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1. Introduction 

 
Ontario’s Greenbelt is part of a comprehensive plan for urban growth and environmental 

conservation within the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH). Together with the Growth 

Plan, the Niagara Escarpment Plan (NEP), and the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation 

Plan (ORMCP), the Greenbelt Plan was designed to ensure the protection of farmland 

and natural areas while defining where urban growth should occur.  

 

These plans support and protect 

the water resource system (the 

WRS) across the GGH, with 

particular attention paid to 

drinking water protection.  

 

Protection of water features has 

always been an important focus 

in the Greenbelt. The Greenbelt 

natural heritage system (NHS) 

protects approximately 200,000 

hectares (500,000 acres) of 

hydrologic features (Greenbelt 

Alliance, n.d.). The WRS 

features can include wetlands, permanent and intermittent streams, drainage areas, 

lakes, springs, and aquifers. As defined in the Greenbelt Plan, key hydrologic features 

include significant groundwater recharge areas, highly vulnerable aquifers, and 

significant surface water contribution areas.  

 

The Clean Water Act (2006) is also an important tool to protect and manage drinking 

water sources. Source Protection Plans play an important role in identifying and 

regulating uses within vulnerable areas for both quality and quantity. 

Figure 1. Greenbelt Plan (2017). 

This report summarizes the findings of research on how municipalities in the 

Greenbelt, along with Conservation Authorities and other partners, are incorporating 

and implementing water resource system policies. Attention is focused on common 

challenges faced across the Greenbelt and opportunities for improving policy 

implementation and the protection of water resource system.  
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As mandated in Ontario’s Provincial Policy Statement, systems approaches to resource 

management are common in the Greenbelt and surrounding areas1. Since the 

establishment of the Greenbelt (2005), agricultural systems and natural heritage 

systems (NHS) have been cornerstones of resource management, protection, and 

planning in the region. The additional emphasis on the WRS in updates to the Greenbelt 

Plan (2017) is integral to achieving the key objectives of the Greenbelt, as the protection 

of agricultural systems and NHS are inherently interconnected with the WRS. As water 

features span across jurisdictions, an integrated and holistic approach to the WRS 

management is important for coordinated management between municipalities and 

conservation authorities (CAs). 

 

The Greenbelt Plan promotes a vision for the WRS as important for both “ecological and 

human health” as urbanization in southcentral Ontario continues (Government of 

Ontario, 2017a, p.3). According to the Province’s Implementation Procedures for the 

Agricultural System in Ontario’s Greater Golden Horseshoe (2018): “unlike the 

provincially led process for identifying the Agricultural and Natural Heritage Systems, 

under the provincial plans, the GGH land use plans and the PPS require municipalities 

to identify and incorporate water resource systems in official plans and apply 

appropriate designations and policies to provide for the long-term protection, restoration 

or improvement of the water resource system including key hydrologic features, key 

hydrologic areas and their functions within and between these features and areas.” 

 

The important ecosystem services from the WRS include provision of water, provision of 

food, water purification, flood control, and flow regulation. Key hydrologic features make 

up the specific components of the WRS and have several functions. Water recharge 

                                                      
 
1 Integrated approaches to water management in Ontario date back more than 25 years. “Integrating Water Management Objectives into 

Municipal Planning Documents” (Ministry of Environment and Energy, 1993) was released as municipalities were creating their first water 

management objectives. This document also affirmed the process of reflecting Provincial guidance in municipal Official Plans.  

Watershed Planning 

 
“Watershed planning considerations address the inter-relationships of the hydrologic 
regime, water use patterns and land use planning thus making watershed planning 
a preferred basis for water management decisions. In keeping with the ecosystem 
approach to water resource management, the inter-relationship of surface and 
ground water quality and quantity have to be recognized in water management 
decision making processes.”  

