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Purpose
The Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition’s
environmental policy mapping project seeks to
identify how well protected the Lake Simcoe
watershed’s important natural features are by
analyzing the strength of the natural heritage
policies applied to the features across the
watershed landscape. This has been done in order
to inform the Province’s 2019 statutory review of
the Lake Simcoe Protection Plan.

 

Context
The province of Ontario will initiate a ten year
statutory review of the Lake Simcoe Protection
Plan in 2019. This project has identified the need,
and makes recommendations, for increased
protections for the Lake Simcoe Watershed in
order to provide long-term sustainability of this
precious resource. 
 
Building on the Lake Simcoe Environmental
Management Strategy (1990), the Lake Simcoe
Protection Act was passed in 2008 following a
campaign led by the Rescue Lake Simcoe
Coalition, Environmental Defence, and Ontario
Nature, with the support of the Ladies of the Lake,
and upwards of 35 local groups. 

The passage of the Act, which received
unanimous, all-party support in the Ontario
Legislature, required the preparation of the Lake
Simcoe Protection Plan (LSPP) which was
enacted in June, 2009.
 
Together with the Act, they represent the best
watershed-based legislative/policy framework in
Canada. They are used as a model by
conservationists and policy-makers seeking
stronger environmental policies to reduce
phosphorus loading to water bodies and to
protect water and watersheds.
 
However, our research has shown that
phosphorus levels in Lake Simcoe have remained
the same since the Lake Simcoe Protection Act
was passed, despite $50 million of government
investment and that phosphorus loadings from
new urban and infrastructure development is
cancelling out remediation efforts. Simply
accepting that phosphorus loadings from new
development will continue to occur is not a
sustainable approach. We cannot afford to
continually and permanently degrade Lake
Simcoe – both as a water resource and as an
economic generator.
 
Protecting natural heritage both limits
development and reduces water quality
impairments. It is a simple solution with multiple
benefits.
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HOW WELL-PROTECTED
IS OUR WATERSHED?

Lake Simcoe
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Despite approximately $50 million invested in
Lake Simcoe from provincial and federal
sources from 2007 – 2018, and the LSPP,
average phosphorus loads have remained
stable over the past 15 years studied; [1]
There is a relationship between high levels of
forest and wetland cover and good water
quality; [2] 

Executive Summary
In 2019 the Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition (RLSC)
worked with cartographers from the University of
Guelph to analyze the strength of the provincial
and municipal environmental policies applied to
the Lake Simcoe watershed landscape. We
categorized the policies into three groups based
on how strongly they inhibit land use changes:
Best Policy Protection, Moderate Policy
Protection, and Not Protected by Environmental
Policy. These categories were tagged to the
various natural features to which they apply, and
the results mapped. Our full map legend shows
how the natural heritage features (and the
policies that protect them) fit into our categories.
See page 13. 
 

Methods and policy analysis are available at
bit.ly/greenlandsreport
 

Key targets and research findings
The RLSC’s 2019 “Protect Our Plan” campaign
highlights two Lake Simcoe Protection Plan
(LSPP) targets in its priorities for the statutory
review of the LSPP: 
1. Bringing down phosphorus loads to the lake.
2. Protecting natural cover.
 

Target 1. The LSPP policies and its associated

Phosphorus Reduction Strategy aim to bring

phosphorus loads down from approximately 85

tonnes per year, to 44 tonnes per year by 2045.
 

What we found: 

There is a relationship between high water
flow volumes (resulting from high levels of
precipitation) and high phosphorus loads;[3]
increasing natural cover and using more green
infrastructure would mitigate the impacts of
high flows and reduce phosphorus going into
the lake, and would increase the watershed’s
resilience to climate change.

The “map of environmental policy protections”
on page 11 shows us that 62% of the
watershed’s land is subject to natural heritage
policies that generally limit land use changes.
That is a great start. But the protections are
not permanent, they are applied inconsistently
across the watershed, and the perpetuation of
the strongest policies is at the whim of the
provincial government;
There is an opportunity to better protect more
of the natural cover we have today and achieve
the targets of the LSPP;
Land Trusts play an important role in
delivering permanent protection to significant
natural features, and should be supported in
their efforts aimed at achieving the targets of
the LSPP;
Only 28 percent of the watershed consists of
patches large enough (25 hectares plus) to
constitute “high quality natural vegetative
cover” which is comprised of woodlands,
wetlands, and other rare vegetative
communities like alvars and prairie grasslands;

 

Target 2. Achieve a minimum 40 percent high

quality natural vegetative cover in the

watershed.
 

What we found:

1. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Phosphorus
Loads Update, 2012/13 – 2014/15, (2017).
2. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority. Watershed
Report Card (2018).
3. Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, Minister’s
Five Year Report on Lake Simcoe, (2015). p. 22.
 

