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SPECIAL REPORT: THE GREENBELT

Ten years after its inspired inception,
the Ontario Greenbelt is a
spectacular success, protecting clean
air and water, food security, livable
communities and biodiversity. A
world-leading conservation mea-
sure supported by 90 per cent of
Golden Horseshoe residents and all
political parties, it is universally val-
ued as the essential health insurance
for a landscape recuperating after
decades of upheaval.

Good news piles up as the time ap-
proaches for the scheduled 10-year
review of the Greenbelt legislation.
In creating mandates for her new
government, Ontario Premier Kath-
leen Wynne made “growing the
Greenbelt” a top priority for her new
Minister of Municipal Affairs, Ted
McMeekin. Municipal leaders
throughout the Golden Horseshoe
have taken up the call, including ex-
pansion of the Greenbelt as a central
plank in their election platforms. 

Green has never been so rosy in
southern Ontario.

But that’s not how things look to
Paul and Virginia Meddick of Oak-
ville, whose dream of retirement to
the country was shattered when they
applied for a permit to build on the
five-acre Caledon property they have
owned since 1969. Since then, the
Ontario government has laid a heavy
hand on this land, first putting it un-
der the authority of the Niagara Es-
carpment Commission, later incor-
porating it into the Greenbelt. The
result today, according to at least one
of the two provincial agencies with
conflicting policies that claim juris-
diction over the lot, is that the en-
dangered Jefferson salamander has
more right to live there than its puta-
tive owners.

And the Meddicks, meanwhile, are
mired in a trackless bureaucratic
swamp with no clear concept of their
property rights and no one agency
that can provide it.

Farmer Jane Werner of Niagara-
on-the-Lake faced a similar obstacle
when the local fruit cannery closed
and her family looked to cash out by
selling their land to a housing devel-
oper. “Attention All Farmers,” she
subsequently wrote online. “Good
luck trying to retire when owning
greenbelted land. We have only one
choice, to live and die on the farm.
We can’t ever sell our land.” 

Similar grievances abound every-
where the Greenbelt touches — evi-

dence of its power to transform lives
as well as landscapes, but equally evi-
dence of its vulnerability. Too often,
landowners say, legitimate com-
plaints are met with bureaucratic
confusion. Decisions are arbitrary
and immune to appeal. People are
being sacrificed in the name of wild-
life.

The elected council of Durham Re-
gion, most of which is now part of the
Greenbelt, recently adopted a mo-
tion that compiled dozens of such
complaints into an argument for sig-
nificant changes to Greenbelt
boundaries and land-use permis-
sions. Many of the demands seem
minor, according to Ajax Mayor
Steve Parish, a member of the Mu-
nicipal Leaders of the Greenbelt and
one of the minority of councillors
who voted against the motion. But
they open cracks that could easily
become major breaches. “And God
knows where it goes from there.”

One pervasive worry among Green-
belt supporters is that municipalities
will win the right to “opt out” of the
Greenbelt under certain conditions.
Others point to pressure to approve
land swaps to abet development of
Greenbelt lands, like one currently
under negotiation in Georgina. 

But some demands are legitimate,
Parish added. 

“There does have to be a sensitivity
to the fact that people live on these
properties and they have to make a
living there,” he said. “We all have to
realize that the total burden for pre-
serving this land can’t be on just one
group.”

Sharing the burden could take
many forms, according to Parish,
from tax concessions to simply “not
red-taping people to death when
they want to build an outbuilding.” 

The precedent for compromise al-
ready exists in the form of farm-
friendly initiatives launched by the
provincially funded Friends of the
Greenbelt Foundation and the
Greenbelt Fund. In part responding
to criticisms that the Greenbelt
harmed farming interests, the non-
profit groups have thrown their en-
ergies into promoting local food pro-
duction with such programs as Onta-
riofresh.ca, a business-to-business
website that is revolutionizing local
distribution, and greenbeltfresh.ca, a
network of Greenbelt farmers’ mar-
kets. 

