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By Email: Nathaniel.Aguda@ontario.ca  
 
Dear Sirs: 
 
Re: ERO-013-4208, Preserving and Protecting our Environment for Future Generations:  A 

Made-in-Ontario Environment Plan 
 
The Ontario Rivers Alliance (ORA) is a Not-for-Profit grassroots organization acting as a voice 
for several stewardships, organizations, private and First Nation citizens who have come 
together to protect, conserve and restore healthy river ecosystems. 
 
ORA is grateful for this opportunity to comment on ERO-013-4208, “A Made-in-Ontario 
Environment Plan” (Plan).  ORA applauds this government’s promise to be held accountable 
with stronger enforcement and tougher penalties and providing investment dollars to help the 
private sector invest in developing clean solutions.  Underlining represents ORA emphasis. 
 
Strong Environmental and Public Safety Policy and Legislation: 
 
It is difficult to place any trust in the promises of this Plan when this government’s recent actions 
are reflecting something very different. Key policy and legislation were recently proposed in Bills 
57 and 66 that would remove the position of the Environmental Commissioner of Ontario, 
bypass the Clean Water Act and several other important Acts, repeal the Toxic Reduction Act, 
and streamline the Endangered Species Act to support its “Open for Business” mandate.  How 
is the government doing its part to “help our urban and rural communities and landscapes 
become more sustainable and resilient” when at the same time key legislation is being repealed, 
streamlined or bypassed?  Not the least of which, the environment’s key watchdog, the 
Environmental Commissioner for Ontario, has been given her walking papers.  Being “Open-for-
Business” and having a safe and healthy environment must go hand in hand if the government’s 
intention is to instill trust and confidence. 
 
ORA questions the proposed Plan when it says it “will ensure that polluters are held 
accountable with stronger enforcement and tougher penalties for breaking environmental laws.”  
Complying with environmental laws becomes considerably easier when key environmental laws 
have been weakened or worse yet, repealed.  It’s important that this government’s actions and 
words are congruent with strong environmental and public safety policies and legislation. 
 

http://ontarioriversalliance.ca/
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We applaud this government’s pledge to “improve municipal wastewater and stormwater 
management and work with municipalities to increase reporting to protect the public and our 
lakes and rivers.”  It is important to mention that in 2014 the City of Sudbury was the second 
City in Ontario to implement a “Sewer Bypass Alert” to inform the public in real-time when a 
sewage bypass occurs. The Alert has been very successful in the region, and we encourage the 
Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks (MECP) to consider it as another potential 
model for the rest of the province to follow. 
 
ORA is pleased that there are several river clean-up and recovery measures addressed in this 
Plan, including the Wabagoon River mercury clean-up, the Canada-Ontario Great Lakes 
Agreement, Ontario’s Great Lakes Strategy, Lake Simcoe Protection Plan and the Muskoka 
Watershed Conservation and Management Initiative, and we encourage the government to 
follow through with sufficient funding to ensure these projects are fully implemented and 
supported.  However, it is far more cost-effective and environmentally prudent to protect public 
safety and prevent pollution and other negative impacts to our freshwater than to attempt to 
clean it up after the fact.  The best way to do this is through strong, reliable and effective policy 
and legislation. 
 
Resiliency to Climate Change: 
 
A provincial climate change impact assessment is an excellent idea; however, it needs to do 
more than identify and create adaptation strategies. The Plan needs to go much further to 
ensure key measures are undertaken to mitigate and prevent the impacts of climate change.  
Preventing and/or implementing measures, such as green infrastructure and wetland protection, 
are some of the best ways to minimize climate impacts and are essential to protecting the 
environment and communities.  In the long-run it is the most cost-effective strategy to ensure 
resiliency in the face of climate change. 
 