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


The same analysis identified that only half of
the watershed’s “high quality natural cover” is
subject to the Best Policy Protection by strong
provincial policies such as those protecting
Areas of Natural Scientific Interest or
Provincially Significant Wetlands; 
21 percent of the Lake Simcoe watershed is
protected by strong policies that protect
natural features of high ecological value today,
but there are exceptions to protection, for
aggregate and infrastructure for instance; we
should not assume they will be completely or
permanently protected; 

Conclusion
The LSPP lacks adequate enforceable policies to
ensure the achievement of the two important
science-based targets above. They will not be
achieved without strong policies, investments,
and a measurable implementation plan. That is
what the RLSC hopes to see remedied in the 2019
review of the LSPP. 
 
The Lake Simcoe watershed could be a model for
sustainable development. Simply accepting that
phosphorus loadings from development will
occur and “should” be offset is not a sustainable
approach without demonstrating that such
offsetting is actually working. 

41 percent of the Lake Simcoe watershed
currently has policies that protect natural
features of lower ecological value (or have not
been evaluated and determined to be more
significant). The policies applied to these
features are weak and often overturned;
The Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry
released “Technical Definitions and Criteria for
Identifying Key Natural Heritage Features and
Key Hydrologic Features for the Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan” in 2015, which should inform
municipal identification and protection of
natural features. The fact that this document is
no longer available online is a serious problem
for transparency, and for achieving the full
implementation of the natural heritage policies
of the LSPP; 
Note that the percentages above do not add up
to 100% because there is overlap between the
categories. Ie. Significant woodlands are
included in high quality natural vegetative
cover and under our category, Best Policy
Protection.

The review of the LSPP gives us an opportunity to
adopt and implement future-proof policies,
policies that protect what matters for the long
term, while simultaneously  supporting sustainable
tourism, healthy lifestyles and addressing climate
change impacts and high real estate values.
Ultimately, permanently protecting our natural
heritage will pay off. 
 
Ontario must commit to doing this now before it’s
too late.
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Amend the LSPP to require the establishment
of natural cover targets in each subwatershed
by 2020.
Amend the LSPP to state that Low Impact
Development should be a mandatory
requirement for all new or re-development in
the watershed.
Amend the LSPP to state that phosphorus
offsetting should be required of all new
development or re-development in the
watershed.
Amend the LSPP to include staging policies to
require that development needs to be phased
based on demonstrated results from the
monitoring program required under the LSPP.
LSPP guidance should be augmented by
requiring LSPP decision-makers to have regard
to the ecological diversity and function that
undeveloped land will provide in the future.

Due to the significance of patch size, it is of
utmost importance to protect and maintain the
25 hectare plus patches mapped as High
Quality Natural Cover using a three pronged
approach:

Identify and ground truth the quality of the
natural features;
Put them in Official Plans (maps, definitions,
and supportive lower-tier zoning);
Support non-policy initiatives and land trusts
that protect features within the 25 hectare
patches that do not meet the criteria for
protection.

The Province should review Official Plans to
confirm whether the natural features mapped
by the Province are in fact protected by Official
Plans;
All levels of government should cooperate on
mapping and evaluation of any unevaluated
natural cover, including wetlands.

Recommendations
Lake Simcoe Protection Plan

Recommendations 

 

Lake Simcoe Protection Plan

Implementation Recommendations 

 

The Ministry of Natural Resources and the
LSRCA along with municipalities need to map
all known forest patches, then categorize by the
4 hectare (south) and 10 hectare (north)
thresholds of the province’s “Technical
Definitions and Criteria for Identifying Key
Natural Heritage Features and Key Hydrologic
Features for the Lake Simcoe Protection Plan”.
Any woodlands below these thresholds should
then be recommended for evaluation to see if
they meet the density/crown cover metrics of
the technical guide.
The Province work with municipalities and the
LSRCA to develop a multi-year implementation
and restoration strategy to achieve the 40%
high quality natural cover target and set
subwatershed targets.
The Province should continue to fund scientific
research that examines the structure and
composition of the high quality natural cover
parcels, and the presence of rare or endangered
species, and their habitats, by the end of 2020.
We encourage all of the municipalities in the
Lake Simcoe watershed to adopt the Lake
Simcoe Region Conservation Authority’s Natural
Heritage System and Strategy. If the NHS’s
recommended remediation and tree planting
work were completed, then up to 60% of the
Lake Simcoe watershed would be in some form
of natural cover. 
Municipalities should be encouraged to enact
interim control bylaw to protect the mapped
High Quality Natural Cover parcels of  25
hectare plus from rezoning or land use changes
until the research is complete. 
The Province must move past lip service to First
Nations by providing meaningful opportunities
for First Nations’ to identify priority lands for
protection through a Traditional Ecological
Knowledge assessment of the Lake Simcoe
watershed.
The Province needs to work with municipalities
to ensure they map the Growth Plan Natural
Heritage System and incorporate the associated
policies into their official plans within the
identified time-frame. Once implemented, they
will offer the best protection yet for natural
heritage features and in particular for the
linkage features between the features.

