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Executive Summary 

Dramatic changes have occurred across much of Ontario’s natural landscape over the last 

two centuries. In that time, land has been cleared for agriculture, urban settlement, roads and 

industry. In southern Ontario, the result is a patchwork of small, isolated and fragmented natural 

areas within a sea of development and modified landscapes. As well, polluted air, water and 

soils have affected the health of people, wildlife and ecosystems. Overall, the rich diversity of 

the province’s plant and animal life has been greatly diminished.

In recent years, the significance of southern Ontario’s natural heritage has received greater  

attention from the public and various levels of government. A number of positive policy changes 

and new conservation initiatives have been developed, refined and implemented. Such  

advances are encouraging, but these efforts remain largely piecemeal, uncoordinated and  

inadequate to protect nature against the insidious creep of urban sprawl and the continued loss 

of wetland, woodland and grassland habitats in some parts of the rural landscape. Current  

policies are failing to maintain and restore important “core” natural areas and ecologically  

essential lands and waterways that connect core areas, and function as “corridors.”
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To better protect and restore the province’s natural heritage, Ontario Nature envisions a  

Greenway for southern Ontario, made up of a network of interconnected natural cores and  

corridors. This Greenway would protect natural features and systems, protect water quality 

and quantity, improve air and soil quality, protect and restore habitat for native wildlife and  

species at risk, enhance human health and well-being and, critically, enable adaptation to the 

anticipated impacts of climate change.

In this paper, Ontario Nature reviews and critiques current provincial policies aimed at natural 

heritage protection in southern Ontario relating to planning and development, aggregate extrac-

tion, environmental assessment, conservation of biodiversity, and provincial land use plans. With 

respect to each policy we review key components, identify shortcomings that weaken natural 

heritage protection and present recommendations to improve their effectiveness. We put 

forward 24 recommendations, many addressing overlapping issues. Of pressing concern 

are five systemic problems underlying these issues:

 1. The lack of an effective, system-based approach to natural heritage planning and protection

 2.  The lack of monitoring of Ontario’s large-scale land use plans

 3.  Insufficient constraints on infrastructure development in policies intended to protect natural  

heritage values

 4.  Insufficient constraints on aggregate extraction in policies intended to protect natural  

heritage values

 5.  The lack of inter-ministerial coordination in developing and implementing policies to protect 

natural heritage features and systems
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If Ontario’s natural heritage is to be afforded adequate protection based on sound science  

and integrated policy, these systemic problems must be addressed in accordance with the 

following overarching recommendations:

1.   Establish a system-based approach to natural heritage protection  
and planning.  
To make this happen, collaboration among differing levels of government and all ministries  

involved in land use planning is required to streamline protection, ensure that efforts are not  

duplicated and provide support to municipalities doing the lion’s share of the work on the ground. 

This paper cites numerous examples of obstacles to a system-based approach, but none is as 

pressing or all encompassing as the changes that are needed to the Provincial Policy State-

ment, 2005. The Provincial Policy Statement makes reference to the need for a system-based 

approach to natural heritage protection but, due to weak language, lack of clear require-

ments and inadequate assistance for municipalities, it fails to deliver. Standards for natural 

heritage system development, clear requirements for protection and support for municipalities 

are needed to ensure that the Provincial Policy Statement can meet its stated goals.

2.  Monitor the effectiveness of all large-scale land use plans.  
Without a clear set of indicators to assess the implementation of complex plans such as the 

Greenbelt Plan, it is difficult to know whether policy goals are being achieved. The lack of  

measurable results has undermined adaptive management and the ability to improve policies  

or procedures that need refinement. All provincial land use plans should identify clear, measur-

able indicators and outcomes related to natural heritage features and systems, and should  

require monitoring and assessment at regularly scheduled intervals, ideally immediately  

before plans are up for review.
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3.  Assess, control and prevent the negative impacts of infrastructure  
development on natural heritage. 
Infrastructure development has too often been seen as inevitable for growth and has thus been  

exempted from policy measures intended to protect natural heritage values. For example, 

the privileging of infrastructure development over the protection of natural heritage features in  

the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan has undermined efforts to protect waterways,  

forests and wetlands in the region. If infrastructure continues to be approved with few or no  

constraints, then hope for a healthy, resilient natural heritage system in southern Ontario is 

severely compromised. The Province must seek and implement solutions that allow for  

development to occur without the careless destruction of natural systems.

4.  Assert tighter controls on aggregate extraction and develop an integrated 
plan for aggregate conservation and site rehabilitation.  
In many instances, aggregate development trumps provincial, regional and municipal protec-

tion of natural heritage features. For example, aggregate extraction is ongoing in the Niagara 

Escarpment and has not slowed even with the implementation of the Greenbelt Plan.  

Provincial policy does not require demonstration of the need for aggregate extraction before 

development proposals are approved, and, consequently, aggregate extraction is treated  

as inevitable and unstoppable. The Province must develop a comprehensive aggregate  

conservation and site rehabilitation strategy to promote the substitution, reduction, reuse and 

recycling of aggregate resources; the improved rehabilitation of sites; a detailed analysis of 

future supply and demand; and the identification of priority areas for resource extraction that 

do not conflict with other land use considerations.

5.  Integrate natural heritage protection into the operations and policies of all 
ministries involved in land use planning and environmental protection.  
To be effective, the protection of natural heritage in Ontario must be better coordinated among 

relevant ministries. For example, Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy (MNR, 2005) should be integrated 

with the Provincial Policy Statement, the Growth Plan  for the Greater Golden Horseshoe and 

Ontario’s Action Plan on Climate Change so that all plans include specific elements to protect 

biodiversity through land use planning and growth management initiatives. Effective land use 

planning, protection of biodiversity and adaptation to climate change require the collaboration 

and cooperation of all relevant ministries.
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Ontario can no longer afford – in either the economic or the ecological sense – to continue with 

a piecemeal approach to natural heritage protection. Systemic problems, such as those  

described above, must be addressed. As the province’s human population expands, and with 

the advent of climate change, we require policy direction that is comprehensive, integrated and 

accountable.

We cannot meet the challenges ahead unless policies are founded on the understanding that  

nature is an integrated system in which all elements must be healthy and connected to ensure  

that the whole will thrive. For this reason, Ontario Nature is advocating policy reform that will  

support a Greenway of interconnected natural cores and corridors across all of southern and  

eastern Ontario.
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1. Introduction

Ontario is a vast province of 1.1 million square kilometres, characterized by a varied climate 

and geography. The sheer size of the province means that many ecosystems are represented within 

its borders, from the Carolinian forests of the south to the boreal forest and coastal tundra of the 

north. In between lies a diverse landscape comprising thousands of lakes and rivers, the  

Canadian Shield, moraines and escarpments, deciduous and coniferous forests, wetlands,  

savannah and tallgrass prairie. The mosaic of habitats found in Ontario supports a rich array of flora 

and fauna, including more than 3,300 species of vascular plants, 470 species of birds, 160 species 

of fish, 90 species of mammals, 50 species of amphibians and reptiles, 260 species of molluscs  

and crustaceans, and 7,000 species of insects, making Ontario the second most biodiverse  

province in Canada, after British Columbia.1

Agricultural, industrial and urban activities have been concentrated mainly in the southern  

and eastern parts of the province, and have led to a significant transformation of the natural 

landscape over the last two centuries. Urban development, agriculture, highways and roads 

have severely fragmented much of the once forested expanse of southern and eastern  

Ontario into isolated islands of habitat. The loss of habitat and landscape connectivity has  

diminished biodiversity (as exemplified by a provincial total of over 190 known species at risk2) 

and threatened the healthy functioning of ecosystems in the region. Ultimately, this loss of natural 

heritage negatively affects our own quality of life, because people rely on nature for key  

ecological goods and services, such as clean air and water, pollination of crops, flood control, 

groundwater recharge and control of greenhouse gases. The loss and degradation of natural 

areas also affect the ability of individuals, families and communities to enjoy and experience  

nature and to benefit from outdoor activities that enhance their physical, social, mental  

and spiritual health.

The long-term effects of unchecked human development will be dire. The United Nations –  

appointed Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has repeatedly argued for  

adaptation strategies to preserve biological diversity through the establishment of interconnected 

natural areas. Without such areas to allow species to move and adapt as habitat changes, 

species will be less likely to survive. Twenty to 30 percent of the earth’s plants and animals 

may become extinct unless interconnected natural areas are established – the largest mass 

extinction since the disappearance of the dinosaurs more than 65 million years ago. The possible 

intensification of natural disturbances such as fire, flood and drought will further threaten biological 

diversity (Fischlin et al., 2007).

The IPCC concludes that the effects of climate change, while still unpredictable, are inevitable 

(Fischlin et al., 2007). A “big picture” approach to land use planning is required, one that goes 

beyond islands of protected areas, which may be too small to accommodate large-scale  

natural disturbances or the needs of wide-ranging species, and retains connections among  

remaining wild spaces through a network of interconnected cores and corridors. 

1  These numbers are estimates, based on information from Ontario’s Natural Heritage Information Centre (NHIC, 2009). Totals will vary depending on 
whether, for example, certain subspecies are included.

2  This total includes all species listed by the provincial Committee on the Status of Species at Risk in Ontario, as well as additional species listed for Ontario 
by the federal Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada.

Ontario is a vast province with  
a wide variety of ecosystems  
and a rich diversity of plant and  
animal life.

Due to development pressures, 
the landscape is becoming  
increasingly fragmented.
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Ontario Nature believes that such a network, protected and restored through a Greenway  

system, is especially needed in the highly developed and heavily populated landscape of 

southern and eastern Ontario to create a more resilient landscape and better allow species 

to adapt to drier soils, fluctuating water levels, insect outbreaks, higher temperatures and  

other impacts of climate change. A Greenway of natural cores and corridors will not only benefit 

wildlife, but also protect source water, enhance air quality, provide spiritual and health benefits 

and offer recreational and economic opportunities for the human population.

Implementing an effective Greenway will require the commitment and engagement of conservation  

organizations, conservation authorities, landowners, communities and citizens, as well as many 

levels of government. It will also depend on leadership and coordination from the provincial  

government to encourage and support the development of interconnected natural areas across the 

region’s many municipal boundaries. Some of the building blocks necessary for developing  

a Greenway system already exist in the form of provincial natural heritage policy and legislation, but 

significant gaps remain.

In this paper, Ontario Nature examines existing provincial natural heritage policies in the areas of 

land use planning and development, aggregate extraction, environmental assessment and  

biodiversity conservation. Gaps and weaknesses in policies are identified and recommendations 

are made to establish a cohesive and comprehensive approach to the maintenance and  

restoration of natural heritage in Ontario. Overall, the paper aims to illustrate that while existing 

policy is serving a critical purpose, the lack of a coherent system-based approach to natural  

heritage protection is undermining our ability to sustain biological diversity in Ontario.

2. Provincial Natural Heritage Policies: Review,  
Critique and Recommendations

Protection of the province’s rich natural heritage is becoming a critically important issue to  

Ontarians as urban sprawl, unsustainable resource extraction, invasive species, pollution and 

climate change increasingly threaten both the natural environment on which we depend and  

our own quality of life. But what measures are in place to ensure that Ontario’s natural heritage  

is being properly protected from these pressures?

In Ontario, the policy and legislative framework for natural heritage protection addresses 

land use planning, natural resource extraction, environmental assessment, parks and protected 

areas, and the conservation of biodiversity. In this section, we examine how effectively existing 

provincial policies and legislation protect our natural heritage and make recommendations  

to improve them. Only those policies and legislation directly influencing municipal and provincial 

land use planning outside parks and protected areas are examined.3

3  Legislation and policy governing land trusts and conservation easements fall outside the scope of this paper.

To protect the natural features 
that remain and restore those 
that have been damaged, a net-
work of protected cores and  
corridors, otherwise known as  
a Greenway, is needed.

The successful creation of a 
Greenway relies on cooperation 
from many different partners.
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2.1 Land Use Planning and Development

2.1.1 Planning Act and Provincial Policy Statement

Planning Act and Provincial Policy Statement: Review

The Planning Act guides land use planning and development at both the provincial and municipal 

levels in Ontario. Under section 3 of the act, the provincial government has the authority to  

issue policy statements on land use planning matters that are of provincial interest, such as the 

promotion of sustainable development, the protection of ecological systems (including natural 

areas, features and functions), the protection of agricultural resources, and the conservation and 

management of natural resources. The Provincial Policy Statement, 2005 (PPS) outlines how 

such provincial interests should be incorporated into municipal land use planning and develop- 

ment decisions to provide for “appropriate development while protecting resources of provincial 

interest … and the quality of the natural environment” (Part I). Under the Planning Act,  

municipal planning decisions are required to be consistent with the policies in the PPS.

The PPS promotes efficient land use and development patterns such as intensification4 

and redevelopment and focuses growth in designated growth areas, away from  

“significant” or “sensitive” natural resources. Planning authorities are required to set their own 

intensification and redevelopment targets and to reserve sufficient land for urban land uses 

20 years into the future. In addition, the PPS directs planning authorities to maintain at all 

times the capacity to accommodate residential growth for a minimum 10-year period through  

intensification and redevelopment, if possible. Urban boundary expansions are permitted only 

when municipal plans are under review, and only where it can be demonstrated that all  

opportunities to manage growth through intensification, redevelopment and designated growth 

areas have already been exhausted.

