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Public Engagement – An NGO Perspective



The Ontario Headwaters Institute

• Our Mission: To develop and 
provide programs promoting
the protection and preservation
of headwaters in Ontario

• Areas of Activity:
- Research
- Education
- Best Practices, plus
- Time-limited special projects



Why am I here?

Diane Ramage, Salmon Programs 
Coordinator, Pacific Salmon Foundation
• “NGOS and communities bring credibility, 

accountability, resources, knowledge, 
support, and a broad perspective to planning 
and management exercises.”

• “However …. in order to participate 
effectively, NGOs and the community need 
consistent support in terms of funding, 
information, understanding, and respect.”



Spoken text: 
Text in brown was spoken but did not appear 
on the slides projected on November 20)

I applauded, and was asked to speak here.

So, while I do not represent NGOs, I will:

a. Provide a case study on engagement from 
an NGO is used to chair, and

b. Summarize comments obtained in 
response to e-mails sent via 3 list-serves: 
OEN, H2O Info, and the Sustainability 
Network.



THE TAYLOR MASSEY PROJECT
Celebrating and Protecting Taylor Massey Creek

7 years
20 Partners Organizations
74 events
4,180 people
4,035 trees and shrubs 
1,410 bags of litter
Over 20 submissions

A. The Case Study



Funding, Information
Understanding & Respect

Spent 4 years asking for:

• A promised sub-watershed study

• Updated water quality & spills reports

• Protocols to address Chronic 
exceedances of the PWQOs

• A new Don River plan based 
on current conditions

None of these 
requests were 
seriously 
contemplated



We also created 
Reach by Reach,
Ontario’s first 
community-
led watershed 
regeneration plan:

• 50 pages
• 5 / 5 / 5

$5M to regenerate
5 priority sites over
5 years

In the meantime….



Responses to 
Reach by Reach

Solid staff comment on first draft &

Good reception from TRCA Board, then

Following our final version, studied
indifference from the Don Council, 
the TRCA, and the City of Toronto as
“public engagement” was replaced with
secretive decision-making



Surveys indicated

B.  No conclusions were drawn as 
I stepped from the TMP, but I 
conducted an informal survey of 
several ENGOs to prepare for 
today.

Some really good programs out there:
• Blue Canoe
• Volunteer Engagement & NEWSLETTERS
• The Grand Water Forum
• Source Water Protection
• Hopes for Lake Simcoe

But widespread agreement on problems



Many groups fundamentally question the 
governance model of CAs, including:
• Mandate Conflicts – eg the Drainage Act
• The role of municipal councillors on Boards
• Inter-jurisdictional fragmentation on data, 

info-sharing, and decision-making, and
• Implementation problems with municipalities 
– eg encroachment and property standards

Key CA problems       1 of 3

Public Engagement requires
consistent education & publicity



Varied consultation processes
but common complaints:

• Poor access to data

• Agencies often take 
consultation inside,
particularly RE: Implementation Plans

• Municipal plans and actions often ignore 
watershed plans, or worse

Key CA problems       2 of 3

Eg- Rouge 
consultation praised 
but public input 
unavailable for the 
Implementation Plan.



Un-even report cards

In short, Public Engagement cannot start at a 
public consultation, but must be built on a 
solid foundation of sound management and 
communication practices.

Key CA problems       3 of 3



Big NGOs focus on 
provincial issues

Small NGOs lack trained staff

Small NGOs lack the time and money to 
wade through the weeds

Lack of NGO cooperation

NGOs have Problems too

Currently being addressed 
by both the Water 
Guardians Network and the 
creation of an OEN Water 
Caucus



• The Province should 
embrace Integrated 
Watershed Management

• We need policies and 
protocols to support the new
definition of a watercourse

• We need metrics to include
headwater protection in
watershed report cards

Engagement from an OHI Perspective



We need:
• Education
• Public outreach, and 
• Improved agency transparency
and accountability.

We also need an environment 
with appropriate: 
• Policy Instruments & Funding
• Information
• Understanding, and
• Mutual Respect

Summary



Thank you

Andrew@OHWI.ca

416 231 9484


