacy and that apparently, although unannounced, will restart the clock on the required ten-year 
review of the PPS; 

 

• Not inviting environmental stewardship groups to an aggregate summit; 
 

• Not inviting key players on numerous issues to other consultations, such as on amending the PPS or the 
Conservation Authorities Act;  

 

• Diminishing the value of public consultation through biased questionnaires on ministry websites; and, 
 

• Amendments requiring community groups to register at the earliest stages of a development proposal if 
they wish to contest aspects of the development at a latter time. 

 

At a time when many jurisdictions around the world are seeking to integrate the economy and the 
environment in decision-making, and to balance environmental protection and land use planning, the current 
provincial government is pursuing an approach that supports development over the environment, and which 
tampers with existing legislative and democratic norms.  
 

Recommended Policy Framework    
 

Entrepreneurial and publicly-funded development in Ontario should aspire to sustainable land use planning 
and management in order to provide for resilient landscapes across South-central Ontario. A sustainability lens 
for land use planning should be based on watershed and sub-
watershed health; complete communities with sustainable buildings 
and green infrastructure; and ensure a level playing field for public 
engagement and legal recourse.  
 

Proposed Priority Actions 
 

Natural Heritage 
 

L1. The provincial government should establish provincial natural 
heritage targets for South-central Ontario similar to the federal 
guideline “How Much Habitat is Enough”, including targets for 
percentages of watersheds to be retained in natural heritage, wetlands, and natural heritage buffers along stream 
edges. This new vision should be harmonized to the Natural Heritage Reference Manual and set direction on 
how to identify and prioritize restoration where needed and provide provincial over-sight for implementation. 

L2. Strengthen requirements for planning authorities to implement section 2.1 of the Provincial Policy 
Statement with respect to natural heritage. 

L3. Ensure the development and implementation of the cumulative reporting mentioned in the PPS. 

L4. Ensure that any reviews of the PPS are informed by reports on the PPS’ efficacy, to be made available to 
the public at the outset of any PPS review. 

L5. Implement Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy (2011) and strengthen protection and recovery plans for species 
at risk. 

L6. Ensure the continued inclusion of the indicator for forest conditions in watershed report cards. 

We welcome feedback and 
additional suggestions on the 
framework and priority actions, 
and will facilitate input from 
leading stakeholders involved in 
aggregates, agriculture, develop-
ment, forestry, and other sectors 
or issues. 
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L7. Require natural heritage system planning in municipal official plans across Ontario. 

L8. Identify mechanisms to expand the existing Greenbelt and create similar areas where needed, perhaps on 
thresholds based on urban growth in a municipality. 

Aggregates and Agriculture 
 

L9. Access to aggregates is fundamental to Ontario’s construction industry, but current permitting conditions 
for extraction, operations, monitoring, transportation, and rehabilitation are out of sync with their impact on 
local communities and natural heritage, thereby externalizing costs. We need a new approach. 

 

L10. Establish stronger programs to protect agricultural lands, including mechanisms to keep such lands in 
agriculture and encourage farm succession.  

 

L11.Encourage a transition to sustainable agriculture, including increased support for agricultural land trusts 
and conservancies, using creative financial incentives as may be needed. 
 

Municipal Planning 
 

L12. Create a complementary document to the Provincial Policy Statement, or a section within it, providing 
direction to planning authorities and municipalities on sustainable planning and sustainable buildings. 
 

L13. Embrace green infrastructure in land use planning as a way to protect, conserve, and manage both 
landscapes and water. 

 

Public Engagement 
 

L14. Develop educational material, for both the public and specific sectors, about the inter-connections 
between natural systems, the economy, and social wellbeing identifying how pressures such as habitat loss, 
over-exploitation, and climate change may impact local ecological integrity. 
 

What can you do? 
 

This list is provided more for greenfield development (development in new areas) than for urban densification 
and infill. It is also not in any implied order, as community engagement in development is often triggered by 
news in the media on an area with which you may already be familiar, leading to an updated visit as per the 
third-to-last bullet below. 
 

• Read the citizen’s guide to provincial land use planning on the website of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 

• Read the Provincial Policy Statement. 