The PPS recognizes that “Ontario’s long-term prosperity, environmental health, and social 

well-being depend on protecting natural heritage, water, agricultural, [and] mineral … resources 

for their economic, environmental and social benefits” (section 2.1.1). The PPS states that “natural 

features and areas shall be protected for the long term” and that the diversity and connectivity  

of natural features in an area, and the long-term ecological function and biodiversity of natural  

heritage systems, should be maintained, restored or, where possible, improved, recognizing link-

ages between and among natural heritage features and areas, surface water features and ground 

water features. (section 2.1.2)

The PPS identifies key natural heritage features that warrant protection from develop-

ment and site alteration, through either complete prohibition or restriction of development 

activities. Development and site alteration are not allowed in significant habitat of endangered and 

threatened species, in provincially significant wetlands in Ecoregions 5E, 6E and 7E5 or in 

provincially significant coastal wetlands. In provincially significant wetlands on the Canadian 

Shield north of Ecoregion 5E, significant woodlands and significant valleylands south and east 

of the Canadian Shield, significant wildlife habitat and significant areas of natural and scientific 

interest (ANSIs), development and site alteration can occur only if these activities will not have a 

negative impact on  the natural features or their ecological functions. The PPS defines “negative 
4  Terms in bold are defined in the glossary (appendix 3).
5  Ecoregion 7E refers to the Carolinian forest region of southwestern Ontario, south of a line running approximately from Toronto westward through London 

to Grand Bend on Lake Huron. Ecoregion 6E refers to the Lake Simcoe–Rideau region of south-central Ontario, occurring north of the Carolinian region, 
and largely south of the Canadian Shield. This zone also stretches eastward to the St. Lawrence River valley, including the Frontenac Arch, as well as  
the lower Ottawa River valley. Ecoregion 5E refers to the southern Canadian Shield region between Georgian Bay and the mid and upper Ottawa River 
valleys, as far north approximately as a line running east–west from North Bay to Sault Ste. Marie.

The Planning Act gives the  
provincial government the  
authority to issue policy state-
ments to guide municipal  
land use planning.
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impacts” in regard to natural heritage features and areas as “degradation that threatens the 

health and integrity of the natural features or ecological functions for which an area is identified 

due to single, multiple or successive development or site alteration activities.” 

Development and site alteration on land adjacent to any of the above natural heritage features 

and areas are permitted only if it can be demonstrated that no negative impacts on the natural 

features or their ecological functions will occur (section 2.1.6). (However, none of the  

policies set out in PPS section 2.1, “Natural Heritage,” are meant to restrict existing agricultural 

activities.)  Development and site alteration in fish habitat are also subject to the federal  

Fisheries Act and related provincially established standards to protect fish populations (e.g., 

the Provincial Water Quality Objectives of the Ontario Ministry of the Environment [MOE]). 

The PPS recognizes water, agriculture, minerals, petroleum and mineral aggregate  

resources as other natural resources of provincial interest. It states that “mineral aggregate  

resources shall be protected for long-term use” and “as much of the mineral aggregate  

resources as is realistically possible shall be made available as close to market as possible”  

(section 2.5). The PPS encourages extraction that minimizes environmental damage, the  

conservation of aggregate resources, and the progressive and final rehabilitation of pits 

and quarries. However, demonstration of need, including any supply and demand analyses,  

is not required.

The PPS, which must be reviewed every five years, presents the minimum standards for municipal 

planning issues, and all planning authorities in Ontario are expected to incorporate these policies 

into their official plans. Recent amendments to the Planning Act now require that municipal  

plans also be reviewed at least every five years and approved by the provincial government (for  

upper-tier municipalities) or by the upper-tier municipality (for lower-tier municipalities).

The Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) provides planning authorities with two references  

to assist with the implementation of the policies in the natural heritage section of the PPS: the  

Natural Heritage Reference Manual (June 1999) and the Significant Wildlife Habitat Technical 

Guide (October 2000).

The Natural Heritage Reference Manual indicates that, within each planning area, the MNR  

is responsible for identifying significant wetlands, significant habitat of endangered and threat-

ened species, and significant ANSIs; planning authorities are responsible for identifying  

significant woodlands, significant valleylands and significant wildlife habitat. The manual provides 

descriptions of the key natural heritage features and areas outlined in section 2.1 of the PPS, as well 

as identification and evaluation procedures. It also emphasizes the importance of developing 

a natural heritage system approach, based on principles of landscape ecology and  

conservation biology, to ensure that ecological integrity is maintained within planning areas.  

The manual offers suggestions on how to incorporate natural heritage protection into municipal  

planning policy, and on how to address the impacts of development on natural heritage features 

and areas. The MNR is in the process of updating the manual to conform to the new PPS, and a 

draft version of the manual is being reviewed.

The MNR is responsible for  
identifying significant wet- 
lands, significant habitat of  
endangered and threatened  
species, and significant ANSIs; 
planning authorities are  
responsible for identifying  
significant woodlands, significant 
valleylands and significant wild-
life habitat.
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6  Under the Municipal Act, municipalities can pass bylaws and regulations to protect trees in their jurisdiction. Lower-tier municipalities can enact bylaws  
for woodlots less than one hectare in size, while upper-tier municipalities can enact bylaws for woodlots greater than one hectare in size. These bylaws  
can restrict the destruction of, or injury to, trees by stipulating, for example, the minimum diameter of trees that can be cut, the minimum woodlot size in which 
harvesting is permissible, and the minimum tree density to be maintained in woodlots. Planning authorities can also require that good forestry practices be  
followed in woodlot management, including regulating how trees are harvested and requiring methods to minimize environmental damage and protect wildlife 
habitat. Municipalities can appoint officers to enforce forest conservation bylaws, and penalties can range from stop-work orders to fines and replanting orders.

The enactment of forest conservation bylaws is at the discretion of each municipality. However, under the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Act
  (ORMCA), the Province can require lower-tier municipalities within the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan (ORMCP) area to establish bylaws. Within 

the ORMCP area, all 24 lower-tier municipalities are covered by either regional or county forest conservation bylaws, or have their own lower-tier bylaws  
in place (Monitoring the Moraine, 2006).

The Significant Wildlife Habitat Technical Guide is a more detailed technical guide to assist 

planning authorities with the identification, description and prioritization of significant wildlife 

habitat. The guide provides recommendations on the types of habitats to be protected and 

encourages planning authorities to include a balanced, representative range of habitats in their 

natural heritage systems. The decision on the exact number and size of each habitat type, 

however, is ultimately left up to individual planning authorities, “depending on the quality and 

amount of habitat remaining in different planning areas, as well as the knowledge and aims of 

the evaluators” (section 9.2.3).6 

Planning Act and Provincial Policy Statement: Critique

Under the framework of the Planning Act and the PPS, municipal planners bear the primary 

responsibility for balancing various provincial interests through municipal plans and regulations. 

For example, municipalities must ensure that natural heritage features are protected for the  

long term, and prime agricultural areas and aggregate resources are also protected for long-

term use. Planning authorities are thus required to make planning decisions that reflect the 

importance of these sometimes conflicting interests. To do this, planning authorities need clear 

and consistent direction from the Province, as well as adequate technical and financial  

resources to ensure that land use planning and development are based on a fair and reasonable 

weighing of interests.

Weak Policy Language

The language of any policy document plays a crucial role in how that policy is interpreted and  

implemented. Unfortunately, the PPS is vague, weak and incomplete in some of its wording  

and key definitions related to natural heritage protection. The lack of strong, precise and  

detailed language makes it particularly challenging to interpret and implement the PPS con-

sistently across planning areas, and from one level of decision making to the next. The require-

ment for municipal planning matters to “be consistent with” rather than “have regard to” 

provincial policy is a considerable improvement from the previous Planning Act (s. 3 [5] and [6]), 

yet discretionary wording (“should,” “where possible”) regarding a system-based approach to 

natural heritage protection is problematic. Section 2.1.2 states: 

The diversity and connectivity of natural features in an area, and the long-

term ecological function and biodiversity of natural heritage systems, 

should be maintained, restored or, where possible, improved, recognizing link-

ages between and among natural heritage features and areas, surface 

water features and ground water features.

Although a system-based approach is recommended in this section, the use of “should”  

implies that implementation is at the discretion of decision makers.
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Failure to Adequately Address Infrastructure

The definitions of “development” and “site alteration” in the PPS do not include activities  

that create or maintain infrastructure that is subject to other provincial legislation (e.g., an  

infrastructure project that has been approved by the MOE through an environmental  

assessment process). This omission is a glaring gap identified in the 2004/05 annual report 

of the Environmental Commissioner of Ontario (ECO).7 In effect, this omission allows the 

routing of transit and transportation corridors, transmission lines, sewage systems and other 

potentially destructive projects through areas where development is otherwise prohibited.

Failure to Protect Natural Heritage Features

The natural heritage section of the PPS falls short of adequately protecting Ontario’s rich  

diversity of natural features and areas in several ways. First, the provision that development and 

site alteration are permitted in significant natural heritage features and adjacent lands as long as 

“no negative impacts” occur is problematic. Studies assessing the long-term, cumulative  

effects of development on natural areas are lacking and, while the actual natural heritage feature 

may be protected, its ecological function may deteriorate over time.

7  The Environmental Commissioner of Ontario (www.eco.on.ca) is a watchdog organization appointed by the Legislative Assembly to monitor and report on 
government compliance with the Environmental Bill of Rights.

Coalition of the Many
The Coalition for the Niagara Escarpment (CONE) – formed in 1978 – is an alliance of  

grassroots environmental and naturalist groups that, over the decades, has become a 

tightly focused and formidable force in defending the diverse and, in some cases, unique 

ecosystems of the Niagara Escarpment.

The battle to keep the escarpment free of environmentally damaging development  

and industry has been long and hard for members and supporters of CONE. Victories  

have been sweet: the sound, ecologically based Niagara Escarpment Plan, released 

in 1985, and the United Nation’s declaration of the escarpment as a world biosphere 

reserve. The challenges to the escarpment’s protection have, however, been bitter. 

Constant development and industry pressure have resulted in some losses and many 

compromises. The decision to allow a condominium development in the Beaver Valley 

in 1985 was a mixed outcome for CONE. While the footprint of the condo project  

was smaller and less destructive than that in the original development plan, the develop-

ment was still a large one on an incredibly sensitive landscape. Budget cuts to the  

Niagara Escarpment Commission in 1995 weakened the organization’s ability to monitor 

proposals and respond to complaints, and CONE fought hard to keep the Niagara  

Escarpment intact.

The most stinging defeat came in December 2006, when the Ontario Cabinet approved an 

83-hectare expansion of the Dufferin Aggregates quarry at Milton. The Dufferin Aggregates 

case served as a reminder – as if any were necessary – that development pressure will  

always threaten the escarpment, one of Ontario’s most valuable natural wonders.

The failure to adequately  
address infrastructure  
leaves the door open to develop-
ment in significant natural  
heritage features.
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9  In its list of convictions made under the ARA from 2000 to 2005, the MNR includes no infractions due to failure to rehabilitate (MNR, 2009a).

Second, the PPS fails to provide specific protection for regionally and locally significant features 

(e.g., regionally significant ANSIs and locally significant wetlands, which may be important  

to local populations of sensitive species), potentially weakening the ability of municipalities to  

restrict or prohibit development in these features. While the Significant Wildlife Habitat Technical 

Guide acknowledges that vegetation communities such as alvars, tallgrass prairies and  

savannahs are typically home to rare species with extremely restricted habitat requirements, 

none of these habitats is afforded protection under the PPS. Similarly, while protections apply to 

the habitat of endangered and threatened species, the PPS offers no protection to species of 

special concern, even though they are recognized as being particularly sensitive to human 

activities and may be declining in the province. Significant wetlands on the northern Canadian 

Shield receive less protection than those in the southern and eastern parts of the province.

Although the PPS recognizes that protecting natural heritage is necessary for Ontario’s long-term 

prosperity, environmental health and social well-being, natural heritage is not always accorded 

value equal to that placed on other provincial interests. For instance, the protective criteria laid 

out in section 2.1 of the PPS do not apply to existing agricultural operations. Similarly, aggregate 

resource extraction receives extraordinary priority over all other interests, since no demonstration 

of need is required when considering pit and quarry applications. The PPS also refers to the  

“interim nature” of aggregate extraction, a misleading term that ignores the long-term environ-

mental damage and disruption that this activity causes.

Inconsistent Application at the Municipal Level

Municipalities are given the considerable tasks of both identifying significant natural heritage 

features in their areas, and then providing them with sufficient protection. The Province’s  

Natural Heritage Reference Manual and the Significant Wildlife Habitat Technical Guide are 

intended to provide municipalities with technical guidance in implementing natural heritage 

policy. While the information in these publications is based on sound ecological principles,  

municipalities are not required to follow any of the guidelines they contain. Throughout both 

documents, actions for identifying and protecting natural heritage are recommended but  

with the proviso that initiatives will vary depending on the resources available to individual plan-

ning authorities and the level of development already present in different planning areas (i.e., 

areas with little development need to protect less habitat).

While some planning authorities are fortunate to have ecological expertise in house or the financial 

resources to hire environmental consultants, other municipalities do not have the resources  

to adequately assess natural features and systems, much less protect them. Since the MNR and 

the MOE no longer participate in official plan reviews, many municipalities rely on local conserva-

tion authorities for technical expertise. Like municipalities, however, conservation authorities 

have varying resources and expertise for such work across the province. The resulting lack of 

consistency in the application of natural heritage policy at the municipal level undermines the goal 

of the PPS to maintain diversity and connectivity of natural heritage at a province-wide scale.

Natural heritage protection  
is not given consideration equal 
to that afforded to agriculture 
or aggregate extraction under 
the PPS.
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The inconsistent approach to natural heritage protection under the PPS is further exacerbated 

by the absence of specific standardized criteria for identifying certain natural heritage features. 

The provincial government has developed clear guidelines on evaluating wetlands and ANSIs  

in Ontario; however, no comparable system exists for features such as significant woodlands, 

significant valleylands and significant wildlife habitat.8 The lack of concrete and consistent  

standards to identify these natural heritage features makes it difficult for municipalities to  

adequately protect them across the province.

Lack of Performance Measures

In 2001, Ontario Nature provided comments to the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

(MMAH) as part of the five-year review of the 1996 Provincial Policy Statement. At that time,  

Ontario Nature indicated that evaluating its success was “virtually impossible to do objectively” 

since no performance measures existed to monitor its implementation and effectiveness at  

protecting provincial interests (Ontario Nature, 2001). Ontario Nature maintained that the MMAH 

had failed to honour its commitment to provide these measures and monitoring as laid out in  

the 1996 Provincial Policy Statement. 