-Ontario Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks, 2020 
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areas provide infiltration and filtration to ground and surface water sources used for 

human consumption and to maintain water for ecosystems (e.g., groundwater levels 

remain within target levels). Wetlands and floodplains play a key role in water quality 

regulation and flood mitigation, particularly during snow-melt and extreme weather 

events.  

 

Important considerations for the WRS include the ways that a hydrologic feature can 

cross an urban area, NHS, and agricultural system, thus making them subject to 

multiple layers of policy and protection. For instance, hydrologic features can be found 

within agricultural fields and may overlap with regulated areas of CAs who have their 

own relevant guidance documents. Likewise, many municipalities have chosen to 

include hydrologic features within their NHS, based on the role these features play in 

sustaining downstream natural heritage features such as fish habitat and wetlands, 

amongst others. These policy and implementation nuances are not always well-

understood and are still forthcoming across the Greenbelt.  
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2. Methods 

 
This research was initiated with a review of municipal Official Plans (OP), CA reports, 

and academic literature. Current policies and practices related to the WRS management 

were synthesized from the literature and informed the creation of an interview guide. 

The review was also instrumental during data analysis and the development of key 

findings. 

 

Interviews were conducted with all upper tier municipalities in the Greenbelt and a cross 

section of lower tier municipalities and CAs. A total of 31 staff were interviewed, 

representing 9 municipalities and 7 CAs.  
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3. Findings 

 
Several important themes and insights emerged from interviews. The findings below are 

organized according to key themes.  

1. Implementation: Early Stages 

2. Mapping: Variable Quality  

3. Technical Guidance: Standardization Needed 

4. Organizational Relationships: Require Clarity 

5. Provincial Legislation: Layers and Overlaps 

 

3.1 Implementation: Early Stages 

Through a review of planning documents – and confirmed during interviews – it is clear 

that municipalities have taken steps to be in conformity with the Greenbelt Plan (2017). 

At present, hydrological features are managed and protected as part of NHS and 

agricultural systems. However, additional emphasis on the WRS and new policies in 

2017 updates to the Greenbelt Plan have yet not been uniformly incorporated into 

regional and local planning documents. Upper tier municipalities are currently going 

through Official Plan reviews and are at varying stages in that process, so are not yet in 

conformity with Greenbelt Plan (2017) policies. As such, most interviewees expressed 

that it is still “early days” in terms of implementing new the WRS policies.  

 

As lower-tier municipal policies must align with the Region to which they belong, the 

most current planning context for new the WRS policies is not yet available for lower-tier 

municipalities. Even so, some proactive lower-tier municipalities have started to 

incorporate the WRS planning into their OP’s by updating the language of their planning 

“word for word from the Greenbelt Plan.” 

 

The implication of ongoing OP reviews is that while hydrological features are protected 

across the Greenbelt, regional and local municipalities have not yet had the opportunity 

to fully adopt the Province’s latest direction related to the Greenbelt. This is not to say 

that protection of the WRS is lacking. Municipalities are making use of existing 

resources, and this is backed up with the support of CAs. Other pieces of legislation 

such as the Clean Water Act (2006) also provide guidance that municipalities are 

drawing on.  
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The work of municipalities and CAs to date is largely resulting from a mix of policies and 

regulations that can sometimes overlap and conflict. There is some uncertainty around 

regional versus local municipality responsibilities. The fact that individual municipalities 

all have their own history and usual approaches towards urban development will 

continue to affect how water resources protection happens at the local level within the 

Greenbelt. It is yet to be seen if current conformity exercises (i.e., OP reviews) will iron 

out the inconsistencies.  

 

3.2 Mapping: Variable Quality 

Mapping is a critical starting point for moving from policy to protection and management 

of the WRS. The level of detail in mapping has a direct impact on the extent of 

information that is available for site level decision-making. For instance, the resolution of 

mapping dictates whether a water course appears to run over a farmer’s field or not, 

and the number of layers on a map dictates the amount of water features that local 

planners are able to plan for. A common sentiment shared by interviewees was that 

inadequate mapping on many Greenbelt lands is having real (mostly negative) 

implications for the ability of organizations to implement Greenbelt Plan policies and 

protect the WRS. For instance, without mapping it is difficult to detect the WRS in pre-

consultation for development applications. Many hydrologic features are not visible on 

air photos (especially groundwater features). If they are not visible and they are not 

mapped, municipal staff may not know that they are there.  

