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10 years ago, with the creation of Ontario’s Greenbelt, the dream 
of permanently protecting and uniting almost two million living 
acres of agricultural, economic and environmental possibilities 
for generations of Ontarians came true. And so did much more.

The view so far. 
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Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation / The view so far.

Human Health

From lowering our stress, to raising our heartbeats, to purifying 
our water, air and minds, the Greenbelt has, for ten years, been 
exactly what the doctor ordered for Ontarians–and something 
we need now more than ever.

In a province that spends half its budget on 
healthcare and whose needs are only going to 
grow, the Greenbelt is good for our health, our 
wallets, and Ontario’s global reputation as the 
place that, as water guru Dr. Gail Krantzberg 
likes to say, “got it right.” 

A big part of getting it right is reducing the 
enormous human toll of urban sprawl. By 
saying yes to the Greenbelt, Ontario has said 
no to countless cases of depression, high blood 
pressure, traffic fatalities, premature death 
and many other tragic, costly outcomes of 
sprawl-related living and commuting.

But it’s what the Greenbelt actually has, and 
does, that makes it an even more essential 
health partner.

Drink it in.
Few examples of the Greenbelt’s importance 
are as crystal clear as its role in the healthy, safe 
water millions of people drink and use every day. 

The Greenbelt houses “Ontario’s Rain Barrel,” the 
1,900-square-kilometre Oak Ridges Moraine. 
When rain and snow fall on this enormous 
landform, the Moraine’s porous mix of sand 
and gravel allows up to 80% of that water 
to sink into and replenish its vast system of 
groundwater reservoirs (called aquifers), which 
ultimately lead to your tap.

This process helps clean and filter the water 
of contaminants, while also helping control 
surging storm water, preventing floods. 

Body, mind, soil.

“THE WELFARE OF OUR NATURAL WORLD, 
INCLUDING THE GREENBELT, IS ESSENTIAL 
FOR HUMAN HEALTH AND WELL-BEING.”
 

Ronald Macfarlane
Manager, Healthy Public Policy, Toronto Public Health
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Take a deep breath. Heck, take two.
Air pollution from Ontario and elsewhere already 
costs the province $10 billion a year in environmental 
and health damage, including some 6,000 premature 
deaths. And our people and cars are growing in 
number. So the last thing we should reduce or fail 
to protect are trees, nature’s greatest air cleaners. We 
actually need more.

Best of all, many of the Greenbelt’s 451,200 acres of 
trees are in significant forests. Complex ecosystems 
supporting countless forms of life, these forests not 
only encourage healthy activity, but purify the air, 
providing health benefits to the villages and towns 
around the Greenbelt. Those 485,000 tonnes of 
pollutants they’ve kept away since 2005? We can live 
without them.

Body and Mind.
Every year a healthy number of Ontarians plan to 
lower their blood pressure, increase their brain 
power, and ward off serious threats like heart disease 
by taking advantage of the Greenbelt’s endless 
possibilities for health-promoting recreation. As an 
antidote to urban/suburban life and the burdensome 
costs from its impact, the Greenbelt earns its keep. It’s 
also getting more bikeable and accessible than ever, 
so greater numbers of people will be able to enjoy its 
mental and physical health benefits–benefits we’ll all 
reap for years to come.

The Greenbelt is healthy. For now.
As Ontario’s population grows and migrates in 
greater numbers to urban centres, the economic, 
environmental and quality-of-life solutions made 
possible by the Greenbelt will only become more 
important. Ontario’s overall health relies on having 
lots of healthy, productive people, and lots of 
places and ways for them to stay that way. But like 
our individual health, our natural health needs to 
be carefully maintained. It’s two million acres of 
prevention, instead of a lot more costly cure.

The Greenbelt’s natural 
features contribute to a 
robust economy as well:

- Its natural water filtration
 systems save $189 million
 a year in drinking water 
 filtration costs

- Its wetlands save another 
 $379 million a year in 
 flood control costs 

- The pollution-removing 
 activity of Its tree canopy 
 is a $69 million a year 
 value

These three benefits  
alone have saved Ontario 
$6.37 billion since the 
Greenbelt’s inception.

HEALTHY 
RETURNS

The Greenbelt protects 533,000 acres 
of lakes, wetlands, rivers and streams, 
feeding our Great Lakes and giving us 
fresh, clean drinking water.