The 2005 revised version of the Provincial Policy Statement states that:

[T]he Province … shall identify performance indicators for measuring the  

effectiveness of some or all of the policies. The Province shall monitor their  

implementation, including reviewing performance indicators concurrent with 

any review of this Provincial Policy Statement. (section 4.10)

Efforts to implement this requirement are now under way. The MMAH has begun developing  

a framework for evaluating the effectiveness of the PPS through a multi-stakeholder process.  

It is scheduled to be completed in 2009.

Planning Act and Provincial Policy Statement: Recommendations

Recommendation 1: The PPS should require municipalities to identify and protect natural  

heritage systems.

Recommendation 2: The definition of “development” and “site alteration” in the PPS should 

be modified to include all infrastructure projects such that these undertakings are subject to  

the same restrictions or prohibitions as other development and site alteration activities under 

the PPS.

Recommendation 3: Rare and imperilled habitats such as alvars, tallgrass prairies and  

savannahs should be added to the significant natural heritage features afforded protection under 

the PPS.

Recommendation 4: The PPS should prohibit development and site alteration on regionally  

and locally significant natural heritage features unless it can be demonstrated that no negative 

impact on natural features or their ecological functions will occur.

8  The draft Natural Heritage Reference Manual, which will replace the 1999 manual, contains guidelines for identifying these features.  
However, with regard to valleylands, there is no direction about how criteria should be applied or what thresholds should be set. Such direction  
is also lacking with respect to the application of woodlands criteria. 

Specific standardized criteria  
for identifying natural features 
are lacking, exacerbating  
inconsistency in protection 
across Ontario. 
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Recommendation 5: The PPS should recognize natural heritage as a provincial interest equal 

to agriculture and mineral aggregate resources. Section 2.5.1 of the PPS should be changed so 

that aggregate extractors must demonstrate a need for any new or expanded operations.

Recommendation 6: The Ontario government should provide sufficient financial support to  

enable municipalities to adequately inventory and protect local natural heritage and to enable  

conservation authorities and staff of the MOE and the MNR to assist them with implementation.

Recommendation 7: The Ontario government should develop consistent standards for 

the identification of significant natural heritage features.

2.1.2 Ontario Municipal Board

Ontario Municipal Board: Review

The Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) was created to resolve conflicts in land use planning  

(e.g., conflicts between development and natural heritage protection) by mediating or  

resolving disputes under the Planning Act. The OMB also hears cases under the Aggregate 

Resources Act (ARA) and other statutes. If a proposal before the OMB deals with additional 

issues beyond the OMB’s jurisdiction (e.g., environmental assessment, Niagara Escarpment 

Plan [NEP] matters), a Joint Board may be formed with members from the Environmental  

Review Tribunal (ERT) under the Consolidated Hearings Act. OMB decisions are final, although 

a party to a hearing that is displeased with an OMB decision can apply for either a re-hearing  

at the OMB (rarely granted) or a leave to appeal to the courts (also rarely granted). The decision  

of a Joint Board can be appealed to Cabinet and can be subject to judicial review.

Recent legislative reforms have improved the OMB appeal process by giving municipalities 

more time to review development applications and more control over planning decisions. 

Under amendments to the Planning Act in 2004, municipalities now have 180 days (compared 

to 90 days previously) to make decisions on development applications before appeals can  

be made to the OMB. Furthermore, appeals to the OMB regarding urban expansions are no 

longer permitted if municipal councils opposed them. Under the revised Planning Act,  

the OMB must also “have regard to” decisions made by municipal councils and approval 

authorities on the same issues.

Ontario Municipal Board: Critique

In recent years, environmental organizations, community groups and some municipalities have  

expressed dissatisfaction with the OMB process and many of the OMB’s decisions. In particular,  

the belief is widely held that the cost of hearings and the lack of environmental knowledge  

of some OMB members seriously threaten the integrity of the appeal process. While some  

members of the OMB are well grounded in land use planning, they are not required to undergo 

any training in conservation biology or landscape ecology – subjects key to a proper under-

standing of natural heritage issues.
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High Cost of Hearings

Most conservation and community groups lack adequate financial resources to mount a natural 

heritage case or oppose a developer’s appeal, unlike land developers who may consider  

the OMB process as simply a cost of doing business. In addition, municipalities vary in their 

financial resources and thus may minimize their participation at OMB hearings or approve a 

developer’s application to avoid a hearing altogether.

Currently, no intervenor funding is available for groups representing the public interest before 

the OMB. Yet, for a 10-year period, ending in 1995, intervenor funding did exist under the  

Intervenor Funding Project Act for Joint Board hearings (i.e., hearings before a Joint Board of the 

OMB and the ERT). Under this act, the development proponent covered the intervenor  

funding, whether that proponent was a developer, a municipality or the Province. Whether 

the proponent should pay for intervenor funding, or whether an alternative system is  

preferable (e.g., development charges or a government fund), intervenor funding is needed to 

level the playing field and ensure that the public interest is adequately represented in cases  

before the OMB.

Launching of More Cases by Developers

A review of OMB natural heritage decisions that Ontario Nature conducted in 2003 revealed 

that defenders of natural heritage had a 30 percent success rate before the OMB, compared 

with a 70 percent success rate for developers (Ontario Nature, 2003). Several reasons were 

identified for this difference, including lack of OMB support and guidance, weak cases, an 

imbalance of resources and variation in the environmental background of OMB members. 

A 2008 study that the ECO commissioned evaluated outcomes of OMB decisions follow-

ing changes to the 1996 Provincial Policy Statement in 2005 (O’Hara, 2008). The new study 

found that the percentage of pro-natural heritage appeals with successful outcomes was 50 

percent but noted that relatively few (i.e., six) such appeals had been launched. Development 

proponents launched the vast majority of OMB appeals, and in the majority of cases their  

appeals were successful in whole or part. Even though the study found that, in the majority 

of cases, members of the OMB successfully interpreted natural heritage policy, people working 

to uphold natural heritage protection have little faith in the OMB, given the prohibitive costs  

of involvement and the fact that most hearings result in a decision in favour of development.

Ontario Municipal Board: Recommendation

Recommendation 8: The Ontario government should ensure that intervenor funding is  

available for parties representing a broad public interest at OMB hearings.

The OMB process is widely  
believed to be weighted in favour 
of developers.

A 2003 Ontario Nature study 
found that defenders of natural 
heritage have a 30 percent  
success rate before the OMB.



20 The Green Way Forward A Review of Natural Heritage Policies for Southern Ontario 

2.2 Aggregate Extraction

Aggregate Extraction: Review

According to the Ontario Stone, Sand & Gravel Association (OSSGA), an average of 175  

million tonnes of aggregate is used for development and infrastructure projects in Ontario every 

year (OSSGA, 2009). The MNR is responsible for regulating aggregate extraction under the  

ARA and currently administers more than 3,700 licences (on private land) and 3,300 permits  

(on Crown land) (TOARC, 2009). Lands designated under the ARA include all private land in 

southern Ontario, all Crown land throughout the province and, as of October 2006, private 

lands in parts of central and northern Ontario. The ARA prevails over municipal official plans,  

bylaws and development agreements.

Most aggregate operations occur in southern Ontario, where demand is highest and producers 

can keep transportation costs to a minimum. However, economically valuable deposits  

often occur in areas of rich natural heritage, such as the Niagara Escarpment, the Oak Ridges 

Moraine and the Carden Plain. Aggregate extraction, which the Province and industry consider 

to be an “interim” land use, creates significant long-term environmental and ecological  

disturbance, including destruction of habitat through removal of vegetation and soil, altera-

tion of hydrological regimes and drainage patterns and changes to the slope of the land.

Under the ARA, all licensing and permit decisions “shall have regard to” the effect of the pro-

posed aggregate operation on the environment, the suitability of its progressive and final  

rehabilitation plans and any possible impacts on groundwater and surface water resources. 

Once a pit or quarry application is approved, operators are required to follow a site plan, 

which outlines how extraction will occur, how progressive rehabilitation will be performed 

and the nature of the final rehabilitation required.

The MNR was initially responsible for the monitoring, inspection and enforcement of the ARA  

at all regulated pits and quarries throughout Ontario. In 1997, however, the MNR transferred 

partial responsibility to the aggregate industry through the newly incorporated Ontario  

Aggregate Resources Corporation (TOARC). TOARC acts as trustee of the Aggregate  

Resources Trust, a fund set up under the ARA from annual licensing fees. Its responsibilities  

include managing these fees, rehabilitating abandoned pits and quarries, rehabilitating  

sites where licences or permits have been revoked, and compiling information on production  

statistics. The MNR remains responsible for inspecting sites for compliance under the ARA.

Aggregate Extraction: Critique

Conflict of Interest

Society’s demand for stone, sand and gravel resources has made aggregate extraction  

a major land use priority in Ontario, as elsewhere. Despite the non-renewable nature of the 

resource, and the significant long-term environmental damage caused by pits and quarries 

across the province, the Ontario government has done little to promote a sustainable aggregate 

industry. At the core of the problem is the fact that the MNR – the government agency over- 

seeing aggregate operations – is also responsible for natural heritage protection. This  

conflict, combined with the fact that the aggregate industry is largely self-regulating, leads to  

systemic flaws in the management of aggregate resources in Ontario.

Most aggregate extraction  
occurs in southern Ontario and 
often conflicts with the  
protection of natural heritage 
values.
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In deciding whether an aggregate operation should be granted approval, the MNR or the OMB 

must only “have regard to” the potential effects on the environment, water resources and  

agricultural activities. Thus, there is no requirement to prevent, minimize or mitigate environ-

mental impacts to protect natural heritage and other provincial interests when siting pits and 

quarries. In addition, because the ARA prevails over official plans, bylaws and development 

agreements, municipal governments are unable to regulate the location and extent of pits and 

quarries on the basis of local natural heritage considerations.

Lack of Rehabilitation

Under the ARA, adverse environmental impacts must be minimized during aggregate extrac-

tion activities, and all licensed and permitted operations must include progressive and final  

rehabilitation of the land. In 2003, citizens representing Gravel Watch Ontario filed an applica-

tion for review under the Environmental Bill of Rights to have the MNR review the track record 

on rehabilitation. In its response, the MNR noted that “although there are many examples of 

companies performing excellent progressive rehabilitation, it is apparent that the significant 

component of the aggregate industry is falling behind” (Gravel Watch Ontario, 2009). Indeed,  

in his 2005/06 annual report, the ECO indicated that on average the aggregate industry  

disturbs over two hectares of new land for every one being rehabilitated (ECO, 2006).

What’s Mined Is Yours
In 2004, Nelson Aggregate applied to expand its Burlington Limestone Quarry by 

82 hectares within the Niagara Escarpment Plan area on Mount Nemo in the City of 

Burlington. The proposed expansion would destroy woodlands, part of a provincially 

significant wetland complex, a tributary to Grindstone Creek and habitat for the  

endangered butternut tree. Habitat of the threatened Jefferson salamander could 

also be affected, as this species is found in the vicinity. Approximately 90 percent of 

the expanded quarry would occur below the water table, disrupting local hydrological 

regimes. The proposed expansion of the quarry would add a further 20 years to its  

operation, yet Nelson Aggregate contended that this represents an interim land use.

In March 2007, opponents of the expansion celebrated an interim victory when the  

Ministry of Natural Resources announced that Grindstone Creek Headwaters Wetland 

Complex (a series of 15 wetlands partly located on the proposed quarry site) was  

designated as provincially significant. The environmental buffers and setbacks required 

around this wetland complex may make the quarry expansion economically unviable.  

Nelson Aggregate could argue, however, that the application should be grandfathered, 

since the wetlands were identified after the company filed its expansion request. As  

of September 2008, both Nelson Aggregate and quarry expansion opponents such as the 

citizens’ group Protecting Escarpment Rural Lands were awaiting a hearing to decide  

the fate of this escarpment land.

The 2005/06 report of the ECO 
showed that for every two acres 
of land in Ontario disturbed  
by the aggregate industry, only  
one is rehabilitated, largely  
due to a lack of inspection from 
the MNR.
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In addition, according to the ECO, the MNR has been falling short of its target to inspect 

20 percent of sites per year, inspecting only 10 to 14 percent between 2002 and 2006. 

While sites of previous non-compliance or significant disturbance are given priority, the 

MNR rarely lays charges for failing to rehabilitate, and therefore creates little incentive for 

aggregate operators to undertake rehabilitation efforts.9 The MNR has vowed to improve the 

monitoring and enforcement of rehabilitation efforts in several ways, including hiring new  

inspectors and providing them with increased direction on how to monitor for compliance. 

Given the limited resources of the MNR, however, whether a modest increase in monitoring  

staff will lead to proper enforcement of rehabilitation requirements is questionable.

The ECO re-examined issues relating to aggregate extraction in his 2006/07 report, citing 

numerous problems and challenges with the approvals process, operations, monitoring and 

mitigation. He observed that “each application moves inexorably toward approval, despite 

the potential environmental impacts and the legitimate concerns raised by municipalities, 

citizen groups and individuals” (ECO, 2007: 46). The ECO recommended that the provincial 

government reconcile its conflicting priorities between aggregate extraction and natural  

heritage protection, give municipalities greater influence over applications, and develop a 

more efficient process to screen out at an early stage aggregate applications proposed within 

identified natural heritage areas.

Need for Recycling

The ECO (ECO 2003) and a number of conservation organizations have called on the MNR to  

develop a comprehensive conservation strategy to promote the substitution, reduction, reuse and 

recycling of aggregate resources. In particular, the Pembina Institute  notes that the demand for 

new aggregate can be reduced by substituting secondary material (e.g., construction waste) 

and modifying building design and infrastructure (Winfield and Taylor, 2005). Although the MNR 

promotes these concepts in theory (MNR, 2009b) and is working on an aggregate conservation 

strategy in conjunction with the MOE and the Ministry of Transportation (MTO), MNR has  

yet to implement any firm initiatives to reduce demand for aggregate and ensure its efficient use 

and recovery.

9  In its list of convictions made under the ARA from 2000 to 2005, the MNR includes no infractions due to failure to rehabilitate (MNR, 2009a).

Conservation organizations  
are calling on the MNR to  
review the Province’s aggregate  
conservation strategy.
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Aggregate Extraction: Recommendations

Recommendation 9: Under the ARA and the Planning Act, municipalities should be given a  

decisive role in determining the need for, location and extent of proposed aggregate operations.

