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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Watershed Management

Water systems are life supporting, and a healthy water system is essential for a robust economy and a
good quality of life. History has demonstrated that almost every action we take on the land shows up in
the water systems, for better or for worse. This paper is written from the perspective of local watershed
managers, Ontario’s Conservation Authorities. It describes how integrated watershed management is an
important part of selecting and maintaining cost-effective water supply with minimal impact on the envi-
ronment. While watershed management is broader in focus than drinking water supply, adequate, safe,
and contaminant free water supply can be achieved while maintaining a healthy aquatic  ecosystem.

In contrast to the simple, end of pipe solutions (treating the symptoms), this paper focuses on reducing or
eliminating problems at their source. The integrated watershed management approach attempts to influ-
ence how water is managed at each point of contact: by farmers, landowners, recreationalists, industry,
land developers, municipalities, wastewater managers, and water supply managers. Rather than focussing
piecemeal on individual problems, an integrated watershed approach takes a holistic view, exploring the
cause-effect relationships of human activities on natural functions and processes that extend across juris-
dictional boundaries, and finding solutions that minimize negative environmental impacts. This is usually
done through the implementation of a watershed action plan that describes what each must do to ensure a
safe and secure water supply and a healthy aquatic ecosystem.  Therefore, the plan must be prepared in
collaboration with those who must take action (e.g., interested parties, government, industry, and the gen-
eral public).

Recommendations

Based on a review of watershed management in Ontario, the following recommendations focus on ways
that the province could improve upon current practices, and thus strengthen the role that watershed man-
agement plays in protecting the long-term security of drinking water supplies.

1. The protection of drinking water sources should be recognized as a permanent and integral
part of a long-term, secure water supply strategy.

Source protection represents the first layer in a multiple defence system for ensuring that clean
water is available to all water users. Source protection is especially vital to water users, such as
rural residents and businesses, whose geographic location and low water usage afford them few
alternative drinking water supply options and may limit the economic viability of employing end-
of-pipe treatment measures.  Source protection programs are consistent with practices being
adopted by water supply agencies in other international jurisdictions.

2. The watershed should be recognized as the viable unit for managing water.

This is the appropriate unit for the management of both surface and groundwater resources. Vale-
rie Gibbons in her report Managing the Environment: Executive Summary (Executive Resource
Group, 2001) states that there should be a strategic shift in managing the environment “towards a
place-based approach with boundaries that make environmental sense and facilitate a cross-
media, cumulative approach (such as watershed management)". While groundwater aquifers
sometimes extend beyond surface water drainage boundaries, the human activities and resulting
influences occur and can be managed within a surface watershed context.  Drinking water source
protection programs should be developed as part of an overall watershed management strategy.
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3.  A provincial integrated water policy should be developed that:

• Recognizes the principles of watershed management and deals with all aspects of water.

The Province should expand its interests in watershed management beyond flood and erosion
control operations to achieve maintenance and enhancement of ground and surface water (both
quality and quantity) for all users. Watershed management is based upon an understanding of the
watershed, its water cycle and its interrelationship with human activities. Watershed management
includes identification, protection and enhancement of significant natural features including,
headwaters, groundwater recharge and discharge areas, wetlands, vegetated stream buffers and
forest areas, while considering historical and current human activities impacting the system.

• Builds upon the conservation authority model to advance watershed management.

As a resource that crosses jurisdictional boundaries while lending itself to so many different and
conflicting uses, water defies simple division into federal, provincial or municipal responsibility.
Protection of water supply and quality requires collaboration and co-ordination at a level where
progress can be made through actions determined by long-term watershed management plans.
The conservation authority model provides an opportunity to co-ordinate, focus and streamline
local delivery of water management and protection actions. Current strengths need to be built
upon and the capacity of conservation authorities increased to provide a base level of watershed
management for the benefit of 90% of the provincial population.

• Clarifies the role of the provincial government in water management.

The Province has the broadest jurisdiction over water and therefore has a leadership responsibility
in ensuring the best water management for the citizens of Ontario. A provincial water policy
should specify the role of the Province in developing consistent standards, implementation proce-
dures, regulations, and enforcement measures to ensure performance at the local level. It should
also recommit to the watershed planning initiatives undertaken by the Ministry of Natural Re-
sources and the Ministry of the Environment in order to provide guidance to local and regional
authorities in planning appropriate future land use while at the same time, protecting water re-
sources and the environment.

• Promotes research into water issues and development of decision support tools to ensure the best
science, technology and management practices are shared and available for local application.

The Province should foster research into water issues and the development, transfer and applica-
tion of decision-support tools (e.g., water budget models, water quality models) for the imple-
mentation of watershed management. These tools provide the basis for implementing provincial
regulatory actions (e.g., provincial water taking permits, certificates of approval for wastewater)
that support water supplies and quality from a watershed perspective.

• Supports an adequate monitoring program to measure change and adapt policies and programs
accordingly (i.e., adaptive environmental management).

Monitoring networks need to be improved, maintained and accessible for effective local water-
shed management. A commitment must be made to the long-term support of state-of-the-art
monitoring networks.

• Supports the improvement, maintenance and accessibility of resource data for effective local wa-
tershed management.

Modelling complex water resource systems requires extensive databases such as streamflow, pre-
cipitation, water quality and land use. The Province should establish database standards, facilitate
data sharing mechanisms and, where necessary, provide support for database development and
maintenance.
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4. Adequate and stable source(s) of funding should be established to finance watershed man-
agement throughout Ontario.

Provincial, municipal and conservation authority investments into securing water supplies and
water quality require long-term stable funding to support watershed management operations. A
user pay approach can be taken through the municipal water bill and the provincial Permits to
Take Water. Where local “user pay” sources are inadequate, the Province should supplement or
provide mechanisms for appropriate distribution of funding to these areas to ensure a base level
of watershed management. Incentive-type programs and innovative funding opportunities should
continue to be pursued to support capital investments (i.e., projects, studies, structures) necessary
to implement watershed management plans.

5 The Province should encourage the Federal Government to develop a national framework
for water policy and to strengthen co-operative agreements with provinces under the Can-
ada Water Act.

The Federal Water Policy of 1987 was tabled in Parliament but not extended into a national pol-
icy. Funding for co-operative agreements with provinces declined from over $12 million in the
late 1970s and $8 million in the 1980s to zero in 1998. Since water problems cross political and
jurisdictional boundaries and are becoming increasingly global, the Province should encourage
the Federal Government to develop a national framework for water policy in close consultation
and co-operation with the provinces. The national policy should define the federal government's
role in the design of national standards for water quality and environmental monitoring and in
providing research, data collection, analysis, and monitoring on a watershed basis to maintain the
health of the Great Lakes.
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PREFACE

General

Conservation Ontario, in partnership with the Saugeen Valley Conservation Authority, and the Grand
River Conservation Authority made application to the Walkerton Inquiry Office to prepare a presentation
on watershed management and its role in providing an adequate, clean source of water supply in Ontario.
The application was accepted, largely because of the experience conservation authorities and their mem-
ber municipalities have in watershed management.
The conservation authorities are, by definition, a long-standing partnership between the Province of On-
tario and municipalities for the management of water and natural resources on a watershed basis. A con-
servation authority's governing board is comprised of representatives named by the municipal councils in
the watershed. It is this board that sets the budgets, policies and directions of the conservation authority.
There are 38 conservation authorities in Ontario serving over 90% of Ontario's population.

Purpose of the Report

The purpose of this report is to define the role of watershed management in protecting drinking water
supplies, to describe the current practice of watershed management in Ontario, and to identify where cur-
rent watershed management could be improved to benefit water supply source protection.

Examples

As a leader in advancing integrated watershed management, examples from the Grand River Conservation
Authority are used throughout this paper. The examples illustrate the link between watershed manage-
ment and drinking water supply protection. They also provide the benchmark from which an estimate of
investment required to improve watershed management activities in Ontario is made. Other examples ex-
ist in other conservation authorities but his paper does not attempt to include them all.

Acknowledgements

This report has been produced with the contributions of several writers (Appendix G). Thanks are also
due to many peer reviewers who commented on the draft documents.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 What is Watershed Management?

A watershed is an area of land that drains into a common water body, such as a river or lake. A watershed
can also be also known as a basin or a catchment. A watershed is an ecosystem with complex interacting
natural components. Human activities have a direct influence on the quality and quantity of surface water,
groundwater and other natural resources in the watershed. Upstream activities influence river flows and
water quality downstream. Surface and groundwater systems have a limited tolerance for stress, and long-
term problems can develop that are costly and difficult to remediate.

By its very nature, watershed management must be integrated and address both water and the related land
resources that affect or are affected by water. Water includes floods and droughts, surface water and
groundwater, water supply and water quality. Related land resources include streams, wetlands, forests,
soil, fisheries, flora and fauna. The premise that “everything is connected to everything else” lies at the
heart of watershed management. By understanding the natural functions of a watershed before change
occurs, harmful impacts on the system can be identified so that prevention, remediation, or improvements
can be incorporated into management plans.

Watershed management is not so much about managing natural resources, but about managing human
activity as it affects these resources. The drainage area of the river provides the natural boundary for man-
aging and mitigating human and environmental interactions. Because human activity includes actions by
governments, municipalities, industries, and landowners, watershed management must be a co-operative
effort. Effective watershed management can prevent community water shortages, poor water quality,
flooding and erosion. The expense of undertaking watershed management is far less than the cost of fu-
ture remediation. In this era of unprecedented growth in Ontario, watershed management is an essential
tool to ensure the continued health, safety, and well-being of Ontario’s residents.

1.2 What is the Relationship of Watershed Management to Water Supply?

Water supply typically means water piped to households and businesses by a municipality or water utility.
Water supply also means water taken by households for domestic use or livestock watering, by farmers
for crop irrigation, and by rural industry for processing or washing. More recently, environmental con-
cerns have led water managers to acknowledge the water needs of aquatic/fishing functions and wetland
functions, in effect representing other competing users of the water resource.

Water supply is threatened in three ways by human activities in the watershed. Firstly, the quantity of
water available for supply is reduced by activities that decrease the infiltration of water into the ground
(e.g., urban pavement) or channel water away quickly before it can infiltrate (e.g., urban and rural drain-
age). Secondly, the future availability of water supply is threatened by overuse such as excessive demand,
inefficient water use, and inappropriate allocation. Thirdly, the quality of water available for water supply
is threatened by pollution from both point and non-point sources. The importance of considering water-
shed management is emphasized because water supply is affected not only by human activities local to
the water supply, but anywhere from within the watershed upstream of the point of taking. Thus, the ac-
tivities of an upstream community can affect the quantity and quality of a downstream community’s water
supply, even if that downstream community is in another municipality. For example, the quantity and
quality of water supply for the City of Brantford is affected by choices made in Dufferin, Perth, Welling-
ton and Oxford Counties, Waterloo Region and the City of Guelph.

The responsibility for planning water supply and pollution control in Ontario's watersheds requires the co-
operation of numerous agencies, municipalities, and conservation authorities. It is essential that these in-
stitutions agree on a management plan and work co-operatively to protect the natural systems and manage
impacts and demands as necessary to ensure safe and secure water supplies. Protecting the quantity and
quality of water supply also depends on actions by landowners and industry. A watershed management
plan, developed and implemented locally with full knowledge and participation by the landowners and
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industries that must take action, will ensure that water quantity and quality are valued and protected at
their source before quantity and quality become a problem.

1.3 Ontario’s Tradition of Watershed Management

The tradition of co-operative watershed management is long-standing in the Province of Ontario.  Recog-
nition of the need to work co-operatively was prompted by severe water problems associated with flood-
ing, drought, and degraded water quality experienced in southern Ontario from the early 1900’s.  Prob-
lems were particularly acute in the Grand River basin. It was recognized that water problems resulting
from rapid urbanization and massive deforestation were hindering economic growth and development.
The Finlayson Report (Ontario Department of Lands and Forests, 1932) recognized low flow as a health
hazard, and considered problems of water supply and sewage disposal as well as flood control. The
Province responded by promulgating special legislation enabling eight municipalities to form the Grand
River Conservation Commission in 1932 (Statutes of Ontario C. 55, 1932). The Commission was author-
ized to carry out studies and water conservation projects to ensure a sufficient supply of water for munic i-
pal, domestic and manufacturing purposes during periods of drought and to control flood waters. With
assistance from both the Federal and Provincial governments, the Shand Dam was completed by the
Commission in 1942 for low flow augmentation, water supply, and flood control (Veale et al., 1997).

