Ecology Ottawa – Water Campaign: 

Ottawa Demands a Comprehensive Water Environment Strategy 

The Promise & Its Importance? 

In the 2003 Environmental Strategy, it was identified that there was a real need for a Water Environment Strategy (WES), a planning and implementation framework that would guide the protection and enhancement of the water resources within Ottawa. The sewage spill in 2006 was a wakeup call for the City that they needed to clean up their act when it came to sewage management, which has contributed to the poor condition of the Ottawa River. 

It has since become one of City Council’s top priorities to address the health of the Ottawa River, giving rise to the Ottawa River Action Plan (ORAP). This strategy would address the management of wastewaters by preventing contamination of the river from two main sources: sewage and stormwater. Within ORAP was Project #13, the commitment to develop and implement a Water Environment Strategy. Funding for the WES was also approved under the ORAP in 2010. The WES is of particular importance because it is meant address additional issues outside of wastewater management, such as key factors affecting urban and rural creeks, watershed health, and protection of aquatic habitats, which are not explicitly dealt with in the rest of ORAP. Even though Mayor Watson has repeatedly made it clear that funding for the LRT and ORAP are his two key infrastructure priorities in his term, there has been an apparent failure on the leadership of the City to follow through with this promise 

The original ORAP proposal stated that the WES is supposed to be a collaborative 

effort amongst multiple agencies and stakeholders, meant to: 

· document the full range of watershed management issues and determine those within the control of the City 

· establish priorities, assess the tools available, and set goals/targets for the city to achieve over the next 20 years. 

· implement approaches to achieve these targets (ex. timelines, budgets), and establish a collaborative framework amongst water environment partners. 

· define monitoring, reporting, and information management requirements to allow for regular review, assessment and implementation of the strategy 

· increase public awareness, understanding of the issues and the actions needed 

The initial proposal also stated that the strategy would take two years to be developed (2010-2011). However, it is now 2014 and the strategy was still missing up until this past March, when it was announced that the responsibility of the WES is now going to be punted onto the next term of council. 

History of the Missing WES: 

Over the last four years, we have been able to trace multiple accounts in which staff has indicated significant progress being made on the WES. In the first annual update of the ORAP in September 2011, staff’s official words were that the strategy was “progressing well and the strategy objectives, program areas, prioritized actions, and top line budget are 

on track to be delivered by the end of 2011. It was also said that the strategy will be brought before Committee/Council to be endorsed, and that the implementation plan is scheduled to commence in 2012.” We saw a similar update being announced again in the second annual ORAP update in 2012, stating that the strategy will be tabled now in Q1 of 

2013. When this did not happen, city staff was contacted by Ecology Ottawa members, and were informed that the draft will be tabled in the fall of 2013, as it was ready for public consultations. Fall came and went, with no news of the WES. 

At long last, on March 6th, 2014, the strategy resurfaced, and was brought forward to the Environmental Stewardship Advisory Committee (ESAC), for their opinions and support of the project. It was approved at this meeting and then fast-tracked through the Environment Committee and City Council only 3 weeks after. 

Current Status of the WES 

The environment committee originally announced in their 2014 ORAP update that the WES would be considered in the second quarter of 2014 (between April and June). However, it seems that the City is now "ahead of schedule" as it was presented at the ESAC meeting March 6th. During McRae's presentation, it was made known that the WES will now be a "2-phase" project, the first of which would be completed by the end of 2014. This first phase released a report that essentially serves as a work plan for the development of the WES. A significant portion of "Phase One" is dedicated to identifying the different agencies that contribute to watershed management, what exactly they do, and how to work with them collaboratively in the future. The first phase will also be an opportunity for the City to organize itself, identify existing watershed issues and resources, and clarify their own roles and responsibilities. (The official reports can be found here.) "Phase Two" will be the proposal and implementation of an actual document called the "Water Environment Strategy", and the proposed timeline for that suggests the beginning of 2015. However, this means that the responsibility now falls to the next term of council to determine whether or not this strategy will be implemented at all. 

With that being said, it has now become absolutely critical that we voice our support and need for a well-developed Water Environment Strategy. Fortunately enough, Ecology Ottawa has identified a few opportunities for us to do just that in the upcoming months. 

Windows of Opportunity 

Ecology Ottawa believes that there are four opportunities this year in which we can rally members of the community to come together, voice our concerns and pressure council to give us something as close to a WES as possible, or to guarantee that it becomes a priority within the next term of council. 

1. Water Roundtable - June 14, 2014 
Every councillor is being asked to submit a list of at least 10 people from their respective wards to attend this event. Based on Maria McRae's presentation at the ESAC meeting on March 6th, it seems that preference will be given to the "citizens" rather than "members of environmental organizations". It is important then that we ask the leaders of various organizations/groups/associations for contacts who they believe are strong water advocates, asking them to tell their councillors that they wish to attend this roundtable. While we have reason to believe that this could very well be "all for show", in that the City may not even take opinions into consideration, it will send a strong message to the councillors that their constituents care about water issues.  
2. Election – Oct 27th, 2014. 
If the timeline for the release of the WES cannot be changed, we can use the time leading up to the election as an opportunity to educate candidates, voice the city’s concern for our watersheds, how stormwater is being managed in the city and to pressure elected councillors say that they will help to make the WES a priority for the next term of Council. 
3. Release of the WES - Early 2015 
Council Watch will continue to monitor for any progress or mentions made on the WES. Leading up to the new year, it will be important to continue pressuring the newly elected Council to take the consideration and implementation of the WES seriously. 
So what is Ecology Ottawa doing now? 
Even though we are disappointed that we will not be getting a Water Environment Strategy this year, Ecology Ottawa has chosen to spin this story in a positive light and to use this as an opportunity to leverage water and water management issues as a priority for the next term of council with the upcoming election. 
Our main objective right now is to demonstrate widespread support for an all-
encompassing Water Environment Strategy. We hope to fill the room at the Roundtable with people who care, demonstrating to the City that there is an organized community of individuals who care about these issues and will support politicians that support similar causes. After determining who these constituents are, we hope to continue working together with them after the Roundtable, making sure to hold the newly elected officials accountable to the development and implementation of a comprehensive Water Environment Strategy. 
 We are also working on developing an “ask” around different areas of policy we believe should be addressed, which include green infrastructure, hard infrastructure and short term investments, their “integrated asset management” approach, and aquatic ecology/environment. These will serve as points of discussion at the Roundtable that we hope to bring up, but will also serve as guidelines/standards that we will be using to critique the first draft of a proposed WES, when it is released in 2015.

