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Overview

• The ECO and the EBR

• Climate changes everything

• Woodlands and wetlands
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Who is the Environmental Commissioner?

• Impartial, independent officer of Ontario legislature
• Guardian of the Environmental Bill of Rights
• Watchdog on:

• Greenhouse gas emissions in Ontario
• Energy conservation
• Environmental protection

• It’s my job to report the facts without fear or 
favour
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eco.on.ca
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Annual reports

ENERGY CONSERVATIONENVIRONMENT CLIMATE
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Climate Action in Ontario: What’s Next?
2018 Greenhouse Gas Progress Report

Ontario (again) needs a climate policy

Commitment and credibility

Reducing Emissions

Getting Ready for What’s Coming

Recommendations
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Appendices

Policy tools to fight climate change

Revenue for cap and trade: what was          
it used for?

Adaptation efforts in Ontario

Precipitation trends in Ontario

Minimum Cost Strategies for GHG 
Mitigation for Ontario to 2030, and to 2050

A

B

C

D

E
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Climate change is here.
It affects us now.
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Ontario warming faster than global average

• 1.5oC warmer since 1948

• A further 2.5 to 3.7oC by 2050 

• Differs by region
• latitude, topography, water…

Source: LAMPS Climate Change Group, Ontario Frost Free Season Changes Analysis.

http://lamps.math.yorku.ca/WorldClimate/OntarioClimate/FFS/
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Annual temperatures in Toronto, 1841-2017

Source: National Centre for Atmospheric Science 

Colour scale: from 7.6oC (dark blue) to 10.8oC (dark red)
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Precipitation: Summer

Source: Prepared by LAMPS York University.

Average change
per decade
1979-2016



12

Precipitation: Winter

Source: Prepared by LAMPS York University.

Average change
per decade
1979-2016
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Floods, fires, drought, wind, heat…

Photo credit: Viv Lynch. Used under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 

Photo credit: Ryan Forbes
Photo credit: Ottawa Paramedics Photo credit: Associated Press

Photo credit: The Canadian Press

Photo credit: OPP North East
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Insured losses (not including uninsured)
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Up to 10% of Canadian properties may 
soon be too high risk for private sector 
flood insurance, if no protective measures 
are taken.
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Health

Ontario Lyme Disease Risk Map 2018: Estimated Risk Areas 
Source: Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario)
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Reduced 
Reliance 
on Fossil 

Fuels

Government

Economic 
Growth

Lower   
Energy Bills

Competitive
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Energy 
Resilience

Environmental 
Sustainability

Human  
Health

Major
co-benefits
of reducing
reliance on
fossil fuels

Source: ECO
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• 52,800 jobs/year
• $12.5 billion/year (GDP)

Increased energy efficiency in Ontario could 
mean a net increase of:

*impacts by 2030, based on adoption of complementary measures in Pan-Canadian Framework
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Ontario was generally on the 
right track

How were our 
emissions in 2016?

The lowest since 1990.
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GHG emissions dropped to lowest level while 
population and GDP grew
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Ontario’s GHGs mostly from energy, esp. 
transportation
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What matters most: land use and transportation

• GHG emissions closely tied to 
density and urban form

• Compact, mixed use 
communities support rapid 
transit, provide more options 
for mobility, and allow low-
carbon energy solutions (e.g., 
district energy)

Source: Vande Weghe and Kennedy, Spatial Analysis of 
Residential GHGs in Toronto Area, TORONT STAR GRAPHIC
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2 Carbon Pricing
Revenues

3

Low-Carbon Ontario

1Cap & Trade

CAP

High-Carbon Ontario

Energy Efficiency
Improvements

4

Cap and Trade was starting to work
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19,000 social housing units 
received energy efficiency 
upgrades

Energy retrofits at 98 hospitals, 
621 schools, 48 universities and 
colleges

129 municipalities received funds 
for transit, waste, energy efficiency 
and cycling infrastructure

$4 invested by industry for every 
$1 in Cap & Trade funding

Raised billions for low-carbon initiatives 
across Ontario
• Cap and Trade raised $2.9B 

since January 2017

• $1.9B was spent on programs 
to reduce GHG emissions

• 74%  public services 
(hospitals, schools, social 
housing and municipalities)
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But now, a wrenching halt

• Reg. 386/18 bans the 
emission allowance market

• Bill 4, Cap and Trade 
Cancellation Act

• Climate program funding 
cancelled/clawed back

• Hundreds of taxpayer-funded 
public services left stranded

• Most losses uncompensated

No climate policy, no emissions 
targets, no money for solutions. 
Climate polluters pollute for free. No 
consequences for non-compliance.