Recommendation 10: The Ontario government must develop a comprehensive aggregate  

conservation and rehabilitation strategy to promote the substitution, reduction, reuse and  

recycling of aggregate resources, as well as the improved rehabilitation of sites. The strategy 

should include a detailed analysis of future supply and demand in the context of environmental 

land use planning and growth management initiatives under way in the province. In addition,  

the strategy should identify priority areas for resource extraction that do not conflict with other 

land use considerations, such as natural heritage and agriculture, while maintaining the resource 

as close to market as possible.

Recommendation 11: The MNR must increase its monitoring of pits and quarries to enforce  

progressive and final rehabilitation and ensure that violators are prosecuted in a timely manner.

2.3 Environmental Assessment

Environmental Assessment: Review

The Environmental Assessment Act (EAA) provides for the “protection, conservation and 

wise management in Ontario of the environment.” The EAA regulates most public sector  

undertakings in the province, including infrastructure projects such as the construction of 

roads and highways, transit networks, waste management facilities and sewage and water 

works. The EAA also regulates some private sector undertakings, such as larger electricity 

projects, as designated by Cabinet and by regulation.

The environmental assessment (EA) process is coordinated by the Environmental Assessment 

and Approvals Branch of the MOE. An EA submitted to the MOE must consider the potential  

impacts of the proposed project on the environment, as well as alternatives and mitigation  

measures. The EA must also indicate how and when the proponent will meet the EA require-

ments, and how compliance will be reported to the MOE. The MOE circulates the EA to  

potentially affected parties, including other government ministries and agencies, municipalities, 

Aboriginal communities and members of the public. Following the government and public  

review period, the Minister of the Environment can then decide to approve the application with 

conditions, refer it to mediation, refuse the application or refer it to the ERT for consideration. 

However, referrals to the ERT are rarely made.

EAs are classified as either “individual” EAs, meaning that they apply to large, complex  

projects with significant environmental impacts (e.g., landfills) or “class” EAs, meaning they 

apply to routine projects with predictable and mitigable environmental effects (e.g., highway 

construction and maintenance). Because class EAs apply to projects that generally follow  

well-established procedures, if approved, class EAs do not require separate EAs for each  

particular project. However, any individual, group or agency concerned about the environmental 

implications of a class EA may request that the Minister elevate the application to an individual EA.

The EAA is designed to protect, 
conserve and wisely manage the 
environment in Ontario.
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The ERT is a quasi-judicial body that functions under the EAA and other provincial environmental  

legislation (e.g., the Environmental Protection Act, the Ontario Water Resources Act, the  

Pesticides Act, the Safe Drinking Water Act, 2002) to settle conflicts related to environmental 

protection. The ERT, through its role as the Niagara Escarpment Hearing Office, also hears  

matters (e.g., development permit appeals, NEP amendments) pursuant to the Niagara  

Escarpment Planning and Development Act (NEPDA). The ERT has also been designated as the 

hearing office to deal with certain matters arising under the ORMCP and the Greenbelt  

Plan. Where an EA application involves Planning Act matters, a Joint Board composed of 

ERT and OMB members can be established pursuant to the Consolidated Hearings Act to 

hear the issue.

Environmental Assessment: Critique

The Economy’s Trumping of the Environment

In 2002, the Canadian Environmental Law Association (CELA) produced a review of EA in Ontario 

(Levy, 2002). The report identified numerous problems with the EA process, including the  

observation that a commitment to environmental protection has largely been replaced with a 

drive to promote economic growth at all costs. Key guiding principles such as sustainability, the 

need to consider cumulative effects and the precautionary principle are absent from the  

EAA and are not required in EA studies or approvals. Furthermore, CELA points out that the 

terms of reference for EAs and class EAs rarely consider alternatives. The application of class 

EAs to an increasing range of undertakings also means that scrutiny of these projects may be  

reduced because they are considered “routine with predictable and mitigable environmental  

effects.” Furthermore, by dividing related undertakings into separate, piecemeal EAs, as is 

routinely done, the cumulative effects of the projects may be overlooked.

In his 2007/08 report, the ECO offered a thorough examination of the failure of the EA process 

to live up to its core mandate of achieving natural heritage protection through transparency 

 in the planning process. The report echoes the previous review by CELA and expresses  

incredulity at the surprisingly small number of projects that have been denied approval  

under the EAA. Among other issues, the ECO’s list of EA’s shortcomings includes decisions 

being made in a piecemeal fashion, important decisions on policies and programs being 

made outside of the EAA process, decisions and justifications for projects often being  

shielded from public scrutiny, and a lack of integration between EA and other land use  

planning processes.

Environmental Assessment: Recommendations

Recommendation 12: The EA process must be reformed to ensure that alternatives to pro-

posed projects are fully considered and that the need for them is demonstrated. To ensure  

a detailed, integrated analysis of all potential environmental impacts, large-scale and/or 

complex under-takings, including private projects, should be required to undergo a full  

individual EA even if those undertakings involve activities that typically fall under a class EA. 

A 2002 CELA report showed  
that the EA process has been  
undermined by a drive to  
promote economic growth over 
environmental protection.
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2.4 Conservation of Biodiversity

Conservation of Biodiversity: Review

Biological diversity, or biodiversity, refers to the variety of living organisms (within genetic,  

species and higher taxonomic levels), as well as natural habitats and ecosystems, found  

in a specific area. Conservation biologists have long recognized the importance of protecting 

biodiversity, both for its intrinsic value, and for the many ecological goods and services  

it provides to society. However,policy has been slow to reflect the connection between a 

healthy functioning environment and a healthy economy and quality of life.

In 2005, the MNR released Protecting What Sustains Us: Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy,  

a plan to curb the destruction and degradation of the province’s biodiversity in the face of  

rapid population growth projected for Ontario over the next 25 years. The Biodiversity Strategy 

envisions a future when “we place a high value on our natural heritage and the many benefits it 

provides … [and] Ontario has a sustainable economy in which human needs are met, but  

human consumption and production do not deplete biodiversity” (section 2.1). The strategy 

sets out two goals to ensure that this vision is met:

1. Protect the genetic, species and ecosystem diversity of Ontario.

2.  Use and develop the biological assets of Ontario sustainably and capture benefits from 

such use for Ontarians. (section 2.2)

The MNR proposes to achieve these goals through public engagement, promotion of steward-

ship initiatives, broad partnerships, preventive actions (e.g., reducing pollution, controlling  

invasive species, protecting representative natural areas), improved understanding of biodiver-

sity issues, and integration of biodiversity conservation into land use planning.

The Biodiversity Strategy emphasizes the importance of protecting representative natural  

areas throughout the province in an interconnected, comprehensive natural heritage system. 

However, it also identifies the need to focus conservation efforts on southern Ontario, since it 

contains the most biodiverse ecozone of the province yet is subject to the greatest urban  

and industrial pressures in Canada. The strategy recognizes the central role of restoration 

in a system-based approach to natural heritage protection in southern Ontario and the need to 

work with landowners and develop a strategy for public investment and incentives (section  

5.5). In addition, it recommends strengthening compliance and enforcement of legislation that 

protects biodiversity and its sustainable use.

According to the MNR, approximately 40 percent of Canada’s species at risk are found in  

Ontario, with most of these occurring in the southern part of the province. In May 2007,  

the provincial government passed the Endangered Species Act, 2007 (ESA) to replace out-

dated legislation from 1971. The ESA is purported to be the strongest endangered species 

legislation in Canada, if not North America. The ESA significantly strengthens existing protec-

tion for species at risk in Ontario by:

Ontario’s biodiversity strategy 
aims to protect the province’s 
biodiversity in the face of  
predicted rapid human popula-
tion growth.

The biodiversity strategy  
recommends protection for all  
of Ontario and focuses on  
the fastest growing region of 
southern Ontario.
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1.  using a science-based process to listing species under the act;

2.  prohibiting harm to endangered and threatened species and damage or destruction of 

their habitat;

3. requiring mandatory recovery plans for endangered and threatened species;

4. requiring mandatory management plans for species of special concern; and

5.  introducing a stewardship program to promote habitat conservation and restoration and  

the implementation of recovery strategies.

A New Day for Species Protection
Ontario’s Endangered Species Act, 2007 (ESA) provides a promising new framework for  

protecting and recovering endangered species. Its many strengths include the scientific listing 

of endangered species, mandatory habitat protection, mandatory recovery planning and  

funding for stewardship. The real test of the legislation, however, will be in its implementation. 

With the introduction of 23 exemptions to the act on July 3, 2008, three days after it came  

into force, the provincial government is apparently wavering on its commitment to uphold the 

spirit and intent of the ESA.

Ontario Nature and its partners in Save Ontario’s Species (S.O.S) are calling on the govern-

ment to live up to its promise to protect and recover Ontario’s endangered species. As  

the ESA is being implemented, S.O.S. is doing its utmost to ensure that all new regulations, 

policies and programs truly support the conservation principles and objectives enshrined  

in the legislation.

In June 2008, the Ministry of Natural Resources made a commitment to release 10 habitat 

regulations in the first year of implementation of the ESA. The selected species, known as the 

“fast-track” species, are as follows:

• woodland caribou

• American badger

• Jefferson salamander

• barn owl

• peregrine falcon

• wood turtle

• few-flowered club-rush

• Engelmann’s quillwort

• eastern prairie fringed-orchid

• western silvery aster

The first nine draft habitat regulations, released in in May 2009, received mixed reviews 

from S.O.S. While some – including those for the Jefferson salamander and few- 

flowered club-rush – made a valiant attempt to identify areas needed for the survival and 

recovery of the species, others – such as those for the American badger, and barn owl – 

did not identify necessary habitat adequately.
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The new ESA provides an important opportunity to protect the habitat of species at risk, which 

will also protect a broad range of biodiversity values.

Conservation of Biodiversity: Critique

Lack of Integration

Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy is a necessary first step in the integration of biodiversity pro-

tection into all facets of government policy. It is meant to be an umbrella strategy, aiming “to  

identify, at a strategic level, a series of actions that taken together, will enable Ontario to achieve 

its biodiversity goals.” As the ECO points out in his annual reports from both 2005/06 and 

2007/08, however, the strategy does not outline how all relevant government ministries will  

participate in its implementation. Without the full support and involvement of other branches 

of government, the Biodiversity Strategy is doomed to fail. In particular, ministries involved 

with land use planning and growth management (e.g., MMAH, MTO, Ministry of Energy  

and Infrastructure [MEI]) will need to play key roles in incorporating biodiversity conservation into 

their policy frameworks and decision making. The ECO recommends that ministries develop 

specific actions, consisting of quantifiable targets and fixed timelines, to put the strategy  

into practice.

Failure to Address Climate Change

Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy identifies climate change as a key threat to biodiversity. In  

Ontario, impacts of climate change are predicted to include increased and more severe insect 

infestations and disease outbreaks, changes to plant and animal distributions, and a rise in  

extreme weather events. The strategy does not, however, outline any plan to address the  

dramatic and imminent challenges of climate change either through policy or through integra-

tion with the work of other ministries, such as the MOE’s Action Plan on Climate Change.

Need for Effective Implementation of the ESA

Ontario’s new ESA represents a significant improvement to the previous legislation enacted 

in 1971. The new law ensures that science, not politics, determines which species are to be 

protected and requires planning for their recovery and management. At the same time, the 

act attempts to balance socio-economic concerns by allowing resource development under 

certain conditions, and supports stewardship through an $18 million stewardship fund.

Despite these significant improvements, the legislation allows the government a great deal of 

discretion in terms of implementation, potentially undermining the ESA’s effectiveness. In a 

2009 report, The Last Line of Defence: A Review of Ontario’s Protections for Species at Risk, 

the ECO underlines this concern and urges the government to exercise its broad powers with 

great care. These discretionary powers pertain, for example, to the protection of habitat (e.g., 

habitat regulated for protection can cover an area larger or smaller than currently occupied  

habitat), to the issuing of approvals for activities that would otherwise be prohibited (i.e., harm 

to a species or its habitat) and to the implementation of recovery strategies for threatened 

and endangered species and management plans for species of special concern (ECO, 2009).

The biodiversity strategy does 
not outline how all government 
ministries will work together to 
protect biodiversity.

Ontario’s biodiversity strategy 
outlines no plan to deal  
with climate change despite  
identifying it as a key threat  
to biodiversity.
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In addition, the ESA allows exemptions, through regulations, for activities that would otherwise 

be prohibited and could jeopardize the survival or recovery of species. When the ESA came into 

force in June 2008, Cabinet approved a regulation creating 23 exemptions from the legislation. 

While some were reasonable (e.g., exemption for the incidental catch of a species at risk while 

fishing), others exempted certain industrial activities and various types of development and in-

frastructure from the ESA’s key prohibitions against harm to threatened and endangered species 

and their habitat.

On the Side of the Salamanders
For over two decades, the Regional Municipality of Waterloo has planned to extend its River 

Road to help alleviate traffic congestion in the east–west transportation routes in the region. 

In 2006, a route was proposed to coordinate with a larger plan from the Ministry of Transporta-

tion to enlarge Highway 8. The plan was set to cut through Hidden Valley, an 80-hectare  

natural area on the Waterloo moraine, consisting of woodlands, provincially significant wet-

lands and environmentally sensitive policy areas (ESPAs).

The regional municipality and the Ministry of the Environment approved the project through a 

municipal class environmental assessment (EA), but concerned local citizens requested that 

a full EA be conducted on the grounds that the region’s biological inventory of the area  

was incomplete. In particular, surveys conducted to determine whether the nationally and 

provincially threatened Jefferson salamander was present in the area were inadequate.

Citizens also argued that the choice of the preferred route through Hidden Valley was based 

largely on economic factors, with little consideration given to the significant natural heritage 

features of the area. For example, under the proposed road alignment, one of the provincially 

significant wetlands would probably become part of a stormwater management pond.  

Citizens worried that road salt and other runoff, as well as additional development and  

sewage infrastructure planned for the area, would adversely affect the forest, wetlands  

and streams.