 

Mapping of Greenbelt lands provided by the Province is widely regarded to be lacking 

adequate detail and is out of date. A common sentiment was that the “quality of 

mapping is not there in terms of ground truthing.” The coarse scale of provincial maps 

leads to challenges for dealing with landowners and clarity for types of protection.  

 

 

Most municipalities stressed that they have only been able to update their maps in 

Growth Plan areas, where development is funding the provision of more detailed 

mapping. As such, not all hydrological features have been mapped locally, particularly 

where there is less development. Since maps are used to evaluate development 

“Raster type mapping was used for identifying highly vulnerable aquifers and the 

resolution was coarse. This is not an insurmountable problem but it introduced a 

lot of estimation. It catches land in maps that doesn’t need to be protected. Then 

you have to say to a landowner that if they want to develop they can pay for 

mapping. So we need guidelines to tell people how to do this.”  

– Upper Tier Municipality Staff 
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applications, if mapping resolution is lacking in quality, local planners may not have 

important information about hydrologic features that require buffers or other protections.  

 

Differences in mapping resolution across the Greenbelt can have important implications 

for land owners. For example, distinguishing between agricultural ditches (often 

modified and straightened up to 100 years ago) and intermittent streams requires either 

high quality mapping or on-site verification. Intermittent streams are defined in the 

Greenbelt Plan as streams that do not flow year-round and the water table is above the 

stream bottom at some points in the year (2017). Intermittent streams require different 

setbacks and protections for aquatic habitat, but there are exceptions to these setbacks 

for agricultural uses2. Issues arise when the source of water in these streams is not 

clear. For the intermittent stream definition to apply, water must be flowing from a 

natural source. It does not apply to flow coming from farmers using ditches as drains. 

Misidentification by CAs and municipalities can be frustrating to farmers as it affects 

their ability to use agricultural ditches to irrigate their fields. This demonstrates one 

example where more detailed mapping is needed. 

 

Currently, municipalities and CAs are collaborating to map features in detail. This 

process increases municipal staff’s awareness of features and may result in better 

incorporation into Official Plans and planning processes. However, limited resources 

within municipalities is leading to mapping areas with greatest development pressures 

first. The Province providing improved mapping would lead to more consistent 

implementation across the entire system and in municipalities of all sizes. The cost for 

mapping is a key issue noted by both municipal and CA staff. Provincially led mapping 

would also require a source of funding.  

                                                      
 
2 Greenbelt Plan. (2017). Section 3.2.5. Key natural heritage features and key hydrologic features policies.; Section 4.2.1 General infrastructure 

policies. 

“Watershed mapping is typically done as a result of growth planning [and] that is 

not happening in our Greenbelt areas”. 

 – Upper Tier Municipality Staff 

 

Land Acquisition for Protection of Water Resource Systems 

 
Some CAs reported land acquisition as a strategy to proactively protect areas that 
contain important water features (e.g., if there is development pressure on land that 
is critical to protect). By acquiring these lands, they are protected from development. 
High quality mapping that clearly identifies significant hydrological features is 
required in order to justify the purchase of these lands.  
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To fund mapping activities, municipalities currently are taking a proponent-driven 

approach, where a landowner or developer is required to pay. This approach may be 

problematic for protecting the entire the WRS. If hydrological features aren’t mapped, 

they aren’t planned for, and might not be adequately protected. It was also expressed 

that the system as a whole should be the responsibility of government, not individuals: 

“The responsibility for this public good falls on individual landowners.”  