• Read your municipality’s official plan 

• Subscribe to updates from your municipality or councillor on development proposals 

• Visit greenfield areas under discussion for development, while respecting private property, to form an idea of 
existing conditions 

• Familiarize yourself with leading provincial organizations involved in monitoring development, such as the 
Canadian Environmental Law Association, Ecojustice, and Gravel Watch Ontario 

• Join or donate to a provincial and/or a local organization working to ensure environmental protection and 
community participation in development proposals. 
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Healthy Water 
 

Background 
 

All living things need water - water that has moved around the planet for eons through the four stages of the 
hydrologic cycle: evaporation, condensation, precipitation, distribution to our seas, landscapes, lakes and 
rivers, soil, and living things, and then back to evaporation. 
 

While water gives our planet its blue hue from space, 97% of our water is salt water, and more than 2% is 
locked in ice. The local availability of clean freshwater is thus a key issue in many nations. 
 

Canada is somewhat blessed in our abundance of freshwater. With about 7% of the world’s land mass, we 
receive about 7% of the precipitation that falls on land. This precipitation is spread nicely around the 
calendar, without monsoons generating huge volumes of run-off nor dry seasons that offer almost no rain at 
all.  
 

Run-off is also moderated across most of the country due to our relatively flat landscapes and soil cover, 
except for areas like the Rockies. In addition, Ontario’s surface geology, as well as its history with glaciers, 
created a legacy where water is stored and channeled that includes both the Great Lakes and the more than 
250,000 other lakes and countless rivers, streams, and creeks. 
 

How we have treated our water is a story of First Nations respect for water contrasted with early colonists 
struggling with disease. It is well-known, for example, that First Nations treated water as sacred. Prior to 
contact, however, research is scarce. As many First Nations lived in small communities and moved 
frequently, and were in general healthier than their European contemporaries, they must have had formal or 
informal protocols about protecting themselves from animal refuse and human waste, but little is known 
about specific sanitary practices.  
 

Early colonial towns, for their part, relied on rudimentary wells and outhouses, often close to each other, and 
as a result experienced waves of disease such as dysentery and cholera. They also used places such as 
Toronto’s harbour for refuse, including the disposition of animal carcasses. And before Louis Pasteur 
popularized his germ theory in the late 1850s, Ontarians even piled manure on lake and river ice so it would 
disappear in the spring, instead of putting it back onto the land, and sending health issues downstream.  
 

Over time, responses to cholera and other epidemics, realizations on the impact of water pollution, and the 
floods of the 1930s and 40s generated the legislative framework and infrastructure we have today.  
 

The Regulatory Framework 
 

As complex as land use planning is, protecting water is moreso, comprising a mix of federal, provincial, and 
regional roles and regulatory initiatives. Overall, transboundary water, water which flows across our borders 
with the US, is in federal jurisdiction. Thus, the federal government represents Canada’s interests in the 
Great Lakes, primarily through the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, but works with Ontario in various 
ways, such as through the Canada Ontario Agreement for the Great Lake Basin. 
 

Federal jurisdiction on water also touches numerous other initiatives, such as the Canadian Environmental 
Protection Act, which includes provisions for public health with respect to federally-mandated substances, 
including radionuclides.  
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In Ontario, the regulation and monitoring of water quality and quantity comes from a plethora of legislation, 
regulation, and agencies, covering surface water, ground water, drinking water, development, drainage, 
flooding, permits to take water, permits to release substances to water, and more. Most are delivered by the 
Ministry of the Environment, Conservation, and Parks, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, the Ministry of 
Natural Resources, municipalities, and conservation authorities – although some of the areas in this paper on 
South-central Ontario do not have conservation authorities.  
 

While a perfect introduction would provide an extensive list, similar to that provided in the section on 
Resilient Landscapes, this section will not attempt that due to how many of the existing acts, and which 
agency may deliver various mandates, is under review. In particular, the Province is weighing significant 
changes to how development will be managed, the Conservation Authorities Act, and recommendations in 
the report of an independent expert on flooding.  
 

As a result, we only provide hyperlinks below to a few key initiatives that are either fundamental to 
Ontario’s water or that are cited in the next section as representing key challenges due to some deficiency.   
 

