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Introduction 
  

Ontario stands at a pivotal moment where bold action is needed to accelerate economic growth. 
As global competition intensifies and the demand for capital investment and critical resources 
grows, Ontario must ensure its permitting and regulatory systems for managing public lands and 
resources are agile, transparent, and focused on outcomes.  
 
Permitting for critical projects has become overly complex and slow at a time when speed is 
essential. The global pace of change demands a system that prioritizes results over process, 
enabling timely decisions that drive economic growth, protect the environment and public health, 
and uphold Aboriginal and treaty rights. 
 
To meet this challenge, the Ministry of Natural Resources (MNR) is proposing to modernize the 
management of Ontario’s public lands and resources. The goal is to unlock economic 
development opportunities by streamlining statutory and regulatory processes, updating 
policies, improving service delivery, and enhancing transparency. This initiative focuses on 
enabling responsible development to protect Ontario. 
 

Modernizing Lands and Resource Management 
  
Modernizing land and resource management involves streamlining processes, focusing on 
outcomes, and enabling responsible development that drives economic growth while 
safeguarding Ontario’s public lands and resources for current and future generations.  
 
We have heard from communities and stakeholders that certain approval processes can be 
unpredictable, inefficient, and slow. That is why we are seeking input on how to reduce 
duplication, clarify requirements, and focus efforts where they matter most – authorizing the use 
of public lands and access to resources for projects that will employ Ontarians and grow our 
economy.  
  
Our goal is to build a modern statutory and regulatory framework that: 
 

- Respects Aboriginal and treaty rights 
 
- Supports economic development and innovation, 

 
- Maintains environmental stewardship, and 

 
- Improves decision-making 

  
This modernized statutory and regulatory approach will help unlock economic opportunities 
across Ontario while ensuring lands and resources are used responsibly and sustainably. 
 
Potential changes would reduce the need for the ministry to review applications and the 
requirement for site-specific permissions for certain activities or occupations. These changes 
may include: 
 

- Eliminating traditional permits for some low-risk activities 
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- Replacing requirements for some low-risk activities with codes of practice that would 
be developed and updated by the ministry. These codes may be used to evaluate 
compliance and support inspections and compliance activities. 

 
- Allowing proponents to self-register certain activities which are considered low-risk by 

the Crown and when prescribed conditions are met. This is called permit-by-rule - no 
written site-specific permit would be needed when conditions are met. 

 
Occupations and activities involving greater potential impacts would still require applications and 
review by the Ministry. Businesses or other persons will often require and may still request a 
written site-specific authorization or approval from government to secure financing and attract 
investment for the duration of their projects. 
 
The ministry is also proposing to improve its permitting and approvals processes by: 
 

- Setting clear timelines for decisions  
 

- Reviewing and simplifying existing permit types 
 

- Enhancing guidance and streamlining requirements 
 
We are proposing improvements in nine key areas: 
 

Public Lands Act 
 

1. Crown Land Use Policies 

2. Occupation of and Dispositions of Interests in Public Lands 

3. Work Permits and Restricted Area Permits 

4. Compliance and Enforcement 

5. Access to Information 

6. Conditions of Dispositions, Consents and Reservations  

 
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Act, 1997 

 
7. Collecting Fish and Wildlife for Scientific Purposes 

 
Lakes and Rivers Improvement Act 

 
8. Mine Tailings Facilities 

9. Dams and Other In-Water Works – Except for Mine Tailings Storage Facilities 

 
We will continue to work with Indigenous communities and stakeholders as these proposals 
evolve. If we propose statutory or regulatory changes in the future, we will post a proposal for 
consultation.  
  
  

Public Lands in Ontario 
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Public lands (also called Crown lands) under the administration and control of MNR cover 
approximately 77% of Ontario, including the beds of most lakes and rivers. These lands are rich 
in natural resources that support key industries such as forestry, mining and aggregate 
resources. They also play a critical role in conserving natural heritage and providing recreational 
opportunities including hunting, fishing, and camping, and are vital to the exercise of Aboriginal 
and treaty rights. Most public lands in the province are in Northern Ontario. 
  
