Conservation
ONTARIO

Natural Champions

November 13, 2025
Via Email: specialeconomiczones@ontario.ca

Re: Conservation Ontario’s comments on the “Consultation on Proposed Special
Economic Zones Criteria” (ERO#025-1077)

Conservation Ontario is the voice of Ontario’s 36 Conservation Authorities (CAs). We offer
the following comments further to CA mandatory programs and services, including natural
hazard management and drinking water source protection.

Conservation Ontario supports the government’s commitment to identify process
improvements and provide timely approvals to support development priorities,
while meeting high standards for operation, safety and the environment.

e Conservation Ontario is committed to supporting a strong, competitive and secure
provincial economy. Necessary components include providing safe housing and
critical infrastructure development, and safeguarding sources of municipal drinking
water.

e Conservation Authorities integrate their expertise in natural hazard management
and drinking water source protection into Ontario’s land use planning framework,
helping to protect long-term investments in the province.

¢ Conservation Authorities employ and engage technical experts to bring the best
available science and innovation to development proposals, including expertise in
planning, engineering, hydrogeology, and more.

e Conservation Authorities are dedicated to providing client service excellence for all
development proponents and partners.

The Ministry of Economic Development, Job Creation and Trade (“the Ministry”) is
developing a regulatory framework under the Special Economic Zones Act, 2025 to
establish criteria for designating Special Economic Zones (SEZ), designated projects, and
trusted proponents. The Ministry’s “Draft Policy Intent” proposes that these core
elements (zone, project, and proponent) be in place prior to making any regulatory
modifications or exemptions from law within a SEZ.

The current regulatory proposal does not identify specific modifications or exemptions
for provincial law requirements in SEZs. It is understood that any modification or
exemptions will be made on a case-by-case basis through future regulations.
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Further to Conservation Ontario’s May 17, 2025, comments on the Special Economic Zones
Act (ERO 025-0391), strong protections for people and property from risks related to
natural hazards and for existing and future sources of municipal drinking water are
essential to support economic development and safe and prosperous communities.

While it is understood that by default, all laws apply in a Special Economic Zone, future
regulations may enable modifications or exemptions to provincial laws within SEZs.
Conservation Ontario recommends that natural hazard permitting requirements
under the Conservation Authorities Act and policies set out in source protection
plans under the C/ean Water Act continue to apply in any designated SEZ. This would
include deference to the Clean Water Act requirement that in case of conflict, the provision
that provides the greatest protection to the quality and quantity of the water prevails'.

The continued application of these regulations and policies will balance potential risks and
further support safe and healthy communities. There is documented strong support for CA
roles in Ontario’s natural hazard management framework?, as well as Ontario’s multi-
barrier approach?® to ensuring the safety of municipal drinking water.

The proposed regulation identifies environmental criteria for consideration, including
that proponents have a reputable environmental compliance record, and that projects

include an analysis of potential environmental impacts and consideration of risk
mitigation strategies to address impacts.

Conservation Ontario is supportive of proposed criteria that would require the Minister to
consider “whether work has been done to identify potential impacts on health and the
environment [emphasis added] and whether mitigation strategies have been identified to
deal with such impacts”.

Potential environmental impacts of projects should include an assessment of impacts
associated with natural hazards and impacts on municipal and other drinking water
sources. This assessment can help shape best possible outcomes associated with the SEZ,
including identifying suitable alternative locations for the proposed project if the location
(“zone”) has known natural hazard features or potential impacts on drinking water sources
protected by source protection plans.

Early identification of these features and areas supports timely, safe, and sustainable
development within a SEZ. CAs maintain technical, up-to-date information on watershed
hazards. To ensure risks to public health, safety and property are appropriately

v Clean Water Act, 2006 105(1)
2 McNeil, D. (2019). An Independent Review of the 2019 Flood Events in Ontario.
3 O'Connor, D. R. (2002). Report of the Walkerton inquiry.

Page 2 of 3



avoided and/or mitigated, it is recommended that CAs be engaged to support hazard
identification, avoidance, and if required, risk mitigation opportunities, in
collaboration with the Ministry and local municipalities.

To protect existing and future sources of drinking water, it is recommended that the
Source Protection Authority be engaged to protect all municipal drinking water
supplies and designated vulnerable areas in conjunction with municipalities and the
Province. Information on these areas can be accessed on Ontario’s Source Protection
Information Atlas, and in consultation with local Source Protection Authorities.

Conservation Authority staff bring decades of specialized expertise in balancing
development pressures and finding local solutions to complex matters. Conservation
Ontario and Ontario’s 36 CAs invite opportunities to strategically collaborate with provincial
and municipal governments to ensure provincial development priorities are planned and
implemented safely, supporting long-term economic prosperity and a healthy
environment.

Thank you for the opportunity to review and provide comments on the “Consultation on
Proposed Special Economic Zones Criteria” (ERO#025-1077). We would be pleased to

further discuss these comments at your convenience.

Sincerely,

Bonnie =
onnte JOX

Bonnie Fox
Director, Policy and Planning

c.c. All CA CAOs/GMs
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