Provincial Policy Statement

Natural Heritage

2.3.1 Natural heritage features and areas will be protected from
incompatible development.
a) Development and site alteration will not be permitted in:
significant wetlands south and east of the Canadian Shield; and
• significant portions of the habitat of endangered and threatened
species.
•

b) Development and site alteration may be permitted in:
fish habitat;
• significant wetlands in the Canadian Shield;
• significant woodlands south and east of the Canadian Shield;
• significant valleylands south and east of the Canadian Shield;
• significant wildlife habitat; and
• significant areas of natural and scientific interest
•

if it has been demonstrated that there will be no negative impacts on
the natural features or the ecological functions for which the area is
identified.
2.3.2 Development and site alteration may be permitted on adjacent
lands to a) and b) if it has been demonstrated that there will be no
negative impacts on the natural features or on the ecological
functions for which the area is identified.
2.3.3 The diversity of natural features in an area, and the natural
connections between them should be maintained, and improved
where possible.
2.3.4 Nothing in policy 2.3 is intended to limit the ability of
agricultural uses to continue.

Water Quality and
Quantity
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2.4.1 The quality and quantity of ground water and surface water and
the function of sensitive ground water recharge/discharge areas,
aquifers and headwaters will be protected or enhanced.

Provincial Policy
and the
Natural Heritage Training Manual
Bill:
Next on our agenda is Brian Potter, who is from the Ministry
of Natural Resources. He will be speaking on Monitoring the
Implementation of Provincial Policy Statement 2.3 which deals with natural
heritage planning. Brian works for the Lands and Waters Branch of the
Ministry of Natural Resources and he coordinates the Province’s Wetlands
Conservation Program. Brian is involved in a cooperative project with
the Nature Conservancy of Canada to develop an aquatic classification
system. The aquatic classification scheme will be modeled or similar to,
or at least analogous to, the ecological land classification system that the
Ministry of Natural Resources introduced in Southern Ontario two years
ago. That aquatic classification scheme, in conjunction with the Nature
Conservancy s is part of the NCC’s Biodiversity Blueprint initiative. Please
join me in welcoming Brian who has come all the way from Peterborough
Ontario to speak to us today about Monitoring the Implementation of
Provincial Policy Statement 2.3.
******
Brian Potter: I appreciate the opportunity to talk to you today. When
Bill and I first talked about this session, we agreed there was a bit of a
need to give an overview of what, collectively, the Province and the
stakeholders that were involved in the review team that produced the
manual wanted to accomplish. I’ll try and give you an overview of that
this morning. The group that produced this manual was composed of
MMAH and MNR and a number of external groups. At the time John
Reilly, who was with the Federation of Ontarion Naturalists, participated.
Gary Epp and some others as natural heritage practitioners and consultants
were a part of the process. There was also a representative from
Conservation Ontario. I think it’s fair to say that what you see in the
reference manual reflects, in the end, what we were all were able to agree
to. Some wanted a little more detail, some a little less, and as is common
in these committee exercises, some compromises were made.
Let me provide a little bit of policy context here. The reference manual
is simply an advisory technical support document to the Provincial Policy
Statement and that PPS talks about a number of different principles and
provides guidance around how land use planning should proceed. A
number of them relate directly to land use planning and natural heritage.
The PPS talks about land use planning that allows for both economic growth
and protecting the environment, protecting the resources that can be taken
from these natural heritage features on a sustainable basis, and the economic
benefits associated with those resources. Thirdly, the natural heritage
component that talks about directing development away from areas of
risk. The PPS directs planning authorities to consider a co-ordinated
approach to land use planning that may look beyond the boundaries of a
particular planning authority, given the ecological context, and to avoid
land uses that cause environmental concerns.

Brian Potter
Minstry of Natural
Resources

policy context...Reference
Manual is an advisory
technical support
document to the
Provincial Policy
Statement