MNR manages these lands under the Public Lands Act (PLA) and other statutes, and their 
associated regulations and policies, which are designed to ensure responsible use of public 
lands and of resources and sustainable development.  
  

1. Crown Land Use Policies 

Crown land use policies include considerations for how public lands may be used. These 
policies can provide guidance to decision-makers and strive to ensure that public lands are used 
sustainably, responsibly, and in ways that reflect provincial priorities and local interests. Crown 
land use policies aim to support economic development, protect ecological values, provide 
public access and recreational opportunities, be consistent with the Crown’s recognition of 
Aboriginal and treaty rights, avoid land use conflicts, and promote coordinated development. 
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
Crown land use policies – not including community based land use plans in the Far North – are 
largely based on public consultation processes conducted in the 1970s-1990s, with limited 
recent updates. As a result, current guidance may not reflect all of today’s priorities. A 
modernized approach would enable more timely and responsive decision-making. 
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
To modernize Crown land use policies, proposed improvements include: 
 

- Streamlining processes related to updating land use policies.  
- Update land use policies to reflect current priorities and emerging opportunities.  

 
By streamlining processes and proposing amendments to land use policies, we can better 
enable emerging industries, drive job creation, and diversify the economy. We welcome 
feedback on what types of industries we can better support through Crown land use policies.  
 

2. Occupation of and Dispositions of Interests in Public Lands 

Public lands across Ontario are used by thousands of individuals (residents and non-residents), 
businesses, municipalities, and Indigenous communities for transient, short-term, and longer-
term occupations. In most cases, occupational authority is required to use or occupy public 
lands, including when: 
  

- Constructing buildings, structures, or improvements 
- Using the land for commercial or industrial purposes 
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Some activities, such as installing docks in front of privately-held lands or temporarily placing 
camping units on public lands may not require written site-specific authority if they meet the 
conditions outlined in s. 21.1 of the Public Lands Act and Ontario Regulation 161/17.  Written 
site-specific permission may be provided through a land use permit or license of occupation. 
 
The ministry also offers opportunities to buy interests in public lands through various 
mechanisms: 
  

- crown grant (sale) 
- lease 
- easement 

 
The ministry is not proposing any changes to the existing processes or policies on the sales of 
interests in public lands for private recreational and residential use. 
 

Why Modernization Is Needed 
  
The current system for authorizing occupations of public lands can be costly, slow, and 
complicated. This hinders Ontario's productivity and competitiveness, especially when resource 
development sectors face unprecedented trade risks. 
  
Over the past decade, MNR has transitioned some approvals to allow things to be placed and 
used on public lands as long as conditions set out in regulation are met. MNR is proposing 
additional improvements that build on that experience to further streamline its permitting and 
approval processes. 
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
The ministry is proposing strategic changes to streamline permitting and approvals for public 
lands occupations under the PLA, including: 
  
For most new applications 
 

- Standardized application requirements and process based on common occupational 
authority types to help applicants understand expectations from the outset, 

- Tailored applications to collect relevant information from applicants electronically, and 
- Clear decision timelines to improve responsiveness.  

 
Proposed permit-by-rule or code of practice approaches for low-risk occupations including: 
 

- Equipment for geotechnical drilling, environmental monitoring, and wind testing, and 
temporary bridges (ERO 025-1078). 

- Mining camps within the 120 metre shoreline reservation where there is a registered 
mining claim 

- Short-term commercial outpost camps  
- Occupations for minor commercial infrastructure such as heat loops and water intakes  
- Occupations such as dry hydrants and signage 
- Boat caches (commercial and non-commercial) throughout the province 

 
For Existing Permittees 
 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/170161
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- Simplify approval for further use of lands subject to existing land use permits by 
introducing permit-by-rule or code of practice approaches to allow further use of the 
public lands for the same use. 

