
Connecting Planning and 

Ecology



Good morning!

I’m going to be speaking with you 

about a topic that I am passionate 

about – that is making ecology 

connect to planning in a meaningful 

way.

I have been very lucky to have a 

career of over 30 years in both 

ecology and planning – and to travel 

and see nature and our impacts on it 
in many places.

Good ecology is essential to 

protecting natural heritage – and good 

ecology requires an understanding of 
planning to be most effective.



Effective natural heritage planning 

relies on accurate ecological 

information and recommendations that 

meaningfully translate to planning 

decisions.



Natural heritage planning takes place broadly at two levels in              

land use planning:

1. Background studies that support planning documents such as Official 

Plans, Secondary Plans, Watershed Plans, etc..

These can be characterized as proactive.

and

2. Environmental impact studies and natural heritage assessments 

prepared at time of development proposals or for the purpose of 

environmental assessments.

These can be characterized as reactive.



However…..

These studies must provide recommendations directly 

linked to land use planning to be effective.

The best ecological information is not of value if it can’t be 

“translated” into practical and achievable recommendations 

that shape important planning decisions and approvals.



To make sure your findings and recommendations are 

implemented well , the findings, conclusions and 

recommendations of an ecological report must:

- Relate directly to the planning instruments involved 

in the decision making process;

- Have capacity to be a legal enforceable requirement

relative to the application being dealt with;

- Respond to the nature of the application and the 

opportunities it presents;

- Be practical and achievable;

Lets look at each of these aspects briefly.



Relate directly to the planning instrument 

involved in the decision making process. 

Know what planning decisions will be made 

based on your advice.

e.g. 

Are you dealing with an Official Plan 

Amendment or a Site Plan Approval? 

The opportunities for implementation will 

differ dramatically and your 

recommendations should take this into 

account.  



Have capacity to be a legal enforceable 

requirement relative to the application 

being dealt with.

If your recommendations aren’t grounded in 

legal requirements they can be rejected by the 

approval authority, or the decision can be 

challenged.

e.g.

You can’t apply conditions to an OPA but you 

can set policy within the OPA – for example, to 

require certain studies .



Respond to the nature of the application and the opportunities 

it presents

e.g.

The opportunities in making recommendations on a quarry 

application are very different than a subdivision application.

A subdivision is a permanent land use change – follow up 

monitoring may assist in future decision and perhaps limited 

mitigation depending on how the subdivision agreement is 

structured.

A quarry is a temporary use – it can make permanent changes –

however use of an adaptive management plan allows for potentiall

significant changes to the proposal  and to proposed mitigation as it 

unfolds.



Be practical and achievable.

Whether we like it or not, the decision making process is 

political – elected representatives ultimately make the 

decisions, not staff.

The decision makers may 

not have your expertise/passion 

and they also have to weigh-off 

your recommendations against 

other socio-economic 

considerations.



Practical and achievable recommendations are going to have more 

traction.

Part of being practical and achievable is explaining matters to your 

audience at an appropriate technical level – don’t be afraid to simplify 

to get the point across - also try to emphasize the positive benefits for 

all parties.



Objectives Based Planning

Versus Rules Based Planning



Look at larger context!

Can achieve more than one 

planning objective!

Following the rules achieves a 

narrow outcome.  Achieving 

objectives achieves multiple 

outcomes.



In the next part of the presentation we are going to explore 

the opportunities for effective integration of ecology into 

planning decisions based on the planning instrument(s) 

you are dealing with.

But first, any questions?



Official Plans and Official Plan Amendments



What is an Official Plan?

• Sets the vision for the community.

• Establishes all the policies that govern the municipal 

planning decisions.

• ***All public expenditures and by-laws 

must conform (Section 24).***

• Must be reviewed first after 10 years 

then every 5 years.



• May be amended by municipality or by 

private applications (2 year limitation 

after initial approval).

• While this is the municipal planning 

document and vision, it is shaped by 

Provincial policies and plans as well as 

upper tier official plans where there are 

two tier planning systems (“consistent 

with” “conformity”).



• Developed and amended 

through 

public process.