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


Why are we concerned?
Lake Simcoe’s ecosystem is in a precarious position,
and that means the area’s $420 million per year
sustainable outdoor recreation and tourism sector,
[4] and its jobs, are at risk too. The main
environmental problems facing the lake are:
phosphorus pollution, climate change,
development and intensive paving/hardening of
lands and the subsequent loss of forests and
wetlands, urban stormwater run-off, road salt, and
invasive species. 
 

Phosphorus and fish 

The nutrient phosphorus is naturally occurring, and
although is not toxic in and of itself, too much is a
bad thing. Excess phosphorus reaches the
watershed’s streams and the lake, and causes
excessive algae and aquatic weed growth which,
upon decomposition, ultimately triggers low
oxygen levels in the water. 
 
The Lake Simcoe science community uses the Lake
Trout as an indicator species for lake health,
meaning it is used to infer habitat conditions. For
instance, the science behind the LSPP uses the
Lake Trout’s dissolved oxygen needs to determine
the lake’s phosphorus load target. Efforts to
improve the lake’s health are helping, as our
indicator species indicates; the Lake Trout is
showing signs of recovery [5] as phosphorus loads
have come down since the 1980s and dissolved
oxygen levels have come up.[6] 
 
But phosphorus loads have not gone down in
recent years; the Lake Simcoe Region Conservation
Authority’s Phosphorus Update states, "While
annual variations are apparent, the recent five-year
average phosphorus load is consistent with the
average of the last decade (2005/06- 2014/15; 85.8
tonnes) despite an increase in the urban area of the
watershed.”[7]
 
Efforts to bring down phosphorus loads appear to
be just cancelling out the increased load from new
development, urban and suburban areas.
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RLSC graphic. Information source: Ministry of the
Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake Simcoe
Phosphorus Reduction Strategy, 2010.

4. Green Analytics and LSRCA. Valuing Natural Capital in the
Lake Simcoe Watershed, (2017).
5. Young, Joelle, and Hamdi Jarjanzi, 2014,  Lake Simcoe
Monitoring Report, (Biomonitoring Section, Environmental
Monitoring and Reporting Branch, Ministry of the
Environment, Conservation and Parks 2014), p. 98.
6. Ibid.
7. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Phosphorus
Loads Update, 2012/13 – 2014/15,(2017).

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


Development Impacts

Development can affect the environment in two
main ways: loss of natural lands or farmlands, and
water quality impacts.  Across Simcoe County
and the Lake Simcoe watershed, forests and
wetlands are being lost, largely to development
and changing land uses on farms.[8] [9] 
 

Development impacts on water quality stem
from the loss of natural features and their
pollution-filtering functions, increases in
hardened impervious areas,  leading to run-off,
phosphorus loading associated with construction
and polluted stormwater run-off, urban
development, and major infrastructure (eg.
highways). Phosphorus from development
activity is the only growing source of phosphorus
entering the lake. Ontario’s Lake Simcoe
Phosphorus Reduction Strategy says: 
 

“Under the Plan all new developments are
required to have enhanced stormwater
management controls in place, subject to limited
exceptions. Accounting for these controls,
analysis indicates the phosphorus load from
these new developments would be 15.3 T/yr.
Additional analysis indicates that combining
“Enhanced” stormwater management controls
with Low Impact Development (LID) practices
would reduce the phosphorus load from new
development to 9.2 T/yr.
 

While the Strategy and the Plan strongly
encourage that effective measures are taken to
mitigate and reduce phosphorus contributions
from new development wherever possible,
significant phosphorus loadings from
development will occur and should be offset in
some way.”[10]
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The Lake Simcoe Phosphorus Offset Program [11]
(LSPOP) goes some way to meeting this need by
charging developers for the phosphorus loads
coming from their developments, and spending
the money on projects that restore water quality
nearby. The Lake Simcoe Region Conservation
Authority deserves credit for their leadership in
advancing, and gaining support for, Phosphorus
offsetting, Low Impact Development and
stormwater management policies and programs.
But the LSPOP is not a panacea. It is heavily
bureaucratic, and it not guaranteed to succeed in
the long run. LSPOP does not apply to all new
development, and it assumes that in some cases
the offset will be administered in perpetuity,
which is highly optimistic.
 

The Low Impact Development programs which
have been established in the Lake Simcoe
watershed as a result of the Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan are cutting edge in Ontario. We
should not presuppose the outcomes, however,
before we have evidence that these programs
and techniques are working to protect water
quality. Careful monitoring and adaptive
management must guide development decisions
in the watershed, so that ultimately the lake’s
health is protected.

8. Nottawasaga Valley Conservation Authority, Watershed
health checks, 2002 - 2008, (2013).
9. Urbanization and low residential densities are the main
causes for 138,000 acres of farmland going out of production
between 2001 and 2011 in the outer ring of the Greater Golden
Horseshoe (which includes the Lake Simcoe area). Tomalty,
Ray, Farmland at Risk: How better land use planning can
help ensure a healthy future for agriculture in the Greater
Golden Horseshoe, (2015).
10. Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake
Simcoe Phosphorus Reduction Strategy, (Toronto: MECP,
2010), p. 30.
11. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Phosphorus
Offsetting Policy, (2017).
 