      General Initiatives                                                         Initiatives closely tied to land use planning                                                                      
 

• Environmental Protection Act 

• Great Lakes Protection Act (Under Review) 

• Ontario Water Resources Act 

• Nutrient Management Act 

• Safe Drinking Water Act 
 

• Clean Water Act 

• Conservation Authorities Act (Under Review) 

• Drainage Act 

• Lakes and Rivers Improvement Act 

• Provincial Policy Statement (Under Review) 

• Sustainable Water and Sewage Systems Act 
 

Others                       Biodiversity Strategy and report card 
                                  Flood Forecasting and Warning Program 
                                  Low Water Response Program 

                            Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan (Draft) 
                                  Permits To Take Water 
                                  Provincial Water Quality Objectives 
                                  Report of the Independent Review of the 2019 Flood Events in Ontario                                 
                                  Water Quality Reports 
                                  Water Quantity Reports 
                                  Watershed Report Cards by Conservation Authorities 

                            2018 Watershed Report card grades 
 

 
 

Current Challenges 
 

With our American neighbours, Ontario shares about 18% of the world’s surface freshwater in the Great 
Lakes. Although not a singular body of water, this is the second largest collection of surface water in the 
world, next to Lake Baikal.  
 

The Great Lakes and its Basin are fundamental to the ecology, weather, people, economy, and social 
interactions of both the province as a whole and people living in South-central Ontario. All the land in 
Greater Golden Horseshoe and The Land Between are located in the Basin. 
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The main upland areas within or straddling the contours of the Basin include the Niagara Escarpment, the 
Oak Ridges Moraine, and the Algonquin Dome. These upland areas are the source of about 20 major rivers 
that include the Niagara, Grand, Humber, Don, Rouge, Ganaraska, Trent, and others; scores of other rivers, 
streams, and creeks too numerous to mention; and large lakes that include Lake Simcoe, Lake Scugog, Rice 
Lake, and the Kawartha Lakes.  
 

Within these watersheds, most of the region’s provincially significant and other wetlands have been lost to 
development since 1940, impacting local flooding and both terrestrial and aquatic species, while climate 
change is altering ice cover and the timing of the spring run-off, further impacting aquatic species. 
 

In addition to surface water, both the Escarpment and the Moraine are porous, contributing to groundwater. 
This groundwater not only supplies rural and municipal wells, providing drinking, irrigation, and other water 
for about two million of the 7.9 million people across South-central Ontario, it can also upwell to form 
wetlands or contribute to base flow in our rivers. This portion of base flow is important to riverine systems 
and, as it is chilled during its passage underground, is a key element in helping to maintain the temperatures 
of cold-water streams, the habitat of trout and salmon.  
 

While key watershed characteristics such as geology, slope, elevation, soils, vegetation, and climate vary 
substantially from Niagara to the Kawarthas, these characteristics are more similar than dis-similar within 
each watershed. As such, the upland areas of most South-central Ontario watersheds were generally and 
historically homogenous to their downstream sections.  
 

Such norms notwithstanding, two hundred years of development has had its toll. Upstream pressures include 
land conversion for aggregates, agriculture, hydro-electric power generation, and utility corridors. Moreover, 
as agricultural, recreational, transportation, and urban development is now reaching further and further into 
our headwater areas, and as the climate warms, the sources of clean base flow from those upstream areas 
may be diminished earlier in their journey than in the past.  
 

Negative impacts include not only pollutants similar to those from more populated areas downstream but 
also changes to rates of flow, changes to sediment and stream nutrient flow, reductions in the health of the 
insects and invertebrates in local streams, and the extirpation (local extinction) of fish species. In fact, a 
major report by EcoSpark on the Oak Ridges Moraine, which provides headwater flow to about 60 
watersheds in South-central Ontario, found that not a single stream has been spared negative impacts from 
development. 
  
Downstream pressures from more populated areas include increased volumes and temperatures of run-off 
from hard surfaces; a range of pollutants from automotive fluids and lawn chemicals to leaking sanitary 
sewers, dog poop, and salt; and industrial chemicals and pharmaceuticals that may be persistent, toxic, bio-
accumulative, radioactive, carcinogenic and/or hormone disruptors.  
 

