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Executive Summary 
In Ontario, natural heritage systems, natural hazard lands, natural features and areas are 
protected through multiple policies at the provincial and municipal levels. Despite these 
protections, activities occasionally still impact natural areas. These impacts are sometimes 
permitted by planning authorities, when the specific natural features are not protected by 
federal, provincial or municipal policy and the impact is determined to cause no negative impact 
to the natural heritage system. In some cases, activities that are not permitted have impacts on 
natural features, including violations under the Conservation Authorities Act Section 28. 
Additionally, impacts occur through exempted activities and through provincial Minister’s Zoning 
Orders.  

When impacts occur, planning authorities may encourage or require that the natural features 
lost be compensated for by securing or restoring natural areas onsite or elsewhere. Ecosystem 
(or biodiversity) compensation (or offsetting) refer to attempts to offset the adverse impacts that 
occur through site development or other alterations on natural features or systems through the 
creation or restoration of natural features elsewhere. 

To better understand the current state of ecosystem compensation in the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe, we undertook a survey of 26 individuals working at 10 Conservation Authorities and 
14 municipalities.  

Ecosystem compensation is increasingly being recognized in policy and undertaken in practice. 
Activities undertaken by private developers and municipalities most frequently result in 
ecosystem compensation compared to activities where the provincial or federal government or 
Conservation Authorities are the proponents. The increase in ecosystem compensation is seen 
by some as positive because in the past losses would occur without any kind of compensation. 
However, several survey respondents indicate that increased development and political 
pressure is also a driving force. A lack of comprehensive protection for natural features and the 
inability to mitigate all impacts from urban development are the most common drivers identified. 
The majority of respondents also think sometimes ecosystem compensation results in improved 
natural systems and political pressure is a driving force. 

While powers to permit impacts to natural features more commonly rest with municipal planning 
authorities, Conservation Authority staff are often involved in approvals and the ones assessing, 
implementing and monitoring the compensation projects. About half of the Conservation 
Authorities surveyed have approved protocols or guidance for implementing ecosystem 
compensation.  

Protocols and procedures to implement ecosystem compensation once the decision to 
compensate has been made generally focus on replacing habitat, including type and quality. 
Social dimensions like the demographics of nearby neighbourhoods are less commonly 
considered, although multiple Conservation Authorities consider general ecosystem service 
values in determining compensation details. Ecosystem compensation is most likely to occur on 
public lands that are already scheduled for restoration (i.e., would be restored anyway) although 
ensuring that the overall natural system is growing was a key consideration in many 
Conservation Authority protocols.  
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Approaches to maintaining and monitoring restoration as part of ecosystem compensation seem 
consistent across organizations. Proponents are often required to ensure funds for these 
activities are secured up front before approval. Multiple respondents stressed that performance 
monitoring and evaluating long-term success is very important. Restoration projects resulting 
from ecosystem compensation are not often monitored in the long term (10+ years). When a 
third party implements compensation, it is less clear how much enforcement there is to ensure 
the compensation occurs. One Conservation Authority respondent indicated that they are not 
responsible for enforcing policy of another agency (e.g., a municipality) and another suggested 
that their organization’s approach to enforcement could probably be improved.  

Although there seems to be a positive view of policy and protocols for requiring and 
implementing ecosystem compensation, a few gaps and weaknesses were identified. A “net 
gain” approach was seen as helpful in pushing for additionality and achieving objectives. Even 
in aiming for no net loss, it is difficult to push beyond the norm of protecting only the existing 
feature and actually providing protections to additional areas (i.e., enhancement/restoration 
areas) that have been deemed necessary by ecological and hydrological models in light of 
spatial targets and criteria as set out, at minimum, in natural heritage system guidance 
documents. The fact that climate change and cumulative impacts are not commonly considered 
explicitly in ecosystem compensation protocol or guidance documents highlights some potential 
risks with current practice. There were also concerns that agencies may tend toward 
compensation as an avenue around difficult political situations, rather than a tool that can be 
helpful only in specific situations.  

Transparency with the public about the details of compensation and the inclusion of community 
and Indigenous values in determining compensation details were additional gaps. Changes to 
natural areas have social and cultural implications and both the removal and establishment of 
new natural areas impact rights holders and all people that live nearby, yet they do not seem to 
be included in the current processes. This is likely a gap that would be evident in all land use 
planning processes and is not an issue that is specific to ecosystem compensation. Details of 
compensation are not frequently shared with nearby communities or easily accessible, although 
information can be requested by interested members of the public.  