 

The best mapping has come from CAs and 

municipalities proactively mapping water 

features. One way this has happened is 

through watershed plans and sub-watershed 

studies carried out by CAs. Sub-watershed 

studies are supposed to occur on a regular 

basis, but this typically only happens in the 

larger CAs with more resources. These 

studies may need to be updated to be 

consistent with the new language for all the 

WRS features in the Greenbelt Plan, but 

they are valuable sources of information 

delineating many key hydrologic features. A 

benefit of CA mapping initiatives is that data 

remains publicly available and accessible to 

municipalities and other organizations for 

other initiatives including research and habitat mapping.  

 

Another way that proactive mapping has occurred is from working group collaborations 

between CAs and regional municipalities outside sub-watershed studies. For example, 

Niagara Region has mapped water features with 1:2,000 mapping (compared to 

1:10,000 from Provincial mapping). The level of accuracy and amount of detail in these 

finer resolution maps makes it much easier to work with landowners at the local level to 

protect the WRS.  

 

“The Greenbelt Plan says to do x and y study. Why do it? No one is asking for 

development in the Greenbelt areas. The township doesn’t want to spend the 

money for no reason”. 

 – Lower Tier Municipality Staff 

 

Small Municipalities Struggle to 
Proactively Protect Water Resources  
 
Large and growing municipalities and 
their Conservation Authorities tend to 
have more resources and expertise 
available for water resource mapping. 
There is a need to ensure that rural 
areas with less revenue from 
development charges are able to meet 
their WRS mapping needs to protect 
the entire system. Understanding and 
protecting the water resource system in 
rural headwater areas of the Greenbelt 
is critical to protecting the system for 
the millions of residents in the GGH.   
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3.3 Technical Guidance: Standardization Needed 

Municipal staff are comfortable with the language of the WRS and are aware of new 

terms in the Greenbelt Plan (e.g., significant surface water contribution areas). The 

process of incorporating definitions of hydrologic features into regional and local 

municipality planning documents has been relatively straight-forward. Beyond 

theoretical definitions of terms, CA staff expressed a need for technical guidance for the 

“boots on the ground” work of delineating specific water features. Several upper tier 

municipality staff also expressed a desire for standards or guidance from the Province 

for how to actually delineate areas.  

 

In the updated GGH plans, the Province added new wording relating to WRS features 

that require more technical guidance to implement according to many interviewees. For 

example, language around watershed planning in the Greenbelt Plan now includes 

reference to climate change and nutrient loading, with no additional guidance.  A noted 

immediate challenge is interpreting how certain features should be delineated on a map.  

 

The Natural Heritage Reference Manual (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, 2010) 

was commonly mentioned in interviews as a useful source of technical guidance, but in 

need of substantial updates. This is a larger challenge in the middle and upper regions 

of the Greenbelt where much of the available mapping data is lower resolution and key 

hydrologic features are overlapping due to proximity to the headwaters. This has 

created issues such as maps that have layers with indistinguishable features mapped 

together, which in turn impacts the ability of municipalities to protect these features.  

 

Some interviewees identified examples where specific guidance is needed. One upper 

tier municipality noted how the ORMCP and source water protection language seem to 

conflict with respect to wellhead policies. For example, there could be a difference 

between mapping a “highly vulnerable aquifer” as an entire aquifer that is vulnerable 

and an “area of high aquifer vulnerability” which could be part of an aquifer that is 

vulnerable, even if the whole aquifer is not. The ORMCP uses the term “area of high 

aquifer vulnerability” and the Greenbelt Plan, along with the Clean Water Act, use 

“highly vulnerable aquifer”. The outcomes may be essentially the same, but the different 

language presents confusion around what should be mapped, whether it is a source 

water protection area or a specific aquifer3. Other regions shared similar concerns. One 

upper tier municipality noted, “The Province threw us a curveball with introducing a new 

kind of water resource system feature with significant surface water contribution areas4,” 

                                                      
 
3 Ontario. (2017). Technical rules under the Clean Water Act, Part V; Greenbelt Plan. (2017). Definitions, ‘highly vulnerable aquifer’; Oak Ridges 

Moraine Conservation Plan. (2017). Section 29 Areas of high aquifer vulnerability; Part 1 definitions. 
4 Greenbelt Plan. (2017). Section 3.2.4 Key hydrologic areas. 
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while another added, “For significant surface water contribution areas, we have no 

mapping. We don’t know how to. We don’t know what they are.” Some interviewees felt 

the definition in the Greenbelt Plan to be vague (2017, p.72).  