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
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Climate Change and Lake Simcoe

The lake’s water is now staying warm longer at the
end of summer, which affects freeze up. The lake
is staying in its spring / summer state for a month
longer than it did in the 1980s, so the length of
time the ice covers the lake is shorter than it used
to be. And in the Lake Simcoe watershed, annual
air temperatures have already increased 1.6°C
from 1980 to 2012.[12] Data suggests that over the
next 40 years there will be an average mean
temperature increase of 2.5 to 3°C and an increase
in annual levels of precipitation in the order of 10%.
[13] The changes described stress the lake’s
delicate ecosystem and its wild inhabitants, and
put Lake Simcoe’s significant ice fishing industry
on thin ice. 
 
While we may not solve climate change, we must
take steps to mitigate and adapt to a changing
climate. Increased forest cover may help mitigate
the effect of urban heat islands in communities
around the lake, while forests, and in particular,
wetlands, can help slow and cool urban run-off
and run-off from major precipitation events and
reduce the financial costs of floods by up to 38
percent.[14]
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Lake Simcoe is the most extensively studied lake
in Canada. We do not need more research; we
need to use the adaptive management and
precautionary principles that guide the Lake
Simcoe Protection Plan. Governments must
protect the forests and wetlands that improve
water quality, and embrace the benefits of
sustainable land use planning and techniques.
The science-based Lake Simcoe Protection Plan
shows us how we ought to build and operate in
order to protect water quality and the
watershed’s ecosystem. Nothing less will do and
the recommendations contained herein are
designed to help fulfill this imperative.

12. Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake
Simcoe Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, (2017).
13. Environment Canada, How Much Habitat Is Enough? Third
Edition, (Toronto, Ontario: Environment Canada, 2013).
Referencing the Expert Panel on Climate Change for Ontario
2009.
14. Moudrak, N., Hutter, A.M.; Feltmate, B. When the Big
Storms Hit: The Role of Wetlands to Limit Urban and Rural
Flood Damage (Prepared for Ontario’s Ministry of Natural
Resources and Forestry. Intact Centre on Climate Adaptation,
University of Waterloo, 2017).
15. Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake
Simcoe Protection Plan (2009), p. 5.
 

We can change this

At the moment there is no substantial evidence
that Lake Simcoe’s overall health is improving,
though some indicators are promising. The status
quo is hurting Ontario’s water quality, reducing
farmland and natural cover, and limiting our
options for a sustainable future. 
 
Due to the recognition of Lake Simcoe’s water
quality problems, the LSPP requires low impact
development, phosphorus offsetting from most
new development and better stormwater
management. However, combined with the other
factors stressing the lake, we have no assurance
that these improvements will be enough to bring
phosphorus levels down and improve water
quality.

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
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Natural heritage preservation, including green
infrastructure, supports sustainable tourism, fish
and wildlife, quality of life, human health,  a
sustainable economy, and provides free ecological
services. A definition of Natural Heritage Systems is
on page 16.
 

Ecosystem Services and Climate Change

There are at least 17 ecosystem services provided by
natural systems. Some of these include climate
regulation, water regulation, erosion control and
sediment retention, carbon sequestration, and heat
island effect mitigation.[16] The ecosystem services
provided by the natural systems in the Lake
Simcoe watershed are valued at $922.7 million. [17]
With the impacts of climate change already upon
us, it is more important now more than ever to
prioritize the health of the watershed to mitigate
the occurrence of flooding, heat events and
excessive nutrients, contaminants, and pathogens
in Lake Simcoe. Losing natural heritage area to
development increases the amount of
impermeable land, exacerbating run-off which
contributes to phosphorus loads. Just as protecting
Ontario’s Green Belt is a necessary part of climate
change mitigation,[18] so is achieving the 40% High
Quality Natural Cover target of the Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan.
 

Sustainable Tourism and Recreation 

People around Lake Simcoe love nature. We are the
ones trying to protect the incredible nature that we
have today. And that should matter to local
government and businesses, because it’s worth a
lot of money. Outdoor recreation in the Lake
Simcoe watershed is estimated to generate $420
million per year.[19]  A 2015 tourism study indicated
that 65% of visitors to Simcoe County visited for
outdoor recreation; visiting friends and relatives;
fishing; and going to the cottage. All four visitor
groups had a high interest in sustainability of the
region. Naturally, a healthy and robust environment
is an essential component of sustainable tourism,
and is part of the area’s attraction today. We would
be shooting ourselves in the foot financially, as well
as environmentally, if we let the quality and
quantity of natural heritage degrade.
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Why are Natural Heritage
Systems Important?
 

