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Opening Address 

Mark Carabetta 

Georgian Bay Land Trust 

Master of Ceremonies 

 

 Welcome and thank you for helping us recognize World Wetlands Day, which is recognized 

internationally. 

 Excited to see a good range of participants: academia (both students and professors), 

consultants, Non-Governmental Organizations, government, Conservation Authorities. 

 This conference has been planned by the Great Lakes Wetlands Conservation Action Plan 

(GLWCAP) group. This is a group crafted in 1994 to allow partners to work together more 

effectively to conserve wetlands in the Great Lakes Basin. 

 The member organizations are: Ontario Nature, the Ontario Ministry of Natural 

Resources, Environment Canada - Canadian Wildlife Service, the Nature Conservancy of 

Canada, Ducks Unlimited Canada, and the Central Lake Ontario Conservation Authority. 

 This conference has been funded in part through the Ministry of Natural Resources and the 

Canada-Ontario Agreement (COA). 

 We will also try to use this opportunity to revitalize the Society of Wetland Scientists 

 Included in the Conference Package is a report released today entitled: Protecting Greenbelt 

Wetlands: How effective is policy?  

 This is a joint study conducted by Ontario Nature, Ducks Unlimited Canada, Ecojustice 

and Earthroots.  (available from: 

http://www.ontarionature.org/discover/resources/PDFs/reports/protecting_greenbelt_wetl

ands_report.pdf)  

 

 

  

http://www.ontarionature.org/discover/resources/PDFs/reports/protecting_greenbelt_wetlands_report.pdf
http://www.ontarionature.org/discover/resources/PDFs/reports/protecting_greenbelt_wetlands_report.pdf


 
 

An Old-Timer’s View on Wetlands Policies Past and Present 

Ron Reid 

The Couchiching Conservancy 

Keynote Address #1 

 

Ron Reid is the Founding President of the Couchiching Conservancy, former 

Conservation Director at Ontario Nature and recipient of numerous prestigious 

conservation awards. 

 

 Originally became involved in policy 33 years ago – that’s a whole generation ago. 

 

Late 1970s 

 Starting around 1978 (this was before computers). One the things that have improved: public 

policy and public attitudes about wetlands. 

 At this time there was no planning policies for wetlands and very little other use of 

regulatory tools. 

 There was a widespread view among the public that wetlands were ‘insect infested 

swamps that stood in the way of progress. 

 There were a few naturalist groups who stood apart and stood up for wetlands: Nature 

Conservancy of Canada (had a few land acquisitions of wetlands), some Conservation 

Authorities were protecting wetlands. There was a general apathy towards this 

landscape.  

 At the time the Executive Director of the Federation of Ontario Naturalists (FON now Ontario 

Nature) thought that a wetlands campaign had to be the first priority.  

 “Why Wetlands?”: this was a breakthrough at the time, with a call to action from Ron Reid, the 

introduction of a newly adopted FON wetlands policy. This looked to: 

  substantially increase public understanding and government recognition, 

  Call for comprehensive policy provincially and municipally, 

 Proposing amendments to existing policy to ensure wetland drainage wasn’t subsidized 

(especially the Drainage Act), 

 Weight values (cost/benefit) 

 FON realized early on as a ‘hurdle’ was identifying the most important wetland sites for 

protection. 

 There was a rising interest in the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources for wetland protection, but 

no one knew how to evaluate and identify wetlands. 

 So, FON (Ron Reid and students) developed criteria. This was a model with a numerical 

scoring system, tested in a couple field sites and published.  

o This almost didn’t happen as the MNR was irate that we would put out such a 

document, because ‘that was MNR’s mandate’, not FON’s. But, FON published it 

anyway, and MNR brought out its own two years later.   

o ’bureaucratic territorialism’ spurs action by threatening to intrude on the 

government’s mandate (perhaps not so effective now in an era of cutbacks). 

 

Early 1980s – 1990s 

 In 1981 the first Ontario Wetlands Conference was held, marking expanding interest in wetland 

conservation. This set for the release of the first provincial discussion paper on wetland policy. 



 
 

 Results from public consultation was striking – 519 out of 520 comments said that 

wetlands had to be conserved (this included farms and farm groups).  

 The tipping point for wetlands conservation in Ontario occurred in the early 1980’s.  

 During the 80’s, government completed many evaluations of wetlands created CLTIP; 

CAs became much more proactive and effective; Environment Canada emerged as a 

major player. 

o BUT, the wetlands policy that FON wanted lingered in purgatory of unkept 

promises. 

 FON held its second wetlands conference in 1988, with a keynote address from MNR Minister 

announcing a Cabinet decision to release policy on wetlands. 

 As a result PSWs (Provincially Significant Wetlands) found their way into municipal OPs 

(Official Plans). 

 There was also progress nationally and internationally.  

 

Present Day   

 This is the third wetlands conference and it is great to see young faces and ongoing interest and 

enthusiasm. 

 The policy isn’t perfect and threats continue, so there is a lot left to do.  