Ontario’s Greenbelt is almost 2 million acres of 
protected land that extends as far north as 
Tobermory, stretches 325 kilometres from Rice Lake 
in Northumberland County to the Niagara River, and 
also wraps around the Greater Golden Horseshoe, the 
area that surrounds the western end of Lake Ontario.
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A Viable Agriculture 
Industry

Feeding Ontario’s 
economic strength.

In the multi-million dollar machine that is  
Ontario’s agricultural industry, the Greenbelt has 
proven itself a major contributor. Home to some  
of Canada’s most productive land and ideal 
climates, it is masterfully managed by dedicated 
farmers, and has everything it takes to not only 
feed a hungry economy, but drive it.

When you look at the remarkable returns from 
the Greenbelt’s 860,000 acres of agricultural 
land, and the rise of the local food movement 
in the last ten years, it’s hard to believe that not 
long ago local food was a whim, and farming 
faced pressure from explosive urban growth 
that was shrinking the very farmland we 
cherish today.

At 43% of its total area, agriculture is the 
Greenbelt’s #1 land use. Permanently protecting  
this vital agricultural base also means protecting 
jobs, communities and a sustainable food system. 
Farmers, planners, environmentalists and more 
have come together, and are working hard to 
overcome challenges and maintain their visions.

Ten years later, farmland and farmers’ 
investments are protected. And the result is a 
powerhouse industry that can feed, employ 
and inspire the children of Ontario’s children.

“I DON’T KNOW WHERE WE’D BE 
WITHOUT THE GREENBELT. IT HAS 
CHANGED NOT ONLY THE WAY 
CHEFS THINK ABOUT FOOD, BUT 
THE WAY THE GENERAL PUBLIC 
THINKS ABOUT FOOD.” 

Jaco Lokker
Director, Food Services, University of Toronto
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A bumper crop.
Since 2005, Greenbelt farming has produced 
a consistently strong harvest of much-needed 
returns for Ontario:

 • In 2011 alone, agricultural production in the
  Golden Horseshoe brought $6.3 billion into 
  our economy

 • Each year, roughly 41,000 person-years of 
  employment impact is created

 • Greenbelt farmland produces an average 
  $1,756 in gross farm receipts per acre, 
  almost double the Ontario average

The smart money’s on farmers.
Farmers have always been stewards of the 
land. In two years alone, the Greenbelt Farm 
Stewardship Program included 800 farmer-led 
projects that helped them protect water, cut 
chemical use and conserve wildlife habitats. 
And our farmers saved Ontario almost 600,000 
kWh in yearly energy use through utility and 
other retrofits, halving their energy use.

Local food has dug in deep.
Ten years on, more Ontarians are eating 
Greenbelt-grown food than ever. But perhaps 
more importantly, people are taking an active 
interest in understanding where and who their 
food comes from. And throughout Ontario, 
that interest has gone from active to action.

The City of Toronto has adopted a local food 
policy for its institutional kitchens, as have 
health care services and schools province-
wide. The World Crops program grows and 
markets traditional crops from across the globe. 
The human, economic and environmental 
imperative of local food has taken root as 
the very foundation of a truly local and more 
sustainable food system.

Since 2005, the number of farmers’ markets in 
and around the Greenbelt has doubled to more 
than 100. There are also 200 on-farm markets, 
giving more people access to a market, a 
farmer, and a bushel of benefits:

 • sales go straight to farmers

 • food avoids plastic packaging and other
  environmental wastes

 • farmers’ market shoppers eat more (and
  more kinds of ) fruits and vegetables than 
  non-market shoppers

Keep growing. Keep talking.
As we survey the harvest of our first decade, 
we see the Greenbelt’s framework and policies 
helping ensure that municipal growth-
planning, and preserving our agricultural lands 
and industries, go hand-in-hand. Challenges 
continue, but so does the hard work from 
all partners, who keep finding new ways to 
engage with each other and move forward 
together.

That commitment to keep talking about, 
protecting, and growing something that 
literally enriches Ontario will continue. Our 
children and their children deserve no less. 
Protected, we prosper. Paved, we’re poorer in 
every way.