Ecosystem compensation may be a necessary tool to curb the loss of ecological functions from 
features that are not well protected in policy. Having clear, strong policy and protocols is seen 
as critical and there is a lot of interest in regional approaches and discussions to ensure 
consistency and improve practice. As these policies and protocols are developed and evolve, 
organizations should consider climate change, cumulative risks, social and cultural impacts. 
Monitoring and enforcement to ensure that objectives are achieved will be key to understanding 
the true impact of these practices and whether they are achieving the perceived benefit to 
natural systems in the long run.  
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Introduction 
 
In Ontario, natural heritage systems, natural features and areas are protected through multiple 
policies at the provincial level, including through Provincial Land Use Plans like the Greenbelt 
Plan and the Provincial Policy Statement which dictates that municipal official plans must 
include protection policies, which the municipalities can also go beyond.  

Provincial policy is clear that “Natural features and areas shall be protected for the long term” 
(Section 2.1 Natural Heritage). However, there are cases where impacts or removals to natural 
features and areas are seen as required for meeting planning objectives and when natural 
features fall outside the protected feature definitions. Activities that impact natural features on a 
large scale can include residential development, infrastructure development and other 
development processes including activities requiring permitting pursuant to Section 28 of the 
Conservation Authorities Act.  

When avoidance or mitigation is deemed not possible, and the activity still conforms with all 
applicable federal, provincial, municipal and Conservation Authority requirements, sometimes 
the planning authority can require or negotiate that any impacted or removed natural features or 
areas are compensated for by replacing their structure/function/form elsewhere, ideally nearby 
or within the same subwatershed.  

The term ecosystem (or biodiversity) compensation (or offsetting) refers to attempts to offset the 
adverse impacts that occur through site development or other alterations on natural features or 
systems through the creation or restoration of natural features elsewhere.  

This report focuses on the current state of ecosystem compensation in Ontario’s Greater 
Golden Horseshoe where municipal and Conservation Authority staff play a role. Note that 
provincial and federal agencies also sometimes require ecosystem compensation, for example 
through permitting activities that might impact Species at Risk or fish habitat. One survey 
respondent noted that often when this occurs municipalities are not even informed. This survey 
focused exclusively on policy and decisions at municipalities and Conservation Authorities in the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe but did not capture all the forms of ecosystem compensation 
occurring in this region.  
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Box 1. The Mitigation hierarchy (from BBOP & UNEP 20101) comprises of: 

“a. Avoidance: measures taken to avoid creating impacts from the outset, such as careful 

spatial or temporal placement of elements of infrastructure, in order to completely avoid 

impacts on certain components of biodiversity. This results in a change to a ‘business as 

usual’ approach. 

b. Minimisation: measures taken to reduce the duration, intensity and / or extent of impacts 

that cannot be completely avoided, as far as is practically feasible. 

c. Rehabilitation / restoration: measures taken to rehabilitate degraded ecosystems or 

restore cleared ecosystems following exposure to impacts that cannot be completely 

avoided and / or minimised. 

d. Compensation or Offset: measures taken to compensate for any residual significant, 

adverse impacts that cannot be avoided, minimised and / or rehabilitated or restored. 

Measures to achieve No Net Loss or a Net Gain of biodiversity for at least as long as the 

project’s impacts are biodiversity offsets. Offsets can take the form of positive management 

interventions such as restoration of degraded habitat, arrested degradation or averted risk, 

where there is imminent or projected loss of biodiversity. Measures that address residual 

impacts but are not quantified to achieve No Net Loss or not secured for the long term are 
compensation, otherwise known as compensatory mitigation.” 

 
 
 
 

 

 
1 BBOP & UNEP (2010) Mitigation Hierarchy. Business and Biodiversity Offsets Programme & United 
Nations Environment Programme https://www.forest-trends.org/bbop/bbop-key-concepts/mitigation-
hierarchy/ 
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Survey Design 
 
An online survey was sent out between June 30 – July 14 2021 to staff at 14 Conservation 
Authorities and 35 municipalities in the Greater Golden Horseshoe. The survey received 26 
responses from the following: 

10 Conservation Authorities: Central Lake Ontario Conservation Authority, Credit Valley 
Conservation, Conservation Halton, Hamilton Conservation Authority, Kawartha Conservation, 
Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority, Nottawasaga Valley Conservation Authority, 
Otonabee Region Conservation Authority, Toronto and Region Conservation Authority, and one 
anonymous Conservation Authority.  