Our rapidly changing climate is a compelling reason to increase the resilience of our freshwater 
systems for the protection and safety of our communities.  It is important to mitigate and adapt 
to the extremes of climate change as Paul Beckwith, who works on climatology in the 
Department of Geography at the University of Ottawa said, "We’re getting a lot more extreme 
weather events around the planet, whether that be torrential rains leading to flooding, or really 
hot and dry temperatures leading to drought.  These extreme weather events are much more 
severe, much more intense, they last longer, they’re happening more frequently, and they’re 
happening in areas where they didn’t happen before.”1 
 
This being said, ORA wishes to emphasize the vital importance of following through on the 
wetland strategy as set out in “A Wetland Conservation Strategy for Ontario, 2017-2030”.   
Wetlands help mitigate some of the effects of climate change by reducing flooding and erosion 
during periods of high water and extreme rains.  Wetlands filter pollutants and sediment, store 
and cycle nutrients and organic material from the land into the aquatic food web and buffer the 
effects of flooding and erosion.  Wetlands also provide important habitat for a multitude of 
wildlife species, including a migratory habitat for waterfowl, and breeding/spawning and nursery 
habitats for a number of aquatic species.2 
 

                                                 
1 National Observer, 8 May 2017, Here are the climate science benchmarks of the Quebec floods. 
2 Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry. 2017. A Wetland Conservation Strategy for Ontario 2017-2030.  
Queen’s Printer for Ontario. Toronto, ON. 52 pp. 

http://www.nationalobserver.com/2017/05/08/news/here-are-climate-science-benchmarks-quebec-floods


  
   
            Page | 3  

     28 January 2019

     

“A World of Healthy River Ecosystems” 

 

This Plan requires specific actions and strategies to maintain and restore ecosystem resiliency, 
such as wetland protections, mitigations and restoration, and green infrastructure. The Plan 
should include the importance of following through on this important wetland strategy to 
significantly improve Ontario community’s resilience to climate change. 
 
Dam Removal: 
 
It would be prudent to look to the United States (US) where the attitude towards dams has 
changed, where old and obsolete dams are being removed at a rapid pace.  In 2017 alone, 86 
dams were removed, and a total of 1,492 dams had been removed across the US.3   
 
Dam removal brings a variety of benefits to local communities, including restoring river health 
and clean water, revitalizing fish and wildlife, improving public safety and recreation, and 
enhancing local economies.  This is happening now, because there is a growing awareness that 
our future is reliant on the life and health of our rivers.   
 
Dams are vulnerable to extreme weather, they deteriorate over time, require costly maintenance 
and repairs, significantly increase the risk to public safety and are becoming enormous liabilities 
to dam owners. 
 
Additionally, "climate will interact with overexploitation, dams and diversions, habitat destruction, 
non-native species and pollution to destroy native freshwater fisheries."4  "Climate warming will 
adversely affect water quality and water quantity, as well as the magnitude and timing of river 
flows, lake levels and water renewal times." 5   
 
Drought conditions can place additional stress on riverine ecosystems, while more extreme 
rainfall will heighten the risk of dam failure and the rapid release of high volumes of water.  
The increasing intensity of rain and melt events are already challenging manmade infrastructure 
like never before – and the magnitude of these impacts is only expected to increase.   
 
For instance, during an extreme rain event and flood in southern Ontario in June of 2017, the 
Gorrie Dam, on the North Maitland River, failed when 175 mm of rain fell in just 7 hours, placing 
more than 150 property owners at risk and resulting in an estimated $11-million in damages in 
the Town of Harriston. This event also washed out the Melville Dam on the Credit River.  The 
more than 100 year old Howson Dam on the North Maitland River in the Town of Wingham was 
also at full capacity, and was described to be “shuddering” during the height of the flood when 
locals were trying to remove the stop logs. This severe rain event broke previous records by 
approximately 40% and was the second highest flow on the North Maitland River in the 48 years 
of record. Fortunately, no one was killed in this flood; however, it could have been much worse, 
such as the October of 2015 flood in South Carolina when 18 dams were breached, resulting in 
16 deaths.6  
 
Encouraging the removal of old and unsafe dams and weirs and the naturalization of riverine 
ecosystems would be a strong action towards ensuring adjacent communities are more resilient 