The Greenbelt grows
• 55% of Ontario’s fruit
• 13% of its vegetables and  
   has 40% of its nursery 
   product acreage

Since 2001, the Greenbelt’s world renowned 
Niagara region – a hotbed for innovation 
and entrepreneurialism, not just great 
wine – has increased its

-  commercial wineries from 6 to 59
 
-  hectares of vines by 50%

-  sales volume, tourism revenue and 
    lots more

WHAT’S FOOD 
WITHOUT WINE?
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Biodiversity and Natural 
Heritage Protection 

SPECIES
Seventy-eight near-extinct species call the 
Greenbelt home: 25 birds, 25 plants, 12 
reptiles, six fish, five mammals, two butterflies, 
two amphibians, one dragonfly.

The Oak Ridges Moraine provides critical 
migratory routes for birds and mammals, and 
habitat for at-risk species like the king rail, 
spiny softshell turtle and redside dace. 

All 13 species of frogs and toads known to the 
Great Lakes live in Moraine wetlands.

HABITATS
The Niagara Escarpment houses many at-risk 
species, like hibernacula (abodes) for the 
Eastern massassauga rattlesnake, and vernal 
pools for Jefferson salamander. 

GREENERY
Clinging to Greenbelt rock faces are some of 
Ontario’s oldest and most unique trees.

The Greenbelt is also a refuge for, and the only 
Canadian home of, the rare American Hart’s-
tongue fern.

WATER
The Oak Ridges Moraine contains the 
headwaters of more than 65 rivers and 
streams, and harbours the most continuous 
forest cover in the GTA.

Precious. Protected. 
Permanent.
The approach made possible by the Greenbelt 
Plan to permanently safeguard the biodiversity of 
its natural heritage systems is a lot like the one 
taken to protect our fertile agricultural land. And 
it’s seen inspiring success in preserving and even 
restoring species and systems that, like all things 
natural, can be directly linked to our very own 
health and vitality. 

Like an ecosystem of their own, the Greenbelt 
Plan’s protection measures have a positive 
effect on the conservation efforts of local 
municipalities, who can act with confidence 
and even inspiration under its safeguards. 
Prescient and holistic, the Plan’s approach 
involves protecting not just important features 
like woodlands and wetlands, but complete 
natural systems, an approach now seen as a 
best practice. But when you understand what’s 
at risk, best is the only approach possible.

The irreplaceable value of biodiversity.
A richly bio-diverse Greenbelt isn’t just 
environmentally and economically 
advantageous: it also saves us Greenbelt-sized 
money. If Ontario were to try and replace 
merely the pollination and seed dispersal 
services that the Greenbelt’s bees, birds, 
mammals and wind provide, we’d have to 
come up with $458 million a year. And replace 
all the ways that those natural systems and 
creatures regenerate our trees, pollinate 
our crops, forests and grasses–and give us 
wondrous pause.

FROM TREETOP 
TO RIVERBED, THERE’S 
A LOT AT RISK:

The birds and the bees and the  
$458 million. That’s the annual 
value of the pollination and seed 
dispersal services provided by the 
Greenbelt’s bees, birds, mammals 
and wind, millions of dollars that 
we don’t have to pay.
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Success breeds success. And falcons.
Throughout our mandate, the Greenbelt’s approach has 
inspired and even helped model action province-wide. 
Environmental policy and stewardship both inside and 
outside the Greenbelt led to the rise in populations of 
beloved species like the bald eagle and peregrine falcon. 

We’ve also seen numerous initiatives championed by 
communities, individuals and organizations alike. Partners 
came together to create the Cootes to Escarpment Park 
System just west of Lake Ontario, which now protects one 
of Canada’s most biologically rich areas. Four hours north, 
the Bruce Peninsula community shaped a plan to protect 
the habitats and species of Southern Ontario’s largest 
remaining area of natural habitat and forest.

Our very nature has changed.
Over the past ten years, we have seen countless people and 
communities of all kinds come together under the belief 
that the heritage and biodiversity of our Greenbelt are 
worth fighting for — especially as municipalities struggle to 
answer the steady pressure of growing populations, in ways 
that make sense for everyone.

These efforts are helping to shape a cultural identity for this 
region, a way of thinking, acting, and collaborating that, 
yes, might be old hat to a farmer, but new to many others. 
So when we talk about protecting and sustaining our 
Greenbelt’s nature, goodness and possibilities, we’re also 
talking about protecting and sustaining our own. 