Where are we now?
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Tearing up clean energy contracts

“The sanctity of contracts is 
fundamental. The government 
unilaterally cancelling contracts is 
harmful to business investment in 
Ontario.”
Ashley Challinor – Director of Policy, 
Ontario Chamber of Commerce

• Adverse effects on investors, public 
sector, First Nations, Long-Term 
Energy Plan

752 cancelled renewable energy projects

Source: University of Guelph
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We could still have a good law

Even without cap and trade
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Real climate 
action

1. Long-term, science-based, 
mandatory climate budgets.

2. A cost-effective pathway to 
each budget.

3. Effective policy tools to achieve 
the reductions.

4. Report progress, with third-
party validation, and revise as 
needed.

Commit:
targets and law

Plan a 
pathway

Take action

Check and 
improve

Listen:
Ontarians deserve 
real consultation at 
every key step of 
Ontario’s climate 
policy, in 
compliance with 
the Environmental 
Bill of Rights.

This includes an 
open and honest 
conversation about 
what climate 
disruption will cost 
and who will pay for 
it (Part 4). 
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What about the federal carbon tax?

• A price on carbon is important, 
but:

• Cap and Trade was better for 
Ontario than the federal carbon tax 
backstop

• Federal policies will not meet 
Canada’s Paris Agreement 
commitments – which are too weak

• A made-in-Ontario climate 
framework could get better results 
for our province

The federal backstop is a good start.
But Ontario needs a climate law of
its own to get the best results for the
province.
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Getting ready for
what’s coming

Lots, and the province must 
lead the way

What can we do to prepare for 
climate disruption
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Ontario needs to adapt

• Identify and prioritize the province’s 
vulnerabilities to climate change and 
priorities for action

• Provide consistent and accessible data 
and information on the future climate, 
and 

• Incent Ontarians to increase their own 
resilience to what’s ahead.
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What can we do?

• Climate cannot be left entirely up to government

Reduce your carbon footprint

Get ready to adapt

Speak up
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Extra slides: wetlands and 
woodlands

33
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Wetlands
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The many services wetlands provide

• Almost all wetland services contribute to climate change adaptation
• Wetlands provide habitat and breeding grounds for dozens of species at risk 

Photo Credit: Ken Lund, (CC BY-SA 2.0).

Photo Credit: Larissa Sage. Photo Credit: Ross Dunn, (CC BY-SA 2.0).

Photo Credit: Jean Hilscher.

Source: MNRF
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The sad state of wetlands in southern Ontario
• Southern Ontario has lost nearly three quarters of its 

original wetland cover 
• Our remaining wetlands are still being destroyed 

Photo Credit: Ontario Biodiversity Council, 2015. 

Photo Credit: Ducks Unlimited Canada, 2010. 
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Extreme wetland losses

• Essex County – 1.5% wetland 
• St. Clair Conservation watershed – 0.1% wetland
• Russell & Prescott – greater than 85% loss of wetland 



2017 floods

Photo credit: Associated Press

Photo credit: Viv Lynch. Used under CC BY-NC-ND 2.0 

Photo credit: The Canadian Press
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Why are southern Ontario’s wetlands disappearing?
Activities responsible for wetland loss Area of 

loss (km2)
Percent of 
total loss

Agriculture (cultivated fields, orchards, nurseries, vineyards, hay 
and pasture land and agricultural buildings)

26.8 43

Development and infrastructure 15.0 24
Built-up area (impervious surfaces) 12.5 20
Built-up area (pervious surfaces) 1.4 2
Transportation infrastructure 1.1 2

Undifferentiated (includes variety of additional agricultural and 
development and infrastructure activities)

11.5 19 

Peat and topsoil extraction 4.6 7
Aggregate extraction 3.6 6
Stormwater management, clearing vegetation for swimming, and 
soil removal 

0.2 <1

Photo Credit: Andrew McLachlan, Ducks Unlimited Canada. 

Photo credit: OMAFRA.

Source: MNRF data.
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• The Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry released a new Wetland 
Conservation Strategy in July 2017 

• By 2025, halt the net loss of wetland area and 
function where wetland loss has been greatest; and

• By 2030, achieve a net gain of wetland area and 
function where wetland loss has been greatest. 

Ontario’s Wetland Conservation Strategy 

Source: MNRF

40
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Identifying the gaps and moving forward

Major gaps
• Allows for ongoing loss of wetlands for the next seven years
• No concrete actions for achieving targets 
• Emphasis on wetland offsetting to achieve net gain

Instead we should: 
1. Overhaul Ontario’s Wetland Evaluation System
2. Strengthen wetland protections
3. Empower conservation authorities to effectively regulate wetlands 
4. Encourage wetland stewardship on private land 
5. Develop strict criteria for wetland offsetting
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The first hurdle: identifying significant wetlands

The government’s approach to wetland protection is 
fundamentally flawed

Photo Credit: Douglas Wilhelm Harder, (CC-BY SA-3.0).