• Open to a level of 

interpretation and some 

inherent flexibility.

• Appeal rights.



Official Plan – Opportunities Available for Ecology 

to Influence Planning

The opportunities depend on what is involved.

Is this a municipally initiated Comprehensive Plan 

Update or Secondary Plan? 

or 

Is this a private application for an Official Plan 

Amendment?



Comprehensive Official Plan 

Update/Secondary Plan - Opportunities 

Available for Ecology to Influence 

Planning

The opportunities to integrate ecology are 

comprehensive and proactive.

This is the fundamental stage of protecting 

natural heritage in the municipal land use 

planning process.  The ability to to 

effectively manage natural heritage through 

the planning process depends on what 

happens here.

The opportunities include…..



Identifying and mapping the natural heritage system.

• Map both features and systems.

• Think about a single designation approach or a 

layered/tiered designation approach – e.g. woodlands –

provincially significant/locally significant.



Think about how the designations can be interpreted.  What are 

the “rules” for interpretation.

Think about how to deal with errors in mapping – how will they be 

corrected, will policy apply to a feature regardless of mapping 

errors?



Developing goals and objectives 

for the land use management of 

the natural heritage system.

• Establishes your vision for the 

management of the system and 

the purpose of including it in the 

official plan.

• What do you want to achieve? 

Protection, enhancement, 

rehabilitation?



• Goals and objectives 

can include municipal 

actions as well as the 

land use planning 

aspects. 

• Keep in mind Section 

24 of the Planning Act.

• Municipal management     

activities, public works 

projects, land 

acquisition must 

conform.



Establishing policy.

Set out policy for:

• Municipal management of the natural heritage system – municipal 

vision, intentions, approach;

• Permitted uses within the natural heritage system – include permitted 

uses as per tiered policy where utilized;



Set out policy for:

• Development application review -are 

OPAs or ZBAs required? 

• Official plan amendment application 

requirements – what are the study 

requirements, what input process is 

required?

• Environmental impact studies or natural 

heritage assessments – expected 

content, terms of reference, guidelines 

etc.



Set out policy for:

• Municipal and acquisition/disposition – will the 

municipality acquire lands – if so, how  - will; the 

municipality consider disposing of lands with 

natural heritage features – e.g. road allowances.

• Public involvement 

– input, management, 

citizen science.



Some important tools that you can use 

in developing your recommendations:



To access copies of some of this material:
https://krystawynnatureblog.com/2017/04/19/2017-natural-heritage-planning-workshops/

https://krystawynnatureblog.com/2017/04/19/2017-natural-heritage-planning-workshops/


Ecological Compensation

If you want to incorporate compensation into your natural 

heritage system management “tool kit” you should lay the 

foundation in your OP policies.

However compensation is a controversial tool that, while it 

can offer significant benefits, must be manage carefully.



Opportunities:

• Economic: engages developers, provides funding for 

conservation work, provides competitive advantage , 

facilitates growth and development.

• Environmental: possibility of 

net gain, adaptability and 

resiliency particularly in 

face of climate change.



Challenges/Risks:

Economic: dependency, inequity, 

misappropriation, funding “shell-

game”.

Environmental: unexpected losses or 

uncertain gains, time lags, 

measuring and assessing success, 

unexpected consequences and 

longer term impacts, inability to 

properly factor in climate change 

impacts. 



Key Principles

1. Mitigation hierarchy

2. Net gain vs. no net loss

3. Limits to offsetting

4. Establishing equivalence

5. Duration of offsets

6. Location 

7. Conservation banking

8. Fully covering the costs of 

offsets

9. Engagement

10.Transparency



Official Plan Amendments - Opportunities Available for 

Ecology to Influence Planning

The opportunity to influence this decision ecologically is a 

two-staged process.



Stage 1

Should it be approved or not?   This is the fundamental question.

If not:

• Be absolutely clear about why not.

• Make sure you relate your recommendations back very directly to the 

PPS and relevant provincial plan policies.



• Demonstrate how approval would not be consistent/would 

not conform.

• Think about the possibility/opportunity of making 

recommendations regarding alternatives.