“THE GREENBELT IS THE ECOLOGICAL BACKBONE OF 
THE REGION AND PROTECTS CRITICAL HABITAT FOR 
COUNTLESS PLANT AND ANIMAL SPECIES, MANY OF 
WHICH ARE AT RISK.”

Joshua Wise, Greenway Program Manager
Ontario Nature
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Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation / The view so far.

An Economic Asset

Turns out 
money does grow 
on trees.

Money also grows in soil, in water, and in the hard 
work, inspiration and perseverance of thousands 
of people who’ve come together to make the 
Greenbelt a major–and sustainable–economic 
force, while keeping its core mandate intact.

In fact, the Greenbelt Plan’s permanent 
protection of its farmlands and ecosystems 
has also protected the capital in them, the 
economic activity they support, and provided 
the certainty needed to help promote long-
term investment.

Annual employment
Some 161,000 full-time-equivalent jobs in 
Ontario in sectors with promising future 
growth potential are dependent on the 
Greenbelt. To put that in context, Ontario’s 
fish, forestry, mining, quarrying and oil/gas 
extraction sectors are responsible for 42,300 
jobs – combined.

The Greenbelt’s impressive economic impact 
is driven by several factors: many of its key 
activities (farming, conservation, tourism) are 
labour-intensive, and happen on a regular, 
repeated basis. Those activities also take place in 
many sectors that play to Ontario’s strengths– 
tourism, agriculture, recreation and forestry–so 
they promote spending and employment.

JUST TWO OF MANY SECTORS  
WORTH PROTECTING:

Tourism 
Every year, millions of tourist photos are snapped 
in the Greenbelt’s charming towns and 
endlessly varied nature, which lure local and 
international tourists with real money to spend:

 • The GDP of Greenbelt tourism 
  (accommodation and food) was evaluated
  at $1.8 billion (2006)

 • The recreational value of Greenbelt land
  (non-farming) was estimated at $95 million 
  annually (2008): $61 million for forests, 
  $31.5 million for wetlands, $2.6 million for
  bodies of water

The Greenbelt has also boosted tourism and 
economic development in towns adjacent to 
trails, recreation and conservation areas.

Ecosystem Services 
Around-the-clock, the Greenbelt’s ecosystems 
clean our water and air, keep storm waters at 
bay, and even keep us healthy and balanced 
with everything from active exercise to a 
reflective forest stroll. And they do all this  
for free. 

The value of the forest and wetland services 
alone is pegged at $2.3 billion a year, or $1,967 
for each protected hectare. That’s some 
$300 every resident of the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe doesn’t have to pay every year. The 
cost to artificially recreate these services would 
be significant. And a lot less beautiful.

“PEOPLE ARE STARTING TO FOCUS 
AND ARE NOW SAYING, ‘WE’VE 
GOT TO HELP THE LOCAL GUYS.’” 

Garry Geissberger, Geissberger Farmhouse Cider 
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ANNUAL ECONOMIC IMPACT 
PROVINCE-WIDE

$9.1 billion direct, indirect and induced impacts 
$3 billion direct economic impact 

ANNUAL GOVERNMENT REVENUES 
(AND HOW THEY COMPARE)

The Greenbelt provides $2.8 billion in total 
revenues. The breakdown:

At a Federal level: $1.5 billion
Equivalent to more than 10 times the federal 
government infrastructure payments to 
Ontario in 2012/13

At a Provincial level: $1 billion
Almost equivalent to Ontario’s fuel and alcohol 
taxes combined in 2012/13

At a Local level: $300 million
Equivalent to a quarter of the development 
charge revenue collected across Ontario  
in 2011

Protecting land, freeing imagination.
The Greenbelt Plan’s permanent mandate has 
helped to focus development on those areas 
that can support it without eroding natural 
systems and agricultural land. It’s also inspired 
a new approach to managing growth, which 
has paid both economic and environmental 
returns for many municipalities: 

 • it’s helped target development to areas
  with existing infrastructure that can handle
  growth at affordable rates for taxpayers

 • it’s shaping the debate around the 
  regeneration of downtowns through
  infill and brownfield redevelopment

 • it’s helping promote compact mixed use
  growth, while protecting the region’s
  unique character

The Greenbelt is still very much a place to 
grow, and there’s enough land that can be 
developed as need arises while protecting 
farmland and making efficient use of existing 
infrastructure. In fact, the amount of land set 
aside for development is so large that by 2031, 
82% of it will still be available for use.