Human Health Benefits of Green Space

While the connection between green space and
health may feel intuitive to some, a growing body of
international research shows a strong connection
between healthy ecosystems and healthy and high-
functioning local populations, which supports
productivity.
 
Exposure to natural areas supports mental and
physical well-being and provides a respite from
urban pressures.[20] Spending at least 120 minutes a
week in nature is associated with good health and
well being.[21] Another study found that residential
green reduced the risk of mortality independently
from other environmental exposures.[22] Residential
green includes all sources of greenness in the
neighbourhood, including parks, trees, open green
space and other vegetation. 
 

The claims about the mental and physical health
benefits of green space are backed up by the dollar
value we place on homes.  Home owners benefit
from the proximity of greenspace. Being adjacent to
naturalistic parks increases home value by 9-20%
compared to homes not close to nature.[23] Indeed,
access to Lake Simcoe and an outdoorsy lifestyle are
two of the top four reasons people move to the
Barrie area, according to a 2018 Barrie District
Association of Realtors member survey.[24] 
Ultimately, maintaining our green space is good for
everyone.

16. Costanza, R., de Groot, R., Braat, L., Kubiszewski, I., Fioramonti, L.,
Sutton, P., . . . Grasso, M. Twenty years of ecosystem services: How far
have we come and how far do we still need to go? (Ecosystem
Services, 28-Part A, 2017) p. 1-16.
17. Green Analytics and LSRCA. Valuing Natural Capital in the Lake
Simcoe Watershed, (2017).
18. The David Suzuki Foundation. Carbon in the Bank: Ontario's
Greenbelt and its Role Mitigating Climate Change, (2012).
19. Green Analytics and LSRCA, (2017).
20. For more see www.ecohealthontario.ca.
21. White, M. P., Alcock, I., Grellier, J., Wheeler, B. W., Hartig, T., Warber,
S. L., … Fleming, L. E.. Spending at least 120 minutes a week in nature
is associated with good health and wellbeing. (Scientific Reports, 9(1),
2019), p. 7730.
22. Vienneau, D., de Hoogh, K., Faeh, D., Kaufmann, M., Wunderli, J. M.,
Röösli, M., & SNC Study Group. More than clean air and tranquillity:
Residential green is independently associated with decreasing
mortality, (Environment International, 108, 2017), p. 176–184.
23. Wolf, K.L. Community Economics - A Literature Review. In: Green
Cities: Good Health, (2010). College of the Environment, University of
Washington.
24. Barrie District Association of Realtors, BDAR Member Survey
Results, (2018).
 

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


Notes

Lake Simcoe and water bodies are not included in the above calculations.
What is measured is the total land cover of the Lake Simcoe watershed. 
 
There is overlap between some of the categories, which explains why they
do not add up to 100%.

Ecological Targets and Existing Conditions
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25. High Quality Natural Cover includes woodlands, wetlands and other
rare vegetative communities.
26. Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan, (2009).
27. Correspondence with MoECP staff, 2019.
28. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Natural Heritage System
and Restoration Strategy, (2018), p. 24-25.
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid.
31. bid.
32. Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition and University of Guelph, Environmental
Policy Mapping in the Lake Simcoe watershed: Protecting Natural Cover
to Save Lake Simcoe, (2019).
33. Ibid.
 

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


Results and Discussion:
Environmental Policy mapping in the Lake Simcoe watershed

Commentary

The “map of environmental policy protections” on the following page shows us that 62%
of the watershed’s land is subject to natural heritage policies. That is a great start. 
 
21% of the watershed is in the “Best Policy Protection” category, meaning it is generally
protected by strong provincial policies. We would like to see this number go up by
making sure that the features that should be protected in this category are identified,
mapped, and protected in municipal Official Plans. 
 
Although 41% of the watershed is in the “Moderate Policy Protection” category, it is
subject to death by a thousand cuts. This is because protections are weak and not
permanent, and particularly in northern, rural and well forested parts of the watershed,
permissions are often granted to alter the land use, cut down trees to build on the
property, or subdivide properties.
 
The ecological value of the lands that are in this study’s “Moderate Policy Protection”
category  is less than those in the “Best Policy Protection” category, for various reasons.
For instance, cropland gone fallow is often comprised of young trees and lower average
ecological diversity. In some cases, land has simply not been studied in the depth
required to know if it possesses the characteristics of natural features that are protected
by robust provincial policies. Policy protection on such a piece of property would be low.
But just because it’s a young forest does not mean it’s worthless. It could be a vital link
between two significant forests. This could be remedied to some degree by the
municipal adoption of new Growth Plan policies that protected linkages between
protected features.
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Lake Simcoe Watershed

 Map of Environmental Policy Protections
August 2019

Map produced by Assim Sayed Mohammed and Kirby Calvert, 
Department of Geography, Environment and Geomatics, University of Guelph. 
On behalf of the Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition.

LEGEND 

Levels of Environmental

Policy Protection

(Fully defined on page 13.)