As stated above, the regulation and monitoring of water quality and quantity comes from a plethora of 
legislation, regulation, and agencies, covering surface water, ground water, drinking water, development, 
drainage, flooding, permits to take water, permits to release substances to water, and more. Specific 
deficiencies in the delivery of the current framework are described below. 
 

For Lake Ontario 
 

• While there has been progress on many traditional Great Lake pollutants under the bi-national Great 
Lakes Water Quality Agreement (GLWQA), such as on industrial chemicals, homeowner pesticide use, 
and invasive species, newer or re-emerging challenges include pharmaceuticals, endocrine disrupters,  
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salt, excess nutrients that can contribute to algal blooms, and both increased temperatures and reduced 
health in tributaries to the Lake. There is also unsteady progress on the listing of Chemicals of Mutual 
Concern with the US, and serious issues around under-water pipelines and the burial of nuclear waste 
near Georgian Bay that could impact Lake Ontario.  
 

• Government studies and reports lack focus and accountability. On the former, a Great Lakes climate 
change study ignored the Basin and its tributaries, demonstrating on-going tensions between lake experts  
versus those applying an ecosystem approach to the Basin. On the latter, requests for hard copies of a 
verbal report on the Canada-Ontario Agreement on Great Lakes Water Quality and Ecosystem Health 
(COA for short) that trumpeted that more than 150 of about 160 targets had been or were on their way to 
being met was never delivered. No one knows what most of the targets were. 

 

• A real issue may be the continuing existence of jurisdictional silos. Although Canada and Ontario both 
acknowledge the role of watershed management in the protection of the Great Lakes and are co-operating 
on priority watersheds in the Lake Erie Basin that contribute to algal blooms, there are no written 
protocols on priority watersheds. Thus, we see limited federal-provincial collaboration in other 
watersheds that need it.  

 

• Civic engagement has been significantly decreased, both federally and provincially. While the 
International Joint Commission retains an open ear for communities, the US and Canada created a Great 
Lakes Executive Committee for the GLWQA consisting of mostly government employees, with limited 
community participation at meetings. Thus, an agenda for an important meeting on the GLWQA was 
issued with very little lead time, pre-empting decisions by community groups to assess the value of 
attending.  

 

• Meanwhile, in Ontario, meetings of the Great Lakes Guardian Council are not being held as in past years, 
and no meeting summaries since 2017 have been posted to the government website. Finally, requests 
from the Great Lakes Protection Act Alliance for regular meetings with ministry staff and/or members of 
the Guardian Council, as well as for increased civic engagement on the Great Lakes in general, remain 
unanswered. 

 

Inland Waters 
 

• Inland waters were historically managed by programs mostly in both the environment and natural 
resource ministries, including mandates for conservation authorities. Re-alignment of roles within those 
ministries under the new government has been uneven, exposing policy or implementation gaps. 
Teething pains in any re-alignment, even from perfect to more perfect, are to be expected.  
 

• One over-arching concern in recent changes is that the past participation of both the Ministry of 
Environment, Conservation, and Parks and the Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry in the once 
widely respected “One Window” approach to planning, appears to have been diminished by the Ministry 
of Municipal Affairs (MMA) and its housing action plan. This is demonstrated by MMA’s effort to 
exempt special municipal bylaw zones from the Clean Water Act. As a result, past perceptions of the 
equanimity of the One Window approach may no longer be valid. 
 

• Provincially significant and all other types of wetlands have been severely reduced in South-central 
Ontario: up to 90% in some areas. While wetlands are covered in the Provincial Policy Statement and the 
various components of the Greenbelt plan, current direction is vague; the previous government’s 2017 – 
2030 wetland conservation strategy has been archived on the government website; and changes to the 
Conservation Authority Act (CA Act) bode ill for wetland protection going forward.  

 

• Wetlands are under new threats in a changing climate. While the melting of permafrost across the 
northern hemisphere must be avoided to prevent run-away global warming, more moderate impacts will 
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occur long beforehand in South-central Ontario. While higher wetland water levels from increased 
precipitation may alter some biological norms and storage capacity to reduce downstream flooding, the 
greater threat may be from drought. Species that use wetlands, especially for breeding, may be impacted, 
threatening biodiversity. And wetlands may dry out completely. In that circumstance, wetlands created to 
generate carbon credits or in lieu of protecting existing wetlands may look like very poor investments.  