The Environment Minister denied the local citizens’ request and directed them instead to 

work with the regional municipality in the ongoing class EA process. The region undertook 

more detailed surveys of the area’s amphibians in spring 2007. DNA samples from  

salamanders were analyzed and consultants were hired to survey the site for species at risk. 

As a result, a population of 18 Jefferson salamanders was confirmed, and construction of 

the road has been delayed until 2010, at the earliest.

ESPAs are designated under the Waterloo Regional Offical Policies Plan and development within them requires the region’s approval. The Hidden 
Valley ESPAs were originally identified to protect the large wetland complex, heritage woodlands (with many trees more than 150 years old), rare 
herbaceous plants, wildlife habitat and vernal ponds present in the area.
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Conservation of Biodiversity: Recommendations

Recommendation 13: Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy should be fully implemented and should 

be integrated into the operations and policy of all other relevant government ministries. In particular, 

the PPS, the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe and the Action Plan on Climate  

Change should include specific policies to protect biodiversity through land use planning, growth 

management initiatives and measures to enable adaptation to the impacts of climate change.

Recommendation 14: The ESA should be amended to ensure that habitat regulations cover, 

at a minimum, all habitat on which threatened and endangered species rely.

2.5 Provincial Plans

2.5.1 Niagara Escarpment Plan

Niagara Escarpment Plan: Review

The Niagara Escarpment is a spectacular geological feature stretching from the Niagara  

River at Queenston to the islands off the Bruce Peninsula, more than 725 kilometres away. 

It continues underwater to Manitoulin Island and along it, and curves back through northern 

Michigan and Wisconsin, forming a huge horseshoe in shape. The landform is a “cuesta,” a steep 

ridge formed over the past 250 million years by the differential erosion of soft shale rock under-

lying harder limestone and dolostone. River and stream channels and glaciation have further 

shaped the escarpment (Pim, Lindgren & Attridge, 1998). Along this rocky backbone of  

southern Ontario are found more than 300 bird species, 55 mammal species and 40 percent 

of Ontario’s rare plants, as well as a unique cliff cedar forest, representing the oldest old-growth 

forest in eastern North America (Niagara Escarpment Foundation and the Coalition on the  

Niagara Escarpment [CONE], 2004) The escarpment also contains the headwaters for many of 

southern Ontario’s streams and rivers. Its rich soils and varied microclimates support a thriv-

ing agricultural system, which includes tender fruit and wine production in the south, and grain, 

beef and dairy farming in the central and northern portions. The natural beauty of the escarpment 

makes it a popular place to live and visit, where people enjoy hiking, bird watching, skiing  

and other recreational pursuits. The geology of the escarpment and its proximity to major 

markets also make it especially attractive for aggregate extraction.

Fortunately, the Ontario government has recognized the ecological importance of the Niagara 

Escarpment since the early 1970s and passed the NEPDA in 1973. The purpose of the act is  

“to provide for the maintenance of the Niagara Escarpment and land in its vicinity substantially 

as a continuous natural environment, and to ensure only such development occurs as is  

compatible with that natural environment” (section 2). The Niagara Escarpment Commission 

(NEC) was established under the NEPDA with the mandate to prepare the NEP, which aims to 

balance development with environmental protection on the escarpment. The first NEP came 

into effect in 1985; five years later, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural  

Organization (UNESCO) designated the Niagara Escarpment as a world biosphere reserve,  

a strong endorsement of the NEP and further support for the protection of the escarpment’s 

natural heritage.

The Niagara Escarpment is a 
unique natural feature with  
numerous ecological, agricultural 
and recreational values.
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Under the NEP, the Niagara Escarpment is divided into seven land use categories with  

different levels of natural heritage protection and different types of permitted uses, ranging from 

“Escarpment Natural Area” and “Escarpment Protection Area” (the most environmentally protective 

categories) to “Minor Urban Centre,” “Urban Area” and “Mineral Resource Extraction Area.” The 

NEP promotes urban growth away from natural areas and states that it “should be compatible  

with and provide for the protection of unique ecologic areas, wildlife and fish habitats, streams and 

water supplies” (sections 1.6 and 1.7). According to the NEP, all development, including road  

construction and improvements, subdivisions and recreational facilities (e.g., downhill ski  

resorts, golf courses), should be designed to minimize impacts on the escarpment environment. 

Similarly, aggregate operations “shall not conflict with” the protection of sensitive ecological sites 

or surface and groundwater resources (section 2.11). Progressive rehabilitation is encouraged 

wherever possible.

Development on the escarpment is prohibited in wetlands and in the identified habitat of threatened 

and endangered species. Development adjacent to wetlands is permitted only if it preserves  

wetland functions and contiguous wetland area and will not conflict with existing wetland  

management practices. The NEP indicates that development shall be designed so as to mini-

mize the impacts on wildlife habitat, while maintaining landscape connectivity where possible.

In addition to the main land use categories, the NEP also has a system of public parks  

and open spaces which fall into six classes: “Nature Reserve,” “Natural Environment,”  

“Recreation,” “Historical,” “Escarpment Access” and “Resource Management Area,” each of 

which allows varying levels of development and recreational activities (section 3.1.4). Large- 

scale recreational facilities such as downhill skiing, golf courses and hotel resorts are not 

permitted in any of these classes.

Under the NEPDA, redesignation of any NEP lands from Escarpment Natural Area, Escarpment 

Protection Area, Escarpment Rural Area or Mineral Resource Extraction Area to Minor Urban  

Centre, Urban Area, or Escarpment Recreation Area can be considered only at the time of the  

mandatory 10-year plan review. All planning decisions within the NEP area are required to 

conform to the NEP, and its policies prevail over municipal bylaws, local plans and the PPS. The 

NEPDA and the NEP have been amended several times over the decades, most recently to  

harmonize with the Greenbelt Act and the Greenbelt Plan in 2005. The next review of the NEP will 

coincide with that of the Greenbelt Plan in 2015.

The NEC plays an important role in the implementation and interpretation of the NEP. The  

responsibilities of the NEC include deciding whether development permit applications 

should be approved, commenting on proposed developments, defending NEP policies at  

development hearings and supporting municipal conformity with the NEP. The Ontario Cabinet 

appoints the 17 commissioners of the NEC, representing both county and regional  

governments within the NEP area and the general public. Staff, including land use planners,  

a landscape architect and public education officials, support the commissioners. The NEC  

reports to the Minister of Natural Resources.
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Niagara Escarpment Plan: Critique

The NEP represents Canada’s first large-scale, environmentally focused land use plan. Since 

the NEPDA was passed in 1973, development pressures have escalated in southern Ontario, 

and urban sprawl has eaten away much of the natural landscape. Nonetheless, a retrospective 

study of the NEP that the Niagara Escarpment Foundation and CONE commissioned in  

2004 found that the escarpment’s natural environment has fared relatively well during this  

time. In a series of comparisons between land inside and outside the NEP area, the study 

reported that more shoreline and forest areas have been protected and more reforestation 

has occurred within the escarpment than in surrounding areas.10 The study also examined 

how effective the NEP has been at curbing urban sprawl. Between 1985 and 2003, numerous 

applications were made to expand urban boundaries within the NEP area. The NEC opposed 

50 percent of these requests, while municipal governments opposed only 14 percent (57  

percent were ultimately approved). Several applications also proposed expansion into the 

two most protective land use designations: Escarpment Natural Areas and Escarpment Pro-

tection Areas. The NEC opposed all of these proposals, and while either lower- or upper-tier 

municipalities supported 86 percent of them, all were ultimately denied (Niagara Escarpment 

Foundation and CONE, 2004).

Lack of Funding

The NEC plays a critical role in fulfilling the NEP objectives (Niagara Escarpment Foundation 

and CONE, 2004). As an independent agency dedicated to the interpretation and implemen-

tation of the NEP, the NEC has generally ensured that both the spirit and the letter of the NEP 

are upheld. The NEC struggles to fulfill its mandate, however, as it is still trying to recover from 

major budget cuts made in the late 1990s, when approximately half of its staff was eliminated. 

With land use planning staff stretched to capacity, the NEC is simply not able to monitor all 

complaints and development issues relevant to the escarpment.

Niagara Escarpment Plan: Recommendations

Recommendation 15: Funding should be restored to the NEC so that it can effectively fulfill  

its mandate.

2.5.2 Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan

Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan: Review

The Oak Ridges Moraine is another significant landform of southern Ontario, forming a 160- 

kilometre-long ridge of rolling hills and valleys from the Niagara Escarpment in the west to Rice 

Lake in the east. The moraine was created approximately 12,000 years ago when the retreating 

Wisconsin ice sheet left behind glacial sediments such as gravel, sand and till (Barnett et al., 

1998). The moraine contains a diversity of habitat types, including woodlands, wetlands, tall-

grass prairies, kettle lakes and bogs. The relatively continuous forested corridor of the moraine  

is an important refuge for many wildlife species in the increasingly urban landscape of southern  

Ontario. The landform is also the source of over 65 headwater streams and rivers draining  

south into Lake Ontario and north into Georgian Bay, Lake Simcoe and the Trent River system, 

10  For example, in the northern Bruce Peninsula, over 90 percent of shoreline in the NEP area has been protected since 1974 compared with only 60 
percent outside the NEP. Similarly, in Dufferin County proportionately more forest cover occurs within the NEP area (21.5%) compared with outside it 
(9.4%), and forest cover has increased over the last 30 years by almost 7 percent on the escarpment, compared with approximately 2 percent off  
the escarpment.
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and has been named the “rain barrel of southern Ontario” for its water filtration and recharge/ 

discharge functions (Save the Oak Ridges Moraine, 2009). The deep sand and gravel deposits 

that absorb and filter precipitation on the moraine also make it a prime location for aggregate  

operations. In recent years, urban sprawl from the Greater Toronto Area has begun to expand 

into the moraine area, in the form of subdivisions and accompanying road and highway systems.

In response to growing development pressures on the moraine, the Ontario government 

passed the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Act, 2001 (ORMCA) in 2001, followed by the 

ORMCP in 2002. The ORMCP, like the NEP, is an ecology-based, landscape-level plan 

that guides land use and resource management to ensure the protection of the moraine’s 

ecological and hydrological features and functions. The ORMCP promotes environmentally 

compatible land and resource uses, the protection and restoration of landscape connectivity,  

the concentration of settlement in designated areas and the development of an accessible trail 

system on the moraine.

The ORMCP divides the moraine planning area into four land use categories, with “Natural Core 

Areas” (38% of the moraine) having the greatest concentration of natural heritage features  

and smallest number of permitted land uses (e.g., aggregate extraction is prohibited), “Natural 

Linkage Areas” (24% of the moraine) connecting core areas, “Countryside Areas” (30% of the 

moraine) protecting the rural agricultural landscape and acting as a transition between natural 

and urban areas, and “Settlement Areas” (8% of the moraine) where intensification and  

redevelopment are promoted and firm urban boundaries are to be established. The ORMCP 

also identifies key natural heritage features (KNHFs) and hydrologically sensitive features (HSFs) 

that may occur throughout the plan area and require special protective measures. More than 

85% of KNHFs occur in Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage Areas. In addition, prominent 

landform features (e.g., steep slopes, kames, kettles, ravines and ridges) are designated  

under the ORMCP into category 1 and 2 landform conservation areas, and their protection must 

be incorporated into any applications for development or site alteration. For each type of KNHF 

and HSF, a corresponding minimum area of influence (in which development or site alteration  

is considered to have an effect) and a minimum vegetation protection zone (acting as a buffer 

from development or site alteration) are identified.

Under the ORMCP, all municipalities within the moraine area are required to complete watershed 

plans and bring official plans and zoning bylaws into compliance with the ORMCP. The MMAH 

 is responsible for ensuring municipal compliance and can impose restrictions on large-scale  

development if conformity is not achieved within a specified time limit. The ORMCP will be  

reviewed every 10 years (the first review is set for 2015, coinciding with reviews of the NEP and 

the Greenbelt Plan), and at that time changes to urban boundaries can be considered, providing 

it can be shown that insufficient land exists to meet short-term growth needs despite intensifica-

tion and redevelopment efforts. Urban expansions into Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage 

Areas are prohibited, and at no time can these natural areas decrease in size. At each 10- 

year review, the ORMCP prohibition on aggregate extraction in Natural Core Areas may be  

reconsidered, “recognizing that mineral aggregates are a non-renewable resource that are  

particularly desirable this close to markets” (p. 11). The policies of the ORMCP prevail over those 

of the PPS.

Development pressures  
prompted the Ontario  
government to pass the  
ORMCA and the ORMCP.

All municipalities in the Oak 
Ridges Moraine must bring their 
official plans, zoning bylaws  
and watershed plans into  
compliance with the ORMCP.
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Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan: Critique

Lack of an Overseeing Agency

Unlike the NEP, neither the ORMCP nor the Greenbelt Plan has an agency specifically mandated 

to oversee the proper interpretation and implementation of their respective policies; plan  

implementation remains a municipal responsibility in these areas. As a result, the effectiveness  

of these plans depends largely on the political will, understanding and resources of individual  

municipalities. The risk that these plans will be inconsistently applied is real, given that the  

ORMCP area comprises 32 municipalities spread over 190,000 hectares, and the Greenbelt 

contains an additional 29 municipalities spread over 400,000 hectares.

To compound the problem, the provincial government has been slow to formalize technical 

guidelines to assist municipalities in the implementation of the ORMCP’s natural heritage policy, 

and the exercise of bringing municipal official plans into conformity with the ORMCP has  

taken longer than expected. As a result of the delay, development projects continue to be 

approved, despite incomplete identification and protection of sensitive natural heritage areas 

on the moraine.