Traditional Knowledge: 

What  is its importance?
 

Since contact, Indigenous peoples in North America
and all over the world have been forced to fight for
their right to practice their traditions, embrace their
culture, and carry out their responsibility to protect

Mother Earth. Many land use activities have had
detrimental effects on the land and waters that
sustain us and are being felt by all. Although we

cannot change what has happened in the past, we
have the opportunity to move forward in a good way. 

 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge, Traditional
Knowledge and/or Indigenous Knowledge is a

connection that Indigenous people have to the land
that surrounds them, including all of the biodiversity
contained within.  It is a recognition and a knowing

that all that exists on Mother Earth is not only
significant but also interconnected, and that respect,
relationship, reciprocity, and responsibility must be

practiced in order to maintain the health of the
landscapes that sustain us.  

 

Borne from long periods of personal interaction,
observation, and exploration with and on the land
that is passed down from generation to generation,

Traditional Knowledge meaningfully contributes to the
continued existence of all plants, animals, lands, and
waters.  It informs preservation of biodiversity and

guides restoration, rehabilitation, and recovery
activities of Mother Earth in a way that Western

knowledge cannot, and has since the beginning of
time.  

 
It is more important than ever that the teachings and
knowledge of the Indigenous peoples remain relevant
in contemporary times as they hold powerful insights
into how human beings can and should interact with

the land in a way that promotes environmental
sustainability.    

 

This is a co-learning journey and it is time for
Indigenous and non-Indigenous to come together to

ensure that we are protecting enough of what sustains
us for our future generations.   

 

Kerry Ann Charles, Cambium Aboriginal

Proportion of total land area in
each ‘level of protection’.

(See legend on opposite page)
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Areas which may be protected by lower tier
municipalities that are not mapped;
Habitats of sensitive species;
Lands that are protected by individual land
owners' conservation agreements;
Traditional Ecological Knowledge is not
included in land analyses.

About this map:
The calculations do not include water bodies. 
This map is based on best-available data
collected from multiple sources, including
Land Information Ontario, the Lake Simcoe
Region Conservation Authority, the County of
Simcoe, Region of Durham, City of Kawartha
Lakes, and York Region. Still, there may be data
gaps which result in some areas not being
represented here.
 
What's missing?

For the full policy analysis upon which this study is
based, see land use spreadsheets at

bit.ly/greenlandsreport.

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
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Legend: Lake Simcoe Watershed Map
of Environmental Policy Protections

For the  methodology and the full policy analysis upon which this study is based, 
see bit.ly/greenlandsreport.

Note
The names and definitions of the levels of protection in this report differ from those used in the Simcoe County
report the RLSC released in the summer of 2019, based on feedback we received from our readers. But the features
and associated policies included in the 3 levels did not change, and the methodology did not change. The results of
the two reports can be compared.

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport


“Achieve a greater proportion of natural
vegetative cover in large high quality patches”
“Achieve a minimum 40 percent high quality
natural vegetative cover in the watershed” [34]

Background

There are two targets in the Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan’s Shorelines and Natural Heritage
Chapter that are key to the long-term ecological
health of the watershed:  

 
The province defined “high quality natural cover"
(HQNC) and committed to studying and
monitoring natural cover changes (LSPP policy
6.50 – M), but the LSPP is silent on protecting high
quality natural cover. 
 
It has been ten years since the Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan came into force, and we now have
an opportunity to strengthen the policies of the
Plan that need it. So, how are we doing, and what
should be changed in the LSPP to achieve these
targets?

High Quality Natural  Cover
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34. Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, Lake Simcoe
Protection Plan,(2009).
35. Lake Simcoe and water bodies are removed from the
calculation.
36. Lake Simcoe Watershed Natural Vegetation Cover Monitoring
Program, (2016).

How Well Protected is the High Quality Natural Cover?

Percent Area of High Quality Natural Cover 

by Environmental Policy Protection Level

What do we have? 

High quality natural cover makes up 28% of the

watershed’s land.

High quality natural cover is comprised of
woodlands, wetlands and other rare vegetative
cover communities such as alvars and prairie
grasslands. One of the criteria for HQNC is patch
size; the Province mapped patches of natural
cover 25 hectares or larger using
orthophotography , and found that high quality
natural cover makes up 28% of the watershed’s
land. [35] Ground truthing of these preliminary
results occurred between 2011 and 2017, but the
scientific research [36] has not been completed. 
 
Ontario’s map of HQNC is available at
https://rescuelakesimcoe.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/HighQualityNaturalCover
_Final.pdf

BEST POLICY PROTECTION: 

 
 

These features are subject
to policies that prevent or

tightly restrict
development or other land

cover change on them.
Permitted activities include

aggregate extraction,
infrastructure

development, and
stewardship related work.

MODERATE POLICY PROTECTION

 
 

These features are subject to
policies that allow some site

alterations or land cover change,
having met criteria and

conditions. Permitted activities
include aggregate extraction,

infrastructure development, and
stewardship related work.