Stage 2

If the answer is yes the OPA should 

be approved, then:

• Be clear about permitted uses 

that are appropriate.

• Set out any special policy

that may be needed –

example a requirement 

for specific studies or 

monitoring requirements.



• Be clear in the extent and 

nature of the alteration to the 

designation and specific as to 

any interpretation of 

designations being 

established. 

• If you want the lines to be 

definitive make sure 

wording is there to 

counteract inherent 

flexibility and interpretation  

clauses in the OP.



• Remember that OPAs are not 

temporary – they establish a 

long-lasting land use 

permission.

• If the actual land use change 

may not be immediately 

forthcoming, establish policies 

that require updates to 

information  or require 

a full review 

• recommendations may 

change over time – e.g. 30 

year old OP permission for 

subdivision.



QUESTIONS



Zoning By-laws, Zoning By-law Amendment 

and Minor Variances



What is a Comprehensive Zoning By-

law?

• Effectively local legislation.

• Implements the Official Plan policies.

• Establishes zones and provisions 

specific to zones as well as general 

provisions.

• Provisions can include set backs.

• Can be amended by municipality or 

private applications (same 2 year 

limitation).



• Developed and amended 

through a public process.

• Wording is precise and 

critical.

• Minimal interpretation –

guided by documents itself –

fairly rigid.

• Appeal rights.



Opportunities for Available for Ecology 

to Influence Planning

Again, it depends on if you are preparing a new comprehensive 

zoning by-law or if you are preparing or dealing with a zoning by-

law amendment.



Comprehensive Zoning By-law -

Opportunities for Available for 

Ecology to Influence Planning

Mapping

• Done through Schedules.

• Mapping should be as accurate as 

possible and justifiable.

• Use of overlays – think about 

interaction between zones. 

• Should have clear interpretation 

provision regarding boundaries.



Establishing Permitted uses:

• Establish appropriate permitted 

uses.

• If have tiered environmental 

zones, have uses particular to 

those zones.

• Uses should conform to your 

OP.



• Ideally differentiate 

between: 

a) Natural hazards and 

natural heritage.

b) Open space versus 

environmentally 

protected.



Establishing Provisions 

• The zone specific provisions are usually limited where 

no development is permitted. 

• Don’t want to be restrictive with regard to minimum 

frontage, minimum area, etc.



• In general provisions can 

establish setback 

provisions for certain 

features.

• Minimum vegetation 

protection zones difficult to 

deal with in zoning as 

zoning does not control 

site alteration or 

vegetation removal.



Establishing Definitions

• Be very clear with definitions 

of terms used.

• Can’t just think about the 

definition – you need to look 

at how the definitions apply 

within the by-law and how it 

interacts with provisions and 

other definitions.



• Provisions and definitions interrelate and conflicts 

may arise e.g. setback may relate to the defined term 

for buildings, but perhaps you also want to capture 

structures which are separately defined.



Zoning By-law Amendment -Opportunities for Available for 

Ecology to Influence Planning

• Be precise re boundaries, permitted uses and any provisions 

which may be needed.

• Are there exceptions needed –notwithstanding clauses for 

definitions, provisions, permitted uses, etc.



• A notwithstanding clause basically means 

“despite what anything else says (or what 

specific sections say) in this by-law the 

following actually applies”.

• This can be very useful to avoid the 

complexities of the inter-relationships 

amongst definitions and wording of the 

by-laws. 

• Can avoid this all by stating: 

“notwithstanding any other requirement in 

this by-law on the lands zoned…..….”



What is a Minor Variance?

• Essentially a minor exception to the by-law.

• Must meet planning tests to be a minor variance – not just numerical.

• In specific circumstances they allow an exception – usually 

to the provisions -

from the established 

requirements of 

zoning.



• Larger changes need an amendment rather than a variance.

• Subject to a public process and a hearing, but generally 

faster than an amendment.

• Usually go to CofA as opposed to Council.



Minor Variance - Opportunities for Available for Ecology 

to Influence Planning

• First step involves a 

decision whether 

appropriate or not.