Allowing of Infrastructure and Aggregate Development 

As in the PPS, the ORMCP definition of “development” and “site alteration” excludes transporta-

tion, infrastructure and utility projects. These undertakings may be permitted within Natural 

Core Areas and Natural Linkage Areas, as well as within KNHFs and HSFs, if there is a  

“demonstrated need” and “no reasonable alternative.” In contrast to development and site alter-

ation proposals, no natural heritage or hydrological evaluations are required for transportation,  

infrastructure and utility projects associated with KNHFs or HSFs. As the ECO has noted,  

no agency is responsible for overseeing whether need and alternatives have been properly  

assessed (ECO, 2006). The ECO has also raised concerns that the current EA process is  

inappropriate for evaluating environmental impacts of transportation, infrastructure and utilities 

projects within the Oak Ridges Moraine (ECO, 2006). Furthermore, the ECO suggests that  

allowing these projects at all within the ORMCP area runs contrary to the intent of the ORMCP 

(ECO, 2002) to maintain the ecological and hydrological integrity of the moraine. While the  

MTO has completed specific “Environmental Protection Requirements” for projects within  

the Oak Ridges Moraine, they do not include a demonstration of need separate from the EA  

process (MTO, 2004).

Aggregate extraction on the moraine is another potentially detrimental activity that is not com-

pletely prohibited under the ORMCP. While aggregate operations on the moraine are currently 

subject to significantly stronger approval conditions and rehabilitation requirements than under 

the PPS or the ARA, it is possible that future revisions to the ORMCP could lead to additional  

extraction in sensitive areas. At the 10-year review, the ORMCP’s policy to exclude new and  

expanded aggregate operations within Natural Core Areas can be reconsidered under certain 

situations, as long as “the ecological integrity of those Areas can be maintained or improved.” 

Although aggregate operations 
are currently subject to stronger 
approval conditions than under 
the PPS or the ARA, these  
provisions may change during 
the next 10-year review.
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Lack of Monitoring of Effectiveness

A serious gap in the ORMCP is that it lacks a system to evaluate the effectiveness of its policies 

and their implementation. Although the ORMCP indicates that performance indicators  

and a monitoring program will be established to assess its effectiveness and to monitor  

changes to the moraine’s ecological integrity, as of 2009 no formal process to achieve these 

goals exists. The MMAH indicates that draft performance measures have been developed,  

but no date has been given for their approval or implementation. Furthermore, who will be  

responsible for implementation and review is unclear. Without a detailed strategy for the  

development, implementation, review and application of a monitoring program for the ORMCP, 

properly measuring its successes and failures to date or effectively identifying where it needs 

improvement is impossible.

Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan: Recommendations

Recommendation 16: Future infrastructure projects should generally be prohibited in the  

ORMCP Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage Areas, as well as in KNHFs and HSFs. Where 

such projects are proposed, approval decisions and assessments of need and alternatives 

must be carried out by a body that is independent from the proponent.

Recommendation 17: A monitoring program to assess the effectiveness of the ORMCP 

needs to be implemented immediately. Performance indicators should be established to  

measure a suite of factors relating to ecosystem health and land use patterns, such as:

•  the percentage of new development occurring in Natural Core Areas, Natural Linkage Areas  

and Countryside Areas;

•  the percentage of new aggregate operations occurring in Natural Linkage Areas and  

Countryside Areas; and

•  the percentage of infrastructure applications for Natural Core Areas, KNHFs or HSFs that are  

approved on the basis of demonstrated need.

2.5.3 Greenbelt Plan

Greenbelt Plan: Review

Ontario’s Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) is one of the fastest growing areas in North  

America. Its human population increases by more than 115,000 people per year and is projected 

to reach over 11 million by 2031 (compared to approximately 7 million in 2005) (Hemson  

Consulting, 2005). This rapid population growth will bring massive development pressures and 

may result in significant loss of prime agricultural land and natural areas in southern Ontario.

In 2005, the provincial government enacted the Greenbelt Act, 2005 as part of its strategy to 

manage growth in the GGH. The act lays the legislative framework for the Greenbelt Plan, also  

introduced in 2005. The Greenbelt Plan directs urbanization away from prime agricultural  

lands and protects farmland and surrounding natural landscapes in over 400,000 hectares of 

“Protected Countryside” around the GGH. These newly protected lands link with the NEP and 

ORMCP areas to form the entire Greenbelt Plan area, totalling more than 700,000 hectares of 

green space. The policies of both the NEP and the ORMCP continue to apply within their respec-

tive areas, and the Greenbelt Plan policies are meant to complement and support these plans.

No system exists to evaluate 
or monitor the ORMCP’s 
effectiveness.

The population of the GGH is  
projected to jump from 7 million  
to 11 million by 2031. This  
increase could have a severe 
impact on much of Ontario’s 
prime agri-cultural land and 
natural areas
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The major focus of the Greenbelt Plan is the preservation of the agricultural land base through 

the avoidance of further fragmentation and loss of prime farmland. The plan also promotes  

the protection, maintenance and enhancement of natural heritage features and functions, 

and the preservation and restoration of natural heritage systems.

The Greenbelt Plan’s Protected Countryside consists of an Agricultural System and a Natural  

System, as well as settlement areas. The Agricultural System is made up of specialty crops,  

prime agricultural and rural areas. The Natural System is made up of (1) a natural heritage sys-

tem (containing the highest concentration of sensitive and/or significant natural heritage features 

and functions), (2) a water resources system (containing both groundwater and surface water 

features), (3) KNHFs and (4) KHFs. In contrast to the natural heritage land designations within  

the NEP and the ORMCP, the Greenbelt Plan’s Natural System is not a separate land use category, 

but operates under the prime agricultural and/or rural area policies incorporated into municipal  

official plans. In general, this means that a range of agricultural uses and activities are permitted 

within the natural heritage system, as long as new development and site alteration do not  

adversely affect KNHFs or KHFs, and connectivity is “maintained, or where possible, enhanced 

for the movement of native plants and animals across the landscape” (section 3.2.2). Aggregate 

extraction is also allowed in the natural heritage system, provided that it avoids significant  

wetlands, significant habitat of endangered and threatened species and significant wood-

lands. In all other KNHFs and KHFs, operations must maintain landscape connectivity,  

protect or enhance water resources and immediately replace lost habitat either on site  

or on adjacent land. Detailed requirements for rehabilitation of pits and quarries are  

also stipulated.

Municipalities within the Greenbelt must bring their official plans and zoning bylaws into  

conformity with the Greenbelt Plan, under the review and guidance of the MMAH. The 

Greenbelt Plan freezes urban boundaries for towns and villages until the 10-year review in 

2015. Furthermore, urban centres outside the Greenbelt are not permitted to expand into  

it. Although the total area of the Greenbelt cannot decrease, its outer boundaries are not 

fixed, meaning that lands under development pressure within the Protected Countryside 

could potentially be swapped for other land beyond the Greenbelt in the future. Whereas the 

Greenbelt policies build on the PPS and overlap with other provincial plans and regulations 

(e.g., the Growth Plan for the GGH), the Greenbelt Plan indicates that, in cases of conflict, 

the more specific or restrictive policies shall prevail.

Greenbelt Plan: Critique

Allowing of Infrastructure and Aggregate Extraction in KNHFs and KHFs

The Greenbelt Plan is related to the provincial government’s growth management strategy for 

southern Ontario that includes the Growth Plan for the GGH. As such, the Greenbelt  

Plan focuses on preserving natural heritage and agricultural lands while allowing new 

and expanding infrastructure and resource development to support the significant popula-

tion growth forecast for this area over the next 30 years. Unfortunately, accommodating  

this growth, and its associated economic development, often comes at the expense of  

environmental protection in the Greenbelt. For example, infrastructure and aggregate opera-

The Greenbelt Act was designed 
to direct urban sprawl away from 
prime farmland in the GGH.

The total area of the Greenbelt 
cannot decrease, but outside 
boundaries can change, so land 
swaps are possible in the future.
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tions are allowed in KNHFs and KHFs. In particular, infrastructure projects are permitted  

if they serve “the significant growth and economic development expected in southern Ontario 

beyond the Greenbelt” (section 4.2.1). That the provincial government accepts the  

inevitability of this growth – and is ready to promote it through additional infrastructure 

throughout the Greenbelt – is troubling.

Lack of a Fixed Urban Boundary

The outer boundaries of the Greenbelt also present opportunities for urban sprawl to continue. 

Between the southern boundary of the Protected Countryside portion of the Greenbelt and  

the northern extent of settlement areas outside the Greenbelt (principally in the Greater Toronto 

Area) lies an area of approximately 68,000 hectares that is essentially open for development 

and known informally as the “white belt lands.” According to the Greenbelt Act, the size of  

the Greenbelt Plan area must not be reduced, but its boundaries are not fixed. Therefore, at 

least in theory, the Greenbelt Plan area could be pushed northward to accommodate urban  

development creeping north from the current developed edge of the Greater Toronto Area. The 

Greenbelt Plan also omits several areas (e.g., Simcoe, Wellington and Brant counties,  

Waterloo Region) that were already experiencing intense development pressures prior to the 

creation of the plan and face more in the future as a result of developers “leapfrogging” over the 

Greenbelt into unprotected countryside.11 To ensure smart growth and ecological integrity of 

natural heritage systems across southern and eastern Ontario, the provincial government 

needs to address these gaps in the Greenbelt coverage, and extend environmental land use 

planning beyond its boundaries.

Lack of a Monitoring Plan

As with the ORMCP, the Greenbelt Plan lacks performance measures and a monitoring system 

to assess the effectiveness of its policies and their implementation. This information is required 

for the mandatory 10-year review of the plan in 2015. While some progress has been made  

toward identifying the components of such a monitoring system, no actual data collection or 

analysis have yet begun. The MMAH is developing performance indicators as part of its  

Municipal Performance Measurement Program (MMAH, 2009).12 As well, according to the 

MMAH, a draft framework for monitoring the effectiveness of the Greenbelt Plan is near comple-

tion and will present details on a proposed monitoring system, including scientific methods,  

possible indicators and a timeline for implementation. The MMAH plans to release the frame-

work to the public sometime in fall 2009 for feedback and to work with other relevant ministries 

(e.g., MNR, MOE, MTO, Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs) and non-governmental 

organizations to identify and collect necessary monitoring data.

11  The Ontario Greenbelt Alliance is calling for an expansion of the Greenbelt into these and other areas (Ontario Greenbelt Alliance, 2009).  
12  The MMAH established this program, which requires municipalities to monitor and report on their performance in 12 key areas, including local  

government, policing, roads, water systems and land use planning. 
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Greenbelt Plan: Recommendations

Recommendation 18: Future aggregate extraction should be prohibited in Greenbelt KNHFs 

and KHFs.

Recommendation 19: Issues pertaining to the Greenbelt’s boundaries should be addressed:

•  The potential for a “floating” northern boundary to allow land swaps for developers should  

be removed from the Greenbelt Plan.

•  The Greenbelt should be extended to include adjoining areas subject to intense development 

pressure, including portions of south Simcoe County, Wellington County and Waterloo  

Region, where municipalities support such an extension. Additional areas for potential  

addition to the Greenbelt include lands between the southern boundary delineated in the 

Greenbelt Plan and the current northern extent of settlement areas.

Recommendation 20: A monitoring program to assess the effectiveness of the Greenbelt 

Plan needs to be implemented immediately. Performance indicators should be established to 

measure a suite of factors relating to ecosystem health and land use patterns, such as:

• the percentage of new infrastructure projects occurring in KNHFs;

• the percentage of new aggregate operations occurring in KNHFs;

• the percentage of new development occurring in natural heritage systems;

• the percentage of active and discontinued pits and quarries successfully rehabilitated;

• comparative studies of landscape connectivity within and outside the Greenbelt; and

•  comparative studies of wildlife/plant populations within and outside the Greenbelt  

(e.g., studies comparing productivity, diversity, tree health).

2.5.4 Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe

Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe: Review

While the Greenbelt Plan dictates where growth and urbanization cannot occur within the 

GGH, the Places to Grow Act, 2005, and accompanying Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 

Horseshoe (2006), guide where development can occur within the GGH in an effort to combat  

urban sprawl and promote smart growth principles. The Growth Plan identifies priority growth  

areas where growth should be concentrated and managed through strategies such as intensifi-

cation, revitalization, compact urban form, sustainable water and wastewater systems,  

optimization of existing infrastructure, and protection of significant natural heritage and  

agricultural resources. A major focus of the plan is the better use of existing urban space so 

that continuous urban expansion is avoided. Indeed, the plan indicates that most municipalities 

within the GGH have sufficient land within their boundaries to accommodate projected  

population growth for the next 25 years, provided these communities achieve the intensification 

and density targets the Growth Plan stipulates.

The Growth Plan requires that all GGH municipalities incorporate smart growth principles and  

the “culture of conservation” into their official plans. Beginning in 2015, municipalities will have  

to ensure that 40 percent of all residential development occurs within the existing built boundary 

(the Minister of Energy and Infrastructure [MEI] will determine the boundary). However, the  

The Places to Grow Act, 2005, 
guides where development can 
occur in the GGH.

Smart growth and a “culture of 
conservation” are mandated 
principles under the Growth Plan 
and must be incorporated  
into all municipal official plans in 
the region.



38 The Green Way Forward A Review of Natural Heritage Policies for Southern Ontario 

MEI can set alternative intensification targets for municipalities in the “outer ring” of the GGH 

(e.g., Barrie, Guelph, Peterborough). By 2031, urban growth centres identified by the Minister 

must achieve minimum gross density targets, ranging from 400 residents and jobs per hectare 

for the Toronto area to 150 residents and jobs per hectare for outer ring communities. New  

development in designated greenfield areas must have a minimum density target of at 

least 50 residents and jobs per hectare. Urban boundary expansions will be permitted  

only during the official plan review process, and only if it can be demonstrated that intensification 

is insufficient for managing projected growth.

The Growth Plan outlines a strategic framework for developing a sustainable transportation 

system within the GGH, focusing on public transit and transit-supportive community  

design for moving people and for the efficient, coordinated, multi-modal movement of 

goods, including by highways and air and marine transportation. To this end, the provincial 

government passed the Metrolinx Act, 2006, establishing Metrolinx as the public authority for 

managing public transit and transportation planning in the GGH.

Much of the implementation of the Growth Plan is intended to occur through sub-area  

assessments at regional scales throughout the GGH. These assessments will consider issues 

such as regional economic conditions, transportation networks and the identification of  

natural systems, prime agricultural areas and significant mineral aggregate resources.