Concern for water and related-land resources was highlighted by numerous conservation-minded organi-
zations at the Guelph Conference held in 1941 (Guelph Conference, 1942). The Conference recognized
that the depletion of renewable natural resources would place a limit on economic growth. It recognized
that planned management, based on knowledge and public and private participation, should replace un-
planned, individualistic exploitation. As a direct result of the Guelph Conference and with its eye on the
Grand River Conservation Commission, the Tennessee Valley Authority (USA) and the Muskinghum
Conservancy District (Ohio, USA), as models for water management on a river basin basis, the Province
of Ontario passed the Conservation Authorities Act in 1946 (Mitchell and Shrubsole, 1992; Statues of
Ontario, C. 11, 1946). Conservation Authorities were established in Ontario as planning, co-ordinating
and management agencies to facilitate municipal and provincial partnerships and to promote a compre-
hensive approach to resource management. Specifically, they were mandated to establish and undertake a
program designed to “further the conservation, restoration, development and management of natural re-
sources other than gas, oil, coal and minerals.” (R.S.O. 1990, C.27, s.20).

Co-operative watershed management among various provincial ministries, agencies and municipalities
was furthered in 1971 by an Ontario Treasury Board report entitled "Review of Planning for the Grand
River Watershed", which discussed issues related to water management in the Grand River watershed.
One of the report's recommendations was to "carry out a comprehensive water management plan for the
Grand River Basin." (Ontario Treasury Board, 1971). Subsequently, in 1977, the Ontario Ministry of the
Environment (MOE) led a multi-agency team to deal with water quality, water supply and flooding issues
in the Grand River basin.  To focus the Grand River project, MOE housed the basin study co-ordinator,
Dr. Tony Smith, at the Grand River Conservation Authority to work with local municipalities and public
advisory groups in developing the plan.

The Grand River Basin Water Management Plan was completed in 1982. The co-operative planning proj-
ect was so successful that the municipalities and the Conservation Authority went on to fully implement
the plan even after MOE had moved on to other things. The result was a 75% reduction in average annual
flood damages, the return of a self-sustaining sport fishery to the river, and a water supply strategy that
will meet local needs for at least another 40 years.

More recently in 1995, several municipalities, recognizing that the plan was no longer current, ap-
proached the Grand River Conservation Authority to help them update the plan. This locally funded effort
has re-established the basin planning models and tools and will result in integrated water quality, water
budget/water supply, and forest and fisheries management plans by 2002. In a collective planning frame-
work, the participants are assessing the cumulative impact of wastewater treatment on river water quality,
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determining what needs to be done to improve water quality, refining capital budget forecasts for munic i-
pal infrastructure and pollution control programs, and monitoring the resulting water quality. With con-
tinued co-operation from the Ministry of the Environment, the plan will set a watershed-wide framework
for future wastewater treatment Certificates of Approval, thereby streamlining the infrastructure planning
and approval process and ensuring the objectives are met overall. The participants are assessing the cu-
mulative demand for water, identifying where water shortages may occur, and putting drought contin-
gency plans in place. Groundwater sensitivities have been mapped, priority areas for water protection
programs are being identified and water protection policies will be incorporated into municipal planning
documents. In the well-developed spirit of co-operation, planning, and investment in water management,
the Regional Municipality of Waterloo has developed a water protection strategy that includes its recent
initiative to delineate wellhead protection areas and in zoning appropriate land uses to protect groundwa-
ter aquifers. In addition, the Regional Municipality of Waterloo, Wellington County and the City of
Guelph have committed a combined $2.85 million to assist farmers in implementing projects that improve
water quality and groundwater protection.

Currently, integrated watershed plans are being developed for a number of other watersheds in Ontario,
the scale and complexity of each being determined by local needs and resources.

1.4 Summary

This chapter sets the context for the rest of the paper. An overview of watershed management is provided
that defines integrated watershed management and explains, in general terms, the important considera-
tions for protecting water supply and water quality from a watershed management perspective. These
points are further illustrated by describing the history of the Grand River Conservation Commission and
the events leading to the promulgation of the Conservation Authorities Act and the progress that the
Grand River Conservation Authority has made in furthering integrated watershed management within
their jurisdiction. This paper will further expand upon these overviews.
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2 HOW DOES THE WATERSHED WORK?
Natural features and functions within a watershed influence the quality and prevalence of water resources,
and determine the extent to which the natural system can moderate the effects of human activities. This
chapter describes the natural processes that move water through the watershed and how these processes
affect water quality. An understanding of these processes is essential in order to protect them and to man-
age demands on the system, so that valued water uses can be maintained.

2.1 Watershed Hydrology

A watershed represents a unique physical unit within which water moves continuously in a cycle that be-
gins with rain or snow (Figure 2.1). Within the watershed landscape, plant leaves will intercept some rain
and snow, where it will evaporate back into the air. Rainwater and melted snow may infiltrate the soil or
flow overland to be stored temporarily in depressions, wetlands or lakes. Groundwater forms when sur-
face water seeps through the soil to varying depths and collects in aquifers. Groundwater can remain
stored underground and then re-emerge as springs or discharges to rivers, lakes or wetlands, within a pe-
riod varying from a few days to thousands of years. Eventually, water flowing over the surface or through
the ground makes its way into rivers and lakes, or is taken up by vegetation, where it evaporates or tran-
spires to begin the cycle again (More 1969).

Natural watershed characteristics, such as geology, climate, landform, soils, and vegetation influence the
processes responsible for water cycling. Therefore, these characteristics help determine how much water
is available as surface supplies in rivers or lakes, or as groundwater in aquifers.

Climate affects the watershed directly by the distribution of rainfall and temperature. Variations in rainfall
can be described by the intensity and type of storms, which in part influence groundwater recharge,
streamflow and flooding patterns. Light rainfall that extends over a long duration has more time to infil-
trate the soil and replenish groundwater supplies. Alternatively, high intensity thunderstorms that deposit
large volumes of rainwater in a relatively short period of time cause rapid overland runoff and flash
flooding of rivers and streams.

The shape of the land, determined by geology and weather, greatly influences drainage patterns. The den-
sity of streams and the shape of a watershed, in turn, affect the rate of overland runoff relative to infiltra-
tion. Soil types influence the rate of water movement. For example, finely grained soils, such as clays,
have very small spaces between soil particles, inhibiting infiltration and thus promoting greater surface
runoff. Conversely, coarse soils, such as sands, have larger pore spaces allowing for greater rates of infil-
tration and reduced runoff. Soil texture, structure, moisture holding capacity and local topography are im-
portant factors determining the susceptibility of land to erosion.

Vegetation plays many roles in the water cycle.  It intercepts rainfall, impedes overland flow, and pro-
motes infiltration. Vegetation also uses water for growth. All of these factors reduce the quantity of runoff
to streams. Vegetation binds and stabilizes soil, thereby reducing the potential for erosion. Vegetation
also stabilizes stream banks and provides habitat for aquatic and terrestrial fauna.

Land use activities that affect climate, landform, soils, or vegetation also impact the natural distribution of
water within the watershed landscape. Temperature increases expected over the next 20-50 years, assoc i-
ated with global climate change, are likely to cause more intense storms and longer periods of drought,
which will affect the distribution of water resources within Ontario. Water shortages, extreme flood
events, and a shift in natural habitats, among other things, are predicted. Activities, such as urbanization
and agricultural practices, can alter the slope of land and channel form; pave over or compact soils; re-
move vegetation; and have many other effects. These effects all result in changes in the water balance.
That is, they can change the proportion of rainwater that flows overland relative to that stored, evapo-
rated, infiltrated, or taken up by plants and transpired.



11

FIGURE 2-1:  THE NATURAL WATER CYCLE
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2.2 Current Issues in Water Management

2.2.1 Growth
A major watershed issue in southern Ontario is keeping the watershed healthy (economically, socially and
environmentally) while accommodating growth. Urban areas are progressively looking for additional sur-
face and groundwater supplies. Increasingly, these supplies are being depleted by others or are being
contaminated by pollutants. Growth management includes planning ahead for determining appropriate
land uses, ensuring adequate water supply; protecting surface and groundwater quality; allocating water
with consideration for long-term planned commitments to future water supply and the environmental
needs; and planning growth with consideration for the river and groundwater system capacity to receive
wastewater.

2.2.3 Surface water and groundwater quality
Water supply for both human consumption and for maintaining aquatic/fishing resources is dependent on
maintaining adequate quality in surface water and groundwater.

2.2.4 Water allocation
Water allocation will become an increasing issue as growth proceeds. Increasing population and intensif i-
cation of agriculture both result in an increase in water use. Instream demands include recreational and
industrial uses (i.e., hydroelectric production, navigation). The aquatic ecosystem, including fisheries,
wetland and riparian habitats, is also dependent on a sustainable supply of water for its existence.

2.2.5 River system capacity for wastewater
At a watershed scale, surface water is used to dilute effluent from sewage treatment plants and a variety
of non-point sources of pollution. A watercourse’s capacity to assimilate contaminants is directly depend-
ent on the quantity and quality of water available for dilution.

2.3 Contaminant Pathways and Treatment Processes

The water cycle serves as a pathway for the transport of natural and introduced materials that influence
the quality of the water. However, there are natural purification processes operating within the watershed
that help protect the integrity of water supplies and overall environmental health.

2.3.1 Types of contaminants
Inorganic compounds, pathogens, and organic compounds can harm water quality when present in exces-
sive amounts. These contaminants can adversely affect the health of humans, fish and wildlife. Inorganic
compounds include all compounds that do not contain carbon. Nutrients (e.g., nitrates and phosphorus)
and heavy metals are two examples. Nitrates can cause problems in drinking water, because they become
toxic nitrite within the digestive tract. Nitrite causes methemoglobinemia, or blue baby syndrome, which
impairs the blood’s ability to transport oxygen. Phosphorus promotes plant and algae growth. Algae can
taint the taste of drinking water and foul aquatic habitat. Certain heavy metals are toxic to humans and
wildlife. Heavy metals include iron, cadmium, mercury, lead and others.

Pathogens, including bacteria and viruses, are the leading cause of water borne disease outbreaks.  Cryp-
tosporidium, Giardia, and, well known to Ontario, E. coli. 157, all cause illnesses and sometimes even
death when consumed. Organic compounds include Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) like benzene,
toluene, xylene; semi-volatile compounds like phenol and napthalene; PCBs and pesticides. Today’s pes-
ticides are generally less toxic and less persistent than those used in the past, but their presence in water is
still a concern as they are thought to be linked to endocrine (hormone) disruption in humans.



13

FIGURE 2-2:  HUMAN INTERVENTION IN THE WATER CYCLE
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2.3.2 Potential sources
Many compounds and pathogens occur naturally in soil and water. Certain land use activities, however,
can accelerate their release and introduce excessive concentrations of contaminants in localized areas.
Sources of contaminants are referred to as either point or non-point. Point sources are easily identified
because they usually come out of a “pipe”. Examples include sewage treatment plants, combined sewer
overflows, industrial plants, livestock facilities, spills, and others. Non-point sources refer to widespread,
seemingly insignificant amounts of pollutants, which cumulatively threaten water quality and natural
systems. Examples of non-point sources include improperly managed septic systems; agricultural, for-
estry or mining practices; construction activities; careless household management, lawn care, as well as
road, parking lot and other urban runoff (Figure 2.2).

2.3.3 Treatment processes
Physical, chemical and biological functions associated with natural watershed features work together to
remove pollutants from water (Hammer 1992). Physical filtration and sedimentation of particles occurs as
water flows overland through vegetation or percolates through soils. Dense vegetative cover, shallow
grades, and porous soils enhance these processes. As sediment particles are deposited, so too are many
other contaminants, such as metals, hydrocarbons and bacteria, that are removed by chemical adsorption
to the sediment particles. Storage or temporary detention of water in ponds, lakes or depressions further
enhances the opportunity for sedimentation of inorganic contaminants, and also allows time for die-off of
bacterial or viral contaminants.

Chemical reactions and biological decomposition may break down complex compounds into simpler sub-
stances. Through absorption and assimilation, plants can remove nutrients from the water to aid in their
own growth. Plants also take up other contaminants, such as heavy metals, binding them into woody ma-
terial for long periods of time. A by-product of plant growth is oxygen, which increases the dissolved
oxygen content of the water, air, and soil around it. Oxygen aids in aerobic bacterial decomposition of
pollutants, as well as sustaining life for many organisms that in turn convert other pollutants to beneficial
uses.

Dilution, while not a true treatment process, is sometimes recognized as contributing to the assimilation
of contaminants to acceptable levels within a watershed. The cleaner the water body is, the greater its po-
tential assimilative capacity.

The relative significance of each of these processes depends on the natural characteristics of the water-
shed, and on the degree to which sensitive natural features and their functions are protected from the ad-
verse impacts of land use activities.

2.4 Effect of Watershed Processes on Water Supplies

All natural water cycling and water treatment processes within a watershed play a role in influencing the
abundance and quality of water supplies. However, certain processes have a more direct effect than oth-
ers. In Ontario, domestic water supplies are drawn from three primary sources:  1) groundwater, either via
private wells or public communal wells; 2) river-based surface water; or 3) lake-based surface water.

Groundwater supplies are directly affected by changes in the natural rates of recharge (infiltration) and
groundwater use. However, even a plentiful groundwater supply may be lost if it becomes contaminated.
Groundwater quality can be affected by a variety of land use practices, such as septic fields, agricultural
operations, or underground storage tanks. Groundwater supplies are especially vulnerable to contamina-
tion when high-risk land uses are located within prime recharge areas.