 Surprised to see that there is nothing on the agenda regarding climate change. 

 Looking at the work by NASA last November on ecological sensitivity to climate change: 

In addition to altering plan communities, climate change will disrupt the ecological 

balance between interdependent and at risk species. One of the hotspots in the Great 

Lakes Basin. 

 I am disturbed by society’s collective denial of climate change: 

 Climate change discredited by ‘big oil’ or people just overwhelmed by how big the threat 

is – We need to speak out about the folly of political responses based on closing our eyes 

to climate change and hoping it will disappear. 

 

Looking forward 

 Looking back over a 40-year career, it puts in perspective what could happen over the next 40 

years.  

 Where will our wetlands be in 2050? 

 It will take enormous scientific effort and outreach to keep them healthy and vibrant.  

 There is no sign that the public desire to protect wetlands has diminished – threats to wetlands 

cause firestorms of opposition – this is a pattern. 

 People stepping out to protect wetlands would have been unthinkable 30 years ago. 

 

Question & Answer with Ron Reid: 

 

Q: Has Ontario been in the cutting edge of policy development on wetlands? 

A: Probably yes, in terms of Canada. American’s may have moved faster in regulatory areas and may be 

ahead of us. 

 

Q: Any Strategies that Couchiching Conservancy has taken? 

A: We don’t yet know what the most effective strategies are and how to respond. But, we do know that 

protecting natural areas as benchmarks and as intact and healthy as possible will be important. The 



 
 

larger the better, so trying to create a large interconnected natural area with the Carden Plain (a north-

south corridor).  

 

 



 
 

Science in the service of wetland conservation: advances, retreats, opportunities 

Dr. Paul Keddy 

Keynote Address #2 

 

Dr. Paul Keddy, a professor of ecology at three universities over 35 years, is designated 

a Highly Cited Researcher. He has authored six books including: Wetland Ecology: 

Principles and Conservation.  Although he has worked with many types of plant 

communities and a broad array of ecological questions, his research has focused on the 

environmental factors controlling wetlands and their manipulation to maintain and restore 

biodiversity.  He has worked in wetlands across eastern North America—the Great 

Lakes, riverine wetlands, inland lakes, and coastal wetlands.  He has advised on wetland 

restoration in coastal Louisiana, San Francisco Bay, and the Everglades, and served 

organizations including NSF, NSERC, World Wildlife Fund, The Nature Conservancy, 

and Earthjustice.  Dr. Keddy received the Merit Award from the Society of Wetland 

Scientists and the National Wetlands Award for Science Research from the 

Environmental Law Institute. 

 

 

  
 

 Six key messages: five of which will help improve the situation for wetlands in Ontario.  

 Ontario Nature: an organization that we should all be supporting – a small group of well-

intentioned thoughtful people can change the world if they seek to do it.  

 We are all responsible for this (wetland conservation) – we will be ‘graded’ by wetlands species 

that still persist in Ontario in 10 years – our homework is to read the 4 books and reports listed in 

his presentation (www.drpaulkeddy.com/).  

 It is the acres and quality of those acres of wetland that are the measure of success or failure of 

our work 

 

http://www.drpaulkeddy.com/


 
 

  
 

 The bottlenecks: preventing positive feedback loop between nature, science and policy 

 At times it seems that scientists aren’t doing enough (this is what Dr. Keddy tells 

scientists) though scientists haven’t done that bad a job – there’s a lot more information 

available (the job of academics is to synthesize all the available information – he’s done 

this in his book) 

 

  
 Do we need more research? Or should the focus be on effective communication and translating 

this into policy?  

 Just because you’re active, doesn’t mean you’re doing anything useful – research for its 

own sake is not necessarily going to do any good – especially when there are other 

higher priorities.  



 
 

   

 Is one of the bottlenecks a lack of money? Universities may focus on raising money and burn 

through it without a positive income   

 The real bottleneck is communication – need to focus on getting information into the 

system.  

 Problem: We can drown in information 

 

  
 Key Message #6  

  Improved inventory and evaluation in Ontario Wetlands 

 



 
 

   

 In Lanark County, a relatively poor county, but has a map of every PSW (Provincially Significant 

Wetland), with names 

 These wetlands are part of the culture 

 MNR has beautiful maps of the wetlands. Planners actually have to consult these maps 

to determine where the wetlands are if development is proposed. 

 There are inventories of species, information on stewardship 

 This rich database is in place, and they are relatively new advances.  

 

    
Key Message #1 Water level fluctuations are not only normal, they are essential 

 

 Fluctuations create wetlands   

 e.g. low water scenarios create situations where some plants will emerge, regeneration of 

buried seeds  

 e.g. high water periods kill plants that like dry habitat – creating habitat for wetland 

species  

 The worst possible management strategy is to cut out the highs and the lows  

 The intermediate zone between high and low levels will have the highest level of biodiversity – 

these are “wet meadow systems” 

 Note that there is considerable pressure to stabilize the levels of the Great Lakes  

 This has been a management strategy to suit people with docks, shipping etc. 