Development and site alteration
may be allowed, having met

criteria and conditions.

The full legend explains which natural features are in which categories, and is on page 13 of this report.
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Identify and ground truth the quality of the
natural features;
Put them in Official Plans (maps, definitions,
and lower tier zoning);
Support non-policy initiatives and land trusts
that protect features within the 25 hectare
patches that do not meet the criteria for
protection.

Commentary

Achieving a higher level of policy protection on
more lands in the Lake Simcoe watershed relies on
the identification and mapping of features that
could be protected by policy. In 2015 the Ministry
of Natural Resources released “Technical
Definitions and Criteria for Identifying Key Natural
Heritage Features and Key Hydrologic Features for
the Lake Simcoe Protection Plan”[37] which
provides details for determining if a feature
qualifies as a “woodland”, a “wetland” etc. There
are different criteria for those areas within the
Greenbelt and Oak Ridges Moraine policy areas,
and for northern sections of the Lake Simcoe
watershed. 
 
The province updated the mapping of the features
that make up the high quality natural cover in 2011.
But we need to know if those features are mapped
in municipal Official Plans, and whether there are
other features that fit the criteria which have not
yet been evaluated, mapped and protected in
Official Plans.
 
Due to the high ecological significance of patch
size, it is of utmost importance to protect and
maintain these 25 hectare plus patches mapped
as High Quality Natural Cover using a three
pronged approach:
 

1.

2.

3.

37. Ministry of Natural Resources, Technical Definitions and
Criteria for Identifying Key Natural Heritage Features and Key
Hydrologic Features for the Lake Simcoe Protection Plan,
(2015). 



Natural  Heritage Systems:  
provincial and municipal roles
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38. Ministry of Municipal Affairs, A Place to. Grow: Growth
Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, (2019)
39. Ibid.
40. Ibid.
41. Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition planners charette,
October 2019. Conversation with planners.

Role of the province in Natural Heritage 

Systems planning

Ontario’s Growth Plan now contains very strong
policies for protecting natural heritage within the
Greater Golden Horseshoe, including the Lake
Simcoe watershed, and in particular for
protecting the linkage areas between patches of
protected natural heritage (see sidebar). These
policies are to be implemented through revisions
to Official Plans by 2022 in upper-tier
municipalities (Regions and Counties), and lower-
tiers municipalities (Towns, Cities, Villages, etc.)
within a year of the upper-tier Official Plans
taking effect.  The definition of Natural Heritage
System (NHS) (defined below) and related
policies are in the Growth Plan for the Greater
Golden Horseshoe, 2019.[38] 

What is a Natural Heritage System?

A system made up of natural heritage
features and areas, and linkages intended
to provide connectivity (at the regional or
site level) and support natural processes
which are necessary to maintain
biological and geological diversity, natural
functions, viable populations of
indigenous species, and ecosystems. The
system can include key natural heritage
features, key hydrologic features, federal
and provincial parks and conservation
reserves, other natural heritage features
and areas, lands that have been restored
or have the potential to be restored to a
natural state, associated areas that
support hydrologic functions, and
working landscapes that enable
ecological functions to continue.[39]

Ontario’s 2019 Growth Plan for
the Greater Golden Horseshoe
 

4.2.2.3 Within the Natural Heritage
System: 
 

a) new development or site alteration
will demonstrate that:

i. there are no negative impacts on
key natural heritage features or
key hydrologic features or their
functions;
ii. connectivity along the system
and between key natural heritage
features and key hydrologic
features located within 240 metres
of each other will be maintained or,
where possible, enhanced for the
movement of native plants and
animals across the landscape; [40]

Ontario's Greenbelt Policies

The advantage of the Greenbelt in the context of
today’s provincial Natural Heritage System and
the Lake Simcoe Protection Act and Plan is the
containment of settlement boundaries, which
helps protect farmland, in particular. This
parameter requires that municipalities plan for
more efficient land use and denser communities,
which result in smaller development footprint
and lower infrastructure costs. 
 
The Greenbelt and Oak Ridges Moraine
Conservation Plans are the precedents for the
Lake Simcoe Protection Plan’s Natural Heritage
policies and the associated technical manual for
identifying natural heritage features. The
implementation of these policies is considered to
be responsible for higher contributions to Natural
Heritage feature identification in the maps of
municipalities within those policy areas.[41]
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Lake Simcoe Watershed

 Map of Natural Heritage Systems

August 2019

Map produced by Assim Sayed Mohammed and Kirby Calvert, 
Department of Geography, Environment and Geomatics, University of Guelph. 
On behalf of the Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition.

LEGEND



Role of upper and lower tier municipalities in

Natural Heritage Systems planning:

The bright green in the southern portion of this map shows
the effect of York Region identifying, mapping, and adding
features to the NHS. While we recognize that Regions have
an easier time than Counties in leading efforts like these
due to their powers and decision-making structures, it is
worth examining why York Region stands out. 
 