• Wetlands not protected until officially identified as “provincially 
significant”

• 260 year backlog
• Only 51% of wetland area evaluated to date in southern Ontario
• 90% of this evaluated area identified as Provincially Significant     

Wetlands (PSWs)

The government should treat all wetlands in southern 
Ontario as PSWs until proven otherwise
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Real wetland protections 
• The Provincial Policy Statement provides baseline protections for 

wetlands in southern Ontario 
• But there are still major gaps, even for “significant” wetlands

• Key protections apply only to PSWs and significant 
costal wetlands

• Discretionary wording 

• Narrow definition of “development”  

• De facto exemption for agricultural activities
• Nothing in policy 2.1 is intended to limit the 

ability of agricultural uses to continue 
• Risky caveats allow for development and site 

alternation adjacent to PSWs 

Photo credit: Bob Hilscher. Used with permission. 
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Conservation authorities?
Conservation authorities can prohibit or 
regulate activities capable of “changing 
or interfering in any way with a wetland”

… but they are limited by:

• lack of provincial direction 
• missing or problematic definitions of “interference” 

and “wetland” 
• insufficient resources 
• 11th hour involvement

Triangle Marsh

St. Luke’s Marsh 

St. Luke’s Marsh is a PSW adjacent to an 
internationally important wetland, but it is 
currently vulnerable to agricultural drainage 
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Conservation authorities
The consequence: 
inconsistencies, uncertainty 
and even reluctance to 
enforce regulations

A key solution:

Empower conservation 
authorities and ensure they 
are involved in the early 
stages of relevant planning 
decisions Photo Credit: Janet Baine, (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0).
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Wetland stewardship on private land
• Stronger policies and enforcement can only go so far
• Need better incentives for wetland conservation and restoration
• Conservation Land Tax Incentive Program (CLTIP) is one solution, but 

there is room for improvement 
• Simply and reframe CLTIP 
• Make all wetlands eligible for 

a rebate through CLTIP 
• Increase awareness about 

wetland ecosystem services 
for farmers and other 
landowners 
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Is offsetting the answer?
• The government’s wetland 

strategy is focused too 
heavily on offsetting 

• Limited effectiveness
• No substitute for protecting 

our remaining wetlands

Photo credit: Ian Adams. Used with permission. 
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When wetland offsetting is essential
• Currently no consistent approach
• Helps to show true social and environmental costs
• Successful projects contribute to net gain of wetland area and function
• Can help support much needed restoration projects

Photo credits: Toronto and Region Conservation Authority. Used with permission.
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Wetland offsetting: a last resort

Offsetting should be 
further limited in areas 
with high historic loss

• PSWs, costal wetlands and 
unevaluated wetlands should be 
off-limits

• Some wetland features simply are 
not replaceable (e.g., bogs and 
fens)

3. Recommended 
criteria
• Require high replacement ratios

• Ensure key wetland functions are 
replicated

• Account for uncertainty and time 
lags

• Confirm project locations are as 
close as possible to wetlands 
lost

• Design offsets to last in 
perpetuity 

• Subject to long-term monitoring 
and maintenance  

2. Mitigation hierarchy1. Eligibility 

Andrew Hoffman, (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0).Photo credit: Tim Moore. 
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Protecting what we have left 
1. Identify all unevaluated wetlands as significant until proven 

otherwise 
2. Strengthen protections in the Provincial Policy Statement
3. Empower conservation authorities to effectively regulate all 

activities in all wetlands
4. Encourage wetland stewardship on private land 
5. Ensure wetland offsetting is truly a last resort 

Photo credit: Scott Wootton. Used with permission.

Photo Credit: John Oyston, North American Native Plant Society. 



51

Woodlands
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Benefits of forests
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More benefits of forests
• Healthy trees and forests are 

essential for healthy communities: 
• improve the physical, emotional, 

spiritual                                                    
and mental health of residents

• provide habitat for species of concern 

• cushion the effects of warming                                                  
temperatures and changing 
precipitation                                                
patterns

Photo credit: Dan Bowes/MNRF
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Forest loss in Southern Ontario

Forest cover (dark green) in southern and parts of central Ontario 
Source: ECO-created map from Land Information Ontario data

Southern Ontario = ~25% forest cover

Forest cover thresholds and consequences for 
biodiversity & aquatic systems within a watershed
Source: Adapted by the ECO from Environment Canada’s How Much Habitat is Enough? Third Edition.