Sustained baseflow and water levels in rivers and streams is dependent upon properly managed surface
runoff and groundwater levels. River and stream water quality reflects the natural geologic setting of the
basin. In southern Ontario, most streams are impacted in some way by land use activities that generate
pollutants and runoff, and by loss of the natural filtering capacity of wetlands, forests and vegetated
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stream buffers. Increased surface runoff and streamflow can erode streambanks adding to the sediments
and other contaminants already carried in the watercourse. Streams that receive groundwater discharge
can also be impaired by contaminated groundwater.

Similar to rivers, lake water levels are dependent upon properly managed surface runoff within the lake
catchment and on groundwater levels. Nearshore lake water quality, while influenced by contaminant
loads from the entire lake basin, is affected by contaminants carried down from local watersheds and from
direct groundwater and surface water discharges to the lake.

2.5 Summary

This chapter describes the natural processes that move water through the watershed and affect water
quality. The water cycle serves as a pathway for the transport of natural and introduced materials that in-
fluence the quality of water. The chapter describes the type of contaminants, the source, and the natural
functions that work as treatment process to remove contaminants from the water cycle. The watershed
processes influence the quantity and quality of water supplies drawn from ground water and surface wa-
ter.
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3 MANAGING THE WATERSHED

3.1 The Watershed Management Process

The watershed management process can be seen as a continuum that includes producing a plan, imple-
menting the plan (act), monitoring the effectiveness of the plan, and evaluating and updating the plan.
This seemingly simple process, illustrated in Figure 3.1, is often difficult and complex to carry out. De-
spite the difficulties, the process is valuable because it promotes a systematic and logical way of thinking
and a framework for making decisions with regard to water and land use. This section briefly describes
the process.

The watershed partners (province, municipalities, conservation authorities, aboriginals, private water us-
ers, the various other interested parties and the general public) are involved in all aspects of the manage-
ment process. The process can be used for relatively straightforward problems where only one or two
participants are involved, as well as complex problems involving a number of partners and participants
and a large degree of uncertainty.

3.2 Watershed Planning

3.2.1 Scoping the problem
Key issues and underlying interests should be identified as soon as possible in the planning stage.  All
affected stakeholders or partners should be consulted as early in the process as possible. Often this is done
at the outset by creating an informal group. As the group develops a working relationship and purpose, a
more formal structure is developed with a steering committee to clearly define roles and responsibilities
for all partners. Partners should be prepared to help develop the watershed plan and implement the plan
recommendations.

Typical issues of interest relative to this paper are:

• water supply crises, inadequate supplies of surface or groundwater to meet present and future needs;

• pollution of surface and groundwater systems;

• harmful impacts on wetland and aquatic systems.

3.2.2 Creating a vision, goals and objectives
Once problems or issues are clearly defined, it is necessary to quickly establish a vision, goals, and objec-
tives. The “vision” is the big picture of the desired state of the watershed in the future. This provides a
focus for planning and a standard against which progress and management options can be measured. A
simple vision for water supply/water quality purposes could be: “We want enough clean drinking water to
supply all the needs of a growing community without compromising the health and sustainability of our
waterways and forests.”

Goals are the specific states we must reach to improve ecosystem and human health in the watershed.
Specific goals give the direction for improvement. Compatible goals for our vision would include:

• provide adequate water supply to watershed communities, while still providing sufficient water for
environmental concerns;

• restore, protect, and enhance water quality for water supplies and aquatic resources;

• protect and restore the natural resources (land, water, forest, and wildlife) of the watershed.

Objectives are the measures or targets toward achieving the specified goals.

Finally, it is most important to achieve community consensus about the relative importance of the prob-
lems or issues and the appropriateness of goals and objectives.
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FIGURE 3-1: THE WATERSHED MANAGEMENT PROCESS

3.2.3 Getting the information together
Effective decision making within the framework of watershed management requires a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the current state of the natural environment, its historical characteristics, societal values,
and where possible, economic influences. Determination of the information required and the level of de-
tail is based on the watershed issues. Watershed planning projects typically begin with a “background
review and assessment of available information” in order to identify and initiate efforts to fill information
gaps. The completed information base allows the participating watershed partners to have a common un-
derstanding of physical features, processes, and community issues that presently exist and once existed in
the watershed. This information provides the building blocks with which to create predictive models of
the system to evaluate the impacts of proposed management options. Due to funding and time limitations,
particular attention should be paid to collecting information needed to address the agreed upon issues.

3.2.4 The participatory process
Ontario’s legal and institutional division of water responsibilities among various levels of government
and the common property nature of water requires participation from a variety of government, non-
government, community, and private interests in decision-making. Through a participatory process, it is
possible to:

(a) define the problems more effectively;

(b) access information and understanding that fall outside the scientific realm;
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(c) identify alternative solutions that will be socially acceptable;

(d) create a sense of ownership for the plan or solution, which facilitates implementation (Mitchell, 1997,
pp 155-156).

Therefore, a participatory process should be part of watershed management, particularly in the following
phases:

(a) defining the issues, goals, and objectives;

(b) providing information to aid the understanding of watershed processes;

(c) evaluating options and alternatives in the formulation of the watershed plan;

(d) creating linkages, partnerships, and action plans for implementation.

While a participatory process may extend the time needed during the initial stages of analysis and plan-
ning, such an investment is normally “returned” late in the process by avoiding or minimizing conflict.
For this reason, public involvement is encouraged as early and as broadly in the process as possible to be
most effective (Smith, 1982).

A quarter of a century ago, public involvement was seen as unnecessary and superfluous, if not downright
invasive, by many decision-making bodies. Decisions were made at the “top” by provincial and federal
agencies with little input from those affected. Today the trend is towards a “bottom up” approach where
decision-making takes place at the local level. Watershed management requires a marriage of both ap-
proaches. It means that those who implement actions must be directly involved. A shared, collaborative
approach is required to ensure that implementation is carried out and that the management plan does not
sit on a shelf. This requires government agency participation and support as well as strong community
involvement.

Some examples of successful participation and collaboration dealing with water supply and water quality
issues include:

1. The Grand Strategy – building on the 1982 Grand River Basin Study, a multi-agency study dealing
with water supply, water quality, and flood issues, The Grand Strategy, co-ordinated by the Grand
River Conservation Authority, provides a forum for partners (municipalities, community groups,
agencies, schools, businesses, and others) to pool resources, determine priority actions and celebrate
successes. As part of this process, water managers within the watershed meet regularly and progress
is being made toward updating the Grand River Water Quality Model, first developed as part of the
Basin Study, and comple ting a water budget and water supply strategy.

2. The Torrance Creek Subwatershed Study – undertaken by the City of Guelph, in co-operation with
the Grand River Conservation Authority (GRCA), this study investigated the best means of develop-
ing the creek without impacting both existing city groundwater supplies, and environmental features
such as wetlands. The watershed steering committee included city representatives, developers, golf
course owners, and various citizens' groups.

3. The Maitland Watershed Partnerships (MWP) – initiated by the Maitland Valley Conservation
Authority, 34 organizations and agencies with an interest in resource management have formed a
steering committee to examine best management approaches to managing water, agriculture and for-
estry.

3.2.5 Developing the watershed plan
Once the watershed goals and objectives are clear, tools are then developed to design and evaluate work-
able management options for achieving the goals. Management options may include measures that use
technology or structures (sometimes called structural methods) and those that rely on changes in human
behaviour or management practices (sometimes called “non-structural” measures). Generally speaking,
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structural measures such as treatment plant improvements are easier to implement, although considerably
more costly than non-structural measures. Non-structural measures, for instance, encouragement of crop
rotation and the installation of vegetated stream buffers, tend to be inexpensive but are difficult to imple-
ment because people must change entrenched behaviours. Most watershed management strategies include
a mixture of structural and non-structural measures designed to meet the issues of a particular watershed.

For instance, options that are typically explored to increase water supply are:

(a) increased ground water supplies, from existing or new sources;

(b) surface water withdrawals from local sources or by pipeline;

(c) construction of surface water reservoirs and/or utilization of groundwater storage through recharge
or infiltration schemes;

(d) control of water demand by water conservation, programs, etc.

Similarly, to deal with the contamination of ground water aquifers and surface water streams one could
implement preventative measures such as:

(a) land-use controls to establish groundwater protection areas;

(b) controls of rural and urban non-point sources of pollution;

(c) increase levels of treatment at sewage treatment plants; or reactive measures such as increases in the
level of treatment at water treatment plants.

With the assistance of the watershed partners, various projects or options are combined into management
alternatives to meet the goals and objectives of the watershed planning process. These alternatives are
then evaluated to determine their effectiveness, costs, benefits, and environmental and social impacts.
Modern computer technology greatly facilitates this task. Several tools used to screen and evaluate the
effectiveness of various alternatives include:

For water supply alternatives:

• flow simulation models for both surface and groundwater,

• water budget models.

And for water quality alternatives:

• stream water quality model,

• land use water quality model.

Appendix A briefly describes some of the evaluation tools.

Management alternatives are evaluated under present and future scenarios. It is particularly important at
this final stage of plan development that the public and interested agencies have an opportunity to com-
ment on the strategies being tested and to recommend different strategies for evaluation.

After due consultation, a preferred management alternative is selected. This alternative is the basis for the
watershed plan, which stipulates what actions are needed to accomplish the objectives. Time frames,
costs, and responsibilities for implementation are also stipulated in the plan. Action recommendations
specify the work needed, the desired result, technical and staffing needs, costs, and a follow-up review for
the effects of the action. Recommendations include the logical sequence in which the remediation takes
place (e.g., undertake upstream work before downstream work, ensure that cattle access is restricted be-
fore repairing stream banks). Phasing of actions allows time to acquire funding for some parts of the proj-
ect, provides a logical progression for improvement, or fits actions into future agency work plans. Some
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actions should be identified that are relatively easy to complete in a short time to provide incentive and
encouragement for future work.

3.2.6 Risk assessment
Rather than relying only upon end-of-pipe solutions (increased levels of treatment) to reduce the risk of
human exposure to contaminants, the watershed approach advocates preventing problems by controlling
their source using various best management practices. Thus risks are diminished and the water supply
system reliability may be improved. In planning studies dealing with risk, a key question is, “how much
are the risks reduced by source controls?”

“Risk assessment” and “risk management” are procedures that recognize and incorporate elements of un-
certainty in the evaluation of alternatives for protecting water supplies. These procedures provide a logi-
cal structure to make decisions determining which protective measures are most effective at reducing the
risks to acceptable levels. They can be applied to help develop general watershed management policies
and to evaluate site-specific water supply conditions for a particular community.

Risk assessments for water supply questions utilize technical information to characterize the magnitude of
human health risk. There are three elements of a problem that are relevant to risk assessment. These are:

• A source of contamination exists.

• One or more pathways exist, by which the contaminants may migrate to the well.

• One or more water consumers use the well and may experience health problems from contaminated
drinking water.

Appendix B provides a more detailed explanation of risk management and responses that may be used to
reduce human health risk.

3.3 Implementing the Plan

Watershed plans are implemented through a variety of tools that are administered by several agencies at
the provincial and local level. These tools can generally be categorized under the headings of land use
planning, water and wastewater master planning, water resource regulations, land and water stewardship
programs, public land acquisition programs, infrastructure development and maintenance, remedial meas-
ure programs and other operational activities. The province, municipalities, and conservation authorities
will implement the watershed plan if they have been actively involved in developing the plan and if it is
socially and economically practical as well as environmentally sound.

Only a small percentage of industries and landowners will take an interest or become involved in deve l-
oping a watershed plan. The “What’s in it for me?" attitude will vary greatly among interest groups,
stakeholders and the public, so a range of incentives are required to reach various people. Some just need
information; some respond to recognition and applause or to peer pressure; and some may actually par-
ticipate in order to avoid the courts. The incentives for participants should include education, information,
opportunities to participate in planning or “hands-on” action, applause and celebration, cost-sharing in-
centives, public-private partnerships, and finally, surcharges, regulation, and enforcement (Minshall,
2000). The benefits of an approach employing this range of incentives rather than the traditional regula-
tion and enforcement approach include reduced effort to cause change, longer-lasting change, and broader
public support.

In order to gain support for protecting drinking water sources, it is important to involve and educate citi-
zens to protect drinking water and the environment in general. Programs such as the Annual Children's
Ground Water Festival are held each year in the Regional Municipality of Waterloo, Peel Region and
commencing in the Saugeen River watershed in 2001. This festival helps children and their parents learn
about the nature and value of groundwater. The Yellow Fish Road program is another initiative that en-
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courages stewardship and promotes awareness of the connectivity of urban storm drains with local creeks
and rivers.

Landowner stewardship programs help improve the landowners' management practices for their proper-
ties. The soil and crop improvement associations, conservation authorities, and the stewardship councils
sponsored by the Ministry of Natural Resources all have various programs in this regard.