3 upper-tier municipalities: Halton Region, Region of Niagara, and Region of Peel. 

11 single or lower-tier municipalities: Town of Ajax, City of Brampton, City of Burlingtion, City 
of Cambridge, City of Guelph, City of Markham, City of Richmond Hill, City of Toronto, City of 
Vaughan, Town of Whitby, and Town of Whitchurch-Stouffville. 
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Ecosystem Compensation Policy 
 
All but 1 Municipality and 1 Conservation Authority surveyed indicated they are involved in 
ecosystem compensation, either as planning authorities or implementors of compensation 
projects. Note this high level of respondents participating in ecosystem compensation could be 
biased as those involved in these efforts could be more inclined to complete the survey. 

Only about half (54% of respondents) work at organizations that have policy (or policies) that 
speak to ecosystem compensation. The percent was higher among Conservation Authority staff, 
66% (6 respondents) had policies that speak to ecosystem compensation.  

Two upper-tier municipalities noted that they are currently integrating language around 
ecosystem compensation in their Official Plans through the Municipal Comprehensive Review 
process. “No net loss” was the most common goal of these policies, with 7 organizations 
identifying this goal. “Net gain” was the goal of 5 policies and 1 draft policy. Other policy goals 
included procedures for ecosystem compensation but not official policy, as well as policy related 
to tree replacement requirements in tree protection bylaws.  

 

Figure 1: Percent of ecosystem compensation policies that have “no net loss” or “net gain” as an 
objective 
 

As an example, the Peel 2051 Official Plan Review informing Official Plan updates includes the 
following draft wording: 

Section 2.14 Greenlands System, Core Areas 

2.14.12 Permit the exceptions set out in Section 2.14.11 provided that: 

No net loss Net gain Other (please specify)
0%

20%

40%

60%
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iv)  where ecosystem compensation is determined to be appropriate and feasible, 
including for essential infrastructure, it may be considered as a mitigation option in 
accordance with local municipal or conservation authority ecosystem compensation 
guidelines. 

And 

2.14.36  Support the appropriate use of ecosystem compensation guidelines by the local 
municipalities and other agencies in accordance with the policies of this Plan subject to 
federal and provincial policy requirements and provided that development or site 
alteration will not result in negative impacts to the natural features or ecological functions 
of the Greenlands System. Where ecosystem compensation is determined to be an 
acceptable mitigation option, it should be applied to achieve a no net loss and if 
possible, a net gain, in natural heritage feature area or function. 

Local municipalities will need to be in conformity with upper-tier municipal policy and may also 
have their own related compensation policies, especially around tree cover. For example, the 
City of Burlington’s natural heritage system policy framework (which is primarily defined and 
delineated by Halton Region), does not allow for ecosystem compensation or offsetting, as the 
policy tests are based on “no negative impact” rather than “no net negative impact”. However, 
there are natural features that do not fit the definition and are outside the boundary of the 
natural heritage system where compensation is occurring, namely through the City’s Private 
Tree By-law introduced in 2020, which currently applies within the urban boundary. Trees that 
are injured or removed under the provisions of a tree permit need to be replaced using the City’s 
method of calculation. If there is no room for replacement trees on the same property they were 
removed, there is a charge of $400 per replacement tree. This money is then used toward the 
Private Tree Incentive Program, where private homeowners are encouraged to plant trees on 
their property.  

Lake Simcoe and Region Conservation Authority, Toronto and Region Conservation Authority 
and Credit Valley Conservation have policies and guidance speak to compensation as a last 
resort as part of the compensation hierarchy (see Box 1). Nottawasaga Valley Conservation 
Authority’s draft policy also speaks to the compensation hierarchy. Compensation is typically 
only allowed for non-significant natural features protected in the local Natural Heritage System 
in the Official Plan (or mapped by the Conservation Authority). One respondent noted that these 
must also be permitted by an Ecological Impact Study or Environmental Assessment.  

Where features are otherwise protected by policy, as is the case for significant features, they 
are not eligible for compensation. Rare vegetation communities (as defined by the province’s 
Natural Heritage Resource Manual) are also often not eligible. One respondent mentions that 
there are cases when policy is not followed by proponents, e.g., PSWs or significant woodlands 
are being altered without a permit and compensation or restoration is required after the fact. 
Another comment states that “MZO are permitting removals of features” and yet another states 
“if the LPAT issued an order that included restoration, the City could implement it as the 
approval authority was outside of the City and did not have to comply with our Official Plan”. 
These comments seem to reflect that municipal and Conservation Authority staff are 
participating in what could be considered ecosystem compensation decisions through a variety 
of mechanisms including those beyond their permitting powers, so organizations may be 
involved in compensation even if their policies do not speak to compensation directly.  