The bottom line? It’s working.
The things the Greenbelt does as well or 
better than anywhere else in the world are 
the same things that people increasingly 
value and will put down good money for. And 
as development, tourism, economies and 
consumption only rise, so will the Greenbelt’s 
stock. So as long as we hold and even grow it, 
the Greenbelt will pay dividends that even our 
great-grandchildren’s children will enjoy.

The Greenbelt’s province-wide 
economic impact is $9.1 billion 
every year, including 161,000 
full-time-equivalent jobs. 

BY THE NUMBERS
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Climate Change 

Carbon storage has 
never been more 
beautiful.
Even if they never produced a single apple, or 
welcomed one tourist, the trees, soil and wetlands 
of the Greenbelt would be doing something hugely 
important and urgent: alleviating climate change. 
Every year our Greenbelt stores and sequesters 
almost 102 million tonnes of carbon, a value of 
$377.7 million a year in averted damage costs:  
the equivalent of taking almost 32 million cars off 
our roads.

In tackling climate change, so much focus is 
put on new ideas that we sometimes overlook 
what’s already working. In 2005, with the stroke 
of a pen, an invisible switch was turned on that 
permanently protected a massive carbon sink – 
a natural carbon storage reservoir – right next 
door to a quarter of Canada’s population, in the 
country’s largest urbanized area.

While we go about our days, the Greenbelt is 
actively capturing and preventing the release of 
carbon dioxide (a key factor in climate change) 
into the atmosphere. The carbon is permanently 
sequestered, or stored for long periods, by the 
different landscapes found within. Forests and 
soils capture the majority of it, while wetlands, 
though a lot smaller in scale, are excellent at 
storing carbon because of their impressive 
biological productivity.

Our Greenbelt stores an estimated 102 million 
tonnes of carbon, equivalent to 374 tonnes of 
greenhouses gases: about the same amount 
of greenhouse emissions from Ontario’s 
transportation, industrial, building, and 
electricity sectors combined.

It can’t do it alone.
While the Greenbelt functions like a carbon 
vault, that vault is not impenetrable. Over 
time, land and vegetation can degrade, 
wetlands evaporate, soil erode. Carbon storage 
effectiveness is reduced, and CO2 is released. 
So it’s not a question of making sure that the 
Greenbelt’s always there, but that it’s managed, 
maintained, and even grown. It can only do its 
job if we do ours.

“ARGUABLY ONE OF ONTARIO’S KEY WEAPONS 
FOR TACKLING CLIMATE CHANGE.” 

Ray Tomalty, Adjunct Professor, 
School of Urban Planning, McGill University

Carbon dioxide causes global damage, whose 
economic cost has been estimated by the tonne. 
The Greenbelt’s agricultural soils alone store 40 
million tonnes of carbon every year, with a value 
of $157 million in averted damage to our planet.

THE GREENBELT 
CONTAINS NOT JUST 
CARBON, BUT COSTS. 
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The long view.

With unprecedented public support, the world’s 
biggest Greenbelt proves that permanence can 
inspire excellence in how we live, plan and grow.

As a province and a people, we will continue to 
take the long view, always keeping in sight the 
Ontario we want for our children and their future. 
By protecting and growing the Greenbelt’s 
peerless agricultural lands and vital natural heritage 
systems, we will protect and grow that future. 

Happy 10th birthday, Greenbelt. 
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“THE GREENBELT MODEL OF STEWARDSHIP TO 
PROTECT WATER SENDS A MESSAGE TO THE 
REST OF THE WORLD THAT ONTARIO GOT  
IT RIGHT.”

Dr. Gail Krantzberg, Professor, Civil Engineering, 
McMaster University

“GREENBELT AGRICULTURE AND ITS 
CONTRIBUTION TO THE ONTARIO ECONOMY  
IS AN IMPORTANT FEATURE OF THE 
PROVINCE’S AGRICULTURAL LANDSCAPE.”

John Groenewegen
President, JRG Consulting Group
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