Led by municipalities and public interest groups, promotional campaigns to reduce water demand through
water conservation methods have been effective in the Grand River watershed. Canadian Heritage River
designations of the Grand, Humber and Thames rivers, coupled with river-focussed tourism campaigns
have made the public aware of the rivers as an environmental, economic, aesthetic and recreational asset,
not as the glorified sewer of past eras. Conversion of abandoned railways running beside the Grand River
into recreational trails for hikers and bicyclists increased the visibility and awareness of the river.

3.4 How Can Watershed Management Help Provide Adequate Clean Drinking Water?

3.4.1 Seeing the big picture
This section describes how the watershed management process can aid decision-makers, planners, engi-
neers, ecologists, and citizens in obtaining adequate, clean drinking water and at the same time ensuring
that environmental concerns are being addressed. The watershed plan is used as a blueprint for managing
and protecting groundwater and surface water supplies. It is at this time future water supplies are identi-
fied, risks of contamination are assessed, and the plans for water supply protection are put into place.

3.4.2 Managing watershed groundwater supplies (aquifers)
Municipal planners and engineers need answers to the following questions:

(1) Where are the sources of groundwater supply?

(2) What is the quality of available groundwater?

(3) How much water can the aquifer supply on a sustainable basis?

(4) What are the sensitive areas in the aquifer system that should be protected from development?

(5) What are the environmental impacts of increased water withdrawals from the aquifers? (i.e., effect on
wetlands, aquatic systems, well interference, etc.).

A regional groundwater analysis is usually carried out as part of an overall watershed study to help an-
swer these questions. The municipality carries out more detailed well field studies after the regional
analysis is completed. The four stages in the analysis are:  defining the aquifer system, defining the aqui-
fer characteristics, installing a monitoring system, and modelling the aquifer system. This analysis deter-
mines the safe yield of the aquifer, the environmental impacts of increased withdrawals, and requirements
for groundwater protection.

An understanding of regional groundwater flows and their interrelationship with surface water can be ob-
tained by the application of water budget and groundwater flow modelling. This is presently done by the
Grand River Conservation Authority in co-operation with its member municipalities. More detailed small-
scale groundwater studies to define groundwater protection areas and optimize well field operations are
usually carried out by municipalities after the regional analysis has been completed.

3.4.3 Managing the regional groundwater system
Under the present planning climate in Ontario, there has been a shift in responsibility for land use deci-
sions away from the provincial level of government to the local level. Groundwater is no different. Before
the 1980s, the Ministry of the Environment carried out several regional groundwater studies. Since the
1980s, little work was undertaken to understand groundwater movement on a regional or watershed scale.
Some municipalities, such as the Regional Municipality of Waterloo and the Regional Municipality of
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Halton, undertook regional groundwater studies and groundwater protection studies. Since 1999, major
efforts have been made at the local and provincial level (MOE) to carry out regional groundwater studies.
A regional groundwater mapping project was undertaken in 1999 to characterize the groundwater regime
in the Grand River watershed. This work, by the Grand River Conservation Authority, is part of the
Grand River Watershed Groundwater Study. A suite of colour contour maps was produced displaying
subsurface features within the watershed relating to physical geology, hydrogeologic characteristics and
resource protection requirements. Municipal planners and engineers now have groundwater mapping
readily available to guide land use discussions regarding water supply sources and their protection. Data
support was provided by MOE (well logs) and MNR (base mapping). The study cost of $250,000 was
funded by the GRCA.

An Eastern Ontario Water Resources Management Study (EOWRMS) was initiated in 1999 by local mu-
nicipalities to develop an information base and management tools for surface and groundwater. In eastern
Ontario, groundwater is the primary water source supplying over 20 communities and 100,000 private
users. The $1 million study was largely funded by the MOE Groundwater Protection Fund and embraced
many partners (federal, provincial, municipal, conservation authorities and agricultural/rural organiza-
tions).

The Groundwater Protection Fund was established by the Ministry of the Environment to provide assis-
tance to municipalities interested in developing groundwater management strategies for their drinking
water supplies. The fund has resulted in the start up of many studies, however the challenge is now in en-
suring that consistent standards and approaches are followed in the absence of provincial guidelines.

3.4.4 Monitoring the aquifer system
A monitoring network is necessary to evaluate existing and future conditions dealing with groundwater
quantity and quality. Because it may take years to detect slow moving groundwater contaminants at the
wellhead intake, monitoring ambient groundwater conditions provides an early alert to trends in ground-
water quality. Except for some local monitoring networks at municipal well fields, there has been no or-
ganized monitoring network within Ontario for approximately 20 years. A recent initiative of MOE will
establish a provincial groundwater monitoring network in co-operation with local conservation author i-
ties.

3.4.5 Protecting the aquifer system
A comprehensive groundwater management strategy must address protection of the water sources, man-
agement of water use, and management of land use that may present a source of contamination. The sen-
sitive groundwater areas indicated by the regional mapping can be protected by identifying them in mu-
nicipal official plans and developing appropriate policies. Development in these areas should be limited
or prohibited.

Over pumping of the aquifer system can be regulated under the Ontario Water Resources Act adminis-
tered by the MOE. A good knowledge of the regional groundwater system can make it easier to interpret
requests for increased withdrawals in the context of the needs of current users, their long term plans and
the requirements of the natural environment.

The Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs introduced an environmental farm plan, which en-
courages farmers to adopt environmental best management practices. The Ontario Soil and Crop Im-
provement Association is administering this program. There are many other examples of provincially and
federally funded programs for the remediation and protection of water resources. Generally, provincial
and federal government assistance for such programs lasted no more than two to five years.  While these
have been very useful, the efficacy of provincially and federally funded programs is diminished by their
temporary nature. Sustained management programs based on stable funding are required to successfully
implement aquifer protection measures. Locally initiated programs are more likely to meet this require-
ment. For example, municipalities in the Grand River watershed, led by the Regional Municipality of
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Waterloo, in partnership with farm organizations and the GRCA, are now delivering a rural water quality
program with monetary incentives. The municipalities provide the funding and the GRCA administers the
program. Similar programs are being delivered at the Upper Thames River, Lake Simcoe Region, and
South Nation River Conservation Authorities. The motivation for these initiatives comes from having a
goal, a plan, and partners willing to implement the plan.

3.4.6 Sustaining environmental features
It is not enough to have sufficient water for water supply, but there must be enough water to sustain envi-
ronmental features such as wetlands and aquatic resources. Planning for this can be achieved through the
use of water management tools such as water budgets, modelling, and inventories of natural features.

3.5 Managing Watershed Surface Water Supplies

It is generally assumed that natural rivers, streams, and lakes are suitable sources for water supply, but as
with groundwater, this assumption must be qualified.

(1) How much water is available for water supply?

(2) Is storage available?

(3) What is the quality of the source water?

(4) What are the legal restrictions on water withdrawal?

(5) What are environmental impacts caused by an increased withdrawal?

The availability of surface water is usually evaluated on a watershed scale using monitoring records, wa-
ter budgets, and reliability studies.

For example, in 1982, the Grand River Basin Study team selected withdrawal from the Grand River as a
means of augmenting water supply for the Regional Municipality of Waterloo. More detailed studies car-
ried out by the municipality further confirmed the project. Based on watershed or regional studies, the
Province allocates water by permit through the Ontario Water Resources Act. As competition for water
between different users increases, i.e., municipal water supply, recreation (golfing), agricultural, and ur-
ban irrigation, it will become increasingly important to have more knowledge about the needs of the water
system, particularly environmental or aquatic needs so that proper allocation can occur before a crisis de-
velops.

Where there is insufficient water, the preferred solution is often to increase the reliability of the available
supply, by structural measures such as reservoirs or pipelines. Water conservation is often used to reduce
demand and prolong the existing supply. Watershed studies, coupled with local municipal studies, are
often used to select the appropriate alternative.

The use of water from rivers or streams is commonly subjected to water quality restrictions. Watershed
studies can determine the most effective mixture of pollution control to reduce upstream point sources
(municipal waste treatment) and upstream non-point sources (agricultural and urban land use).

3.5.1 Managing surface water supplies
Municipalities, conservation authorities and the Province currently carry out management of surface wa-
ter supplies. The surface water management system is demonstrated in the example given in section 3.5
where, after extensive watershed and municipal studies, the Regional Municipality of Waterloo was able
to withdraw water from the Grand River without any negative downstream impacts.

This example may be somewhat atypical because of the extensive background information and analysis
that was available to support allocation decisions. It will become increasingly important to develop this
type of knowledge about the needs of the water system, particularly the environmental or aquatic needs as
the competition for water increases between municipalities, recreational users of water resources, the ag-



24

ricultural community and other users. There must be assurance that permitted water supply withdrawals
do not affect these other users, nor reduce the amount of water necessary for the environmental functions
of wetlands, forests and aquatic systems. Rigorous technical analysis is needed to provide this assurance.

3.5.2 Monitoring the surface water system
Stream flow, precipitation, river water quality, groundwater levels, and groundwater quality must be
monitored to understand the surface water system and its interconnections with the groundwater system.
Surface water monitoring has historically been adequately addressed. However, recent cutbacks occurring
at the federal and provincial levels have led to reductions in stream flow and water quality monitoring.
Until recently there has been little groundwater monitoring carried out by the Province. A few munic i-
palities such as the Regional Municipality of Waterloo, Regional Municipality of Halton and the Town-
ship of Puslinch have carried out groundwater monitoring at a local and regional level.

3.5.3 Protecting the surface water system
Protecting the source areas of water supply from possible contamination, whether it be surface water or
groundwater, is the first line of defence in a safe drinking water strategy. Potentially harmful land uses
must be eliminated or managed appropriately in those areas where the chance of surface water contami-
nation is high. Agriculture, forestry, gravel extraction, mining operations, sewage disposal and urban de-
velopment can all contribute to the contamination of drinking water supplies.

Farming activities, in particular, have become a focal point in this regard.  Modern day farming opera-
tions have grown large and are intensive in response to market forces.  As a result, they handle large vol-
umes of inputs. Livestock farms, for example, produce huge volumes of waste, sometimes exceeding the
amounts produced by neighbouring communities. In contrast to the heavily regulated waste management
systems of urban centres, large livestock farms do not undergo a similar level of environmental scrutiny.
Although most farmers would not knowingly pollute ground and/or surface water, the current accepted
practices may be putting resources at risk. The current level of regulation and enforcement may not be
enough to safeguard water resources. Research is needed to develop new technologies and best manage-
ment practices in order to reduce the impact of agriculture on water quality. Financial assistance may also
be required to help existing family farms meet a new level of environmental excellence. Programs such as
the Environmental Farm Plan and the Rural Water Quality Program are examples of programs that are
needed to help farmers address the environmental challenges on their operations.

3.6 Water Infrastructure

3.6.1 Wastewater treatment plants
Watershed planning aids municipal and provincial officials in selecting the level of treatment that should
be achieved by each wastewater treatment plant, especially in a river system such as the Grand which
deals with the combined discharges of many plants. On the Grand River, in-stream water quality models
have helped determine the level of treatment at each plant that is needed to protect aquatic life down-
stream of the plant. The models were initially constructed by MOE in the 1980's, updated by the GRCA
in the 1980's and 1990's and applied recently to evaluate treatment options on behalf of the municipalities.
The results from the water quality models were then used by the Ministry of the Environment, under the
Environmental Protection Act, to establish Certificates of Approval stipulating the treatment levels that
each sewage treatment plant along the river system must meet. The objective of the water quality simula-
tions was to determine the accumulated effect of all the plants upon the system.

3.6.2 Dams and reservoirs
Reservoirs for low flow augmentation and water supply are usually owned and operated by the munic i-
palities or the conservation authorities. Many of these reservoirs are multi-purpose. For instance, on the
Grand River, multi-purpose reservoirs are used to supply water to the City of Brantford and the Regional
Municipality of Waterloo, to provide flood control benefits throughout the river system, to provide low
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flow augmentation to ensure a healthy aquatic community and to provide various water-based recreational
opportunities. Watershed management studies are used to optimize the operation of these reservoirs so
that the reservoir objectives can be better achieved and conflicts between users can be minimized.

3.7 Monitoring and Evaluation

Monitoring the state of the watershed environment is useful for:

(a) evaluating the effectiveness of watershed plans, and

(b) carrying out day-to-day watershed management functions.

In the Grand River basin, an elaborate system of stream flow gauges and water quality monitoring sys-
tems (both manual and electronic) are used to monitor the effectiveness of the 1982 Basin Plan in meeting
flow targets for water supply and the effectiveness of sewage treatment plants in meeting the water qual-
ity objectives of the basin management plan. Physical and chemical water quality monitoring networks
are being complemented by the use of biological indicators (benthic invertebrates and fish species). These
indicators are an effective method of monitoring environmental health.

