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Overview  
 
The Southern Ontario Nature Coalition (SONC) announced the release of its Final and Technical 
reports—A Solution to Climate Change and Biodiversity Loss—on July 22. These reports contain key 
recommendations for all levels of government and other stakeholders and can help Canada do more to 
protect near-urban nature, conserve biodiversity, and build climate-resilient communities.   
 
The Information Session provided an opportunity for interested stakeholders, members of government, 
and others to learn more about SONC’s landmark reports. The focus was on ways that Canada can 
protect more of its near-urban nature and, in the process, meet federal biodiversity and climate targets.  
 
Conservation is the very definition of a grassroots movement. It starts by thousands of people saying  
they want to protect Cootes to Escarpment, Rouge National Urban Park, or places like them. And now 
we’re learning that it’s easier, cheaper, and more effective to protect these spaces and create green 
infrastructure, than it is to pay insurance after each extreme heat event or flood. 
 

 –Janet Sumner, Executive Director, Wildlands League  
  
Read our web story to learn more. Click HERE. 
 
Speakers and Presentation Overview  
 
Edward McDonnell, CEO, Greenbelt Foundation  
 
Land Acknowledgment and Introductions  
● Land Acknowledgment  
● Information Session Overview  
● Introductions  
● Overview of Report themes  



  
Shelley Petrie, Program Director, Greenbelt Foundation  
 
Near-Urban Nature Network: A Solution to Climate Change and Biodiversity Loss  
● Protecting natural systems and biodiversity in southern Ontario  
● Overview of the Southern Ontario Nature Coalition  
● Summary of the Government of Canada’s relevant environmental targets/commitments  
● Positioning this work in the context of the Greater Golden Horseshoe and the Greenbelt  
● Biodiversity in the region  
● Access to greenspace and BIPOC communities  
● Increasing ecological connectivity through cores and corridors  
● Key elements of a Near-Urban Nature Network  

  
Janet Sumner, Executive Director, Wildlands League  
 
Ecological Connectivity: National Perspective and Meeting Canadian Biodiversity Targets  
● Climate change and biodiversity loss as two ‘top five’ globe risks according to World 

Economic Forum  
● Canadian federal biodiversity/climate targets  
● Impacts in different regions of Canada  
● Ecological connectivity  
● What an interconnected network means  

  
Dr. Anne Bell, Director of Conservation and Education, Ontario Nature  
  
Opportunities for New Protected and Conserved Areas and the Near-urban Nature Network  
● Near-urban nature protection statistics in the Greater Golden Horseshoe  
● Opportunities for additional protections  
● Municipal Forests and Conservation Lands  
● Other Environmental Conservation Measures  
● Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas  

  
Kerry-Ann Charles, Environment Partnership Coordinator, Cambium Indigenous Professional 
Services (CIPS)  
  
Engaging Indigenous Communities  
● CIPS Approach  
● Indigenous Engagement  



● Recommendations  
● Key Messages; i.e., “Climate Change and Indigenous Rights are not mutually exclusive”  
● Seven Grandfather Teachings  
● Next Steps  

  
Recording 
 
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ykuKRfPIoU&t=2s  
 
Attendance  
 
Registered: 117  
Attended: 78  
 
Survey Responses and Feedback  
 
66% of respondents felt that the organization of the SONC Information Session was ‘Excellent’, 
while the remaining 34% rated it ‘Very Good’.  
 
60% of respondents ‘strongly agreed’ that the information session lived up to their expectations 
of sharing important insights generated through the ground-breaking Near-Urban Nature 
Network project.  
 
The remaining 40% were still positive, and ‘agreed’ with the above.   
  
Questions and Answers  
 

Summary of Questions Answered  
 

Q: A lot of the recommendations rely on funding and cooperation from government. What other 
initiatives can be done parallel with these initiatives relying on government? i.e., What can people do 
now without waiting for government? – Leah Gerber (Waterloo Region Record)   
 
A: Conservation is inherently a grassroots movement and demands from the public can go a long way. 
Canadians can also learn about Truth and Reconciliation, and to seek opportunities to engage with 
Indigenous Communities.  
  



Q: How large a threat to human and environmental health are hard surfaces in urban, suburban and 
even rural areas? What is their direct and indirect impact on climate change? – Bryan Smith   
 
A:  The impacts of hard, impenetrable surfaces are significant. Where soil cannot absorb water, 
rainwater pools and can lead to flooding. As climate change creates more extreme weather, permeable 
surfaces like healthy soils will play a significant role in mitigating impacts. Paved surfaces also amplifies 
the Urban Heat Island Effect. A Greenbelt Foundation report illustrates how forested areas, in or 
adjacent to the Greenbelt’s urban river valleys, feel up to 11 degrees cooler during hot summer months 
than heavily developed areas nearby.   
  