co-ordinated approach to
land use planning that
may look beyond the
boundaries
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This slide is an excerpt from the PPS itself. It shows Policy 2.3, Natural
Heritage. It has several components. In essence, what the policy says is
that natural heritage features in areas will be protected from incompatible
natural heritage features development. There are a number of policy elements. In the case of
in areas will be protected Provincially Significant Wetlands and the significant portions of the habitat
from incompatible
of endangered and threatened species, the policy calls for no development
development
in those features. The other features, which include other wetlands, so to
speak, and those in the shield as well as ANSIs, areas of natural and
scientific interest, fish habitat, woodlands, valley lands. There is a socalled conditional development policy wherein development may be
permitted if it can be demonstrated that that development does not have a
negative impact on the ecological features and the functions for which the
demonstrated that that
development does not have area is identified; and, that’s key. Similarly, there is the adjacent lands
concept, which basically says: “In a landscape context we can’t treat these
a negative impact on the
ecological features and
features in isolation. In addition to the feature itself, there is a band of
the functions
lands we will identify around it in which development may also be
prohibited, depending on the nature of the impacts.” Policy 2.3.3 is a
critical one. It allows for expansion, if you will, or restoration. This is
obviously relevant in this part of the Province, where losses have been so
high.
Policy 2.3.4 simply states that, “in areas where existing agriculture
uses are in place”, the policy doesn’t take precedence or can’t prevent that
type of use from continuing. The PPS’s have regard. That is a context
that can be interpreted in a number of different of ways. It provides a lot
of flexibility in terms of how policy is interpreted, and, at a government
level, I think that was intentional. As I mentioned, the reference manual
is advisory and the intent was not to add to policy in any way, but simply
to help people understand what the policy is intended to achieve.

natural heritage policies
can be considered as
statements of minimum
standards

creation of advisory
groups is strongly
recommended
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We went out of our way in the manual to make it clear that other
approaches are acceptable. An example of that being the impact assessment
process. We came up with a generic framework in the reference manual
as a guide to people, but other approaches that get you to the same end
point are also acceptable. The PPS and, in particular, the natural heritage
policies can be considered as statements of minimum standards and the
policy allows for planning authorities to go beyond these minimum
standards. An example that I heard of, and I don’t know if it came to
fruition or not, was in the Hamilton-Wentworth area. What they talked
about at the upper tier level was having provincially significant wetlands
as core areas, as part of their system. Other wetlands had been evaluated,
that weren’t provincially significant, were to be used as corridors or linkage
areas with those PSWs. That is one example where a planning authority
chose to go beyond the minimum in the context of wetlands.
The creation of advisory groups is strongly recommended, particularly
given the decreasing role of Ministries such as MNR where we now get
involved in terms of reviewing the official plans, but aren’t involved on a
site specific basis, in most cases.

There is policy context. There is also an
ecological context. This slide is taken from
one of the recent FON publications on
woodlands, basically by county or township,
I believe. It shows the degree of loss, the
darker the colour, the greater the degree of
loss. You would see a similar image if you
did the same analysis for wetlands. So,
massive losses from pre-settlement times in
Southwestern Ontario. In addition to the
ecological and policy context, I also think
there is an economic context in that a lot of
these features such as woodlands and
wetlands produce substantial benefits to local
communities.

This is a brief summary of the immediate history. There is a lot of land
use planning that preceded this. The PPS was issued in May of 1996. The
following winter, a natural heritage training manual was issued by the
Province. Some of you may have been involved in training sessions at
that time. There were some concerns about the manual and what it said.
A review team was then put together, and it is that team that produced the
current manual—the Reference Manual that was released in June of 1999.
There are several sections in the reference manual. The key one, from
a natural heritage conservation point of view, is probably Section 2. It
deals with each of the features that are identified in policy, information on
how you identify those features, how you evaluate their relative
significance. There is some information on who does what, that has
changed over time, and we did our best to try and capture some of the
main information sources, for instance, people that people could refer to
if they needed additional resources. I think from a natural heritage point
of view, the functions and the benefits of any particular feature you are
dealing with, are critical. They both determine how you evaluate the features and functions that
are the benchmark
significance of a feature and if you are later asked to consider development
in that area, it is those features and functions that are the benchmark, if
you will, when you are assessing the impacts of that development.
This slide gives an example of some of the key functions of wetlands
that would be considered when it is evaluated and would go into the
evaluation of significance. One of the challenges, I think, given the way
the policy is set up, is taking these individual features, whether they be
wetlands or woodlands, and molding that into a natural heritage system.
Section 2.3.3 of the Policy allows you do that and directs planning
authorities to maintain what we have got, and, where possible, improve
the diversity and the connections between these areas. It is an opportunity
to integrate discrete features into a true linked system and to recognize
that, in some cases, you may need to go out beyond your boundaries to get
that done. The overall goal for natural heritage protection is protection of
biodiversity, and that can be defined at a number of different levels of