Building on and bolstering increas-
ing demand for local food, the pro-
grams are succeeding by any mea-
sure. Of the $32.6 million the foun-
dation disbursed up to 2013, 40 per
cent went to projects designed to
strengthen farm viability. A further
23 per cent was spent in the name of
“creating economic opportunities
and new ideas.” 

And of the surviving criticisms, as
most recently compiled by regional
governments in both Niagara and
Durham, none dispute the overrid-
ing validity of the Greenbelt and its
goals. 

Even the Meddicks, their retire-
ment plans trumped by a salaman-
der, support the Greenbelt. Their
complaint is with distant and unac-
countable authority. 

“We’re still trying to get someone to
listen to us — anybody we can talk to
who can see the bigger picture and
work with us,” Paul Meddick said.
“That’s the kind of collaboration
we’re looking for, and we think we
should be entitled to.”

In the real world, the few who can
afford to insist on such collaboration
— by hiring lawyers and planners to
represent their interests — are not
individual farmers or families, but
developers often looking to bust the
zoning wide open.

“And of course, these are powerful
people,” Parish said. “They contrib-
ute financially to municipal politi-

cians and they contribute financially
to the provincial politicians who ulti-
mately make the decisions.” A York
University study of 2006 municipal
election finances in 11Greenbelt mu-
nicipalities found that almost two-
thirds of the contributions came
from corporations, 80 per cent of
which were developers and their as-
sociates.

The result is often policy that works
at cross-purposes. A week before On-
tario Premier Kathleen Wynne man-
dated Minister McMeekin to “grow
the Greenbelt,” she applauded the
extension of Hwy. 404 for its ability
to boost development in the Green-
belt. Both forces have momentum.

But the real power is in the hands of
ordinary people with individual val-
ues. To ensure the future of the
Greenbelt, said David Miller, head of
World Wildlife Fund and former To-
ronto mayor, citizens should focus
on current municipal elections and
“make sure they vote for candidates
who support these principles and are

really clear about it — who don’t talk
about exemptions but are clear and
absolute in their support.”

Miller also advises Ontarians not
only to use the Greenbelt but to
speak up about it. “I talk to people all
the time who really prize the Green-
belt,” Miller said, “and I always say to
them, ‘Make sure people know, make
sure you tell everybody. And tell your
elected officials, because when we
create that kind of mass movement,
there won’t be any backtracking on
the legislation.’ ”

The Greenbelt remains a tremen-
dous achievement on its 10th anni-
versary, and yet tremendously vul-
nerable. By this time next year On-
tarians will know whether today’s
hard-won gains are to remain secure
in the future — or, in the alternative,
to quietly slip away.

Will Ontario’s future be green?
Ahead of its 10-year review, the Greenbelt’s growth — and legacy — hinges on everyday activism

In the last of a six-part series,
journalist John Barber

scouts the terrain ahead.

> THE GREENBELT PART 6

John
Barber

PART 1
Introduction

Saturday, Sept. 13

PART 2
Food and agriculture

Saturday, Sept. 20 

PART 3
Fun and recreation
Saturday, Sept. 27 

PART 4
Water resources
Saturday, Oct. 4 

PART 5
Ecology and preservation

Saturday, Oct. 11

PART 6
Assessing the future

Saturday, Oct. 18
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EMERALD CITY: The Toronto cityscape rises above the Greenbelt, as seen from Mount Nemo, along the Bruce Trail, 64 kilometres west of the GTA.
DAVID MCCAIG

The real power is in the hands
of ordinary people with
individual values . . . to ensure
the future of the Greenbelt

MAKING GROUND: Tracing urban development and the growth of
protected land in southern Ontario.

Follow the discussion on Twitter,
Wednesdays at 8 p.m. #ONGreenbelt

AS THE CROW FLIES CARTOGRAPHY FOR THE FRIENDS OF THE GREENBELT FOUNDATION

Pledge today. Elect a better tomorrow www.greenbelt.ca/pledge #ONGreenbelt

My Greenbelt is a special place for my family, as new
Canadians, to experience clean air and water. We
have taken the Pledge to protect our environment
for a better future. Now it's your turn.
– Andile Mfazi, age 6, nature lover and future voter