 

There are also instances where municipalities and CAs may be using different criteria 

for mapping the same type of feature, resulting in different mapping lines. For instance, 

one CA noted they and one of their Regional municipal partners each used different 

criteria for defining a wetland5. A strong relationship between these organizations made 

it possible to recognize and resolve this issue, but it exemplifies unnecessary 

duplication of effort and staff time that can result from lack of clarity on responsibilities 

and definitions. Moreover, whether a feature is defined as a wetland or not has 

important implications for management actions, such as the need for buffers and other 

protection measures. This is the type of real complication that is occurring with the lack 

of technical guidance from the Province.  

 

More guidance could also help Municipalities and CAs having to conform to new 

provincial documents and expectations around growth. For municipalities that are 

situated in headwater areas that also have urban development, environmental 

protections are complicated: “If the whole region is a recharge area, how can we map 

water features? It ends up as a blue blob. We need guidance for how to simplify and 

have a common approach.”  

 

Several interviewees brought the importance of improved technical guidance into a 

larger context. They noted how the absence of direction from the Province makes it 

difficult to protect land and water resources when they are facing pressures for 

development. The following points where raised about provincial guidance:  

 The time for additional guidance is now while regional municipalities are updating 

their Official Plans. 

 Because it is still early days for implementation of the WRS, timely guidance 

could lay the groundwork for more consistent application of the WRS across the 

Greenbelt. 

 The guidance should provide criteria for identifying and protecting surface water 

features, subsurface water features, and other the WRS components through 

development.  

                                                      
 
5 There are two standards for wetlands mapping in Ontario. For physically staking wetlands, typically the Ontario Wetland Evaluation System is 
used. In a lot of cases, site-specific data are not available to municipalities when they are putting together NHS mapping. They end up relying on 
Ecological Land Classification, which can be done in the field, but is frequently done only using air photos. Consequently, these different 
methods can result in different lines being drawn. It can be a juggling act for municipalities to ensure that they are using the most up to date 
information. 
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3.4 Organizational Relationships: Require Clarity 

There are numerous examples of how working relationships between municipalities and 

CAs enhance the WRS. The form and extent of these relationships varies considerably 

across the Greenbelt. Some upper tier municipalities have to coordinate with up to five 

CAs which entails a lot of time and effort: “Coordination is a work in progress but we are 

getting a lot of alignment”.  

 

CA staff also explained how working relationships with municipalities vary and that they 

view themselves as "the missing link" for implementation of the WRS policies. One CA 

staff summarized this idea: "CAs bring information into Official Plans, which helps 

translate information into action for actually protecting water resource systems." 

 

 

Some of these working relationships are based on formal agreements, such as 

Memorandums of Understanding (MOU), while others happen on an ad-hoc basis. 

Many interviewees stressed that ad-hoc collaboration allows challenges to be 

addressed quickly through sharing of resources, staff, and/or materials. This often 

happens through the use of discretionary (or “levy”) funds provided from municipalities 

to CAs and means no additional expenditures are needed for activities like hiring 

consultants. Trust between municipalities and CAs was also emphasized as helping 

address issues effectively and efficiently to protect water resources in the Greenbelt and 

beyond. 