Agriculture 

Most forests are privately owned and chipped away bit by bit… 
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Threats to forests

Development 

A road and backyards in a new subdivision encroach on 
woodlands in a municipality in York Region.

Aerial photos showing incremental woodland loss in 
Oxford County, Ontario, to agriculture. 

2010 2015
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Inadequate protections for remaining forest
• Provincial Policy Statement, 2014 (PPS) prohibits development or site 

alteration on “significant woodlands” (designated by municipalities) 
Issues:
• Not all municipalities identify and designate “significant woodlands”

• Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry recommended size thresholds for 
establishing “significance” don’t consider uneven distribution of tree cover 
across large municipalities  leaving smaller woodlands vulnerable

• PPS exempts road sewage, septage treatment, electricity transmission corridors

• PPS exempts agricultural activity on private land (also cases where woodland 
cleared for “agriculture” is developed shortly thereafter)
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Inadequate protections for remaining forest

Municipal Forest Conservation by-laws promote responsible, sustainable 
stewardship of woodlots(on private land as well)

Issues: 
• No provincial requirement for municipalities to enact by-laws (26 

upper and single-tier municipalities have them, 14 do not) 
• Some by-law provisions harm forest health (e.g. “diameter limit 

cutting” or “high-grading”)
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Barriers to afforestation on private land
• Managed Forest Tax Incentive Program (MFTIP) not                                   

competitive compared with breaks for agricultural 
use

• Many afforestation programs no longer exist and                                            
Ontario Tree Seed Plant may close

• 50 Million Trees Program

• Participants not eligible for MFTIP due to MFTIP enrollment criteria of 10 acres or more 

• Participants find planting costs prohibitive 

• Not enough knowledge about tax breaks or recognition for participating

Photo credit: Melissa Spearing, Forest Gene Conservation Association 
(2012)
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Barriers to afforestation in urban areas
Urban forests
• Municipalities bear the brunt of maintaining urban forests despite the broader 

public good to the province

• Lack of political will among elected officials

• Significant costs ($$ and human resources) 
needed to establish and maintain trees in 
face of competing needs within municipalities 

• Legacy issues from poor planning                                                                                    
(e.g., poor soil quality, too little soil,                                                                                   
invasive or inappropriate tree species) Photo credit: Georgia Silvera Seamans, localecology.org
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How many trees do we need? 

• When the 50 Million Tree Program reaches its goal in 2025, 
participants will have planted 250 km2

To restore forest cover to 30% in southern Ontario, the minimum 
amount needed for functioning ecological systems, we need to 

afforest 6,800 km2.
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How do we get there?
Set provincial goal of net forest cover gain for every    
upper-tier southern Ontario municipality
• Stopping further loss: 

• Amend the PPS to achieve a better balance between the protection 
of significant woodlands and agricultural uses

• Require all southern Ontario municipalities to implement forest 
conservation by-laws, and prohibit diameter-limit cutting within 
forest conservation by-law frameworks



Stopping further loss – improve evaluations: 
• Require S. Ontario municipalities to evaluate woodlands for 

significance, and designate woodlands in official plans
• Adjust guidelines for size criteria for evaluating woodlands for 

significance to ensure percent forest cover is measured at 
appropriate scales, and small woodlands are protected where there 
is little forest cover

62

How do we get there?
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How do we get there?

• Further subsidize costs of seedlings and planting and assist forest 
owners in sustainable forest management

• Establish an Ontario urban forest centre, a NPO dedicated to 
healthy urban forests (with municipalities and others) 

• Guarantee funding for the essential 
services formerly provided by 
Ontario Tree Seed Plant

Stopping further loss – supporting afforestation: 
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How do we get there?
Stopping further loss – make MFTIP better

• Reduce minimum size of forest required to enroll in MFTIP so all 
50 Million Tree Program participants are eligible

• Increase MFTIP rebate to provide 100% provincially-funded tax 
rebates to participants and bear the full cost 

• Strategically market MFTIP and the 
50 Million Trees Program to landowners

Photo credit: Christopher Dias
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2018 Environmental Protection Report

Our wetlands and woodlands are too 
valuable and now too scarce to lose. 
Ontario should:

• Give them strong, immediate legal 
protection, and

• Encourage farmers and property 
owners to protect them with more 
tax relief and less red tape
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Will we protect nature?

We are lucky to live in this beautiful province. 
If we want it to stay that way, we have to look 

after it.
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commissioner@eco.on.ca

@Ont_ECO

/OntarioEnvironmentalCommissioner

eco.on.ca

Questions?

#ONClimateAction
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