11 
 

Municipalities also undertake work that requires permitting from Conservation Authorities. For 
example, the Region of Peel does not specifically reference biodiversity offsetting or ecosystem 
compensation in their policies or programs currently, but when they require permits from 
Conservation Authorities, such as Toronto and Region Conservation Authority and Credit Valley 
Conservation Authority, they would be involved as proponents in compensation projects which 
would be guided by the policy and protocols of those agencies which both have approved 
guidance for how ecosystem compensation should take place once the decision to compensate 
has been made.  

While 6 of the 10 Conservation Authorities have policies related to ecosystem compensation, 
only 3 Conservation Authorities have approved protocols/guidance on how to implement 
ecosystem compensation once the decision to compensate has been made. Two additional 
Conservation Authorities are currently drafting protocols. Municipalities generally referred to 
Conservation Authority guidance, though 2 municipal staff identified that their organizations 
have guidance. 
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Trends in Ecosystem Compensation 
 
All but one respondent indicated that ecosystem compensation is sometimes, often or always 
needed because the existing policy framework does not protect all ecosystems. Half of the 
respondents also thought that ecosystem compensation is often needed because regardless of 
the strength and application of policy, impacts to ecosystems are inevitable as landscapes are 
urbanized. Less agree that the implementation of existing policy framework is a key reason why 
ecosystem compensation occurs (e.g., compensation occurring because of infractions).  

43% of respondents indicated that financial benefits sometimes influence compensation 
decisions while 2 respondents indicated this is a key factor often or always. 48% of respondents 
say this is never a key reason for ecosystem compensation.  

 

Figure 2: Key reasons why ecosystem compensation is needed ranked from most (top) to least 
(bottom) common 

Municipal bylaws and policies and regulations under the Planning Act and Conservation 
Authority Act are most commonly the basis for ecosystem compensation as opposed the 
Migratory Bird Convention Act, the Fisheries Act, or the Endangered Species Act. Just over 
30% of respondents said ecosystem compensation is sometimes a negotiated result with no 
specific related regulation. 

Transactions for planning services supporting municipal plan review, that is planning 
processes and decisions guided directly by municipal policy, more commonly result in 
ecosystem compensation compared to transactions related to the Conservation 
Authority Act Schedule 28 Regulation. 
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Most respondents (66%) say that 1-25% of the project files they deal with contain a component 
of ecosystem compensation. Transactions for planning services Supporting Municipal Plan 
Review more commonly result in ecosystem compensation than activities issued under 
Conservation Authority Act Section 28 Regulation or as a violation of the Conservation Authority 
Act. 4 respondents (17%) estimate that over half of these files result in compensation.  

 

Figure 3: Regulatory basis for permitting that leads to some form of ecosystem compensation 
from most (top) to least (bottom) common 

Most respondents (15 out of 22) feel that the number of files that result in ecosystem 
compensation is increasing.  

There is a mix of positive and negative reasons why respondents think ecosystem 
compensation is increasing. Stronger policies and practices can lead to more compensation 
where in the past losses would have occurred without attempting to compensate the loss. On 
the other hand, increased growth pressure and a lack of political desire for stronger protection 
are mentioned in multiple responses.  

Reasons for the increase in ecosystem compensation according to respondents include: 

• Growth pressures, land values and limitations for municipalities to provide services and 
maintain greenspace 

• Achieving gains where before it would have just been a loss with no compensation (e.g., 
voluntary implementation has more traction now) 

• A greater number and quality of features being regulated (e.g. new 
endangered/threatened species listed or new tree bylaws) 

• Political pressure is not putting enough emphasis on protection 
• Staff advocacy for compensating loss 
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• Minister’s Zoning Orders  “are permitting removals of features. Please note that we differ 
to the Conservation Authority for wetland removals and don't record these. We only 
manage woodland removals.” 