2.3.3 of the Policy directs
planning authorities to
maintain what we have
got, and, where possible,
improve the diversity and
the connections between
these areas
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organization. Some of the challenging questions, I think, for planning
authorities are, given my context of the kind of landscape that my natural
heritage features are in, what do I need to protect, how much of it, and
how can I link it with other features to sustain the system.
This slide is an excerpt carry over from the training manual. What we
tried to identify were some key concepts that people could keep in mind in
trying to build a system. You have either identified your individual features,
or you are in the process of doing that, and you want to try and build a
system that captures the most significant features in a landscape context.
Just a few illustrations of some of these concepts. In general, if you have
got more habitat and landform types than less, then you are further ahead.
Some of these are fairly straightforward, but probably bear repeating. Large
patches, on average, are more valuable than smaller ones. A good example
of that in the Carolinian zone might be the fact that, I think it has been
estimated that something like 80% of the forest cover in the Carolinian
zone is 3 hectares or less in size. When you consider that a lot of the
migratory species like vireos or warblers require, on average, about 10
hectares, then we’ve got some challenges in relation to sustaining
populations.
Connectivity: those landscape patches that are connected are
obviously more valuable in terms of movement corridors than
those that aren’t to cut down on problems with predation or strain.
Patches that, on average, are closer together to one another than
further apart probably have more value. Similarly, patches that
provide a number of different functions at the same time probably
to a number of different species have more value than those that
provide one type of function to fewer species. A good example
of the next one, item J, is that a lot of the woodlands in the
Carolinian zone are also wetlands. So, we have captured more
than one type of policy feature. We are obviously further ahead
capturing those. Patches that contain rare species have greater
value on average. Those that are less impacted, either as a result
of road development or encroachment are probably of higher
value.
Finally, the general observation that, on average, areas that
have riparian and deep aquatic habitat have a disproportionate
amount of biodiversity relative to other areas. So, wet areas, on average,
are a good indicator that you have got a high diversity area. We attempted
to profile a couple of good examples of broad-scale or landscape scale
approaches to building natural heritage systems. One was done by
Hamilton-Wentworth. John Reilly and Pat Mohr, back in the early 1990’s,
did a piece on natural heritage for Southern Ontario settled landscapes.
We didn’t go into a lot of detail, but we cited them as references.
A quick comment about water, water quality and quantity, and natural
heritage. This slide shows an excerpt from the manual that talks about
adjacent lands for fish habitat. You will notice up in the right hand corner
there is a recharge area, and while it is not fish habitat per se, it does
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contribute to maintaining fish habitat.
One of the dilemmas with the natural
heritage policy, per se, is that you can’t
always get at these features that you
know are valuable in maintaining
natural heritage. What we tried to do
in the reference manual is to point out
that in some cases you might be able
to make use of related policy, namely,
Policy 2.4, which deals with water
quantity and water quality, and
possibly considering some of these
recharge areas as part of a regional or
a watershed recharge system.

Fish Habitat, Water Quality
& Water Quantity
■

Boundaries of upland groundwater recharge areas (often large
& distant from surface water bodies) need not normally be
considered adjacent lands for fish habitat

■

Under Policy 2.4, however, planning authorities may identify
and manage these recharge areas as part of the regional
recharge system

■

2.4.1: The quality and quantity of groundwater and surface
water and the function of sensitive groundwater
recharge/discharge areas, aquifers and headwaters will be
protected or enhanced

I’m not going to spend too much
time on this. I’m not a planner, and I
think this was the shortest section in
the reference manual because a lot of the people who we were directing
the manual know this stuff inside out. Basically, I think the key point for
this group and for this discussion is that the PPS requires that Official
Plans integrate all provincial policies and apply land use designations.

