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The many services wetlands provide 

• Wetlands provide habitat and breeding grounds for dozens of species at risk  
• Almost all wetland services contribute to climate change adaptation 

 

Photo Credit: Ken Lund, (CC BY-SA 2.0). 

 

Photo Credit: Larissa Sage. Photo Credit: Ross Dunn, (CC BY-SA 2.0). 

 

Photo Credit: Jean Hilscher. 

Source: MNRF 
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The sad state of wetlands in southern Ontario 
• Southern Ontario has lost nearly three quarters of its 

original wetland cover  
• Our remaining wetlands are still being destroyed  

 

Photo Credit: Ontario Biodiversity Council, 2015.  

Photo Credit: Ducks Unlimited Canada, 2010.  
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Why are southern Ontario’s wetlands disappearing? 

Activities responsible for wetland loss 
(2000– 2010)  

Area of 
loss (km2) 

Percent of 
total loss 

Agriculture (cultivated fields, orchards, nurseries, vineyards, hay 
and pasture land and agricultural buildings) 

26.8 43 

Development and infrastructure 15.0 24 
 Built-up area (impervious surfaces) 12.5 20 
 Built-up area (pervious surfaces)  1.4 2 
 Transportation infrastructure 1.1 2 
Undifferentiated (includes variety of additional agricultural and 
development and infrastructure activities) 

11.5 19  

Peat and topsoil extraction  4.6 7 
Aggregate extraction  3.6 6 
Stormwater management, clearing vegetation for swimming, and 
soil removal  

0.2 <1 

Photo Credit: Andrew McLachlan, Ducks 
Unlimited Canada.  

Photo credit: OMAFRA. 

Source: MNRF data. 
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Ontario’s Wetland Conservation Strategy  
• The Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Forestry released a new Wetland 
Conservation Strategy in July 2017  

• The strategy contains two important 
targets:  
• By 2025, halt the net loss of wetland area and 

function where wetland loss has been greatest; 
and 

• By 2030, achieve a net gain of wetland area and 
function where wetland loss has been greatest.  
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Source: MNRF 
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The strategy still leaves major gaps 
• Allows for ongoing loss of wetlands for the next seven years 
• Missing concrete actions for achieving targets  
• Emphasis on wetland offsetting to achieve net gain 

 
Recommended next steps:  
1) Overhaul Ontario’s Wetland Evaluation System 
2) Strengthen wetland protections 
3) Empower conservation authorities to effectively regulate wetlands  
4) Encourage wetland stewardship on private land  
5) Develop strict criteria for wetland offsetting 

 
 

 

 

Identifying the gaps and moving forward 
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1. Overhaul Ontario’s 
Wetland Evaluation 
System 
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Clearing the first hurdle: identifying significant wetlands 
The government’s basic premise for wetland protection in southern 
Ontario is fundamentally flawed 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Photo Credit: Douglas Wilhelm 
Harder, (CC-BY SA-3.0). 

• Wetlands need to be evaluated and identified as “provincially 
significant” before the land use planning system grants official 
provincial protections 
 

• The evaluation process is often long and resource intensive 
• Wetlands are left vulnerable in the interim  
• Only 51% of wetland area evaluated to date in southern Ontario 
• 90% of this evaluated area identified as Provincially Significant 

Wetlands (PSWs) 
 The government should formally identify all wetlands 

in southern Ontario as PSWs until proven otherwise 
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2. Strengthen wetland 
protections 
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Strengthening wetland protections  
• The Provincial Policy Statement provides baseline protections for 

wetlands in southern Ontario  
• But there are still major gaps, even for “significant” wetlands 

 
 
 

• Key protections apply only to PSWs 
and significant costal wetlands 

• Narrow definition of “development”   
• De facto exemption for agricultural 

activities 
• Nothing in policy 2.1 is intended to limit the 

ability of agricultural uses to continue  
 

• Risky caveats allow for development 
and site alternation adjacent to PSWs  

 Photo credit: Bob Hilscher. Used with permission.  
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3. Empower conservation 
authorities to effectively 
regulate wetlands  
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Barriers for conservation authorities 
Conservation authorities can prohibit or 
regulate activities capable of “changing 
or interfering in any way with a wetland” 
…. but they are limited by: 
 • lack of provincial direction  

• missing or problematic definitions 
of “interference” and “wetland”  

• insufficient resources  
• 11th hour involvement 

Triangle Marsh 

St. Luke’s Marsh  

St. Luke’s Marsh is a PSW adjacent to an internationally 
important wetland, but it is currently vulnerable to 
agricultural drainage  
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Strengthening conservation authorities 
The consequence: 
inconsistencies, uncertainty 
and even reluctance to enforce 
regulations 
 
A key solution:  
Empower conservation 
authorities and ensure they are 
involved in the early stages of 
relevant planning decisions 
 

 

Photo Credit: Janet Baine, (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0). 
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4. Encourage wetland 
stewardship on private 
land  
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Encouraging wetland stewardship on private land 
• Need better incentives for wetland conservation and restoration 
• Conservation Land Tax Incentive Program (CLTIP) gives landowners a 

100% property tax break on PSWs in exchange for leaving them intact  
• Enrollment has stagnated at ~ 40%  

• Simplify and reframe CLTIP  
• Make all wetlands eligible for a 

rebate through CLTIP  
• Increase awareness about wetland 

ecosystem services for farmers and 
other landowners  
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5. Develop strict criteria 
for wetland offsetting 
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Wetland offsetting: necessary to some extent  
• Currently no consistent approach 
• Helps to show true social and environmental costs 
• Successful projects contribute to net gain of wetland area and function 
• Ideal opportunity to support restoration projects 

Photo credits: Toronto and Region Conservation Authority. Used with permission. 
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Wetland offsetting: a last resort 

Offsetting should be 
further limited in areas 
with high historic loss 

• PSWs, costal wetlands and 
unevaluated wetlands should be off-
limits 

• Some wetland features simply are not 
replaceable (e.g., bogs and fens) 

 

 

3. Recommended criteria    
• Require high offset ratios 

• Ensure key wetland functions are 
replicated 

• Account for uncertainty and time 
lags 

• Confirm project locations are as 
close as possible to wetlands lost 

• Design offsets to last in perpetuity  

• Subject to long-term monitoring 
and maintenance   

 

2. Mitigation hierarchy 
  

1. Eligibility  

Andrew Hoffman, (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0). 

  
Photo credit: Tim Moore.   
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Protecting what we have left  
1. Identify all unevaluated wetlands as significant until proven otherwise  
2. Strengthen protections in the Provincial Policy Statement 
3. Empower conservation authorities to effectively regulate all activities 

in all wetlands 
4. Encourage wetland stewardship on private land  
5. Ensure wetland offsetting is truly a last resort  

 
 

Photo credit: Scott Wootton. Used with permission. 

 

Photo Credit: John Oyston, North American 
Native Plant Society.  
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Conclusion: We need to re-prioritize  
• The government’s wetland 

strategy is focused too 
heavily on offsetting  

• We need to make clear 
commitments to protect our 
remaining wetlands 

• Confront the current threats 
to wetlands and make 
meaningful changes to 
prevent them  
 Photo credit: Ian Adams. Used with permission.  
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