On June 6, 2019 the Ontario Government 

passed Bill 108 which amends how CAs 

operate. The Bill proposes that CA programs 

and services should focus on four key areas: 

“(i) [areas] related to the risk of natural 

hazards, (ii) [areas] related to the 

conservation and management of lands 

owned or controlled by the authority, 

including any interests in land registered on 

title, (iii) [areas] related to the authority’s 

duties, functions and responsibilities as a source protection authority under the Clean 

Water Act, 2006, and (iv) [areas] related to the authority’s duties, functions and 

Some CAs and municipalities have 
collaboratively defined the WRS to 

ensure consistency in implementation of 
policies. A Toronto and Region 

Conservation Authority (TRCA)-led 
initiative helped define “significant 
surface water contribution areas” 

through an internal working document 
with other WRS stakeholders across the 

Greenbelt.  

“Municipalities are implementers of watershed planning. That is huge. We don’t have the 

resources. We can’t do that work. So we rely on CAs to support our work.” 

 – Lower Tier Municipality Staff 
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responsibilities under an Act prescribed by the regulations” (Clark 2019, p4). These 

amended changes have led to uncertainty on how CAs and municipalities will interact in 

the future. CAs are uncertain if they will have a role in identification and implementation 

of the WRS (e.g., their role in the watershed planning process and ability to be a 

commenting agency on development applications).   

The current way CAs and municipalities operate enables the funding given to CAs from 

upper-tier municipalities to be used to fulfill their mandate6. These funds can be used by 

the CA with discretion according to where additional work is needed, such as for more 

detailed mapping7. Under Bill 108, funds will be allocated to CAs for the four specific 

mandates or for other activities through new MOUs. Some interviewees noted that 

mapping requires a lot of resources (both staff and monetary), strong understanding of 

the policy, and nuanced knowledge of the differing definitions of NHS and the WRS. It is 

important to recognize the value of collaboration between municipalities and CAs to 

help capitalize on resources that are already in place.  With the Clean Water Act (2006) 

now identified as a part of their core mandate, it provides more clarity and confirmation 

of the work that they already undertake.  

 

3.5 Provincial Legislation: Layers and Overlaps 

It was common for interviewees to note the suite of legislation and policies that relate to 

the management of water in Ontario, including the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS), 

Greenbelt Plan, the Growth Plan, the Clean Water Act, the Conservation Authority Act, 

the ORMCP, and the NEP among others.  

 

At times there was concern regarding the lack of clarity and the need for more direction 

from the Province in some form of a ‘one-stop shop’ for municipalities, CAs, 

landowners, and developers to know which policies apply in particular situations and 

places. A lower tier municipality staff elaborated on the logistical challenges of this, 

commenting, “Different documents have different definitions. Which one overrides? The 

Province’s expectations are not always clear, especially for watershed planning.” In 

most circumstances, municipality staff are clear with how to follow policies. This is 

similar to a 2011 insight that with multiple government departments responsible for the 

water policy development, implementation, and enforcement, there are gaps and 

weaknesses (CIELAP 2011, p43). 

 

                                                      
 
6 Conservation Authorities Act. (2019). Part V, Section 21, Powers of authorities.  
7 Conservation Authorities Act. (2019). Part V, Section 25, Variation of apportionment; Ontario. (2019). Bill 108. Schedule 2, Conservation 

Authorities Act.   
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There were also sentiments that the current suite of legislation is very strong overall and 

that it is driving the protection of water resources on multiple fronts. The majority of 

interviewees mentioned multiple pieces of legislation, explaining how they refer to 

multiple documents in different situations. For instance, since the Greenbelt Plan only 

applies on Greenbelt lands it is critical that the Growth Plan also contains the WRS 

requirements in order to manage and protect the WRS in holistic ways. Similarly, the 

Clean Water Act was cited for its importance in both Greenbelt and Growth Plan areas. 

As one upper tier municipality staff stated: “There is a lot of overlap that provides extra 

layers of protection, for example, with wellhead protection under the Clean Water Act. 

So that helps us with assessing development applications.” Ultimately, municipality staff 

are able to ensure greater protection of water resources when they are able to fully and 

clearly assess specific impacts from development applications.  