You will hear about impact assessment in a lot more detail from Gary.
What we did was try and come up with was a generic framework that
everyone could use to assess impacts. The Provincial Policy statement
doesn’t come out and say that an impact assessment must be done. What
is says is that, where there may be impacts on the features and the functions
of the areas you are concerned about, there has to be a demonstration that
the development won’t impact those features and functions. So the
benchmark, essentially, is no negative impacts. Negative impact is defined
in terms of the loss of a feature or function.
This is the flow chart we came up with. It is a little bit different than
what you might have seen in earlier manuals. We tried to put a little bit of
emphasis on the large white box at the top, namely, a new pre-consultation
or early consultation between the development proponent at the planning
authority and other interested groups. What do we know about the area?
What concerns are there? What type of development are we talking about?
Two main pathways, off to the right, you can see a box that says detailed
assessment not required. What we tried to recognize there was that in
cases either, where provincial policy prohibits development (for example,
in significant wetlands), or where the impacts of a development are well
known, there is no need to go through a detailed assessment process, at
which point you go to your decision. In most cases, there probably would
be some sort of, at least minimal impact assessment required, and a key
component of that is scoping. It is, I guess, critical in that it’s at this point
where you set the bounds of the study, both physically and informationally.
How far abroad from the feature are we going to look? What information
do we have? What information do we need? Any errors made here in
scoping will simply cascade through the system, so it’s critical, I think, to
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get your scoping done properly and capture the right landscape context
appropriate to your issues and to make sure you’ve got the right information
in hand.
This slide shows an excerpt from one of the
tables in the manual. What we tried to do, and
again these tend to be fairly generic, was for
Assessing Development Impacts
certain common types of development, in this case,
clearing of vegetation, identifying what the
§ Benchmark is “no negative impacts on the natural
potential physical impacts of that might be. What
features or on the ecological functions for which an
the potential impacts on the functions might be
area is identified.”
and some of the mitigation techniques that people
§ Negative impacts means:
can consider. It was not meant to be either
• in regard to fish habitat, the harmful alteration, disruption or
prescriptive or inclusive. It is a way of trying to
destruction of fish habitat, except where it has been
authorized under the Fisheries Act, using the guiding
prompt people to think about possible solutions.
principle of no net loss of productive capacity.
As I mentioned before, the benchmark is “no
• in regard to other natural heritage features and areas, the
negative impacts” and those impacts are defined
loss of the natural features or ecological functions for which
an area is identified.
in terms of the loss of the feature or function. An
example might be if it’s a wetland and there is an
endangered or rare species there that is a feature
that helped to contribute to that wetland being significant, therefore, any
development shouldn’t impact that. At the Planning Authority level, there
types of decisions that can are any number of types of decisions that can be made, ranging from
be made, ranging from
approval, to approval with conditions, or a requirement for review, to no
approval, to approval with approval. One of the points we tried to make in the manual is that if it’s
conditions, or a
clear that the mitigation measures identified won’t prevent negative
requirement for review, to
impacts, then proposals shouldn’t be approved.
no approval
We attempted to talk a little bit about monitoring and performance
indicators. The PPS directs the Province and encourages planning
authorities to develop indicators useful to them. This, I think, is critical.
It is the feedback from implementing the policy on the ground to seeing
what new effects there are. It will allow us, potentially, to feedback into
policy and make some corrections if we think we are going astray. There
have been some examples put forward by the Province for some of the
features, and I know some local Planning Authorities have developed their
own performance indicators, and I suspect we will hear more about that
later today from Ken Ursic.
I have one last comment on a new technical publication that is out now.
I suspect most of you are aware of this. In developing the reference manual,
there were some concerns about making it too lengthy and, therefore,
potentially not useful. Significant wildlife habitat is one of those policy
areas that requires an extensive approach. There are any number of
different species, anything from bats to moose, and there are different
types of habitat. It is not as discrete as wetlands, if you will, where there
is an established methodology for evaluating significance. So we ran into
a bit of a problem in that, from an MNR point of view, there is a lot we
wanted to say about wildlife habitat. There were concerns about making
the reference manual itself too lengthy. Hence, what we talked about was
giving people an overview of wildlife habitat in the reference manual and
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then referring them to this second document Significant Wildlife
Habitat Technical Guide, OMNR, 2000. It is now available
through our MNR Information Centres in both Toronto and
Peterborough. It consists of the booklet itself, and at the back there
is a CD that has some additional appendices. As in the case with
the reference manual, and perhaps even more so, it is strictly
technical and strictly advisory. It recommends information sources,
approaches to classifying or evaluating significance and has a lot
of useful contact and reference information.
Question from the floor: Great presentation. Last year a
conference on buffers spoke about specific distances for specific
features. Previously, distances were part of policy. Why is there
move by the Province to sort of retreat from sticking with those
numbers?
Brian Potter: I know at one point, at least in the case of wetlands,
the 120 metre figure was in policy and then with the PPS it became simply
an MNR recommendation. I wasn’t involved at the time in the policy
revisions, but it probably got caught up in the Government’s intent to
provide more flexibility and be less prescriptive. I agree that shifting
from a policy to a recommendation can cause problems. It would be nice
if the MNR recommendations were a starting point for a discussion. In
other words, if you are dealing wth a wetland, assume that you need a 120
metre adjacent land setback, unless you can prove otherwise. What you
often run into now is the reverse, where we have to try and inch them up
beyond a few metres.
Question from the floor: I find that at a local level, even amongst the
developers, people appreciate knowing where those triggers are. We have
difficulty as staff justifying something different because unlike London
that has someone like Bonnie Bergsma with appropriate ecological
background to defend those recommendations at the Board or even before
their Council. I would encourage the Province to move back in the
direction of management. I think the Province is there to provide policy
protection and the occasional appeal of a local decision would be a welcome
step to move the pendulum back to adequate protection.
Brian Potter: In fact that is happening in a few cases and, under the
current system, government, at least MNR, is reliant on environmental
advisory groups or other groups, stakeholders, drawing us into the process.
I think it is important, and I think the other potential way to get at it is
through some case studies, where you do some site-specific studies. Look
at the impacts of either a large or a small adjacent lands and document, in
fact, that you are losing some functions and features. I think nothing
argues better than hard data from a real site. I know that is not ideal, but
in the absence of a commitment to nail down some of those distances in
policy, that is one tact that we might take.