 
These improvements aim to reduce administrative delays, enhance service delivery, and better 
support economic development across sectors. We welcome feedback on what types of 
occupations should be allowed through permit-by-rule or code of practice approaches, and what 
conditions should be applied to these occupations.  
  
  

3. Work Permits and Restricted Area Permits 

Construction or alterations on public lands, especially near lakes, rivers, or on shore lands, 
typically require a work permit from the ministry before any activity begins. These permits help 
ensure that development is conducted safely and responsibly, protecting the environment, 
public health and safety, and adjacent properties, while respecting Aboriginal and treaty rights. 
 
Ontario also has seven restricted areas in territories without municipal governments. In these 
areas, a permit is required to build any structure or make any improvement on both public and 
private lands.  
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
Ontario’s current work permit and restricted area permit systems are often slow, complex, and 
unpredictable, with processing times ranging from 40 to 95 days. Outdated procedures can 
delay development and discourage investment in projects that support economic growth. 
 
The ministry already uses permit-by-rule and code of practice approaches for certain low-risk 
activities such as erosion control structure repairs and removal of invasive aquatic vegetation. 
Expanding these models presents an opportunity to improve efficiency, reduce administrative 
burden, and better support responsible development.  
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
To support responsible development, the ministry is proposing updates to the work permit and 
restricted areas permit systems, including: 
 

- Tailored application requirements based on permit type 
- Digital applications to collect relevant information efficiently 
- Online portal to help applicants identify suitable areas of public lands for proposed work 
- Clear timelines for decision-making 

 
In addition, the ministry is proposing to expand permit-by-rule and code of practice approaches 
to apply to activities which may be considered low-risk such as: 
 
Work Permits 
 

- Additions to trapline cabins and ancillary structures 
- Winter roads and ice crossings 
- Additional dredging scenarios 
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- Extended timelines for certain activities if rules are followed 
 
Restricted Area Permits 
 

- Transition to a code of practice model for routine construction on public and private 
lands in restricted areas  

 
These changes aim to create a more predictable, transparent, and efficient permitting system 
that supports responsible development, protects public interests, and unlocks new economic 
opportunities across Ontario’s public lands and in restricted areas under the Public Lands 
Act. We welcome feedback on what types of activities should be enabled through permit-by-rule 
or code of practice approaches, and what conditions should be applied to these activities.  
 

4. Compliance and Enforcement 

Ontario’s public lands offer opportunities for economic development, recreation, and 
conservation. To make sure these lands are used responsibly, the ministry is working to 
modernize how we manage compliance and enforcement. 
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
When people use public lands without permission, it can lead to conflicts, disrupt authorized 
activities, and sometimes harm the environment. By improving our tools and processes, we can 
better protect these lands and keep them safe and accessible for everyone. 
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
The ministry is looking at ways to strengthen our approach, including: 
 

- New tools to encourage voluntary compliance, like orders to stop work or fix issues. 
- Clearer rules and penalties for common problems, such as blocking access or using 

lands without proper authorization. 
- Stronger enforcement options, including updated fines to help prevent violations. 

 

We welcome feedback on what tools will help ensure public lands are used safely and 
appropriately.   
  

5. Access to Information 

As part of our efforts to modernize how public lands are managed, the ministry is also working 
to make information more transparent and easier to find. This includes helping the public better 
understand where public lands are located and what activities are allowed on them. 
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
Right now, it can be difficult to find clear and easy-to-use information about Ontario’s public 
lands. Details are often spread across different websites, making it hard to know what lands are 
available and how to apply to use public lands. This can slow down planning and create extra 
work for applicants. By modernizing how we share information, we can make the process faster, 
clearer, and more transparent for everyone. 
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Proposed Improvements 
 
To make things easier, the ministry is looking at several improvements: 
 

- A public mapping tool to help users see where public lands are located and plan 
projects more easily. This tool would also support applications to occupy public lands. 