 

• Surface water problems include the fact that the Provincial Water Quality Objectives (PWQOs) have no 
thresholds requiring any agency to take any remediation measures: IE - a lake or river might exceed one 
or more of the objectives, significantly and year after year, and no one is required to take action.  

 

• The application of road salt, for example, is raising chloride levels that threaten both surface water and 
groundwater in wells. Chloride in Lake Simcoe has risen from 11 mg of salt per litre of water in 1970 to 
over 50 mg per litre today. This is well within the range of 30 – 60 mg for tasting salt in drinking water; 
may impact drinking water treatment costs and public health; and must be curtailed well before levels 
approach 120 mg per litre, where aquatic life begins to be impacted.  

 

• Although poorly reported, stream and lake temperatures are rising. Direct threats are to cold water fish 
such as salmon and trout. Other threats include an absence or changed duration in ice cover, which many 
aquatic species use for eggs, and the timing and volume of spring freshets, which distribute sediment and 
nutrients downstream. Finally, warmer surface water has a lower capacity to absorb excess nutrients and 
is more prone to algae. 

 

• While Toronto will be spending over $2 billion dollars over 50 years to address surface water threats to 
public and aquatic health from upstream sanitary sewage – not the effluent from sewage treatment plants 
- and while many cities have adopted measures to report sewage overflows and to post beach water 
quality test results, these actions were prompted by community advocacy, not pro-active agencies. 

 

• Meanwhile, effluent from sewage treatment plants too often does not meet discharge guidelines, while 
anti-biotics, other pharmaceuticals, and endocrine disrupters that cannot currently be properly removed 
by treatment plants are entering our water.  

 

• Both bio-solids from those plants and septage (waste from septic tanks) can be spread over some drinking 
water infiltration zones or beside organic farms, leading to their possible de-certification. 

 

• Extensive flooding in 2019 and the subsequent report of an independent flood expert demonstrate that the 
existing framework for flood protection in Ontario is inadequate. While a lot of flooding can be avoided 
through the conservation authority mandate for the 
conservation of lands, as well as through best practices in 
municipal environmental planning and implementation, we 
also need but have not yet allocated increased provincial 
engagement in climate modelling, floodplain mapping, and 
infrastructure.  

 

• Conservation Authorities (CAs), where they exist, are 
unique watershed agencies. While they may continue to 
comment on high-level municipal plans and issue permits 
for storm-water run-off, their historic roles in the 
conservation of lands, watershed management, and 
flooding have been curtailed without the clear articulation 
of which agencies might deliver these services in the 
future. This is not cutting red tape: it is abolishing key planning elements required for environmental, 
public, and economic health.   

 

 

Recent changes to and current reviews 
of the Conservation Authorities Act, as 
well as the government’s perceived 
direction on flooding, indicate the 
dismantling of historic efforts on the 
conservation of lands, watershed 
management, and flooding. We are 
concerned that this will present yet 
another out-come where key functions 
will be abandoned rather than 
improved.  
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• In addition, CAs publish watershed report cards. While internal data might be maintained on a wide 
range of water and terrestrial indicators that can vary extensively from CA to CA, based on funding, a 
standardized version of public reports being published every five years from 2013 provides snap shots of  
three conditions: surface water quality, forest conditions, and groundwater quality. An excellent 
depiction of results can be found at http://www.stateofontariowatersheds.ca/. While the availability of  
these results is welcome, the indicators could benefit from public discussion on how to improve them, at 
a time when on-going funding may be jeopardized. 
 

• For drinking water, the Clean Water Act has never been extended to several rural watersheds as well as 
some small watersheds draining to Lake Ontario. In addition, the future role of its Source Protection 
Committees is uncertain, somewhere between “approving annual staff reports” to “other projects it might 
initiate”. The recent withdrawal of provincial support to facilitate meetings of the chairs of the Source 
Protection Committees, however, is another indication of a reduced commitment from the government 
for the informed engagement of communities in protecting their environmental and public health. 