• Can be very specific as to 

what variance is granted 

and for what.

• If appropriate, can 

establish conditions which 

must be met for the 

variance to be permitted 

and apply.



• Conditions should be 

clear and achievable by 

the applicant.

• Can including things like 

a development/grading 

plan.



Community Planning Permit By-laws



What is a Community Planning Permit By-law?

• Essentially combines zoning, minor variance 

and site plans into a single process.

• Must have an OP that allows for utilization –

establish policy framework.

• Similar to zoning as it allows for 

establishment of zones, permitted uses and 

provisions/development standards.



However it also:

• Results in the issuance of 

permits for development.

• Allows for establishing how 

much variance to a provisions or 

development standard can be 

approved by staff or Council.

• Establishes classes of land use 

that can allowed subject to 

certain conditions.



• Establish classes of 

development or uses that 

are exempt from permit 

requirements.

• Adoption of by-law subject 

to appeal, but once in place 

only applicant can appeal a 

decision or non-decision.



CPPS - Opportunities for Available for Ecology 

to Influence Planning

• Combines the opportunities provided for by zoning, minor variance 

and site plan control all in one process – allows for integration. 

• “Development” includes site alteration and vegetation removal –

therefore this planning tool allows the municipality to deal with 

grading and vegetation removal/preservation.



• Rather than piecemealing different 

components in different 

applications, this can be more 

direct and clear.

• Example: along waterfront can 

control specified width of shoreline 

buffer, amount and type of 

development within shoreline 

buffer, studies that may be 

required, and conditions that must 

be met including vegetation 

retention and even restoration.



Site Plan Control



What is Site Plan Control?

• Does not dictate the land use - this is done in the OP and ZB.

• Controls how the site is developed and requires that it be 

maintained as shown in the site plan – changes require 

amendments



• Can be registered on title.

• Can require development 

agreements and securities.

• However, some limitations 

set out in the Planning Act.



What does the Planning Act provide for?

1. Subject to the provisions of subsections (8) and (9), 
widenings of highways that abut on the land.

2. Subject to the Public Transportation and Highway 
Improvement Act, facilities to provide access to and from 

the land such as access ramps and curbings and traffic 
direction signs.

3. Off-street vehicular loading and parking facilit ies, either 
covered or uncovered, access driveways, including 

driveways for emergency vehicles, and the surfacing of 
such areas and driveways.

4. Walkways and walkway ramps, including the surfacing 
thereof, and all other means of pedestrian access.

4.1 Facilit ies designed to have regard for accessibility for 

persons with disabilit ies.

5. Facilit ies for the lighting, including floodlighting, of the land 

or of any buildings or structures thereon.

6. Walls, fences, hedges, trees, shrubs or other groundcover 
or facilit ies for the landscaping of the lands or the protection 
of adjoining lands.

7. Vaults, central storage and collection areas and other 

facilit ies and enclosures for the storage of garbage and 
other waste material.

8. Easements conveyed to the municipality for the 
construction, maintenance or improvement of 

watercourses, ditches, land drainage works, sanitary 
sewage facilit ies and other public utilit ies of the municipality 
or local board thereof on the land.

9. Grading or alteration in elevation or contour of the land 

and provision for the disposal of storm, surface and waste 
water from the land and from any buildings or structures 
thereon;



Site Planning - Opportunities for Available for 

Ecology to Influence Planning

• Can specify setbacks and extent 

of permitted development.

• As part of landscaping can deal with 

avoidance of introduction of invasive 

species.

• Can specify use of certain species –

e.g. naturally occurring species or  

related cultivars.



• As part of landscaping can 

specify areas to left in, 

rehabilitated to  and managed 

as natural cover.

• Grading.

• Stormwater management and 

LID.

• Dark-sky compliant lighting.



• Bird friendly building design – exterior of building.

• Waste control to deal with wildlife – e.g. manage bear 

problems.



• Are subject to development agreements.

• Can provide for securities to ensure 

development occurs as approved.

• Can specify guarantee/warranty periods 

re release of securities.

• Can be registered on title and provide for 

long-term maintenance responsibilities.