• Subwatershed studies and better planning are leading to better natural system policies 

Those that do not think ecosystem compensation is increasing at their organization indicate a 
relatively steady level of projects with compensation (1 respondent) or that increased protection 
is leading to less need for compensation (2 respondents). One respondent says it depends on 
the team and staff working on the file and added:  

The compensation process adds workload and cost.  If there is no clear policy, some 
applicants or staff members avoid this approach.  If the process is easy, like provide 
funds or build a feature, it may happen.  The ecosystem and natural heritage feature 
policies in Ontario, and the SAR act is full of loopholes.  The losses are astounding and 
don't need to be.  A Regional (City? province?) wide restoration fund could target large 
system restoration projects, secure land, connect the land...but there is a lot of 
reluctance to see funds go outside of the municipality. 

Ecosystem compensation is mostly resulting from activities undertaken by private land 
development and municipalities. It is rare that activities by Conservation Authorities, or the 
provincial or federal governments result in ecosystem compensation.  

 
Figure 4: How often ecosystem compensation results from activities undertaken by organization 
type 
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Protocols and Procedures for 
Determining Compensation Details 
 
Easily determined ecological values are common considerations when determining what values 
are being compensated. Habitat type (70% of respondents) and quality (65% of respondents) 
are top considerations, whereas human demographics of where a compensation project will 
occur compared to the impact (e.g., was the impact in a low-income neighbourhood and the 
restoration in a high-income neighbourhood) is not considered by any agency. Impacts on soil 
and water, and particularly groundwater are less frequently considered than other ecological 
and hydrological values.  

Table 1:  Ecological values/metrics considered when determining compensation 

Value Percent of 
responses  

Number of 
responses 

Wildlife habitat features 70% 16 
Habitat patch quality (size/shape) 65% 15 
Habitat for sensitive species 61% 14 
% tree canopy cover 61% 14 
Ecological connectivity (e.g., road ecology) 48% 11 
Hydrological connectivity 39% 9 
Surface water quality 35% 8 
Surface water quantity 35% 8 
Other, specific responses quoted below directly: 

• The above is considered during the planning process to 
determine if the feature can be removed. Feature type, 
size and location in the landscape are considered when 
reviewing what should be replaced. 

• We aim for like for like, or better (e.g., if disturbed 
community, will aim for 'better') 

• Feature type and area of loss (including any vegetation 
protection zones). Ecosystem service value provided by 
feature. 

• Forest community type/dominance by invasive species is 
taken into consideration. Also, number of trees proposed 
for removal and the condition of those trees. 

• Don’t use metrics for woodlands.  We use woodland 
composition as defined by Region and City to determine 
compensation. 

• Number of trees removed; area of land impacted; 
alteration of a watercourse, reduction in impervious area 

• The policies that protect groundwater quantity in the 
province are close to non-existent.  There is little 
protection of aquifers. Protection should be implemented, I 

35% 8 
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know it's not compensation, but you can't compensate for 
something you don't protect.  

Uniqueness/rarity of habitat (e.g., bog, coastal wetland, 
grassland) 

30% 7 

Groundwater quantity 17% 4 
Soil type 17% 4 
Groundwater quality 13% 3 

 

Table 2: Social, cultural and economic values/metrics considered when determining 
compensation 

Value Percent of 
responses  

Number of 
responses 

Floodplain risk 42.11% 8 
General ecosystem service ($ values) 36.84% 7 
Other, specific responses quoted below directly: 

• We compensate for natural feature losses and the above 
values flow from the restoration of those features. 

• We mainly calculate offset using the objective of restoring 
carbon sequestration & pollution capabilities within 5 years.   

• These values are not compensated for in the current policy 
frameworks 

• Social, cultural, economic values are not factored in 
compensation decisions. 

• Number of trees removed; area of land impacted; alteration 
of a watercourse 

• We have a tariff of fees that dictates a cash out for not being 
able to re-plant trees on site.  This goes into a fund and our 
stewardship department uses it to restore lands.  

36.84% 7 

Community access to greenspace 26.32% 5 
Cultural heritage features (e.g., heritage trees) 15.79% 3 
Overland flood risk 15.79% 3 
Heat island 10.53% 2 
Culturally significant species 5.26% 1 
Timber values 5.26% 1 
Carbon values 5.26% 1 
Demographically equitable distribution of natural areas 0.00% 0 
Research and education 0.00% 0 

 

The above findings highlighting which values are considered in ecosystem compensation likely 
apply to how land use decisions are made more generally in the province, including who is 
involved and has power to affect decisions. This probably also applies to how values are 
assessed, as ecosystem compensation occurs within a wider land use planning framework with 
processes in place for making decisions. However, there are specific implications of the method 
of assessing values and engaging Knowledge Holders, rights holders and stakeholders that 
impact how successful ecosystem compensation processes are at achieving policy objectives. 
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Figure 5: Methods used to assess features and values being compensated (n= 21) 