With the assistance of other ministries and in consultation with municipalities and other  

stakeholders, the MEI will identify natural systems at the sub-area level and, if necessary,  

establish additional policies for their protection. The Growth Plan does not indicate how natural 

systems will be defined or what type of protective measures might be developed for them.  

Planning authorities, meanwhile, “are encouraged to identify natural heritage features and areas 

that complement, link, or enhance natural systems” (section 4.2.1).

The MEI will also identify significant aggregate resources with the assistance of the MNR and in  

consultation with the aggregate industry, municipalities and other stakeholders. The Growth Plan 

indicates that a long-term strategy will be developed to ensure “the wise use, conservation,  

availability and management of mineral aggregate resources in the GGH, as well as …  

opportunities for resource recovery and for co-ordinated approaches to rehabilitation where  

feasible” (section 4.2.3).

Every 10 years the Growth Plan will be reviewed, although population growth forecasts for  

individual municipalities will be reviewed more frequently (at least every five years). The  

plan prevails over the PPS, except where there is a conflict related to the natural environment 

or human health, in which case the more protective policy prevails. Similarly, all natural heritage 

policies set out in other provincial plans (e.g., NEP, ORMCP, Greenbelt Plan) continue to  

apply, except where there is a conflict between the Growth Plan and the provincial plan, in 

which case the more protective policy prevails.

The Growth Plan will prevail  
over the PPS and provincial land 
use plans, but in the case of  
the natural environment, the more 
protective policy will prevail.
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Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe: Critique

The Growth Plan forms part of the provincial policy framework for protecting natural heritage 

through its strategy to direct and control growth in the GGH. The plan recognizes that well- 

designed, compact communities are essential for the long-term conservation and wise use 

of natural resources.

Lack of Protection for Natural Heritage 

Surprisingly, natural heritage protection does not figure prominently in the Growth Plan. The  

identification of natural systems and the development of policies for their protection will be  

carried out through sub-area assessments, using the MNR’s reference guides and the PPS  

natural heritage policy as guidelines. This limited approach represents a missed opportunity for 

the government to enhance natural heritage protection in the GGH. While the smart growth 

principles outlined in the plan will help lessen the impacts of development on natural areas, the 

lack of direction on natural heritage policy and the delay in identifying and protecting natural  

systems until the sub-area assessments occur mean that significant natural features may be lost 

in the interim.

Inadequate Requirements for Aggregate Resources Strategy 

The Growth Plan indicates that a long-term strategy regarding the use, conservation and  

management of aggregate resources in the GGH will be developed, but no timeline is given 

for its completion. In addition to the factors identified in the Growth Plan (e.g., conservation and  

recovery of resources, improved rehabilitation of sites), the strategy should include a detailed  

review of the current supply of and projected future demand for aggregate within and beyond the 

GGH over the next 25 years at least. The plan should also indicate how land use planning under 

the Growth Plan and other provincial policies will affect the availability of aggregate. In particular, the 

provincial government should follow the recommendations of the NEC (NEC, 2005) and the  

Pembina Institute (Winfield and Taylor, 2005), both of which advocate that aggregate operations 

be properly balanced with other provincial interests by directing them away from conflicting land 

uses, such as natural heritage protection, into areas specifically set aside for resource extraction.

Insufficient Targets for Intensification and Density 

The Growth Plan’s focus on smart growth policies within urban centres is a laudable approach.  

However, the intensification and density targets that the plan outlines fall short of levels necessary  

to combat urban sprawl. For example, the 40 percent intensification target for municipalities 

within the GGH is significantly lower than existing targets in other jurisdictions both in Canada 

and abroad.13 As well, the plan stipulates that this target can be modified for outer ring  

municipalities (e.g., Barrie, Peterborough, Waterloo), potentially lowering intensification  

levels even further.

Evidence from other urban centres indicates that successful intensification must be supported 

by associated policies and regulations, such as clearly defined fixed urban boundaries and  

disincentives for developing on greenfields (Urban Strategies Inc., 2005). Since the majority of 

municipalities within the GGH already have sufficient land within their urban boundaries  

to accommodate growth for the next 25 years, fixed urban boundaries should be a central  

component of the Growth Plan’s toolbox for smart growth.
13  For example, both Vancouver and Auckland, New Zealand, have established a 70 percent intensification target, for 2021 and 2050, respectively, while 

the United Kingdom has set a 60 percent target for 2008 (Urban Strategies Inc., 2005). 

Although the Growth Plan  
recognizes that well-designed, 
compact communities are  
essential, natural heritage  
protection does not figure 
prominently in the plan.

The Growth Plan should provide 
a long-term strategy on  
aggregate use to ensure that it 
is properly balanced with natural 
heritage protection.

Intensification and density  
targets in the smart growth 
strategies of the Growth  
Plan fall short of levels necessary  
to combat urban sprawl.
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Though the PPS  recommends that municipalities incorporate a natural heritage system in  

their official plans, the Growth Plan contains a clause that makes doing so difficult for planners. 

Density targets for new development in designated greenfield areas are measured over the  

entire greenfield area, which would include any existing natural heritage features such as wet-

lands, woodlands and habitat of endangered or threatened species. If planners have protected 

these features individually or as part of a natural heritage system, the area within which  

development can occur becomes much smaller than that designated by the Growth Plan, lead-

ing to few solutions but compact housing such as highrise buildings or townhouses.

As these types of development are more difficult to sell and provide less money to municipalities 

than single-family dwellings, the protection of the natural heritage areas is seen to be less  

desirable. In effect, this encourages municipalities to maximize developable land without properly 

considering the effect it will have on natural heritage features or the system as a whole. This loop-

hole should be eliminated so that natural heritage values are acknowledged and protected if 

new development occurs.

Go Jump in the Lake!
Lake Simcoe is the largest lake in southern Ontario, after the Great Lakes. The lake and its sur-

rounding watershed, agricultural lands and habitat for endangered species play a crucial  

role in the overall health of the natural heritage system of Ontario. Despite the integral value of 

Lake Simcoe to Ontario’s economy and the environment, the health of the lake is at risk.  

One of the key concerns is excess phosphorus from human-created infrastructure such as 

sewage plants, storm sewers and septic systems, and from urban and agricultural runoff  

and airborne particles, which has resulted in wild populations of coldwater lake trout, being  

virtually extirpated.

For three years, Ontario Nature campaigned as part of the Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition for 

the protection of Lake Simcoe and its watershed. In December 2008, the government passed 

the Lake Simcoe Act, a huge step toward adequately safeguarding the lake. The Ministry of the 

Environment’s Lake Simcoe Protection Plan followed in 2009. The best features of this plan  

include a goal for 40 percent of the watershed to be covered with high-quality natural vegeta-

tion; shoreline protection regulations that will stop new major development and settlement 

area expansions; research to ensure that recreational guidelines are properly enforced; and 

aggressive targets for dissolved oxygen and phosphorus loading. Although potential  

loopholes still exist in the plan in relation to large-scale developments such as resorts and  

marinas, and it does not protect all wetlands in the watershed, the ministry’s overall approach 

to protect the lake on a watershed basis is a landmark in land use planning.
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Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe: Recommendations

Recommendation 21: Specific natural heritage policies should be developed under the 

Growth Plan for the GGH to protect significant natural areas and landscape connectivity not  

already covered by other provincial land use plans. No urban expansions should be permitted 

into natural systems identified in the sub-area assessments of the Growth Plan.

Recommendation 22: An aggregate resources strategy for the GGH should be developed that 

balances provincial interests and directs aggregate operations away from areas of conflicting 

land use, such as natural heritage protection.

Recommendation 23: Under the Growth Plan for the GGH, minimum intensification targets 

for inner ring municipalities should be increased to at least 60 percent. Outer ring municipalities 

should have a minimum intensification target of 40 percent.

Recommendation 24: Natural heritage areas should be considered to be separate from  

the greenfield area for the calculation of density targets in designated greenfield areas in  

the GGH.
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3. Conclusion: Filling the Gaps and Building  
the Future

The Ontario government has taken significant steps in recent years to incorporate the concept 

of sustainability into provincial policy, including the consideration of smart growth, landscape 

ecology and conservation biology principles in matters of land use planning and develop-

ment and biodiversity protection. Important reforms to the Planning Act and the PPS have 

strengthened environmental protection at the municipal level, while the new ESA provides 

crucial support for species at risk across the province. The introduction of the ORMCP and the 

Greenbelt Plan, linking to the NEP, has led to an interconnected system of natural cores and 

corridors across the most populated area of the province, while the Growth Plan sets a new  

direction for growth management and urban design in the GGH.

Ontario Nature is encouraged by the obvious intent of the Ontario government to ensure the 

long-term protection and ecological integrity of our natural heritage features. Existing policy, 

however, contains many gaps, coupled with failures in implementation and enforcement, that are 

allowing the continual erosion of natural heritage in the province. Overall, the suite of policies  

intended to protect natural heritage in southern and eastern Ontario suffers from a lack of  

integration and a system-based approach to planning and implementation. Most planning  

decisions are downloaded to the municipal level, leading to natural heritage protection based 

on local features rather than land-scape-level considerations. The result is a fragmented,  

inconsistent approach to implementation, aggravated by the fact that policies generally seek to 

mitigate the impacts of development rather than prohibit development, and that they grant  

considerable discretion to decision makers. This piecemeal approach often fails to address the 

cumulative impacts of development across a large region and leads to leapfrog development.

This paper presents 24 recommendations to address specific shortcomings in the policies 

reviewed. Underlying these shortcomings are five systemic problems of pressing concern:

1. The lack of an effective, system-based approach to natural heritage planning

2. The lack of monitoring of Ontario’s large-scale land use plans

3.  Insufficient constraints on infrastructure development in policies intended to protect  

natural heritage values

4.  Insufficient constraints on aggregate extraction in policies intended to protect natural  

heritage values

5.  The lack of inter-ministerial coordination in developing and implementing policies to protect 

natural heritage features and systems

If Ontario’s natural heritage is to be afforded adequate protection based on sound science and  

integrated policy, these systemic problems must be addressed. Ontario Nature offers the  

following recommendations, which are intended to complement the 24 specific recommenda-

tions presented in this paper:
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1.  Establish a system-based approach to natural heritage protection  
and planning.  
To make this happen, collaboration among differing levels of government and all ministries 

involved in land use planning is required to streamline protection, ensure efforts are not du-

plicated and provide support to municipalities doing the lion’s share of the work on the ground. 

This paper cites numerous examples of obstacles to a system-based approach, but none is 

as pressing or all encompassing as the changes that are needed to the PPS. The PPS makes 

reference to the need for a system-based approach to natural heritage protection, but, due to 

weak language, lack of clear requirements and inadequate assistance for municipalities, it fails 

to deliver. Standards for natural heritage system development, clear requirements for protection, 

and support for municipalities are needed to ensure that the PPS can meet its stated goals.

2.  Monitor the effectiveness of all large-scale land use plans.  
Without a clear set of indicators to assess the implementation of complex plans such as the 

Greenbelt Plan, it is difficult to know whether policy goals are being achieved. The lack of  

measurable results has undermined adaptive management and the ability to improve policies 

or procedures that need refinement. All provincial land use plans should identify clear, measur-

able indicators and outcomes related to natural heritage features and systems and should 

require monitoring and assessment at regularly scheduled intervals, ideally immediately be-

fore plans are up for review.

3.  Assess, control and prevent the negative impacts of infrastructure  
development on natural heritage. 
Infrastructure development has too often been seen as inevitable for growth and has thus 

been exempted from policy measures intended to protect natural heritage values. For  

example, the privileging of infrastructure development over the protection of natural heritage 

features in the ORMCP has undermined efforts to protect waterways, forests and wetlands in 

the region. If infrastructure continues to be approved with few or no constraints, the hope for 

a healthy, resilient natural heritage system in southern Ontario is severely compromised. The 

Province must seek and implement solutions that allow for development to occur without the 

careless destruction of natural systems.

4.  Assert tighter controls on aggregate extraction and develop an integrated 
plan for aggregate conservation and site rehabilitation.  
In many instances, aggregate development trumps provincial, regional and municipal protec-

tion of natural heritage features. For example, aggregate extraction is ongoing in the Niagara 

Escarpment and has not slowed even with the implementation of the Greenbelt Plan. Provincial 

policy does not require demonstration of the need for aggregate extraction before develop-

ment proposals are approved, and, consequently, aggregate extraction is treated as inevitable 

and unstoppable. The Province must develop a comprehensive aggregate conservation and 

site rehabilitation strategy to promote the substitution, reduction, reuse and recycling of ag-

gregate resources; the improved rehabilitation of sites; a detailed analysis of future supply and 

demand; and the identification of priority areas for resource extraction that do not conflict with 

other land use considerations.
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5.  Integrate natural heritage protection into the operations and  
policies of all ministries involved in land use planning and environmental 
protection.  
To be effective, the protection of natural heritage in Ontario must be better coordinated among 

relevant ministries. For example, Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy should be integrated with the 

PPS, the Growth Plan for the GGH and Ontario’s Action Plan on Climate Change so that all 

plans include specific elements to protect biodiversity through land use planning and growth 

management initiatives. Effective land use planning, protection of biodiversity and adaptation 

to climate change require the collaboration and cooperation of all relevant ministries.

Ontario can no longer afford – in either the economic or the ecological sense – to continue  

with a piecemeal approach to natural heritage protection. Systemic problems, such as those 

described above, must be addressed. In so doing, the Province must view protecting and con-

necting natural features and systems across Ontario through a landscape-level lens. Land use 

planners, biologists, conservation groups and progressive developers and resource indus-

tries recognize the need for such an approach to conservation and planning. In an era of cli-

mate change, such an approach will be critical to enhancing landscape resilience, as well as the 

ability of humans and others species to adapt to anticipated and unforeseen changes.

Ontario Nature has based its Greenway initiative on precisely this approach and envisions a 

robust network of natural core areas and connecting corridors that would protect, connect and 

restore natural features and functions; enhance water quality and quantity; improve air and 

soil quality; protect and restore habitat for native wildlife and species at risk; and buffer the im-

pacts of climate change.