nothing argues better
than hard data from
a real site

Hal Schraeder: The triggering distances are contained in the Technical
Manual to define the adjacent lands for evaluation of impacts. I think
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where we are coming from is that the Province has always articulated
these distances as a minimum distance, unfortunately, though we need
find buiilding to the lines. So, for example, the adjacent lands is given as
120 metres for a wetland. The area of study where permanent no negative
impact would extend way beyond that. This document provides for
decision making to affect policy. That’s the partnership that’s supposed to
take place in the Province.
Question from the floor: The way I see it, the Provincial Policy is
trying to encourage municipalities to identify significant areas where under
their own jurisdiction and context. What’s really necessary is something
more like the Big Picture which is looking at how all those individual
contexts, instead of being fragmented, can all pull together to create
something bigger. To what degree does the Province have an impact?
What is the Province doing towards trying to put in place some kind of
mechanism that will allow that?
Brian Potter: I think there may be some forums and hearings now that
may underscore that. I have no idea how they’re going to turn out and I’m
not involved directly, but on the Oakridges Moraine you are seeing
coalitions of conservation authorities getting together and trying to protect
natural heritage systems and wetlands, regardless of whether or not they
are provincially significant. To the extent that a Ministry like MNR can,
we do support that work. We are limited in terms of what we can do
directly in terms of policy, but what seems to normally happen is, when
there is enough local or regional concern and awareness, the appropriate
Ministries are drawn in. That is when we can provide our technical advice
to try and shore up some of these conservation interests. It is the role that
we’re in right now.
Question from the floor: Can you tell us more about the aquatic
classification system that you are working on and I wonder if near shore
or off shore fish habitat will be recognized as significant and be used to
protect aquatic habitat landward?
Brian Potter: The aquatic habitat classification project that Bill
mentioned is a cooperative project with the Nature Conservancy of Canada.
It is aimed at, from the NCC’s perspective, generating a rational
classification scheme so we can do a bit of a gap analysis of all the aquatic
areas that are not protected. Where are they? So, it’s developing a list of
priority sites for management through conservation easements or direct
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acquisition. What we found is the terrestrial/ecological land classification
scheme, while it is useful, doesn’t lend itself really well to classifying
aquatic systems. There are some different drivers at the lower scales. So,
the sense was that we needed a new provincial classification scheme, and
this one is actually, at least initially, is limited to the Great Lakes Basin.
We will probably define some eco-zones which may end up representing
aggregations of watersheds within which we will try to do a bit of gap
analysis. What types of aquatic communities are there versus ones that
we have already protected and then do gap analysis. So, in terms of the
Great Lakes, I don’t think we have decided yet how far off shore we’ll go,
or how deep, but that’s definitely a consideration.
Question from the floor: I am interested in the timeline for the
completion of the aquatic classification project?
Potter: It’s just getting under way and now it’s a 20 month project. In
the one and one-half to two years since its inception, all things seem to be
going well.
******
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