During normal operations, the real-time monitoring system enables the GRCA to adjust daily flow targets
through the use of reservoir operations. During drought flow conditions, stream flows are adjusted based
upon water supply and fishery needs. Fishery needs are determined by an electronic monitoring system
measuring dissolved oxygen and temperature.

Most of the Ontario watershed monitoring systems are operated in co-operation with the conservation
authorities, the Province and Environment Canada. However, due to recent government cut backs, the
provincial and federal authorities are reducing the number of stream flow and water quality monitoring
stations they will support.

3.8 Summary

The watershed management process can be seen as a continuum that includes producing a plan, imple-
menting the plan, monitoring the effectiveness of the plan, and updating the plan. With the assistance of
the watershed partners, municipal, provincial and public, various water supply and water quality im-
provement projects are combined into management alternatives to meet the goals and objectives of the
watershed planning process. Key to successful implementation of the plan is to have all implementers
participate in developing the plan. To reduce the risk of human exposure to contamination, it is suggested
that water managers rely upon a suite of solutions including source control as well as increased levels of
treatment. Examples of how the watershed management process can aid in providing clean drinking water
are given for ground water and surface water supplies.



26

4 FINANCING WATERSHED MANAGEMENT

4.1 The Cost of Watershed Management

In Ontario, watershed management activities are undertaken primarily by conservation authorities, mu-
nicipal governments and the province.
The conservation authorities are responsible for a broad range of watershed management activities that
fall under the general headings of watershed management and monitoring, environmental advisory serv-
ices, and stewardship. From 1997 to 1999, total expenditures for these activities averaged $5.80 per hec-
tare or $4.50 per person living within the conservation authority jurisdictions. The total cost of watershed
management activities undertaken by the conservation authorities is about $59 million per year.1

The municipalities manage water supply, wastewater, and storm water systems as well as rural municipal
drains and certain shoreline protection programs. Rural drains and shoreline programs account for a rela-
tively small portion of total costs and are not considered here. From 1995 to 1997, annual municipal ex-
penditures in Ontario on water supply, wastewater, and storm water systems averaged $2.09 billion. This
amounts to $273 per person or $660 per household. The overall breakdown of this expenditure is as fol-
lows: 51% for water supply, 45% for wastewater services, and 4% for storm sewers.2

Provincial ministries enforce environmental protection regulations and sponsor limited watershed man-
agement activities directly. These activities are concentrated in the Ministry of the Environment.3 Readily
available data describing the operational expenditures of the Provincial Ministry of the Environment al-
low only a rough estimation of these expenditures on watershed management. Assuming that one half of
the expenditures on compliance and resource conservation are associated with water resources, then total
expenditures in 1998-1999 and 1999-2000 have been about $50 million per year or about $4.30 per per-
son in the Province. Provincial ministries also help finance municipal and conservation authority activ i-
ties, but the associated transfer payments are included in the costs reported above for these jurisdictions.

Watershed planning is an important component of watershed management. The costs for watershed plan-
ning are borne by conservation authorities, municipalities and a variety of provincial agencies. The clear-
est compilation of watershed planning costs is provided in the document, “Inventory of Watershed Man-
agement Projects in Ontario, 1990-1995” (Ontario Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources,
1997). This document identifies 84 studies conducted over the five-year period having a total budget of
$16.5 million. Allowing for additional studies for which there were no budget figures, the total expendi-
tures on watershed planning were probably in the order of $20 million over 6 years or $3.3 million per
year. On a per capita basis, this represents an annual cost of about $0.30.

                                                
1 The analysis is based on a review of financial statements from 24 of the 38 conservation authorities.  This amount
does not account for conservation land management costs, which can also contribute to watershed management.
Records prior to 1997 were not used due to changes in reporting practices that first occurred in 1997. Average per
person expenditures are population-weighted averages.
2 The municipal costs are based on an analysis of FIR data from MMAH for municipalities in Ontario providing
water supply services. 1997 was the last year for which detailed data were available.
3 The Ministry of Natural Resources provides transfer payments to the conservation authorities for flood and erosion
control operations and also finances various MNR forest, fish and wildlife management programs that are in part
related to watershed management. Their flood management activities are a component of watershed management but
associated costs are reported with those of other activities under the heading “Aviation, flood and fire management.”
Total annual costs for flood management activities are about $1.1 million.
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The total cost of watershed management amounts to about $282 per capita for persons living in fully
serviced municipalities.4 Municipal governments use by far the largest proportion of this, about 97%, to
finance water supply, wastewater, and storm water management systems.

4.2 Paying for Watershed Management

Estimated revenue sources for watershed management are outlined in Table 4.1. Local taxes and user fees fund 89%
of the costs of watershed management or $251 per person while Provincial and Federal funds make up the balance
of $31 per person (11%).

TABLE 4-1: SOURCES OF REVENUES FOR WATERSHED MANAGEMENT

Source of RevenueJurisdiction Total
Expenditure
per Pe rson Local

Taxes
Local User

Fees
Provincial
Funding

Federal
Funding

Municipalities1 $273.00 18% 73% 8% 1%

Conservation Author ities2 $4.50 58% 19% 17% 7%

Provincial Programs3 $4.30 0% 0% 100% 0%

Total $282.00 18% 71% 10% 1%

NOTES:

1. Municipal user fees are the customer billings and other charges for water and wastewater services.

2. The assessment of revenue sources for the conservation authorities is based on revenues measured
net of estimated user fee revenues from recreation areas. Local tax revenues for conservation
authorities represent the municipal levies. User fee revenues include various service charges as well
as donations and miscellaneous revenues.

3. The assessment of provincial funding sources does not account for Federal transfer payments.

4.3 Is Enough Spent on Watershed Management?

This section only addresses the cost of watershed management activities incurred by the conservation
authorities. While the average expenditure by the conservation authorities on watershed management is
$5.80 per hectare, this value ranges from $0.25 to $37.40 per hectare. Low per hectare expenditure levels
occur in smaller rural conservation authorities and high values tend to be seen in the highly urbanized
conservation authorities. On a per capita basis, the average is $4.50 per person with a range of $2.70 to
$14.50. Per capita costs tend to be lower in conservation authorities with larger populations.  But popula-
tion and size are not the only determinants of cost. There are great differences in the level of watershed
management activity across conservation authorities. Some of this variation is explained by differences in
resource management issues that the conservation authorities face and some is explained by funding con-
straints and a lack of technical resources (e.g., staff, equipment, decision support tools) in some of the
conservation authorities.

The cost of watershed management for a given watershed is a function of a number of variables. Certainly
watershed management costs will vary with the size of the watershed but costs will also vary with the
watershed population since this is representative of the intensity of land use and impacts on water. This
analysis considers both factors.
                                                
4 The cost to unserviced rural households was not estimated. Overall agency costs for these households is quite
modest, however, rural households often face annualized costs exceeding $1,000 for water supply and septic sys-
tems and farm operations may spend several thousand dollars annually on drainage.
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A benchmark is required to estimate the potential cost of upgrading watershed management activities in
all of the conservation authorities to a level that is consistent with the effective planning and management
of both ground and surface water resources. For the purposes of a preliminary assessment, expenditure
levels for the Grand River Conservation Authority are used as this benchmark for a number of reasons:
(1) The GRCA is the only conservation authority having a well-developed ground water management
program. (2) GRCA expenditures include the cost of a rural non-point source pollution control program
and of ongoing strategic planning activities. (3) GRCA is broadly representative of the southern conser-
vation authorities in terms of land use in that it has large urbanized areas, a large agricultural community
and extensive natural areas.  In this regard, its population density, at 1.02 persons per hectare is close to
the overall average of 0.90. (4) The GRCA’s efficiency of resource use as measured by the percentage of
costs allocated to overhead expenditures, 13%, is close to the overall mean for conservation authorities of
15%. (5) The GRCA’s watershed management cost, at $9.10 per hectare is well above the average cost
for all conservation authorities but is less than 50% of the mean cost for the top third of conservation
authorities that spend the most on watershed management.

The GRCA costs were prorated across the province by both watershed area and watershed population.
Using either approach it was estimated that approximately $45 million would have to be added to annual
conservation authority budgets in order to have all conservation authorities spend at least as much on wa-
tershed management as the GRCA. This is a rough estimate that fails to account for a number of impor-
tant factors.5  It is, nevertheless, a useful order-of-magnitude estimate. In particular, it suggests that the
costs of the watershed management efforts of conservation authorities are relatively low when compared
to the total watershed management costs including municipal and provincial costs. These efforts provide a
relatively inexpensive means of improving the quality and security of water resources that municipalities
rely on.

4.4 Financing Options for Watershed Management

4.4.1 Current situation
Watershed management expenditures are of two forms. There are operating costs that occur on a con-
tinuing basis and include activities such as operation and maintenance of water management facilities,
data collection and monitoring, administration and enforcement of regulations and policies and ongoing
implementation of watershed plans. In addition, there are the capital costs of a variety of time-limited
projects such as development of watershed plans, construction of water management facilities and imple-
mentation of a variety of remedial projects. In assessing future funding opportunities, the need for both
operation and capital funding must be considered.

Programs that are delivered by the conservation authorities and the municipalities account for 98% of all
watershed management costs. Local taxes and user fees are the primary source of funding for these ac-
tivities. This funding arrangement reflects the impact of provincial and federal downloading of costs to
local agencies over the past decade. Provincial grants are largely limited to flood and erosion control op-
erations.

4.4.2 Future funding options
As documented in section 4.3, consistent implementation of watershed management across the province
will require additional funding. This section reviews how both traditional and innovative funding sources
can be used to pay for watershed management activities. It is worth remembering, however, that it is
always the public that pays for government. Opportunities for innovative funding do not usually
                                                
5 Factors that have been ignored include differences between northern and southern conservation authorities and
between rural and urbanized conservation authorities, high infrastructure costs in the GRCA for flood control struc-
tures, higher overhead costs for small conservation authorities and the costs of upgrading programs in conservation
authorities that already spend more than the benchmark level on watershed management.
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change this but they can be used to take pressure off of traditional sources. They may also improve the
allocation of costs among members of the public and increase the level of program implementation.

4.4.3 Local tax base

These are taxes paid by property owners based on the assessed value of their property. Local taxes are and
will likely continue to be a primary source of funding for watershed management activities of the conser-
vation authorities and for the recovery of municipal storm water management costs. There are some ad-
vantages to this in that local decision makers are likely to be more aware of water management benefits
and costs, and this funding tends to be more stable than the special program funding generally available
from senior government. The local property tax can also be an equitable source of funding for many wa-
tershed management activities. However, the local tax base is burdened by increasing costs in other serv-
ices areas. While local property taxes can be used to fund new watershed management activities in some
municipalities, in others will not be a viable source for significant new financial resources.

4.4.4 User charges

User charges are a popular and equitable approach to cost recovery for services used by individual con-
sumers such as utility services. They are already extensively used in the water resources field and are the
primary source of funding for municipal water and wastewater services.

The fixed and volumetric charges for water and wastewater services are the principal form of municipal
user charges for these services. Other charges now used for these services include development charges
imposed on new development to recover infrastructure costs, the excess-strength sewer surcharge for high
strength industrial wastewater discharged to sanitary sewers, and a variety of special volumetric charges
that are used to promote water conservation. Development charges are already widely used across On-
tario. There is scope within municipalities for the expanded use of special charges for excess-strength
wastewater and for water conservation. Municipal user charges are also now being developed to recover
the costs of storm sewer services based on lot size and, in some cases on surface permeability. These
types of charges promote resources management and the equitable recovery of costs from users.

In several jurisdictions within the Greater Toronto Area, a surcharge on the municipal water bill is used to
help fund conservation authority initiatives in watershed management. Such surcharges could be applied
more widely to help pay for watershed programs that contribute to the development and protection of mu-
nicipal water supplies.

None of the user charges imposed at the municipal level include a royalty charge for use of the raw water
resource. The water resource is, therefore, a free good for both public and private water users. A royalty
for water represents a potential new source of funding for water management activities. But the imple-
mentation of a royalty could require new legislative and administrative mechanisms. Large water users
withdrawing in excess of 50,000 litres per day require a water taking permit from the Ministry of the En-
vironment (MOE). There is currently a charge to obtain these permits but no volumetric charge for the
subsequent water withdrawals, although the legislative authority for a water withdrawal charge does exist
under the Ontario Water Resources Act. Several other provinces already impose a water use charge. By
assigning a charge for water use, revenue could be generated to help support the programs necessary to
protect the water resource. Such fees may also create an incentive to conserve water.

The municipal water bill and the provincial permit to take water represent existing tools to implement a
user pay approach to watershed management. While an equitable user pay approach should apply to all
users of the water resource, there is no current mechanism to charge private water users below the 50,000
litre per day threshold. The most feasible approach for implementation could begin with the largest vol-
ume users, those on public supply and permitted takings, for which administrative mechanisms are al-
ready available. The long-term goal should be a system that has all users contributing in an equitable
manner over time.
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4.4.5 Provincial funding
Historically, the province was an active funding partner in both operations and capital programs. Al-
though there is still sporadic capital funding through special projects such as the Remedial Action Plans
(RAPs), operational costs have migrated to the local level.