The York Region Forest Management Plan 2016 establishes
both overall canopy and urban canopy targets and goals,
and links the benefits of forests to health, climate change
mitigation and adaptation, flood mitigation, and
recreational opportunities. York Region supports the
development of local municipal urban forest management
plans, and ensures that their policies and bylaws “support
the protection and enhancement of canopy cover and
woodland cover.”[42] Further, York Region’s Official Plan
contains the detailed description of natural heritage feature
types that correspond with the land use plans that apply
(ORMCP, Greenbelt), which makes it easier for all involved
to identify, protect, and map these features. The leadership
and support of upper tier municipalities allows their lower
tier municipalities to help build a more robust NHS. 
 

Our map shows what a difference it makes, when upper
and lower tier municipalities can add to the province’s NHS
by identifying and mapping natural heritage features. We
note, however, that other regions may have identified
features for protection but not mapped them. This could
explain the difference between York and the other upper
tier municipalities. 
 

Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority’s

Natural Heritage System and Strategy 

The LSRCA’s 2018 NHS [43] provides an excellent solution for
municipalities seeking to better protect natural heritage.
The Conservation Authority has done extensive research
and identified key linkages and areas for restoration that
would add significant ecological value to the Natural
Heritage Systems in place today in the watershed. Their
2007 NHS and Strategy was adopted into Official Plans
(OPs) in Simcoe County, City of Barrie, Town of Innisfil, and
the Town of East Gwillimbury.

Areas which may be protected by
lower tier municipalities that are not
mapped;
Habitats of sensitive species;
Lands that are protected by individual
land owners' conservation
agreements;
Traditional Ecological Knowledge is
not included in land analyses.

About this map:
This map was created with data on NHS
elements from provincial and municipal
agencies where data were available.  Still,
there may be data gaps which result in
some areas not being represented here.
 
What's missing?

For the full policy analysis upon which this study is
based, see land use spreadsheets at

bit.ly/greenlandsreport.

42. York Region, York Region Forest Management Plan, (2016).
43. Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Natural Heritage System
and Restoration Strategy, (2018), p. 24-25.

18

http://bit.ly/greenlandsreport
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Land owners, land speculators, and developers
take a long view, and many aim to increase the
value of their lands by changing their land’s
zoning over time. They do this through Official
Plan consultations and by appealing to amend
the Official Plan (ie. expanding settlement areas,
reducing environmental protection or removing
agriculture designations) in order to be able to
develop, or to sell their land with development
potential. 
 
If a landowner wants to develop their property,
they hire environmental consultants to identify
the significant ecological features on the site,
and/or to prove that the land use change
proposed will not affect the ecological function of
the site, through an Environmental Impact Study
(EIS). Municipal planners review the proposal and
EIS and provide recommendations to the
municipal Council.

How are lands removed from Environmental  Protect ion?

 If the land is in the Conservation Authority’s
regulated area, the proposal needs the approval
of the Conservation Authority. If the municipality
is deferring to the Conservation Authority for their
opinion because environmental lands are
affected, the Conservation Authority’s comments
may or may not be accepted  by the municipal
staff and/or Council. 
 
If a landowner does not like the decision of
Council in respect to an Official Plan amendment,
zoning amendment or if Council takes too long to
respond to a request, the developer can challenge
the decision, or non-decision by initiating
proceedings against the municipality, Region or
County by appealing the decision to the Local
Planning Appeals Tribunal.
 
We argue that this is economically and
administratively inefficient for all involved and
that a more transparent and pro-active system
that identifies, maps and protects the Natural
Heritage System, not just the most ecologically
important features, would reduce red tape all
around.

https://www.simcoe.ca/Forestry/Documents/2017%20Annual%20Report.pdf
https://www.simcoe.ca/Forestry/Documents/2017%20Annual%20Report.pdf


Oak Ridges Moraine Land Trust (1531.5 acres)
Couchiching Conservancy (4406 acres)
Nature Conservancy of Canada (3586 acres) 
Huronia Land Conservancy

Protect ion Beyond Pol icy:  
Conservation Easements and
Agreements
 

Landowners wanting to protect environmental or
farm features on their lands forever can do so
through a Land Trust. Land Trusts are charitable
organizations committed to permanent protection
of lands with ecological, scenic, historical,
agricultural and recreational values. Land Trusts
can put protections for natural or cultural heritage
features on the title of a property. They accept
donations of land and they accept donations of
money to buy land to protect for ever.
 
These Land Trusts operate in the Lake Simcoe
watershed: 
 

 
(Total acres in the Lake Simcoe watershed: 840,158.)
 

See the Ontario Land Trust Alliance website for
information about local land trusts.[44]
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44. https://olta.ca/land-trust-members/
 



The Rescue Lake Simcoe Coalition is a lake-
wide member-based organization, representing
25 groups in the Lake Simcoe watershed, that

provides leadership and inspires people to take
action to protect Lake Simcoe.
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