Additionality (ensuring compensation results in new habitat and achieves at least no net loss) 
discussed in most (over 80%) guidelines/protocols. Additionality is a fundamental principle of a 
biodiversity offset and is widely agreed to a core tenet for an activity to be considered an offset. 
The World Bank’s Biodiversity Offsets: A User Guide qualifies “biodiversity offsets must deliver 
conservation gains beyond those that would be achieved by ongoing or planned activities that 
are not part of the offset.” 2 

Lag time is the period between when habitat (e.g., a forest) is lost and the time it takes for the 
biodiversity offset to be achieved, i.e., for new the habitat restored elsewhere to “establish” (e.g., 
for the trees for grow and ecological connections, processes and functions to establish). Time 
lags mean that losses are not “offset” immediately and depending on the feature or function that 
was lost, this can (considerations of the time it takes for habitats to fully establish) are 

Considerations of risk and climate change are less frequently specified (less than 40%). Notably 
none of the protocols consider cumulative impacts. One respondent says that unfortunately 
none of these factors are explicitly considered in their protocols.  

 
2 See page 11 of https://www.cbd.int/financial/doc/wb-offsetguide2016.pdf 
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Figure 6: Percent of guidance/protocols that address these ecosystem compensation relevant 
topics (n=8) 

Indigenous Knowledge (or Indigenous science) is generally not informing how any aspects of 
ecosystem compensation occurs. No one says Indigenous Knowledge is often or always 
considered and only 4 respondents indicate that it is sometimes a factor. The majority of 
respondents said Indigenous Knowledge is never a component of ecosystem compensation 
(45%) or they did not know (36%). 
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Implementation 
 
Compensation project often take place 2-3 years or more after the impact occurs and few seem 
to take place concurrent with impacts or the following year.  

 
Figure 7: Timing of ecosystem compensation in relation to impact to natural feature(s) 

Over half of respondents (15) indicated that seeds, soil or other components are 
sometimes, often or always collected on site prior to feature removal and used in the 
compensation/restoration project. 

Compensation is most likely to go on public lands where restoration is already planned or has 
occurred in the past (e.g., infilling of plants), and therefore does not adhere to the principle of 
additionality. Sometimes restoration as part of compensation projects occurs on private property 
and areas that are not protected by natural heritage system policies. 86% of respondents said 
projects sometimes or often occur outside of natural heritage systems.   
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Figure 8: Location of restoration as part of ecosystem compensation 

Nearly all (22 of 23) organizations are involved in approving the details of the 
compensation. 50% are always or often involved in monitoring. Sometimes no one monitors (4 
respondents) or enforces (3 respondents) compensation projects. Involvement depends on 
whether offsetting projects are being completed by the Conservation Authority or by the 
proponent (developer or municipality). 9 respondents mentioned monitoring plans are required 
before approval of impact. Site visits and tree warranties are used in some cases as assurance 
the compensation will occur and be monitored, but enforcement is less clear in many cases.  

“Our agency does not enforce monitoring of offsets by another policy tool. Not our 
responsibility.” – Conservation Authority survey respondent  

“We could do more regarding monitoring and enforcement of compensation planting that 
is done by 3rd parties.” – Municipal survey respondent 

Monitoring and enforcement are commonly (noted by ~40% of respondents) negotiated during 
the compensation process. Monitoring plans are required to be submitted as part of a 
development application and monitoring is undertaken by the applicants’ consultants. 
Requirements for offsetting are tied to planning approvals. The municipality and Conservation 
Authority and are both involved in final approvals/clearance. Any requirements for offsetting 
must be satisfied before this can happen.  Monitoring plans are project specific and often 
included as a requirement for final approval as well 

Over half (57%, 13 respondents) do not communicate the details about compensation 
publicly. Details shared publicly are typically in individual project reports or planning files and 
not shared in summary format. One Conservation Authority did indicate that a summary of 
compensation is shared through annual reports and a specific public reporting process for the 
corporate website is in development.  
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Projects are frequently monitored and maintained (e.g., vegetation control or restocking) from 1-
5 years. Maintenance and monitoring for 6+ years is far less common. Four respondents 
indicated monitoring occurs for more than 10 years and two indicated maintenance occurs for 
more than 10 years. 