 
 

 

   
 

Key Message #2: Fluctuations in Rivers are not only normal, they are essential 

 With natural fluctuations, there will be wet meadows along the shore – with exposed sand and 

mudflats for shorebirds 

 

   

 Europeans are 10 – 20 years ahead of us on this   

 We need to let floods and natural bank erosions occur  

 Sand bars and mudflats are newly created, and these are good things  

o e.g., this is where turtles nest 

o need living, actively eroding, flooding, depositing river  

 Do we have such active, living rivers in southern Ontario? 



 
 

   

 Grand River: where are the sandbars? Where are the wet meadows?  

 Dams all along these dams cut off spring floods and cut off flow of sediment that should be 

moving down the river  

 Instead this sediment is trapped behind the dams  

 Sediment needed to rebuild deltas during spring floods 

  

  

 In Europe, they are working to put the life back into these flood plain system 

 We’d have more spiny softshells if we had more sandbars 

 American eels: a collapse in early 80s and 90s  

 Used to be commonly seen, now species at risk  

 This has implication for a whole food chain  

 Dam construction is the problem  



 
 

  
 

Key Message #3: Infertile habitats support many rare species 

 Areas with few nutrients are often centres of biodiversity 

 Repositories of unusual and rare species around the world  

 e.g. Long Point and Point Pelee, Presqu’ile, Sandbanks, Bruce Peninsula shoreline fens, 

Lake St. Clair Prairies, shoreline alvars, coastal plain shorelines of Georgian Bay 

  

 We’re making phosphorous and nitrogen and it is being cycled and becoming more available to 

plants and animals  

 More eutrophication is coming  

 The nitrogen cycle will be showing up in media – becoming a bigger issue (similar to carbon) 

 

Key Message #4: Many rare species are known as ‘stress tolerators’ 

 Flora of North America: 15,000 species 



 
 

  
 

 Competition, disturbance and stress: plants can be organized along these principles 

 

  
 

 “C” species: a lot of our wetland plants are clonal dominants   

 e.g. cattails, canary grass  

 They are nitrogen and phosphorus harvesters  

 leads to invasion where nitrogen and phosphorus levels go up 

 “R” species: a lot of species depend on disturbance 

 Ruderal type species 



 
 

  

 “S” species: stress tolerators  

 e.g. drosera, pipewort 

 Much of wetlands plant diversity are stress tolerators  

 Lobelia dortmanna, butterwort (pinguicula), castilleja coccinea – interesting life histories 

to access nitrogen and phosphorus 

  
 

 These are the plants that are most at risk from higher phosphorus and nitrogen levels 

    



 
 

Key Message #5: Large pools of species combined with a few key factors: pool and filter models 

 This is a way to manage ecosystems 

 At the top we have the species pool   

 e.g. pool for amphibians, pool for fishes 

 Managers alter the filters by manipulating fire, fertility, grazing etc  

 This controls the type of community we get 

  

 Filters can be ranked in order of relative importance 

 In wetlands, one filter, hydrology drives half the system  

 Other filters: fertility, salinity, disturbance, competition, grazing  

 These filters can be increased or decreased by managers to get the desired composition 

 

  
 

 The four documents that are must read   

 The synthesis: constructive change that can be used to the benefit of wetlands 

 

 

 



 
 

Question & Answer with Dr. Paul Keddy and Ron Reid 

 

Q: The elephant in the room that no one talks about is growth – we have been fed this myth that growth is 

key to economic prosperity; we’ve seen that growth spread into Simcoe County. How do we control 

growth and sprawl that are eating up wetlands, farmlands and forests? 

A: Population growth is part of this – need to deal with zero population growth – need to reduce birth and 

immigration rates (Keddy) 

A: What we can change is the pattern and nature of growth to direct it away from the areas where it does 

most damage (Reid) 

 

Q: What sorts of buffers are applied in Lanark County?  

A: We don’t have greatly enlightened policies in Lanark, but it is serviceable – what can be done – can 

start simple – write a little report on local wetlands, forests, cores and corridors – it can have a very 

positive effect for minimal expense (Keddy) 

 

Q: In terms of water level fluctuations that are essential – are you referring to annual fluctuations versus 

monthly fluctuations? 

A: The question is about frequency of water level fluctuations – if it fluctuates too quickly, that’s not 

necessarily desirable – need to define what a desirable frequency is – e.g. can be a decades-long 

wetting/drying cycle (Keddy) 

 

Q: Why didn’t you talk about significance of wetlands as fish habitat?  

A: Not enough time to talk about the importance for wetlands – didn’t talk about ecological services as 

this would be a talk in itself – but in talking to others, should emphasize this – importance to all species 

(Keddy) 

 

Q: Why the lack of policy, given the information available? 

A: Where is the bottleneck? There is no single answer, but it seems to be at the communication level – 

what we know scientifically is not getting rapidly enough translated into policy – scientists are in part to 

blame, and managers to for not keeping up to date. But even when you’re delivering a clear message 

over and over there are people who don’t want to hear it. (Keddy) 

 

 