Successful implementation of an enhanced watershed management program will require some involve-
ment from senior levels of government. For example, there are areas where senior governments should be
involved directly such as setting and enforcing regulatory standards for water resources management,
provincial scale monitoring and science and technology transfer.

At the watershed level, funding in the form of transfer payments is also appropriate for those areas of the
province where the local tax base cannot fund necessary programs. Senior government funding is also
effective in supplying seed funding for new programming initiatives at the local level.

4.4.6 Cost-sharing incentives
Members of the public can often be encouraged to adopt resource management measures through cost-
sharing incentives. Successful examples of this include: (1) municipal water efficiency programs which
subsidize the cost of water-efficient fixtures and appliances; (2) rural non-point source water quality im-
provement programs which subsidize the cost of crop and livestock management measures; (3) subsidies
to encourage rural residents to secure abandoned wells; (4) industrial programs which subsidize the cost
of water efficient and pollution reducing measures. Cost sharing incentives are of greatest value in situa-
tions where the enforcement of desirable actions is not possible either because it is too costly, too un-
popular, or not authorized by law. The savings to public agencies can be significant. For instance, the an-
nual cost of comprehensive measures to remediate pollution from livestock sources is estimated to be in
the order of $30 million. 6 With cost sharing, the costs incurred by a public agency in promoting these
measures would probably be less than $15 million.

4.4.7 Private-public partnerships
Under private-public partnerships, enterprises and industrial associations voluntarily participate in re-
source management activities. Their participation can be motivated by a concern with resources manage-
ment, a desire to reduce costs, a wish to create good will with the public or a desire to avoid regulatory
measures that could be invoked in the absence of voluntary action. Successful examples of public-private
partnerships include provincial recycling initiatives, the voluntary adoption of industrial water efficiency
measures, and voluntary phase-outs of the use of hazardous compounds.

4.4.8 Involvement in direct action
Much can be accomplished with a minimal budget by means of voluntary public participation in resource
management activities. Many people willingly become involved in hands-on projects such as tree plant-
ing, river and shoreline clean-ups, trail maintenance, habitat restoration, monitoring of fauna and flora,
and staffing of information desks (GRCA, 1998c). These kinds of projects provide opportunities for
community involvement and outdoor recreation and for education and information exchange.  Volunteers
are rewarded by a strong sense of accomplishment and develop a commitment to resources management
and stewardship.

All of the above options likely have a role to play in financing an enhanced watershed management pro-
gram in Ontario and a diverse funding base is likely advantageous in ensuring long term stability of wa-
tershed management programs. In terms of securing stable and sustainable operating funding, local user
fees and property taxes are the most likely source of new funding although strategic provincial funding

                                                
6 This estimate is based on an extrapolation of the estimated costs of implementing livestock measures in the juris-
dictions of the Quinte and Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authorities.
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may also be necessary.  Provincial funding may also be needed to initiate capital programs that are be-
yond the capacity of local agencies. The remaining options, including cost sharing, private-public partner-
ships and direct action lend themselves to time-limited projects and are more appropriate for enhancing
capital funding.

4.5 Summary

This chapter provides estimates of the total cost of watershed management in the province and it identifies
how these costs are funded. A ballpark estimate is made of the cost of upgrading the watershed manage-
ment activities of conservation authorities to the level required for effective planning and management of
water resources. The cost increase is significant when compared to the current conservation authorities'
budgets, but not when compared to the total costs of watershed management.
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5 INSTITUTIONAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE APPROACHES TO WATERSHED
MANAGEMENT

A review of water management approaches elsewhere in the world validates the importance of watershed
management to the protection of water supply and improvement of water quality. In fact, in most other
jurisdictions reviewed, water supply needs and water quality concerns are the driving force for undertak-
ing watershed management.

The following sections provide an overview of watershed management practices in other developed
countries and in other provinces of Canada. A review of the reasons for undertaking watershed manage-
ment and the lessons learned in other jurisdictions provides a base from which trends in watershed man-
agement in Ontario can be compared and recommendations for improving the effectiveness of existing
institutional and administrative approaches can be made.

5.1 Global Trends in Watershed Management

Watershed management seeks to develop careful, long-term solutions to problems and provide sustainable
access to resources. A review of trends in watershed management in the United States, United Kingdom,
France, Australia, and New Zealand indicates that a watershed approach for managing water resources on
a watershed basis, particularly for water supply, is a widely-accepted concept in many developed coun-
tries. This concept has been fully embraced and articulated at the national level in legislation, policy
and/or administrative arrangements in these jurisdictions. Watershed agencies have been set up specifi-
cally around water and other environmental issues in France (Water Agencies), United Kingdom (Envi-
ronment Agency – Planning Areas) and New Zealand (Regional Councils).

The American Water Works Association (AWWA) is an international, non-profit, scientific and educa-
tional organization dedicated to the improvement of drinking water quality and supply. Its 50,000 mem-
bers represent the full spectrum of professionals, water managers and scientists who hold an interest in
water supply and public health. The membership includes over 4,000 utilities that supply water to 180
million people in North America. AWWA supports watershed management as an essential element in the
effective protection of drinking water supplies. An AWWA background sheet states “The program must
begin at the local level and integrate the activities of local, state, provincial and federal governments if
total water management programs are to succeed.” (AWWA, 1994a). It advocates that a framework for
watershed-based management should be established to protect water supplies in the United States, Canada
and Mexico. A number of case studies from the United States which illustrate the importance of a water-
shed approach towards the protection of water supply in New York City, Boston, Spokane County, Ore-
gon State and other watersheds across the U.S. is provided in Appendix E.

The General Assembly of the United Nations recognized that there was an “urgent need to formulate and
implement national policies of integrated watershed management in a fully participatory manner aimed at
achieving and integrating economic, social and environmental objectives of sustainable development.” In
1998, the United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development strongly urged governments around
the world to endorse watershed management as a means to manage freshwater (Commission on Sustain-
able Development, 1997/1998).

The European Environment Agency was recently set up “to deliver timely, targeted, relevant and reliable
information to policy-makers and the public for the development and implementation of sound environ-
mental policies in the European Union and other EEA member countries” (European Environment
Agency, 1999). A recently proposed Water Framework Directive, when adopted, will rationalize EU wa-
ter legislation. Its aim is to establish a framework for water protection, both to prevent further deteriora-
tion and to protect and enhance the status of ecosystems.  It would:

• Require achievement of ‘good’ surface and groundwater status by 2015;

• Promote sustainable water use based on long-term protection of available resources;
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• Support the protection of transboundary, territorial and marine waters;

• Stimulate the progressive reduction of pollution by hazardous substances.

Key features include a requirement to manage surface and ground waters at River Basin or River Basin
District level, and an emphasis on the importance of ecological, as well as physical and chemical quality.
(Nixon, Lack, Hunt, Lallana, Bosche, 2000).

Since an integrated watershed approach is a long-term process, the benefits are difficult to quantify until
common indicators of success have been defined. In the United Kingdom, a recent submission to Parlia-
ment from the Environment Agency highlights some significant improvements, which were achieved to
improve water quality, reduce waste, improve wildlife habitat, and complete 120 Local Environment
Agency Plans (based on subwatersheds) in consultation with local communities. In France, the Maste r-
plans for Water Development and Management (SDAGE) are currently in progress. Appendix F provides
a more detailed description of the institutional arrangements with respect to water and watershed man-
agement in the United States, United Kingdom, France, Australia and New Zealand.

5.1.1 Lessons learned from international experiences
A review of the literature concerning watershed management in these developed countries has identified
components of successful watershed management and has also revealed some common barriers that still
need to be overcome before the real benefits can be assessed. Key components of successful watershed
management include:

• Political endorsement;

• Enabling legislation;

• Co-ordination and a co-ordinating body and the watershed/subwatershed level;

• Sustainable funding;

• A multidisciplinary, integrated approach;

• Clear goals and objectives;

• Good data, appropriate technical and analytical skills, and useful decision-support tools;

• Public involvement and partner collaboration;

• Shared action plans and a range of incentives to undertake action;

• A continuum of proactive planning, monitoring, and updating;

• Dynamic leadership. (Committee on Watershed Management et al., 1999; Hooper, 1999; Born and
Genskow, 2000; Born and Genskow, 2001; U.S. EPA, 1997)

The common barriers include:

• Lack of sustainable funding – some watershed agencies are hamstrung by inadequacies in re-
sourcing, and have not been set up with sustainable funding sources (i.e., user pays/polluter pays).

• Excessive bureaucracy and politics – the decentralized nature of watershed management can make
it difficult to co-ordinate activities, respond to development pressures, secure funding and partner-
ships throughout the various levels of bureaucracy and the private sector without strong national (and
sometimes international) leadership, support and direction.

• Weak environmental legislation – weak legislation can undermine implementation of watershed
management (i.e., inadequate penalties for environmental violations, lack of national water quality
standards and guidelines; and lack of environmental operating standards for industry).
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• Lack of up-to-date watershed data and useful decision-support tools – basic and applied research
is not currently adequate to provide the data, information and tools necessary to make appropriate de-
cisions.

• Lack of technical expertise and/or technical assistance – some watershed agencies suffer from lack
of staff training and available expertise to tackle the biophysical, social and economic complexities of
watershed management.

• Fragmentation of responsibilities among agencies – unclear mandates, duplication of responsibili-
ties, and conflicting missions among can inhibit the success of the watershed approach.

• Resistance to change – water resources practices typically focus on a supply-oriented biophysical
approach rather than a conservation approach of balancing demand with availability and promoting
efficient water use.

• Lack of monitoring and evaluation procedures – the expense of data collection has caused gov-
ernments to reduce monitoring sites thereby affecting the quality and quantity of available water data;
the state of science around indicators of watershed health is in its infancy.

• Unrealistic expectations – some recently established watershed agencies are expected by other gov-
ernment agencies and the public to show immediate results even though water issues develop over a
number of years and are cumulative; there is a need for practical procedures for considering risk and
uncertainty so that expectations of research and decision-making are reasonable.

From a global perspective, Ontario’s Conservation Authorities are seen as being successful working mod-
els for effective watershed management. The number of international delegations that study and adapt the
Conservation Authority model for implementation in other countries across the world is evidence of the
high regard given to it. This international regard was further strengthened as a result of the Grand River
Conservation Authority winning the prestigious international Thiess Riverprize 2000 in Brisbane, Aus-
tralia, for excellence in river management (Krause et al., 2000).

Building on the strengths of current watershed management in Ontario by adding or adapting the best
features of watershed management (i.e., legislation, planning processes, funding arrangements, research
and decision-support tools, etc.) from other jurisdictions should provide a strong base from which to se-
cure effective watershed management across Ontario.

5.2 Watershed Management in Canada

The constitutional framework for water resources management in Canada is the Constitution Act. The
federal government’s interest in water is limited almost exclusively to the regulation and control of inland
waters with respect to commercial fishing and navigation. The provinces have the primary mandate to
deal with water issues and have the broadest jurisdiction over water (Appendix C).

The Canada Water Act provides the framework for joint federal-provincial management of Canada’s wa-
ter resources (i.e., consultative arrangements and co-operative agreements to develop and implement
plans for the management of water resources such as the Great Lakes Water Quality and Canada-Ontario
Agreements)

In 1987, a Federal Water Policy was developed that states: “The federal government endorses an inte-
grated approach to planning and development of water resources…Increasingly, watersheds are becoming
the preferred spatial unit for water resource planning. It is an approach that makes sense at any scale of
planning…” (Federal Water Policy, 1987, p.7). At this time, the federal government, with very broad
public support, was bent on playing an active, leading role in dealing with the big issues in water man-
agement – conservation, efficient use, environmental protection, and coordination across jurisdictions.
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Since that time, the federal interest in managing water fell away abruptly and the federal dollars available
for cooperative agreements declined sharply. Federal downsizing in 1995 led to a loss of staff and exper-
tise in water management (Pearse, 1998).

In recent years, several Provinces have taken the lead in developing strategies for water management
within their jurisdiction based on a grassroots, collaborative watershed approach.

5.2.1 Manitoba
In Manitoba, Conservation Districts, formed in 1972, are based on the partnership of local communities,
landowners, non-government groups, industry and government. Eleven local Boards manage the Conser-
vation Districts, set resource management priorities and develop programs to deal with local soil and wa-
ter management issues on a watershed basis (Manitoba Conservation Districts Association, 1999). Base-
line support for the operation of these Boards is provided from the Province.

5.2.2 British Columbia
In British Columbia, “A Freshwater Strategy for British Columbia” was released in 1999 (British Colum-
bia Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks, 1999). Watershed management figures prominently in
many of the initiatives and programs that are part of the strategy. In March 2000, a progress report was
released. Integrated watershed management plans are being carried out for the Stawamus River/Mashiter
Creek watersheds, and the Haslam Lake/Lang Creek watersheds (Powell River).  The plans are part of the
drinking water strategy and give clean and plentiful drinking water the highest priority in all local land
and resource management decisions. One of the next steps identified will be the completion and release of
guidebooks for watershed management (British Columbia Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks,
2000).