Many of the elements of a Greenway are already in place in the form of parks and protected  

areas, as well as lands that conservation organizations, conservation authorities, municipali-

ties, farmers and landowners carefully steward. These and other individuals and organizations 

are accomplishing a great deal through their voluntary and often cooperative efforts. However, a 

coherent policy framework is needed to support these efforts and bring consistency to the pro-

tection and restoration of natural heritage features and systems across southern and eastern 

Ontario. Such a framework would also reduce leapfrog development and provide greater certainty 

for municipalities, landowners and developers alike. Founded on the understanding that nature 

is an integrated system in which all elements must be healthy and connected to ensure that the 

whole will thrive, a coherent policy framework will help to ensure that we are better able to meet 

the challenges ahead.
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Appendix 1: Summary of Recommendations 

Recommendation 1: The PPS should require municipalities to identify and protect natural  

heritage systems.

Recommendation 2: The definition of “development” and “site alteration” in the PPS should 

be modified to include all infrastructure projects such that these undertakings are subject to 

 the same restrictions or prohibitions as other development and site alteration activities under 

the PPS.

Recommendation 3: Rare and imperilled habitats such as alvars, tallgrass prairies and  

savannahs should be added to the significant natural heritage features afforded protection under 

the PPS.

Recommendation 4: The PPS should prohibit development and site alteration on regionally  

and locally significant natural heritage features unless it can be demonstrated that no negative  

impact on natural features or their ecological functions will occur.

Recommendation 5: The PPS should recognize natural heritage as a provincial interest equal 

to agriculture and mineral aggregate resources. Section 2.5.1 of the PPS should be changed 

so that aggregate extractors must demonstrate a need for any new or expanded operations.

Recommendation 6: The Ontario government should provide sufficient financial support to  

enable municipalities to adequately inventory and protect local natural heritage and to enable  

conservation authorities and staff of the MOE and the MNR to assist them with implementation.

Recommendation 7: The Ontario government should develop consistent standards for 

the identification of significant natural heritage features.

Recommendation 9: Under the ARA and the Planning Act, municipalities should be given a de-

cisive role in determining the need for, location and extent of proposed aggregate operations.

Recommendation 10: The Ontario government must develop a comprehensive aggregate  

conservation and rehabilitation strategy to promote the substitution, reduction, reuse and  

recycling of aggregate resources, as well as the improved rehabilitation of sites. The strategy 

should include a detailed analysis of future supply and demand in the context of environmental 

land use planning and growth management initiatives under way in the province. In addition,  

the strategy should identify priority areas for resource extraction that do not conflict with other 

land use considerations, such as natural heritage and agriculture, while maintaining the resource 

as close to market as possible.

Recommendation 11: The MNR must increase its monitoring of pits and quarries to enforce  

progressive and final rehabilitation and ensure that violators are prosecuted in a timely manner.

Recommendation 12: The EA process must be reformed to ensure that alternatives to pro-

posed projects are fully considered and that the need for them is demonstrated. To ensure 

a detailed, integrated analysis of all potential environmental impacts, large-scale and/or 

complex undertakings, including private projects, should be required to undergo a full  

individual EA even if those undertakings involve activities that typically fall under a class EA. 
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Recommendation 13: Ontario’s Biodiversity Strategy should be fully implemented and should 

be integrated into the operations and policy of all other relevant government ministries. In  

particular, the PPS, the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe and the Action Plan on 

Climate Change should include specific policies to protect biodiversity through land use  

planning, growth management initiatives and measures to enable adaptation to the impacts of 

climate change.

Recommendation 14: The ESA should be amended to ensure that habitat regulations cover, 

at a minimum, all habitat on which threatened and endangered species rely.

Recommendation 16: Future infrastructure projects should generally be prohibited in the  

ORMCP Natural Core Areas and Natural Linkage Areas, as well as in KNHFs and HSFs. Where 

such projects are proposed, approval decisions and assessments of need and alternatives 

must be carried out by a body that is independent from the proponent.

Recommendation 17: A monitoring program to assess the effectiveness of the ORMCP 

needs to be implemented immediately. Performance indicators should be established to  

measure a suite of factors relating to ecosystem health and land use patterns, such as:

•  the percentage of new development occurring in Natural Core Areas, Natural Linkage Areas  

and Countryside Areas;

•  the percentage of new aggregate operations occurring in Natural Linkage Areas and  

Countryside Areas; and

•  the percentage of infrastructure applications for Natural Core Areas, KNHFs or HSFs that are  

approved on the basis of demonstrated need.

Recommendation 18: Future aggregate extraction should be prohibited in Greenbelt KNHFs 

and KHFs.

Recommendation 19: Issues pertaining to the Greenbelt’s boundaries should be addressed:

•  The potential for a “floating” northern boundary to allow land swaps for developers should be  

removed from the Greenbelt Plan.

•  The Greenbelt should be extended to include adjoining areas subject to intense development 

pressure, including portions of south Simcoe County, Wellington County and Waterloo  

Region, where municipalities support such an extension. Additional areas for potential  

addition to the Greenbelt include lands between the southern boundary delineated in the 

Greenbelt Plan and the current northern extent of settlement areas.

Recommendation 20: A monitoring program to assess the effectiveness of the Greenbelt 

Plan needs to be implemented immediately. Performance indicators should be established to 

measure a suite of factors relating to ecosystem health and land use patterns, such as:

• the percentage of new infrastructure projects occurring in KNHFs;

• the percentage of new aggregate operations occurring in KNHFs;

• the percentage of new development occurring in natural heritage systems;

• the percentage of active and discontinued pits and quarries successfully rehabilitated;

• comparative studies of landscape connectivity within and outside the Greenbelt; and

•  comparative studies of wildlife/plant populations within and outside the Greenbelt (e.g.,  

studies comparing productivity, diversity, tree health).



50 The Green Way Forward A Review of Natural Heritage Policies for Southern Ontario 

Recommendation 21: Specific natural heritage policies should be developed under the 

Growth Plan for the GGH to protect significant natural areas and landscape connectivity not  

already covered by other provincial land use plans. No urban expansions should be permitted 

into natural systems identified in the sub-area assessments of the Growth Plan.

Recommendation 22: An aggregate resources strategy for the GGH should be developed 

that balances provincial interests and directs aggregate operations away from areas of con-

flicting land use, such as natural heritage protection.

Recommendation 23: Under the Growth Plan for the GGH, minimum intensification targets 

for inner ring municipalities should be increased to at least 60 percent. Outer ring municipalities 

should have a minimum intensification target of 40 percent.

Recommendation 24: Natural heritage areas should be considered to be separate from the 

greenfield area for the calculation of density targets in designated greenfield areas in the GGH.
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Appendix 2: Abbreviations

ANSI Area of Natural and Scientific Interest  

ARA Aggregate Resources Act

CELA Canadian Environmental Law Association

CONE Coalition on the Niagara Escarpment

EA Environmental Assessment

EAA Environmental Assessment Act

ECO Environmental Commissioner of Ontario

ERT Environmental Review Tribunal

ESA Endangered Species Act

GGH Greater Golden Horseshoe

HSF hydrologically sensitive feature 

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

KHF Key Hydrologic Feature

KNHF Key Natural Heritage Feature

MEI Ministry of Energy and Infrastructure

MMAH Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing

MNR Ministry of Natural Resources

MOE Ministry of the Environment

MTO Ministry of Transportation 

NEC Niagara Escarpment Commission

NEP Niagara Escarpment Plan

NEPDA Niagara Escarpment Planning and Development Act

OMB Ontario Municipal Board

ORMCA Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Act

ORMCP Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan

OSSGA Ontario Stone, Sand & Gravel Association

PPS Provincial Policy Statement, 2005 

TOARC The Ontario Aggregate Resources Corporation

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
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Appendix 3: Glossary 

compact urban form: “A land use pattern that encourages efficient use of land, walkable  

neighbourhoods, mixed land uses (residential, retail, workplace and institutional all within 

one neighbourhood), proximity to transit and reduced need for infrastructure” (Growth Plan for 

the Greater Golden Horseshoe, page 41) 

culture of conservation: The integration of conservation objectives (e.g., water, energy 

and cultural heritage conservation, air quality protection and integrated waste manage-

ment) into the official plan policies and other strategies of municipalities (Growth Plan for the 

Greater Golden Horseshoe)

designated greenfield: “The area within a settlement area that is not built-up area (where a 

settlement area does not have a built boundary, the entire settlement area is considered  

designated greenfield area)” (Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, page 41)

designated growth areas: “Lands within settlement areas designated in an official plan for 

growth over the long term planning horizon… but which have not yet been fully developed”  

(Provincial Policy Statement, page 30)

development: “The creation of a new lot, a change in land use, or the construction of build-

ings and structures, requiring approval under the Planning Act” (does not include infrastructure 

related projects authorized under an Environmental Assessment process, works subject to the 

Drainage Act, underground or surface mining of minerals or advanced mining exploration in  

significant areas of mineral potential in Ecoregion 5E) (Provincial Policy Statement, page 30) 

ecological function: “The natural processes, products or services that living and non-living  

environments provide or perform within or between species, ecosystems and landscapes  

(may include biological, physical and socio-economic interactions)” ( Provincial Policy State-

ment, page 30)

ecological goods and services: Benefits for all living organisms arising from the healthy  

functioning of ecosystems (e.g., purification of air and water, decomposition of wastes,  

pollination and seed dispersal, maintenance of biodiversity)

ecological integrity: A condition in which an ecosystem has healthy ecological function and 

is able to sustain its abiotic components, biodiversity and ecosystem processes

Ecoregions 5E, 6E and 7E: As defined by the Ministry of Natural Resources, regions with  

consistent patterns of vegetation in relation to landform features. Ecoregions 5E and 6E  

correspond to the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence Forest region, characterized by mixed forest of  

deciduous and coniferous tree species, with Ecoregion 5E occurring mostly on the Canadian 

Shield. Ecoregion 7E corresponds to the Carolinian Forest region, extending from southern  

Ontario east to Toronto and characterized by mostly deciduous tree species, many at the northern 

limit of their range.
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endangered species: “A wildlife species facing imminent extirpation or extinction”  

(Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada)

final rehabilitation: Rehabilitation of a pit or quarry that is performed after the site is depleted  

of all aggregate material

Greater Golden Horseshoe: The densely populated region around the western shores of 

Lake Ontario that includes Toronto, Hamilton, Niagara, Waterloo, Peterborough and Simcoe

intensification: “The development of a property, site or area at a higher density than currently  

exists” (Provincial Policy Statement, page 32)

lower-tier municipality: A village, town, city or township that is also governed by another higher 

level of municipal government such as a county, region or district

mineral aggregate resources: Gravel, sand, clay, limestone and other mineral materials  

that are “suitable for construction, industrial, manufacturing and maintenance purposes”  

(Provincial Policy Statement, page 32)

multi-modal:  “of more than one form of transportation” (e.g., cars, walking, cycling, buses, rapid 

transit, rail, trucks, air and marine) (Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, page 44) 

natural heritage system: “A system made up of natural heritage features and areas, linked 

by natural corridors which are necessary to maintain biological and geological diversity, natural  

functions, viable populations of indigenous species and ecosystems” (may include land  

that has been “restored and/or areas with the potential to be restored” to their natural state) 

(Provincial Policy Statement, page 33)

natural heritage system approach: An approach that encourages planning authorities  

not only to protect specific natural heritage features and areas, but also to consider the overall  

diversity and interconnectivity of natural features or areas

precautionary principle: The principle that, when scientific uncertainty exists about the potentially 

serious harm of an action or policy, decision makers should act to prevent harm to humans and  

the environment (i.e., the burden of proof lies with those who advocate taking such an action or 

adopting such a policy)

progressive rehabilitation: Rehabilitation of a pit or quarry that occurs sequentially, in a  

reasonable period of time, while the aggregate is being excavated

redevelopment: “The creation of new units, uses or lots on previously developed land in  

existing communities” (Provincial Policy Statement, page 35)

significant: As defined by the Provincial Policy Statement (page 36): “in regard to wetlands, 

coastal wetlands and areas of natural and scientific interest, an area identified as provincially  

significant by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources using evaluation procedures  

established by the Province, as amended from time to time;
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a.  in regard to the habitat of endangered species and threatened species, means the habitat, 

as approved by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, that is necessary for the  

maintenance, survival, and/or the recovery of naturally occurring or reintroduced populations of 

endangered species or threatened species, and where those areas of occurrence are  

occupied or habitually occupied by the species during all or any part(s) of its life cycle;

b.  in regard to woodlands, an area which is ecologically important in terms of features such as  

species composition, age of trees and stand history; functionally important due to its con-

tribution to the broader landscape because of its location, size or due to the amount of forest 

cover 0in the planning area; or economically important due to site quality, species composi-

tion, or past management history;

c.  in regard to other features and areas in policy 2.1 (PPS), ecologically important in terms of  

features, functions, representation or amount, and contributing to the quality and diversity of 

an identifiable geographic area or natural heritage system; …”

site alteration: “Activities, such as grading, excavation and the placement of fill,” which 

“would change the landform and natural vegetative characteristics of a site“ (Provincial Policy 

Statement, page 36)

smart growth: Urban development that does not sprawl into the surrounding landscape  

to consume natural areas and farmland, and that creates compact, livable, mixed-use  

neighbourhoods with urban green spaces and access to convenient public transit

species of special concern: “A wildlife species that may become threatened or endangered  

because of a combination of biological characteristics and identified threats” (Committee on 

the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada)

sub-area: “An area identified by the Minister of Energy and Infrastructure within the Greater 

Golden Horseshoe at a scale generally larger than any one upper- or single-tier municipality” 

(Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, page 47)

threatened species: “A wildlife species that is likely to become endangered if nothing is  

done to reverse the factors leading to its extirpation or extinction” (Committee on the Status of 

Endangered Wildlife in Canada)

upper-tier municipality: A county, regional or district government that provides services to 

an area containing more than one municipality

urban growth centres: Areas identified in the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horse-

shoe as focal areas for future growth including Barrie, Hamilton, Kitchener-Waterloo,  

Newmarket, Oakville, Oshawa, Peterborough and St. Catharines
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