- An online registry for activities that are allowed subject to permit-by-rule conditions. 
Information from this registry would be included in the mapping tool to support planning 
and decision-making. 

- Better visibility for communities and the public, including Indigenous communities and 
municipalities, so they can see what is happening on public lands. This will also help 
with monitoring and enforcement when needed.  

 

We welcome feedback on what information would be most helpful to include in public mapping 
to best serve the public and applicants when considering the use of public lands.  
 

6. Conditions of Dispositions, Consents and Reservations 

In addition to managing the disposition of interests in public lands (such as sales, leases or 
easements), the ministry also manages many ongoing requests related to conditions placed on 
the disposition, requirements for consent, or releases of interests reserved to the Crown.   
 

Why Modernization Is Needed 
 
Over the years, hundreds of thousands of dispositions or grants of public lands, sometimes in 
the form of letters patent, have been issued. Sometimes, landowners or their legal 
representatives request changes to conditions or releases of reservations. In addition, the 
ministry receives requests for consents when required in a lease or licence of occupation. The 
current process can be complex and slow, leading to delays and extra effort for applicants. 
 
The ministry is working to improve these services by making the process more efficient and 
easier to navigate. 
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
To reduce delays and make things simpler for applicants, we are considering new online 
application forms for common requests, including: 
 

- Voidance certificates 
- Removal of habendum clauses (conditions in land grants) 
- Release of reservations  
- Release of land use conditions 
- Consents required under a lease or licence of occupation, such as an assignment, 

sublease or charge of a leasehold interest. 
 
These improvements would help streamline the process and provide faster, more reliable 
service to landowners. 
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Fish and Wildlife 
 
When proposed construction or maintenance activities interact with natural habitats, proponents 
may need to collect fish or wildlife to assess the species present in the area. This helps identify 
potential ecological impacts and informs mitigation strategies. These efforts may include 
rescuing and relocating species during a project or restoring rescued species to their habitat 
once work is complete. 
 

7. Collecting Fish and Wildlife for Scientific Purposes 

The Licence to Collect Fish for Scientific Purposes is issued to individuals or organizations 
conducting activities that require the collection of fish from natural habitats for non-commercial 
reasons, including scientific research, educational activities, inventory and assessment, 
development projects, maintenance activities, and habitat restoration. 
 
The Wildlife Scientific Collector’s Authorization allows individuals or organizations to legally 
collect wildlife for approved scientific or educational purposes, which can include, for example, 
tagging and tracking species, wildlife health assessments or ecological studies. 
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
The ministry processes a large volume of these licences and authorizations for routine and low-
risk activities. Often, these activities benefit species – conducting scientific studies, supporting 
conservation efforts, and mitigating impacts on species from construction and maintenance 
projects. Establishing clear rules in regulation would significantly streamline processes and 
enable the ministry to focus on higher-risk activities. 
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
The ministry has already established expedited licences for stormwater management pond 
maintenance and fish salvage during in-water infrastructure works. These licences can be 
obtained without a full review if specific criteria are met. The ministry is proposing to extend the 
same approach to Licences to Collect Fish for Scientific Purposes for non-lethal activities. 
 
Similarly, the ministry is exploring alternative approaches, such as expedited licences or rules in 
regulation to allow individuals and businesses to collect wildlife for specific non-lethal activities. 
This could include collecting and removing reptiles and amphibians during stormwater 
management pond maintenance or other activities that provide a conservation benefit for 
wildlife.  
 
We welcome feedback on what activities could benefit from expedited licences or a rules in 
regulation approach, and what conditions should apply to these activities.  
 