                                                 
3 American Rivers – Dam Good Year for Dam Removal in 2017. 
4 Schindler, D.W., 2001. The cumulative effects of climate warming and other human stresses on Canadian 
freshwaters in the new Millennium. Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences. 58: 18-29. 
5 Schindler, D.W., 2001. The cumulative effects of climate warming and other human stresses on Canadian 
freshwaters in the new millennium. Canadian Journal of Fisheries and Aquatic Sciences. 58: 18-29. 
6 18 Dams Breached and Death Toll Rises in S.C. Flooding 

https://www.americanrivers.org/2018/02/dam-removal-in-2017/
http://www.nrcresearchpress.com/doi/abs/10.1139/f00-179#.Vpv2pTYjkVQ
http://www.nrcresearchpress.com/doi/abs/10.1139/f00-179#.Vpv2pTYjkVQ
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2015/10/06/446352304/s-c-flooding-18-dams-breached-and-death-toll-rises
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to climate change, and most importantly, it would demonstrate that protecting public safety is 
this government’s top priority.   
 
Green Infrastructure: 
 
Green bonds are a great idea; however, green infrastructure should be required in all new 
developments, rather than just encouraged.  “Green infrastructure means natural and human-
made elements that provide ecological and hydrological functions and processes (e.g., natural 
heritage features and systems, vegetation and landscaping, street trees and other urban forest 
elements, green roofs, etc.). Green infrastructure helps manage stormwater, decrease energy 
use and increase carbon storage in vegetation. Green infrastructure also plays a role in 
improving air and water quality, preserving biodiversity and the health of pollinators and 
reducing flood impacts. Conservation and creation of wetlands are alternatives to traditional 
infrastructure that will help to build resilience to the effects of climate change and improve 
wetland functions and ecosystem services on the landscape.”1 
 
Maximizing the use of green infrastructure, i.e., preserving urban forests and woodlots, using 
green roofs, porous pavement, tree pits, swales, gardens, turf and wetlands will reduce runoff 
and improve water quality.  Tree and shrub planting along river corridors and extended buffer 
zones along shorelines should also be integrated into stormwater management to help filter 
pollutants, provide flood attenuation and soil stabilization.  Green infrastructure is an effective 
tool for mitigating the negative effects that development can have on water quality, natural 
heritage and ecosystem health.  These and other measures will help clean and cool water 
before it enters river systems and help protect riverine habitat and vital natural resources. 
 
ORA is also pleased to see the Plan makes a commitment to “reducing salt entering waterways 
to protect our aquatic ecosystems”.  However, we also encourage this government to explore 
salt alternatives and encourage their use. 
 
Conclusion: 
 
In closing, ORA is confident that Ontario can be a model to the world in demonstrating that 
strong environmental protection and an “Open-for-Business” philosophy can and must go hand-
in-hand.   
 
Accordingly, ORA recommends the Plan include strong action to: 
 

1. Require green infrastructure alternatives in all new planning and development projects to 
help build climate resilience and improve ecosystem services. 

2. Require wetland protection and mitigation in all new planning and development projects. 
3. Develop best management practices for activities in proximity to wetlands. 
4. Recognize and integrate the economic ecosystem services value provided by wetlands 

and green infrastructure into the decision-making process. 
5. Enhance expertise and guidance for restoring wetlands. 
6. Encourage removal of old and unsafe dams and the naturalization of riverine 

ecosystems. 
7. Uphold the strength and integrity of Ontario’s Great Lakes Strategy. 
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ORA also wishes to express our strong support for the submissions of Jack Imhoff, Director of 
Conservation Ecology, Trout Unlimited Canada; and the Ontario Clean Economy Alliance, by 
Sarah Buchanan, Clean Economy Alliance Coordinator. 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment!   
 
Respectfully, 
 

 
 
Linda Heron 
Chair, Ontario Rivers Alliance 
(705) 866-1677 