• Can provide for post-development monitoring and 

limited mitigation/remediation depending on 

circumstances.



QUESTIONS



Subdivisions/Condominiums and Consents



What is a Plan of Subdivision/Condominium?

• Controls division of 

lands/property and provides for 

free-hold tenure.

• Ensure land is suitable for 

proposed use.

• Must conform to official plan and 

zoning.

• A staged process with first stage 

being draft approval.



• Draft approval is conditional.

• Municipality and other agencies can 

establish conditions that must be met 

prior to final approval.

• Conditions can also establish 

requirements for clearance letters from 

agencies prior to final approval.

• A subdivision agreement is entered into 

as part of the final approval process.  

This agreement is registered on title.



• Can require securities, guarantees/warranties, warning 

clauses or restrictions on title.

• Lots are registered 

and can be 

transferred on final 

approval although 

lot sales can 

occur following 

draft approval.



Subdivisions/Condominiums - Opportunities for Available 

for Ecology to Influence Planning

• Establish lotting, blocks, road pattern – avoidance, minimize 

stream crossing and division of natural areas – maintain 

corridors – don’t create “sinks”.

• Establish parkland and trails.

• Grading, stormwater management, LID and innovative 

techniques to incorporate ecological considerations.

• Street trees and landscaping – avoid invasive species, require 

natural species or related cultivars – consider pollen 

production of various species – predominance of male trees.



• Naturalization of stormwater ponds 

and open space.

• Consider fencing where and what 

type for storm water areas and 

open space.

• Can incorporate warning clauses 

or restrictions as part of 

registration on title.

• Can incorporate innovative 

components through agreement –

signage, public education 

materials related to ecological 

features etc.



Consents



What is a Consent?

• Usually land division consisting of creation of one or two lots.

• Can also consist of technical consents to alter lot boundaries and 

other land transfer including long-term leases.

• Many of the same considerations of subdivision planning go into 

approval of a consent but at a scoped scale.



• Usually approved by CofA following a 

public process and hearing.

• Just as with a subdivision the decision

is draft or provisional and subject to

conditions.

• Consent can not be finalized or 

registered until conditions are met. 



Consent - Opportunities for Available for 

Ecology to Influence Planning

• Similar to a plan of subdivision.

• Appropriateness of lots to be 

created.

• Can establish conditions which 

must be met – but conditions 

must be achievable.

• Can require a development 

agreement and can require 

matters to be registered on title 

– however again scoped to 

nature/scale of application.



QUESTIONS



ARA LICENCES



What are ARA Licences?

• Pits or quarries on private land. Operation 

on crown land requires a permit as opposed 

to a licence.

• Class A licence if more than 20,000 tonnes 

of aggregate is removed annually.

• Class B licence if 20,000 tonnes or less of 

aggregate is removed annually.



• Involves approval of a site plan – site 

plans show existing features, how the 

site is to be operated and how site is to 

be rehabilitated.

• Requires a variety of studies.

• Must operate pit or quarry in accordance 

with site plan, conditions on licence –

changes will come into affect re 

applications to amend below the water 

table.

• Not subject to municipal site plan 

approval and subject to zoning to a 

limited extent



ARA Licenses - Opportunities for

Available for Ecology to Influence 

Planning

• Establishment of licensed area 

– however sometimes beneficial 

to include natural heritage 

features.

• License conditions.

• Site plan notes – requirements 

set out on site plan – can be 

very detailed



• In establishing notes on site plan 

consider both operations and 

rehabilitation.

• Operational notes can be extensive –

can require mitigation measures, 

monitoring and education, adaptive 

management approach.

• Monitoring requirements can be on-site 

and off-site.



• Rehabilitation notes – progressive rehabilitation, habitat 

creation, monitoring.

• An ideal opportunity for compensation as can tie release of 

phases to monitoring of compensation performance.



Non-Planning Act Agreements



Non-Planning Act Agreements – What are They?

• Can enter into a consolidated 

agreement (blended with a 

Planning Act Agreement or an 

independent agreement).

• Offer a very wide range of 

flexibility in what can be dealt with 

and negotiated.