 

• While most communities have safe drinking water, recent problems on trihalomethane reporting (TMHs) 
in Tottenham seem to mimic the monitoring and reporting discrepancies of the Walkerton crisis. While 
no one has become sick immediately, as happened in Walkerton, citizens are concerned as TMHs are a 
known carcinogen.   

 

• On a broader scale, many Ontario First Nations, including those in South-central Ontario, experience 
frequent and/or lengthy boil water advisories and may be disproportionately impacted by fish 
consumption warnings for methylmercury pollution, another carcinogen.  

 

• A warming climate also may impact the use of water in agriculture. There may be pressures for increased 
areas in drainage tile to deal with heavy rains, increased requests for permits to take water in periods of 
draught, and even restrictions on irrigation under Ontario’s Low Flow Response Plan. At the same time, 
changed pH in rainfall and surface water may harm tender plants, while reduced BoD in surface water 
might result in increased algae from stray agricultural chemicals. Neither are good for crop irrigation. 

 

• Finally, permit conditions around aggregate operations are being weakened with respect surface and 
groundwater. In addition, the power of local municipalities to permit aggregate operations below the 
water table, originally provided to protect local wells and groundwater upwelling to surface water, has 
been revoked. As mentioned in the section of Resilient Landscapes, we need a new approach. Perhaps, 
rather than weaken existing constraints, the government should seek ways to improve aggregate 
stewardship and incorporate aggregate water reports into provincial databases. 

 

All of this is occurring as the climate and precipitation patterns change, affecting surface and groundwater 
levels, aquatic species, risks from floods and droughts, and impacts on agriculture, forestry, hydro-electric 
generation, navigation, and people and property. We must not only retain much of the existing framework for 
protecting our water, we must broaden it and embrace adaptive 
management.  
 

Recommended Policy Framework   Ontario should perform a 
comprehensive review of and integrate all aspects of its water 
protection and management framework in order to ensure 
protection for both biodiversity and human needs for drinking 
water, irrigation, and other uses in a changing climate. This 
should include both protection and conservation measures and 
include the Great Lakes, other surface waters, groundwater, and 
wetlands. 

We welcome feedback and 
additional suggestions on the 
framework and priority actions, 
and will facilitate input from 
leading stakeholders involved in 
aggregates, agriculture, develop-
ment, forestry, the Great lakes, 
Source Water Protection, and 
other sectors or issues. 
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Suggested Priority Actions 
 

W1.  Ontario should develop a comprehensive framework to address all aspects of its water protection and 
management regime. This framework should: 
a. Designate a lead ministry to co-ordinate all aspects of the protection and management of water and 

aquatic species across the province; 
b. Support the evolution of the province toward integrated watershed management, cumulative monitoring, 

and adaptive management; and, 
c. Provide a road map on the roles of different ministries regarding water and ensure collaboration where 

needed. This must include responsibilities for aggregates, agriculture, drinking water, forest management, 
the Great Lakes, permits to take water, surface water conditions, and urban development. There should 
also be a co-ordinated vision for research, cumulative monitoring, water conservation, and similar issues. 

 

W2.  The Province should harmonize definitions in all regulations, permit application procedures, permit 
conditions, and the provision of adequate implementation and monitoring support for Ontario’s water. 

 

W3.  Ontario should establish thresholds for action when monitoring results indicate that the Provincial 
Water Quality Objectives or permit conditions have been exceeded. 

 

W4.  Ontario should retain the role of conservation authorities in watershed planning and management, the 
conservation of land, and flood management, and establish thresholds for establishing new conservation 
authorities where development warrants their creation 

 

W5  Identify and support an on-going role for Source Water Protection Committees. One such role could be 
to transition them into Regional Watershed Advisory Boards to receive and review relevant local reports and 
to recommend actions.  

 

W6.  Abolish the Great Lakes Guardian Council and replace it with biannual public meetings of the chairs of 
the Regional Watershed Advisory Boards recommended above. 

 

W7.  Incorporate water reporting required under environmental compliance agreements into provincial 
databases and reports, and ensure that all water data is made available to the public in a timely manner. 

 

W8.  Establish meaningful education and engagement programs on the value of Ontario’s water and the need 
for both increased stewardship and conservation. 
 

What can you do? 
 