Local neighbourhood or environmental groups are rarely informed in any stage of ecosystem 
compensation. 15% of respondents indicate that Treaty rights holders are involved in 
determining offset details, maintaining and monitoring compensation projects and over 20% 
indicate Treaty rights holders are involved in restoration activities. The most common activity to 
involve the community at large is in monitoring, though they are also sometimes involved in 
permitting and determining offsets or as part of restoration efforts.  

 

Figure 9: Groups of people involved in different aspects of ecosystem compensation projects 
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Recommendations 

 
Recommendation 1: Undertake a targeted assessment to understand the extent to which 
the mitigation hierarchy is being applied in the GGH.  

As mentioned above, several published and draft Conservation Authority’s protocols for 
ecosystem compensation speak to the importance of the compensation hierarchy and using 
ecosystem compensation as a “last resort” in that hierarchy. However, based on the responses 
to this survey there is a complex decision-making process where municipal and Conservation 
Authority staff often work together, rely on each other, and negotiate outcomes with proponents 
depending on applicable policy and jurisdiction, the type of natural feature and other factors. A 
focused assessment of if and how the mitigation hierarchy is being implemented in the GGH 
would be helpful to better understand and possibly strengthen policy and implementation around 
ecosystem compensation.  

Recommendation 2: Policy that speaks to ecosystem compensation should aim for “net 
gain” to the natural system and should also speak to the need for retaining areas for 
restoration (including protecting pervious surfaces for restoration). 

There is evidence that “no net loss” policies are not sufficient in protecting habitat productivity. A 
2006 study found that 63 percent of the 16 fish habitat compensation projects assessed across 
Canada resulted in net losses of habitat productivity despite no net loss policy.3 With the high 
rates of landscape alterations that have led to ecosystem and species losses in southern 
Ontario, breaking even may not be enough to achieve biodiversity commitments and have 
healthy functioning ecosystems.4  Even in achieving no net loss, compensation often requires 
much more land area than the loss itself. For example, TRCA’s ecosystem compensation 
protocols use basal area for determining compensation for forests which leads to larger areas of 
new reforestation than the areas lost, e.g., Between 1 and 8 hectares of new habitat must be 
restored for every one hectare removed depending on the structure of the forest being removed. 
This highlights an important note from one of the respondents about the need for areas for 
restoration and moving beyond strictly protecting natural features within the natural heritage 
system. Furthermore, net gain should be characterised by multiple dimensions including 
biodiversity, ecosystem functions and Indigenous values. The following quote from Ontario 
Nature’s Draining the Swamp report offers insight into some Indigenous perspective on the 
achieving net cultural value gains “Offsetting should require achievement of an overall net gain 
for biodiversity calculated on the basis of in situ (on-the-ground), measurable conservation 
outcomes for the Earth and all of its parts. If the proposed development negatively impacts 
cultural values, these impacts must also be offset on a net gain basis, according to protocols 
established by the community and in a culturally appropriate manner that satisfies community 
interests and needs.” 

Recommendation 3: All Conservation Authorities and relevant municipalities that are 
undertaking ecosystem compensation should develop clear protocols and guidance for 

 
3 https://acee-ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents/48711/48711E.pdf 
4 See Ontario Nature report, Navigating the Swamp, p. 39 https://ontarionature.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/11/wetlands_executivesummary_Final_web.pdf 
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consistently implementing ecosystem compensation and ensure the guidance provides 
direction on additionality, lag times, cumulative impacts, climate change and community 
and Indigenous Knowledge and values. Working collaboratively, sharing lessons learned 
and aiming for consistent approaches across the region can improve implementation. 

Where ecosystem compensation is being used as a tool to restore lands that have already been 
marked for restoration, and in some cases have already been restored in the past, the overall 
natural system and area could be shrinking over time. One important but difficult challenge is 
that cumulative impacts are not being considered. At an extreme, this could lead to serious 
repercussions if a watershed with unprotected natural features or high political pressure to 
develop pushes multiple approvals on the basis of being able to compensate. With the lag time 
between restoration and the establishment of “replaced” habitat, as well as the risks associated 
with the changing climate, watersheds with already degraded natural systems (and therefore 
less protected features) are at greater risk of cumulative impacts negatively affecting watershed 
health.  

Recommendation 4: Responsible agencies (i.e., planning authorities) should ensure 
strong compliance and monitoring protocols and programs are developed and 
implemented to ensure the long-term objectives of ecosystem compensation are being 
met. Details about compensation should be easily accessible to the public.  