• However, depends upon 

cooperation of the other party as 

the ability to use is permissive but 

not compelling – you can’t force 

the other party to enter an 

agreement



Opportunities for Available for Ecology to Influence Planning

Because of their complete 

flexibility there are a wide range of 

opportunities to have a direct 

impact.

Example

½ cent per tonne tree planting

½ cent per tonne environmental land 

acquisition

-access to experts and scientists for 

school tours

- payment of bussing costs for school 

tours



We have looked at each of the planning instruments separately,  but 

they often are dealt with an integrated fashion, particularly when it 

comes to dealing with a development approval.



Integration

In many cases you will be dealing with a 

proposal that involves one or more 

applications/approval process

To ensure effective application of 

ecological information you should 

establish a set of coordinated and 

comprehensive recommendations and 

then clearly set out the requirements 

applicable to each approval.



• Ideally each recommendation will make reference to the 

planning application it is intended to apply to.

• In some cases 

the requirement 

or wording may 

alter for each 

application and 

over the 

progress of the 

development.  



• Example – management of 

riparian area in a proposed plan 

of subdivision.

• At OPA stage establish policy to 

require a habitat management 

plan for riparian area.  Lay out 

objectives and goals.  Establish 

acceptable uses.

• At zoning zoning stage 

establish appropriate zone 

boundaries and permitted uses 

consistent with management 

plan.



• At draft subdivision stage create block, consider layout of plan and 

remedial measures needed to maintain function of riparian area 

subject to management plan.  Establish clearance requirements.

• At final approval ensure management plan requirements are 

integrated into subdivision agreement, securities are established and 

warranty/guarantee periods established.



Consultation and 

Engagement

The Indigenous Perspective





The five case studies explored the issues, 

opportunities, potential benefits and challenges of 

biodiversity offsetting from an indigenous 

perspective.



Potential Benefits:

1. Habitat improvements - participation by First Nations consistently 

ensured better outcomes for biodiversity.

2. Revenue – can provide much needed revenue for biodiversity 

initiatives.

3. Restored sites increase opportunity for maintenance of traditional 

practices such as hunting and gathering.



4. Restoration provides increased 

opportunity for education and spiritual 

connectivity.

5. Builds capacity for cultural 

restoration.

6. Provides enhanced awareness and 

understanding among governments, 

development proponents, on-

indigenous organizations and the 

public - integration of cultural protocols 

in negotiations and proceedings, 

outreach, exhibits, media attention, site 

visits etc.



Challenges:

1. Lack of indigenous representation in decision making process.

2. Lack of community experience – emerging science and little 

information exists about First Nations’ experiences and models.

3. Un-level playing field. Capacity and resources. Inflexible 

timelines and procedures.  Inadequate consultation. 



4. Cultural barriers. No allowance 

for consensus building approach so 

critical to First Nations decision 

making. Empathy and spiritual 

connectivity not provided for in the 

process. Absence of working 

respectfully across cultures.

5. Insufficient government 

standards – setting the bar too low.  

Developers reluctant to move from 

low standard set by government 

and lack of recognition that First 

Nations are not obligated by those 

standards.



Duty to consult;

• Must be consistent with free, prior and informed 

consent (UNDRIP);

• Is fundamental and obligatory;

• Should not require the assertion of rights;

• Must be proactive, early and frequent;

• Must be meaningful and genuine;

• Must be respectful;

• Must recognize, and provide, capacity;

• Must not be constrained by aggressive timelines, 

demands etc.;

• Must allow for empathy, and consideration of spiritual 

interests;

• Ideally builds relationships;

• Should be embraced individually and organizationally;

• Establish trusted and workable protocols;



Additional opportunities to enrich natural heritage 

planning:

• Incorporation of Traditional Knowledge to 

inform restoration;

• To utilize the cross-cultural capacity of two-

eyed seeing – shared history, knowledge and 

experience valued equally;

• Capacity building – enhance resources and 

capacity in the community.

• Youth engagement and participation.



QUESTIONS

THANK YOU !

mwynia@skeltonbrumwell.ca