Q: There has been a push to create native pollinator patches in private yards and gardens. Do you see 
these smaller patches as playing a part in these interconnected networks in the South? –
Chris Bialek (TRCA)   
 
A: Yes, even small patches of native plants will be important parts of the solution. Education on native 
plants is incredibly important; there is a need to encourage Canadians to plant native plants on their 
private properties.   
  
Q: Protection of Key Natural Heritage  Features is a key priority, however, many of these areas are 
currently being managed for ecological preservation or given some protection under the 
Provincial Policy Statement. Has this study addressed target areas for ecological restoration?  What 
and where are priority areas for restoration and enhancement to expand green infrastructure? – Kevin 
Kennedy (uOttawa)   
 
A: The Coalition has identified a number of areas in need of greater protection. We will continue to map 
out conservation areas, Key Biodiversity Areas, and other important locations across the province that 
could benefit from stronger protections or restoration work.   
  

Answers to Outstanding Questions  
 

*The following answers were composed by Greenbelt Foundation staff.  
 
Q: When you assume that urban areas will increase in population, how can you also increase nature 
lands given the pressures from housing and transportation sprawl? – Bryan Smith  
  
A: Because the population is growing, it is even more critical that we protect nature. Tools to achieve 
this include strong land-use policies that set out appropriate density targets and stronger protections of 
not just existing natural features but also connections between them and other critical features. Building 
community awareness and support for good planning with nature has shown to be really helpful in 
achieving local protection and stewardship.  
  



Q: The COVID crisis and lockdowns reduced the available volunteers to help with planting 2 billion 
trees. How will tree-planting catch up to the goal? – Bryan Smith  
  
A: The COVID-19 crisis has certainly had an impact and we hope that as activities become safer, people 
are able to participate again. We have been impressed to see the progress made by organizations 
throughout this difficult year. There have been new commitments and announcements made regarding 
planting trees in this region through the 2 billion trees commitment, including in Rouge National Urban 
Park and in Brampton. We agree that these actions are urgent and that it is also important to implement 
them correctly. As we lay out in our reports, implementation should include growing the native plant 
industry to ensure adequate stock of native trees; ensuring the right trees go in the right place and are 
supported with the right care. This is where volunteers can help.   
   
Q: In mid-Canada, an extractive industry affects connectivity for the "interim", but the interim for 
aggregate extraction is decades if not centuries. What can be done to prevent new damage, speed 
progressive and integrative rehabilitation, and ensure that all rehabilitation is compatible with 
nature? – Bryan Smith  
  
A: This is beyond our scope of work. Ultimately, strong land-use policies and plans, and adherence to 
those plans, are important for ensuring near-urban nature is protected in any region.   
    
Q: What do you think of the announcement by minister Clark today that the government will add the 
Darlington Provincial Park (500 acres) to the Greenbelt? – Lucille Collard (MPP Ottawa Vanier – Liberal)  
  
A: A thoughtful expansion of the Greenbelt, stemming from the public consultation process, and that 
protects more near-urban nature and water systems, is positive.  
      
Q: I have a minor concern that the terminology and geographic focus of SONC and Near-urban Nature 
Network will issue confusing messages. The OHI seeks to protect both the NHS in the GGH and 
headwaters in watersheds where there are significantly degraded downstream areas. Where do these 
fit - in SONC or the NUNN? – Andrew McCammon  
  
A: The Near-Urban Nature Network is meant to be inclusive of all forms of nature in and around our 
communities. We recognize the need for both watershed and regional approaches, as well as an 
appreciation for the many values near-urban nature provides. This certainly includes headwaters. In our 
report we highlight the need for targeted protection and restoration in degraded watersheds. Natural 
Heritage Systems are critically important policy frameworks to build from. Working toward conservation 
that meets Canada's Target 1 criteria and ensuring the long-term protection of ecological corridors 
between protected areas is also needed. Natural Heritage System policies vary throughout the region, 
and in some cases could be strengthened.    
   



Q: I recently drove Black Creek Drive, aware that I was in my car in the Humber River's headwaters. 
What adaptations are needed for that roadway to reduce its negative impacts? How useful is that 
roadway to provide measurement and data that will turn us away from 1970s-era thinking that might 
yet produce the 413, Bradford Bypass and Mid-Niagara Expressway. – Bryan Smith    
 
A: Our focus for this work was regional in scale, but we absolutely see that roads have a big impact on 
ecological connectivity. Reducing and mitigating these impacts will be critical for a successful near-urban 
nature network. Modeling ecological connectivity locally, looking at many local problem spots, and 
considering connectivity as central in environmental assessments can all help with better transportation 
planning.  
 