• Conserve water, indoors and out. 

• Identify the watershed in which you live and its general conditions, such as its percentage in natural, 
agricultural, or urban use and its water quality, temperature, and the health of fish. 

• Know where you drinking water comes from and what is being done to keep its natural sources clean. 

• If you have lake or steam-side property, is the five metres closest to the water in natural cover? 

• Know where your lot and street run-off goes. Can your lot retain run-off with a rain barrel or water 
garden? Is street run-off causing erosion and if so can it be reduced?  

• Don’t pour anything into the stormwater system. Are chemicals or winter salting practices harming 
aquatic life when it runs into the local creek or lake? 

• Find the closest areas to you with surface water. Take a walk in these areas to familiarize yourself with 
conditions. Is the water clear or does it smell? Are there five meters of streamside plants, exposed and 
eroding banks, or have the banks been hardened? Is the area safe so it can be enjoyed? 

• Do you know where your sanitary sewage goes? Does its effluent meet discharge standards? Does it 
overflow in some conditions, closing beeches? Don’t put pharmaceuticals or chemicals down the toilet. 

• Join or donate to a provincial and/or a local organization such as the Ontario Headwaters Institute. 
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Conclusion 
 

There are numerous obvious and less-obvious links between resilient landscapes and healthy water. Big-
picture issues include that retaining natural cover allows upstream areas to absorb precipitation and release it 
slowly, to vegetation, groundwater, and surface water. When upstream forests are removed, soils hold water 
poorly, reducing infiltration while increasing run-off. When wetlands are removed, the 30% of Ontario 
species that rely on wetlands at some time in their lives lose that precious habitat. When the edges of smaller 
streams lose their cover, direct sunlight can alter their temperature.  
 

Lesser known links can be just as important. For example, upstream forests and headwater streams can be 
inter-dependent, with water flowing both ways. Forests release water into streams at a tolerable rate, 
avoiding erosion, while small streams can filter into forest through their edges, and in fact often overflow 
into large sections of forest, especially during the spring freshet. These flows refresh soils with sediment and 
nutrients while providing habitat for waterfowl, turtles, salamanders, and other niche species.  
 

Avoiding strong flows that contribute to erosion has its own benefits. Such flows and the erosion they cause 
can deposit material downstream, cover fish spawning areas, fill in swimming holes, reduce stream depth 
elsewhere to create new flood risks, undermine bridge supports and other infrastructure, and even require 
dredging.  
 

While most of the examples above refer to relatively rural headwater areas, South-central Ontario also has 
large, heavily urbanized upstream areas, such as the City of Brampton that straddles several headwater 
catchments of the Credit River. Such areas present a more intense scale of impacts, from converting land in 
natural cover to concrete, through stormwater flows and sanitary leaks, to the usual range of automotive, 
chemical, and other pollutants, including salt and thermal impacts.  
 

There are also other important if little-known ecological links between headwater landscapes and aquatic 
health. For example, small streams provide sediment and nutrients to local areas when they over-top their 
banks and more importantly contribute the majority of sediment, nutrients, and indeed overall water 
chemistry to any watercourse.  

 

Secondly, recent studies have demonstrated that dead terrestrial insects provide significant biomass to small 
streams, forming a key role at the base of the aquatic food chain.  
 

Thirdly, the aquatic bugs and insects in the upper reaches of a watershed are different from and perform 
different functions than larger aquatic species downstream. These distinctions are an evolutionary outcome 
of location and species function, and is often referred to as the stream continuum.  
 

In short, resilient landscapes and healthy waters are inter-twined and forge a singular base for environmental, 
public, and economic health. No one seeks to protect every tree, every bear, nor every benthic invertebrate 
hugging the underside a rock in a creek, but we must become better stewards of the circle of life if we a want 
it to provide space for us.   
 

For that reason, and without diminishing the overall need for the provincial government to seriously consider 
each of the recommendations in this paper, we re-iterate below the recommended policy framework and the 
first of the suggested priority actions to help South-central Ontario secure resilient landscapes and healthy 
water. 
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Resilient Landscapes 
 

Recommended Policy Framework: Entrepreneurial and publicly-funded development in Ontario should aspire 
to sustainable land use planning and management in order to provide for resilient landscapes across South-
central Ontario. A sustainability lens for land use planning should be based on watershed and sub-watershed 
health; complete communities with sustainable buildings and green infrastructure; and ensure a level playing 
field for public engagement and legal recourse.  