Lakes and Rivers 
 
Ontario is home to more than 3,500 dams, which play a vital role in waterpower generation, 
flood control, and recreational opportunities. These functions support a strong provincial 
economy, safeguard communities, and provide reliable energy for homes and industries. MNR 
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is committed to ensuring that dams are constructed, operated, maintained, and 
decommissioned in a safe and responsible manner. 
 
The Lakes and Rivers Improvement Act (LRIA) provides a framework governing the 
construction, operation, alteration, and decommissioning of dams and other in-water structures, 
such as water crossings. This framework helps protect public safety, infrastructure, and the 
natural environment. 
 

8. Mine Tailings Facilities 

Ontario is developing a comprehensive framework for mine tailing storage facilities. This 
initiative aims to eliminate confusion stemming from fragmented oversight – currently spread 
across multiple ministries – by establishing clear responsibilities for the location, design, 
construction, operation, decommissioning, and safety of these facilities.  
  
As part of this work, amendments to the LRIA may be proposed to ensure alignment with the 
new framework and to support consistent, effective regulation of tailings-related infrastructure. 
 

9. Dams and Other In-Water Works – Except for Mine Tailings 

Storage Facilities 

Ontario is home to thousands of lakes and rivers that support important infrastructure like dams 
and in-water works. These structures help manage water levels, generate clean electricity, 
support industry, and protect communities from flooding. 
 
Dams range from large hydroelectric facilities to smaller dams used for conservation or 
recreation. In-water works include things like bridges, or pipelines and cables if installation holds 
back or diverts water in rivers and lakes. These dams or other works are often related to larger 
projects like mining, forestry, and transportation. 
 
To make sure dams and water crossings are safe and environmentally responsible, they are 
regulated under the LRIA. As Ontario continues to grow and develop, it is important to update 
the requirements and processes under the LRIA to keep things efficient, safe, and supportive of 
new investment. 
 

Why Modernization is Needed 
 
As Ontario faces increasing demands for energy and economic development – including mining, 
forestry, and infrastructure projects – a review of the LRIA is necessary. Modernizing the LRIA 
will help streamline approvals and support businesses and investment in the province.  
 

Proposed Improvements 
 
The ministry is proposing updates to the LRIA framework to improve efficiency and reduce 
duplication in the approval process for dams and other in-water works. Key proposed changes 
may include: 

- Streamlined Approvals for Dams and Waterpower Facilities: Modernize the approvals 
framework for constructing new or expanding existing dams, including waterpower 
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projects. MNR would rely on the Class Environmental Assessment for Waterpower 
Projects as the primary tool to fulfill the location approval submission requirements 
currently under the LRIA. 

- Qualified Professional for Technical Plans and Specifications: Shift the approvals 
process for plans and specifications approval for dams to a model that places greater 
reliance on external qualified professionals e.g. engineers  

- Simplified Approvals for Low-Risk Projects: Develop more efficient approval pathways 
for low-risk projects such as low hazard dams and other in water works such as water 
crossings, enclosures, pipelines, and cables. 

o For low hazard dams, consider a “permit-by-rule” approach. Proponents would 
be required to follow prescribed conditions set out in regulation, register with the 
ministry, and attest to compliance. 

o For other in-water works, establish codes of practice that would be developed 
and updated by the ministry through policy drawing on the ministry’s experience 
and based on proven standards from other jurisdictions. 

- Clear Guidance for Operating Plans: Provide detailed guidance and procedures for the 
approval of operating plans for dams and amendments to existing water management 
plans, to help industry prepare submissions that meet ministry requirements. 

- Modernize how we manage compliance and enforcement of the LRIA consistent with 
other modern provincial statutes to ensure enforcement can be achieved more 
effectively and efficiently.  

- Defined Timelines for Decisions: Introduce clear timelines for ministry decisions to 
enhance business certainty and support timely project development.  

We welcome feedback on the proposed concepts noted above, including what low-risk projects 
may be appropriate for a permit-by-rule or code of practice approach, and what conditions 
should apply to these projects.  

 