The use of ecosystem compensation is increasing in the region and some concerns were 
expressed around an over reliance on this practice to avoid political conflicts. This survey 
reveals that some staff involved in ecosystem compensation in the GGH see some risk and 
areas for improvement to ensure that compensation is not used to greenwash environmental 
impacts. Monitoring is key to ensuring these policies and protocols are achieving their 
objectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 
 

Appendix: Individual Respondent 
Recommendations and Comments 
 
The following responses were altered only to remove specific municipal or Conservation 
Authority names and are otherwise direct quotes from respondents: 

• The tricky part of ensuring no net loss to the NHS is getting beyond the norm of 
protecting only the existing feature (& offsetting loss that occurs through 'refinements', or 
features within the NHS that don't meet criteria, or EAs or Existing Uses) and actually 
providing protections to additional areas (i.e. enhancement/restoration areas) that have 
been deemed necessary by NHS models  in light of spatial targets and criteria as set 
out, at minimum, in How Much Habitat is Enough and other NHS guidance documents.     
Appropriate application of buffers & other mitigations are also vital in protecting what is 
to remain.     Also note that Offsetting is really only applied in Planning Act applications 
and so does not capture cumulative impacts from individual, permitted uses, or EA's.   

• "Stronger policies to protect ecosystem ensuring compensation directly results in 
ecosystem growth. Stronger valuation on the community benefit of eco system services 
when evaluating a site. " 

• Be very clear in the calculation of compensation. A 'net gain' approach is helpful to push 
for additional compensation and offset the loss.  

• Guidance and/or policy documents need to be clear. Resources required to ensure 
guidance/policy is successfully implemented need to be considered early.  

• Seek out and utilize Indigenous Knowledge, where applicable  
• Need policy updates and protocols that are consistent throughout the GGH.  At this time, 

each municipality is working on their own. 
• Ensure that offsetting is a "last option" not the first option and is based on clear 

policy/rules.  Offsetting hierarchy is important.  Transparency is important.  Ensuring 
offsetting occurs as close to loss or at least within same catchment/subwatershed is 
important. 

• Talk to folks that have been down the road of developing offsetting guidance, they 
usually have a number of "lessons learned" to share.  

• May not be directly relevant to this study but it is also worth thinking about compensation 
in the developed area of the municipality.  The municipality is looking at compensation 
for loss of soft landscaping at part of its recent garden suites initiative. Planning staff, in 
consultation forestry staff, are considering ways to protect soft landscaped open space 
within rear yards to support the preservation of existing trees, as well as growing space 
and soil volume for new tree planting around where Garden Suites will be built. Further 
study of the potential impacts of Garden Suites on permeable surfaces and existing and 
future trees will be undertaken by Planning staff to better understand the potential scale 
of impact and how best to manage gradual change. This technical review will inform the 
development of the policies and regulations to mitigate potential impacts of Garden 
Suites on trees in the municipality. 

• My understanding is that the Province has the position that no negative impact cannot 
be demonstrated through the use of tools, such as ecological offsetting. For example, a 
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portion of PSW could not be removed and re-created elsewhere to demonstrate no 
negative impact. If this could be clarified - when ecological compensation can occur, and 
when it cannot - that would be very helpful for municipalities in their communications to 
the development community. I think we often have different ideas around 
scope/application when we discuss ecological offsetting in our professions than 
developers do. 

• We need to develop policies and protocol. Only have best management practices as per 
development applications. The Conservation Authority assists us with decision making.  
We only make decisions on significant woodlands/woodlands. Other provincial agencies 
make decisions on SAR etc.   Municipal staff often do not even get informed of offsetting 
requirements. 

• Most of the municipal natural areas are protected by policies and regulation so there is 
relatively little loss of natural area other than the occasional nibbling away at the edges 
of the forested feature.  There is however, increasing impervious area due to increased 
development footprint which we are trying to reduce. 

• Where possible we try to get compensation planting on site, however in other cases we 
will require cash in lieu if replanting on site is not possible (not enough space). More 
resources for long term monitoring and enforcement would be helpful. There are 
concerns about the loss of permeable land for future tree planting.  

• Compliance and performance monitoring is important 
• I do hold concerns that agencies will tend to bend toward utilizing offsetting as an 

avenue around difficult political situations rather than as a tool to support specific, 
identifiable situations. 

• I would really appreciate hearing what others have to say about this, and would 
appreciate being kept in the loop regarding this project.  
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