 

First Suggested Priority Action: The provincial government should establish provincial natural heritage targets 
for South-central Ontario similar to the federal guideline “How Much Habitat is Enough”, including targets 
for percentages of watersheds to be retained in natural heritage, wetlands, and stream edges in trees and shrubs. 
This new vision should be harmonized to the Natural Heritage Reference Manual and also set direction on how 
to identify and prioritize restoration where needed and provide provincial over-sight for implementation. 
 
 

Healthy Water 
 

Recommended Policy Framework: Ontario should perform a comprehensive review of and integrate all aspects 
of its water protection and management framework in order to ensure protection for both biodiversity and 
human needs for drinking water, irrigation, and other uses in a changing climate. This should include both 
protection and conservation measures and include the Great Lakes, other surface waters, groundwater, and 
wetlands. 
 

First Suggested Priority Action: Ontario should develop a comprehensive framework to address all aspects of 
its water protection and management regime. This framework should: 
a. Designate a lead ministry to co-ordinate all aspects of the protection and management of water and 

aquatic species across the province; 
b. Support the evolution of the province toward integrated watershed management, cumulative monitoring, 

and adaptive management; and 
c. Provide a road map on the roles of different ministries regarding water and ensure collaboration where 

needed. This must include responsibilities for aggregates, agriculture, drinking water, forest management, 
the Great Lakes, permits to take water, surface water conditions, and urban development. There should 
also be a co-ordinated vision for research, cumulative monitoring, water conservation, and similar issues. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

                     

                       The Niagara Escarpment, a starting point for many Ontario streams.   Photo by David McCammon 
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Next Steps: Comment, Participate, Donate  
 
Comment 

 

Comments on this discussion document will be welcome until May 29, 2020. Comments can only be 
submitted by e-mail and comments made during presentations will not be recorded.   
 

                                         Please submit your comments to andrew@waterscape.ca 
 

Comments will be compiled into a second draft that is scheduled to be released in the summer of 2020. 
Comments on that second draft will be due by Friday August 14, 2020.  
 

A final document is scheduled to be released in September, 2020. We will publicize the final document, and 
invite people and organizations to endorse it.  

 
Participate 
 

Come to an event or ask us for a presentation. Both will be listed at https://waterscape.ca/participate/. 
 

If there is no event convenient for you, contact us to discuss a presentation. We offer two versions: 
 A short presentation to and brief discussion with a board, meeting of the members, or similar leadership 

group with some knowledge about landscape and watershed stewardship; or 
 A 30-minute, more detailed presentation followed by a 45-minute discussion for a broader audience.  
 

Please contact us to discuss a presentation to your group.  

 
Consider Making a Donation 
 

Donations are welcome and will be used to support presentations, travel, facility rental, social media 
outreach, and staff time for those activities, the production of the next drafts of the policy framework, and 
soliciting endorsements for the final document. Here is how you can donate. 
 

 Credit Cards:   Please access the WaterScape III funding campaign on our page at Canada Helps. 
Donations can be made in any amount; you can choose to show your name or be anonymous; and Canada 
Helps will issue you a charitable receipt; 

 

 E-Transfers:   Use the same page as above, but choose Paypal instead of a credit card to process an  
e-transfer. As above, you can choose to show your name or be anonymous, and Canada Helps will issue 
you a charitable receipt; or, 

 

 Cheques:   If you prefer to send a cheque, please make it out to the Ontario Headwaters Institute and 
mail it to us at 2227 Nightingale Way, Oakville, ON, L6M 3S1. Donations over $25.00 will receive a 
charitable receipt from the OHI. 
 

Regardless of which method you use, all attributed donations will be acknowledged and those 
for $25.00 and more will be listed on the WaterScape website under the following headings: 

                   Bronze:  $25 - $49.99           Silver:  $50 - $99.99           Gold:  $100.00 and above 

 
We look forward to your comments, seeing you at an event, and thank you for considering a donation. 