 

There are indications that the strong language about the WRS in the Greenbelt Plan is 

helping to push more progressive approaches to managing water at the local level. For 

instance, the need for stormwater management that meets water balance and recharge 

targets – as well as accommodating the impacts of climate change – are driving the 

adoption of more innovative water infiltration technologies. Although Greenbelt Plan 

requirements have not made their way through OPs, zoning, and other local planning 

tools, they have already helped set the stage for thinking about these types of site-level 

features. This is not to say that all local municipalities are proactively protecting the 

WRS, but there is a need to acknowledge that the opportunity is present for 

municipalities to foster innovation.  

 

In light of climate change and increased development pressures, many local 

municipalities are showing an increased understanding that there are operational costs 

for not protecting the WRS features and functions. There was also recognition that 

although some staff see the benefits of the WRS protection, they have to continually 

make the business case to Councilors for being more proactive. More funding is needed 

to fully implement the policies.  

 

 

 

“There is no incentive to go above and beyond minimum protections. So it is nearly 

impossible to grow or enhance the system.” – Upper Tier Municipality Staff 
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Perhaps most importantly, there are conflicts between overall planning objectives for the 

GGH and the WRS impacts associated with permissible development. To illustrate, one 

municipality discussed how the Growth Plan encourages the development of more 

dense rural settlements in the form of complete communities8. These developments are 

permitted within zoning, but have caused problems for the WRS when higher density 

usage of existing septic systems leach into groundwater9. Municipalities are unsure of 

which activities to allow going forward or which tools are available to ensure clean 

growth. These challenges are tied to the earlier finding about the need for improved, 

clear guidance from the Province.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
 
8 Ontario. (2019). A place to grow: Growth plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe. Section 1.2. The growth plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe; 

Section 2.1. Policies for where and how to grow. 
9 Section 4.2.2 in the Greenbelt Plan (2017) notes that sewage systems will only be permitted outside of boundaries and existing service areas in 

the case of a health issue, along with other provisions noted in Section 3.2.6 in the Growth Plan (2019). 

“There is a need to make sure that water resource systems are healthy and functional. 

But this gets lost in the drive for only compliance. There is no incentive to go beyond 

provincially-set minimum requirements. For us, this means that we aren’t making 

meaningful improvements to the water resource system. We need to get more proactive 

with protection, but it is hard to do so.” – Conservation Authority Staff 
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4. Key Findings and Opportunities 

This research identified numerous opportunities to enhance the uptake and 

implementation of the WRS policies across the Greenbelt. It was heard in the interviews 

that the current suite of legislation is strong and is protecting water resources on 

multiple fronts.  Further clarification and guidance should maintain this strength and 

integrity.  The two key and related findings below and could be used as a basis of a 

workshop for developing specific recommendations and sharing local knowledge. 

 
 

Updated Mapping is Needed 

There is a need for updated and finer resolution mapping with layers that delineate 

surface and sub-surface hydrologic features and elements that reflect hydrologic 

functions. Benefits of the Province undertaking this mapping process include 

consistency of approach across the Greenbelt and potential cost-savings efficiencies 

from undertaking it at scale. However, it was acknowledged that some municipalities 

and conservation authorities have initiated their own detailed local mapping. Depending 

on the extent of local mapping, it might be more beneficial to have municipalities and 

conservation authorities continue to be responsible for mapping, and the Province could 

play a supportive role with guidance and funding.  

 

Knowledge Sharing and Written Resources are Needed 

With new terms and requirements relating to the WRS in the updated provincial land 

use plans (Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, Niagara Escarpment Plan, 

Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan, Greenbelt Plan), interviewees expressed an 

immediate need for more technical guidance, particularly while upper tier municipalities 

are undertaking reviews of their Official Plans. There is opportunity to build on the 

existing work done by the Province in developing a Watershed Planning Guidance to 

inform a workshop to share experiences and document best practice.  This guidance 

could be released as stand alone technical bulletins by the province, and eventually 

incorporated into an updated Natural Heritage System (NHS) Reference Manual.  
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