Watershed management has a high profile in British Columbia. The Fraser Basin Council, chaired by Iona
Campagnolo is founded on the watershed principle. It’s 36 member Board consisting of federal, provin-
cial, local and First Nations representatives promotes sustainability in a river basin that accounts for more
than 25% of all the land in BC, 66% of the population and 80% of the gross provincial product (Fraser
Basin Council, 1997).

Local community groups banded together in 1997 to form the BC Watershed Stewardship Alliance
(BCWSA) “to support communities to develop an information, communications and education base
which will promote and advance the development and maintenance of integrated, co-operative watershed
management initiatives in BC”. (British Columbia Watershed Stewardship Alliance, 2001).

5.2.3 Alberta
Alberta recently enacted a new Water Act, effective January 1, 1999. Through this legislation, the focus
of water management was changed from strict allocation of resources to conservation and management
guided by the goals of sustainable development. One of the requirements of the new Act is to have a pro-
vincial water management-planning framework completed within three years. A discussion draft entitled
“The Framework for Water Management Planning” was released in June 1999 (Alberta Environment,
1999) and is currently being revised to incorporate public comments. The geographic limits for water
management planning areas are based on watershed boundaries.

The new Act provides the context for such initiatives as the Bow River Basin Plan, being carried out in
partnership with Alberta Environment, Bow River Basin Water Council, City of Calgary, TransAlta
Utilities, Trout Unlimited and the Eastern Irrigation District. The Bow River and a tributary, the Elbow
River are the sole sources of drinking water supply for the City of Calgary.
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5.2.4 Nova Scotia
Nova Scotia developed a draft water resource management strategy in 1999 in collaboration with Abo-
riginal groups, non-government organizations, university organizations, industry and municipalities.  The
strategy has four principle objectives:

• Integrated resource management

• Protection of water resource quality

• Improved water allocation to achieve harmony among competing environmental, economic and social
needs

• Commitment to partnerships in water resource stewardship

Among the many key objectives is the protection of municipal drinking water supplies (Gulf of Maine
Council Meeting, 1999). In October 2000, the Nova Scotia’s Environment Act Legislative Review Proc-
ess 2000 Committee Report urged the Province to modify Section 105 to require the time-bound imple-
mentation of this strategy, including the use of water stewardship boards (Nova Scotia Department of the
Environment, 2000).

5.3 Watershed Management in Ontario

5.3.1 Municipalities
Local municipalities have responsibilities for water and related land management derived principally from
provincial statutes. Locating, storing, and distributing water for municipal use and for maintaining a water
distribution systems is undertaken by municipalities. The Ontario Clean Water Agency, local municipali-
ties or private companies operate water distribution and sewage treatment facilities.

Municipalities through the Planning Act have the responsibility for local land use planning. The Province
has issued a Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) under the Act, which states:

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 (Ontario,
1997, p.9).

The PPS encourages a co-ordinated approach to deal with cross-municipal boundary issues. Municipali-
ties must “have regard to” the PPS but it is not legally binding (McCulloch and Muldoon, 1999). The As-
sociation of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) in its Municipal Action Plan – Protecting Ontario’s Water
(June 2000), states “Ontario’s municipalities can play an important part in rehabilitating our water system,
and in restoring the public’s confidence in the safety of Ontario’s water supply.”

Where Conservation Authorities exist in Ontario, a co-ordinating mechanism for dealing with water and
other cross-boundary issues is already available to municipalities. In areas where Conservation Author i-
ties do not exist, the Conservation Authorities Act gives watershed municipalities an option to band to-
gether to create a Conservation Authority. It is recognized that large parts of Ontario's north do not have
organized municipalities and other approaches may be required.

A number of watershed plans have been carried out by Conservation Authorities across Ontario to iden-
tify the impacts of anticipated land use changes and population growth and to develop an plan of action to
minimize anticipated impacts on the surface and groundwater regimes. Many of these plans were cost-
shared between municipalities, Conservation Authorities, developers and the Province. However, in re-
cent years, provincial funding for watershed planning and implementation has been reduced dramatically.
Since municipalities are faced with significant overall cost increases to carry out long-established and
new responsibilities the level of investment in watershed management has also declined. This has hap-
pened at a time when watershed management is needed more than ever, because of the rapid growth tak-
ing place in Ontario.
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5.3.2 Conservation authorities
Ontario has a long history of watershed management. Severe water problems associated with flooding,
drought and degraded water quality experienced in southern Ontario from the early 1900s prompted the
Conservation Authorities Act, 1946.
This Act embodied three principles:

• the initiative for the establishment and support of a conservation authority with power to carry out
conservation works within a watershed must come from the local people (all watershed municipali-
ties);

• the best unit on which to co-ordinate all conservation work dealing with renewable resources is the
watershed;

• if local people showed initiative and support, the Ontario government would be prepared to provide
technical advice and financial assistance in the form of grants.

Under the Act, 38 conservation authorities were formed to establish and undertake programs, designed on
a watershed basis “to further the conservation, restoration, development and management of natural re-
sources other than gas, oil, coal and minerals” (Section 20). Member municipalities participate in the ad-
ministration and operation of a conservation authority through representation on a Board of Directors.
Conservation authorities have worked closely with all levels of government to coordinate and implement
programs and services that help to improve water quality, maintain water supply, reduce flood damages,
protect natural areas, educate the public and provide quality outdoor recreational opportunities.  These
programs include:

• watershed and subwatershed planning;

• low flow augmentation and water supply;

• flooding and erosion control;

• reforestation;

• regulation of construction and filling within floodplains and wetlands;

• plan review and advice to municipalities under the Ontario Planning Act to minimize adverse re-
source and environmental impacts;

• providing assistance and advice to landowners and community groups regarding soil and water con-
servation practices, manure management, ponds, fisheries, wildlife, and wetland management;

• conservation land acquisition and management;

• conservation information and education;

• outdoor recreation.

Conservation authorities have been very responsive to local resource issues and to the perceived needs of
their member municipalities. However, each watershed serviced by a Conservation Authority is unique.
Differences in climate, geology, flow regimes, drainage areas, demographics and water use have led to
each conservation authority delivering a different range of on-the-ground initiatives. The resources avail-
able to a conservation authority also vary depending on the population and assessment of its member mu-
nicipalities and the nature and extent of resource issues faced. For these reasons, each of the 38 conserva-
tion authorities has developed its own programs and services and the necessary technical and professional
expertise to deliver them. The resources and expertise of each conservation authority to carry out water-
shed management are not uniform and varies significantly across the Province.
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5.3.3 Provincial government
In Ontario, water management is highly fragmented and administratively complex. While the Ministry of
the Environment and the Ministry of Natural Resources are the key ministries involved in water quality
and water supply, a large number of other ministries and agencies are responsible for aspects of water
management (Appendix C). Ontario does not have a formal strategy for protecting the quality and quan-
tity of our water resources. The lack of a comprehensive water policy and the fragmentation of water re-
sponsibilities has sometimes led to uncertainty about specific water management roles and responsibilities
and resulted in inconsistent links between planning and implementation.
In spite of legislative fragmentation, Ontario has developed a long-standing institutional framework that
promotes a co-operative watershed approach. Through the Conservation Authority structure and other
initiatives, watershed municipalities, non-government groups and provincial agencies have had a chance
to respond collectively to watershed issues. In 1993, the Province published a set of three documents that
recognized the importance of watershed management and encouraged (but did not require) municipalities
and Conservation Authorities to undertake watershed management plan. The Province also set aside funds
to assist in watershed planning. Between 1990 and 1995, 87 watershed management projects were init i-
ated (Ontario Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources, 1997).
Since 1995, support and funding for watershed management has been substantially reduced. With
amendments to the Conservation Authorities Act in 2000, the role of the Province as a partner in water-
shed management has been reduced significantly (R.S.O. 1990, C.27).

5.3.4 Federal government
Through the enforcement of the federal Fisheries Act and the funding of Remedial Action Plans for “Ar-
eas of Concern” in the Great Lakes – St. Lawrence Basin, the federal government participates actively but
on a limited basis, in watershed management in Ontario. Other initiatives such as the climate change
study being undertaken in the Grand River watershed offer opportunities for the federal government to
participate on a project-by-project basis.

5.4 Analysis

The United Nations Commission on Sustainable Development, the European Environment Agency and
AWWA strongly support watershed management. Watershed management is widely accepted and ac-
tively pursued in the United States, United Kingdom, France, New Zealand, and Australia. A review of
international experiences in watershed management has revealed some essential components of and
common barriers to effective watershed management.

In Ontario, conservation authorities have practiced watershed management for over 50 years. They have
co-ordinated and delivered effective on-the-ground results. Much of the success of conservation author i-
ties can be attributed to the fact that many of the components of successful watershed management identi-
fied in the literature are practiced in the Ontario context. Yet, some barriers exist which threaten to un-
dermine the progress and successes achieved to date or impede watershed management (to greater or
lesser degrees depending on local circumstances) including:

• Political endorsement at the federal and provincial levels for watershed management is weak.

• Sustainable funding to advance watershed management and address critical water issues at the water-
shed level is generally not available.

• Resources and expertise varies significantly among conservation authorities and influences their abil-
ity to carry out necessary watershed management.

• The collaborative nature of watershed management has not been fully accepted or understood, al-
though public participation processes are very effective. Lead responsibility has to be assigned.
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• Fragmentation of water responsibilities in Ontario has resulted in unclear mandates and difficulties in
co-ordinating activities.

• Available resource data from federal and provincial sources are either not as accessible or maintained
to the extent needed.

• Monitoring networks are being eroded due to federal and provincial withdrawal of funding.

An evaluation of the strengths and weakness of watershed management in the Ontario context is provided
in Table 5.1. This exercise reveals that Ontario has a strong base on which to build effective watershed
management. While changes are required in order to ensure a base level of watershed management, which
will protect water supply and water quality, they are certainly not insurmountable. Time is of the essence.
Action must be taken now to ensure adequate water quality and supply for Ontario, now and in the future.

5.5 Summary

In many developed countries, watershed management is widely accepted and actively pursued, particu-
larly to safeguard water supply. This chapter identifies some essential components of and common barri-
ers to effective watershed management based on a literature review. In Ontario, there has been a long tra-
dition of collaborative watershed management. The strengths and weaknesses of watershed management
are generally described and examined in the Ontario context.
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 TABLE 5-1: AN EVALUATION OF WATERSHED MANAGEMENT IN THE ONTARIO CONTEXT

Components of Success-
ful Watershed Man-

agement

Advantages Ontario Context

Strengths and Weaknesses

Rating

Political Endorsement Gives political support for
a watershed approach
through legislation, policy
statements, agreements,
guidelines, and shared-
funding for research, de-
cision-support tools and
infrastructure.

There is little political support for watershed manage-
ment, although policies in the Federal Water Policy and
the 1993 provincial Watershed Planning documents sup-
port the watershed approach.  Funding support of water-
shed management has been reduced at the provincial and
municipal levels. Current funding is ad hoc and provided
on a project-by-project basis.

Enabling Legislation Provides the framework
for administrative proce-
dures, partnership build-
ing, and legitimacy of
certain actions.

Ontario has enabling legislation for establishing a water-
shed approach throughout Ontario, with the exception of
the northern part of the province. Through the Conserva-
tion Authorities Act, 38 Conservation Authorities exist
with the prime purpose to conserve, restore, develop and
manage natural resources on a watershed basis.  Other
federal and provincial legislation can be used in support
of watershed management (e.g., Federal Fisheries Act;
Ontario Water Resources Act; Environmental Protection
Act; Planning Act; Public Utilities Act, Municipal Act).

Co-ordination and a Co-
ordinating Body at the
Watershed /Subwatershed
Level

Builds trust and goodwill,
continuity, a knowledge
of context and local con-
ditions, reduces the prob-
lems of power-sharing
and duplication, matches
the scale of the problem,
and provides opportuni-
ties for sharing or pooling
limited resources.

Where Conservation Authorities exist, and where support
from other government agencies and water users is suffi-
cient, they have co-ordinated the activities of watershed
municipalities with respect to local watershed issues.
Conservation Authorities have a long and successful his-
tory of partnership building and on-the-ground results.
Partners have included municipalities, federal and pro-
vincial agencies, First Nations, other conservation
authorities, business, educational institutions, landowners
and community groups.

Sustainable Funding Provides continuity, long-
term commitment, com-
petency, capacity, and
implementation of proj-
ects.

Lack of adequate and sustainable funding for watershed
management has been a major challenge in Ontario at all
government levels.

A Multi-Disciplinary, In-
tegrated Approach

Identifies resource func-
tions/processes, cause-
effect relations and link-
ages among watershed
components (rivers, wet-
lands, groundwater, at-
mosphere, floodplains,
upland areas).

The ability of various agencies and organizations to pro-
vide staff and expertise for watershed management varies
substantially. Many of the larger conservation authorities
and municipalities have a multidisciplinary team of pro-
fessionals and technicians to support watershed manage-
ment.  Others have limited capacity.  Some share staff
and technical resources to undertake specific aspects of
watershed management.

D

D

C

C
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Table 5-1. An Evaluation of Watershed Management in the Ontario Context (continued)

Components of Success-
ful Watershed Man-

agement

Advantages Ontario Context

Strengths and Weaknesses

Rating

Clear Goals and Objec-
tives

Defines the scope and
focus for defining issues
and problems and finding
solutions.

Watershed plans that have been completed across the
province to date, have a clear statement of goals and ob-
jectives

Good Data, Appropriate
Technical and Analytical
Skills, and Useful Deci-
sion-Support Tools

Provides a strong base
from which appropriate
decisions can be made;
encourages useful science
moving away from analy-
sis towards synthesis.

Available resource data from federal and provincial
sources is either not as accessible as required or main-
tained to the extent needed. Conservation Authorities
have differing capacities to obtain good reliable data,
interpret the data, and build useful decision-making tools.
There are opportunities to share professional and techni-
cal expertise and to apply decision-support tools and
models developed for one watershed to others.

Public Involvement Public input and involvement has been a key component
of watershed planning and management in Ontario for the
past twenty years.

Partner Collaboration

Builds trust, consensus;
leverages effort; and en-
sures implementation and
change will occur at the
local level. Partner collaboration (or having all the implementers

involved) is essential but has not always been part of the
watershed management process and is not required by
legislation. This can detract from the credibility of water-
shed management.

Shared Action Plans and a
Range of Incentives to
Undertake Action

Includes education, in-
formation, opportunity to
participate in planning,
opportunity to participate
in “hands-on” action, ap-
plause and celebration,
cost-sharing incentives,
public-private partner-
ships, and finally, sur-
charges, regulation and
enforcement.

Watershed management processes which have fostered
the broadest degree of participation, including the federal
and provincial agencies, have been successful in identi-
fying a range of practical options and developing actions
plan which result in on-the-ground actions. This is be-
cause the implementers have been involved in the process
from the onset (e.g. Grand River Basin Watershed Man-
agement Plan).

A Continuum of Proactive
Planning, Monitoring, and
Updating

Ensures flexibility and
adaptability in dealing
with changing environ-
mental, social, and eco-
nomic issues.

Watershed management must be a continuous planning
process in order to be effective in the long-term and to
respond to change.  Often incentives and funding for
monitoring, evaluating and updating is very limited.
Federal and provincial agencies are withdrawing from
funding monitoring networks. The link between planning
and implementation (e.g. through official plans, MOE
regulations) is often inconsistent or weak.

Dynamic leadership Helps advance efforts,
increase involvement and
lend legitimacy and
credibility to the process.

There are few outstanding champions for watershed man-
agement at the federal, provincial or watershed levels.
(Notable for her leadership in British Columbia is Hon-
ourable Iona Campagnolo, Chair, Fraser Basin Council).

C
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6 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

6.1 Conclusions

Watershed management plays an important role in protecting drinking water supplies and at the same
time ensures that a broad range of other environmental, human health, and social (i.e., culture, recrea-
tion.) concerns are being addressed. The watershed represents a physical unit within which water moves
and is influenced by natural processes and the impacts of human activities. Watersheds therefore provide
a good basis for management. The watershed management process is a continuum that involves: data
collection and analysis necessary for developing a plan; a variety of mechanisms for implementing the
plan; ongoing monitoring of the plan’s effectiveness; and a process for updating the plan. The watershed
approach is globally recognized as a sound basis for water management.

Watershed planning provides a means by which the planning and management for drinking water supplies
can be integrated with environmental and other concerns. An integrated approach results in improved ef-
fectiveness at meeting overall objectives. The current practice of watershed planning in Ontario has not
consistently integrated drinking water supply strategy efforts, typically led by municipalities, with envi-
ronmental planning efforts, often led by conservation authorities. However, there are examples, such as in
the Grand River watershed, where these initiatives are being conducted in a more integrated fashion with
successful results. Increasingly, regional water supply strategies are recognizing the importance of identi-
fying and protecting drinking water sources from being diminished or contaminated by various land use
activities.  Often the approaches used to protect drinking water sources also benefit other environmental
systems. At the same time, domestic and industrial water uses can create adverse impacts on other re-
sources, such as fisheries. The watershed management process brings together all key stakeholders, thus
providing the opportunity for all important issues to be considered, resources fairly allocated, and plan
recommendations to be implemented.

The identification and protection of drinking water sources, as part of an overall watershed management
strategy, represents a preventative, long-term approach to risk management. Source protection strategies
are often implemented through land use planning, such as municipal zoning of wellhead areas and
greenspace areas; public acquisition or protection of sensitive lands; or promotion of sound stewardship
practices. Source protection represents the first layer in a multiple defence system for ensuring that clean
water is available to all water users. Source protection is especially vital to water users, such as rural resi-
dents and businesses, whose geographic location and low water usage afford them few alternative drink-
ing water supply options and may limit the economic viability of employing end-of-pipe treatment meas-
ures. Once source protection measures are put in place, they usually remain in place for a long time, re-
quiring little to no effort in upkeep, and therefore providing a sustainable component of a secure water
supply strategy.

Watershed management is economically efficient, in that the costs of preventing the loss or contamination
of a drinking water source or an environmental resource are much less than costs associated with remedial
measures or end-of-pipe treatment. Once put into place, the costs of water source protection measures and
their ongoing operation and maintenance are much less than the costs typically associated with remedial
end-of-pipe infrastructure operation, maintenance and replacement. Many jurisdictions, such as the New
York City, the Regional Municipality of Waterloo, and a partnership of Eastern Ontario municipalities,
have found that they could realize significant savings and avoid costly infrastructure investments by in-
vesting in source controls identified through watershed planning processes.

The fragmentation of water management responsibilities in Ontario currently presents a challenge to wa-
tershed managers. It has led to inefficiencies and duplication of effort, lack of monitoring, and informa-
tion gaps. Notable gaps are found in the area of groundwater management. Yet, where support from gov-
ernment agencies and water users has occurred, co-ordination has been possible leading to actions that
have effectively addressed pressing water issues.
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The effectiveness of watershed management across Ontario can be significantly improved with better
funding and resources.  In recent years, there has been a shift from more stable tax-based provincial
funding sources to specialized grant programs. While there is a role for these programs, there are often
limitations on eligibility and acceptable types of expenses, which have sometimes proved to be a disin-
centive to the program. Adequate, long-term funding is essential to sustain the operational and capital
needs associated with implementation. Potential funding sources could include the traditional tax-based
programs, as well as innovative approaches such as user pay mechanisms, special provincial grant pro-
grams, cost sharing incentives, private-public partnerships, and voluntary actions.

Although watershed management is being practised to varying degrees throughout Ontario, there is need
for an integrated provincial water policy that mandates watershed management. A provincial water policy
should call for the development of, participation in and implementation of watershed management, par-
ticularly in areas of rapid growth and land use change. It should also set out the requirements for min i-
mum standards of practice and improved integration of all aspects of water management including supply.

Ontario has a strong administrative and institutional base from which to build effective watershed man-
agement and has the potential to return to the world stage as a leader in watershed management.  This will
require solid direction from the Province, well-defined lines of responsibility and accountability, innova-
tive partners, and a commitment of sufficient resources to get the job done. Dynamic leadership from the
public and private sectors (e.g. government, business community, agricultural sector, First Nations, non-
governmental organizations) must work cooperatively to champion watershed management throughout
Ontario. This is critical if there is to be a safe, secure supply of water for current and future generations.

6.2 Recommendations

Watershed management is the basis for protecting and securing of safe drinking water supplies in Ontario,
now and in the future. Conservation Ontario offers the following recommendations for improving current
practices and strengthening the role of watershed management in protecting the long-term security of
drinking water supplies.

1. The protection of drinking water sources should be recognized as a permanent and integral
part of a long-term, secure water supply strategy.

Source protection represents the first layer in a multiple defence system for ensuring that clean
water is available to all water users. Source protection is especially vital to water users, such as
rural residents and businesses, whose geographic location and low water usage afford them few
alternative drinking water supply options and may limit the economic viability of employing end-
of-pipe treatment measures.  Source protection programs are consistent with practices being
adopted by water supply agencies in other international jurisdictions.

2. The watershed should be recognized as the viable unit for managing water.

This is the appropriate unit for the management of both surface and groundwater resources. Vale-
rie Gibbons in her report Managing the Environment: Executive Summary (Executive Resource
Group, 2001) states that there should be a strategic shift in managing the environment “towards a
place-based approach with boundaries that make environmental sense and facilitate a cross-
media, cumulative approach (such as watershed management)". While groundwater aquifers
sometimes extend beyond surface water drainage boundaries, the human activities and resulting
influences occur and can be managed within a surface watershed context.  Drinking water source
protection programs should be developed as part of an overall watershed management strategy.

3.  A provincial integrated water policy should be developed that:

• Recognizes the principles of watershed management and deals with all aspects of water.

The Province should expand its interests in watershed management beyond flood and erosion
control operations to achieve maintenance and enhancement of ground and surface water (both
quality and quantity) for all users. Watershed management is based upon an understanding of the
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watershed, its water cycle and its interrelationship with human activities. Watershed management
includes identification, protection and enhancement of significant natural features including,
headwaters, groundwater recharge and discharge areas, wetlands, vegetated stream buffers and
forest areas, while considering historical and current human activities impacting the system.

• Builds upon the conservation authority model to advance watershed management.

As a resource that crosses jurisdictional boundaries while lending itself to so many different and
conflicting uses, water defies simple division into federal, provincial or municipal responsibility.
Protection of water supply and quality requires collaboration and co-ordination at a level where
progress can be made through actions determined by long-term watershed management plans.
The conservation authority model provides an opportunity to co-ordinate, focus and streamline
local delivery of water management and protection actions. Current strengths need to be built
upon and the capacity of conservation authorities increased to provide a base level of watershed
management for the benefit of 90% of the provincial population.

• Clarifies the role of the provincial government in water management.

The Province has the broadest jurisdiction over water and therefore has a leadership responsibility
in ensuring the best water management for the citizens of Ontario. A provincial water policy
should specify the role of the Province in developing consistent standards, implementation proce-
dures, regulations, and enforcement measures to ensure performance at the local level. It should
also recommit to the watershed planning initiatives undertaken by the Ministry of Natural Re-
sources and the Ministry of the Environment in order to provide guidance to local and regional
authorities in planning appropriate future land use while at the same time, protecting water re-
sources and the environment.

• Promotes research into water issues and development of decision support tools to ensure the best
science, technology and management practices are shared and available for local application.

The Province should foster research into water issues and the development, transfer and applica-
tion of decision-support tools (e.g., water budget models, water quality models) for the imple-
mentation of watershed management. These tools provide the basis for implementing provincial
regulatory actions (e.g., provincial water taking permits, certificates of approval for wastewater)
that support water supplies and quality from a watershed perspective.

• Supports an adequate monitoring program to measure change and adapt policies and programs
accordingly (i.e., adaptive environmental management).

Monitoring networks need to be improved, maintained and accessible for effective local water-
shed management. A commitment must be made to the long-term support of state-of-the-art
monitoring networks.

• Supports the improvement, maintenance and accessibility of resource data for effective local wa-
tershed management.

Modelling complex water resource systems requires extensive databases such as streamflow, pre-
cipitation, water quality and land use. The Province should establish database standards, facilitate
data sharing mechanisms and, where necessary, provide support for database development and
maintenance.

4. Adequate and stable source(s) of funding should be established to finance watershed man-
agement throughout Ontario.

Provincial, municipal and conservation authority investments into securing water supplies and
water quality require long-term stable funding to support watershed management operations. A
user pay approach can be taken through the municipal water bill and the provincial Permits to
Take Water. Where local “user pay” sources are inadequate, the Province should supplement or
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provide mechanisms for appropriate distribution of funding to these areas to ensure a base level
of watershed management. Incentive-type programs and innovative funding opportunities should
continue to be pursued to support capital investments (i.e., projects, studies, structures) necessary
to implement watershed management plans.

5. The Province should encourage the Federal Government to develop a national framework
for water policy and to strengthen co-operative agreements with provinces under the Can-
ada Water Act.

The Federal Water Policy of 1987 was tabled in Parliament but not extended into a national pol-
icy. Funding for co-operative agreements with provinces declined from over $12 million in the
late 1970s and $8 million in the 1980s to zero in 1998. Since water problems cross political and
jurisdictional boundaries and are becoming increasingly global, the Province should encourage
the Federal Government to develop a national framework for water policy in close consultation
and co-operation with the provinces. The national policy should define the federal government's
role in the design of national standards for water quality and environmental monitoring and in
providing research, data collection, analysis, and monitoring on a watershed basis to maintain the
health of the Great Lakes.
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