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RE: ERO 019-7739 — Proposal to return lands to the Greenbelt - Greenbelt Statute Law
Amendment Act, 2023

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposal to return lands to the Greenbelt -
Greenbelt Statute Law Amendment Act, 2023, as outlined in the Government of Ontario’s
Environmental Registry ERO number 019-7739, and Bill 136, on the legislation that is
currently before the Standing Committee on Heritage, Infrastructure and Cultural Policy.!

The Ontario Public Health Association (OPHA) supports the proposal to return lands to the
Greenbelt and urges the Government to restore full and permanent protection to these lands.
These steps will reinforce the multiple health benefits that ecosystem services provide — food, clean
water, air purification and climate regulation," the protection of wetlands, woodlots and wildlife habitat
that is essential for ecological stability and human health (One Health)", as well as the vital importance of
protecting the productive farmlands that are part of the Greenbelt’s agricultural system."V v

OPHA also urges the Government to maintain the integrity of all conservation protections within
existing protected green spaces across Ontario and to expand the Greenbelt beyond its current
area in consultation with stakeholders and by engaging with Indigenous communities. Public
health agencies have long recognized the connections between healthy environments and population
health, and thus the importance of healthy public policy across all sectors to strengthen health protection
and reduce health inequities®. This includes policies for the protection of natural heritage systems, the
preservation of ecosystem connectivity, and the implementation of nature-based solutions for climate-
resiliency including mitigation and adaptation.

As noted in OPHA’s November 16", 2022 submission to the Legislative Assembly of Ontario, Standing
Committee on Heritage, Infrastructure and Cultural Policy on Bill 23, More Homes Built Faster Act, 2022,
our members fully support the need for Ontario to find more affordable housing opportunities for its
residents and create healthy, equitable and climate-resilient communities. Actions such as
intensification"' and transit-oriented development can be health and equity promoting, without
compromising other vital attributes required for healthy and equitable communities, including access to,
and protection provided by green spaces.

OPHA'’s would like to reaffirm key points from our previous submission on the

Greenbelt", urging the government to:

e maintain the integrity of conservation protections across Ontario, including the conservation of
wetlands, woodlands, farmlands and other protected ecosystems;

! Health inequity refers to differences in health associated with structural and social disadvantages that
are systemic, modifiable, avoidable and unfair. (National Collaborating Centre for the Determinants of
Health). https://nccdh.cal/learn/glossary/
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¢ implement smart growth policies that truly value the benefits of natural ecosystems, including
strengthening of provincial land-use planning direction to protect green spaces;

o implement the Auditor General of Ontario’s recommendations in the 2022 Value-for-Money
Audit: Climate Change Adaptation: Reducing Urban Flood Risk, including recommendations to
protect green space and wetlands; and

o keep to its commitment to leave the Greenbelt intact.

OPHA'’s position and health rationale to protect, maintain and enhance green space in all its forms, as
outlined in previous ERO submissions, V' remain relevant to ERO 019-7739. These points are expanded
on below.

Greater consideration of population health, health equity and climate-health impacts must be
incorporated into the decision-making process affecting the Greenbelt. These protected lands
promote the development of healthy, equitable and complete communities, protect natural heritage,
water, and agricultural systems, improve air quality, help buffer against flooding and other climate-related
health risks, and promote a culture of conservation. Natural ecosystem services include regulating air
and water pollution, flood protection, erosion control, carbon sequestration, provision of nutritious food
and clean water, surface temperature regulation, and several cultural, recreational, physical and mental
health benefits.* Greenbelt plans and legislation help the province meet its climate change targets and
communities achieve their net-zero carbon goals by providing a natural carbon sink, reducing energy
usage and mitigating the urban heat island effect. As pointed out in the report The Nature of Health:
Accelerating the integration of health considerations in urban nature-based solutions,* these nature-
based solutions increase climate-resiliency and can have added benefits for vulnerable populations
disproportionately impacted by climate change.

Protection of green spaces including wetlands, and realizing their human health, environmental
and economic benefits, is inextricably tied to land-use planning decisions. The Auditor General of
Ontario has acknowledged the risk of further loss of green spaces posed by Bill 23, in relation to the
increased risk of urban flooding in surrounding communities. As noted in their November 2022 report —
Value-for-Money Audit: Climate Change Adaptation: Reducing Urban Flood Risk,* the three main factors
that contribute to an increased risk of urban flooding are: (1) development that results in the loss of green
spaces and other pervious surfaces, (2) inadequate or aging stormwater infrastructure, and (3) climate
change, which is resulting in more frequent and more intense rainfall events. The Auditor General goes
on to state: “Despite the critical role that green spaces play to reduce the risk of urban flooding (and
provide other benefits), we found that weak provincial land-use planning direction to protect green
spaces is resulting in the continued loss of such spaces in urban areas across southern Ontario.”

As noted in the Independent review of the 2019 flood events in Ontario ¥ report commissioned by the
Government of Ontario the first core component of emergency management is prevention, which
includes “... actions taken to prevent flood-related emergencies or disasters from occurring, and includes
land use planning and regulatory restrictions to keep development out of the floodplains and other
hazardous areas. While we cannot prevent flooding from occurring, keeping people and property out of
flood-prone areas helps ensure naturally occurring flood events do not result in local emergencies.”

Lands within the Greenbelt Area are crucial to the protection of our drinking water resources including
recharge of our groundwater to provide safe drinking water to Ontario residents. After the drinking water
tragedy in 2000 in Walkerton, Justice Dennis O’Conner made 121 recommendations related to source
water protection under the Clean Water Act. Allowing development on the protected Greenbelt would




remove many of these vital protections, impacting drinking water quality and quantity, including for
residents relying on private well water in this area.

More protected natural ecosystems and connected near-urban nature is needed in the Greenbelt,
not less. Expanding the Greenbelt is vital. Allowing Greenbelt removals in exchange for additions in
other areas is not ecologically sound or health protective. The Southern Ontario Nature Coalition’s
Technical Background Report: A Solution to Climate Change and Biodiversity Loss*, points out that
“some of the most ecologically important areas in Canada are the natural areas and farmland in and
around our cities”. The report stresses that land-use policies and decisions must recognize the vital
importance of greenspace and the elements of near-urban nature that “provide resilience to extreme
weather, important outdoor spaces for communities and habitat for plants and animals.” The report
acknowledges that nature is “central to Indigenous Ways of Knowing and culture and provides local food
and essential gifts from nature or “ecosystem services” to communities. These benefits will only become
more important as climate change progresses.”

Accounting for the value that nature provides is a fiscally sound way to plan for responsible
growth. This allows for the proactive management of natural assets for climate-resiliency and the
identification of nature-related risks and opportunities that specifically recognizes the positive benefits of
natural-climate solutions. As noted in the Intact Centre of Climate Adaptation’s 2022 Report, Getting
Nature on the Balance Sheet: Recognizing the Financial Value of Natural Assets in a Changing
Climate™: “These actions will help Canada enlist and work with nature to slow climate change, increase
climate resilience and reverse biodiversity loss, ultimately benefiting the wellbeing of people in Canada
and beyond.”

A 2016 report commissioned by the Greenbelt Foundation — Ontario’s Good Fortune: Appreciating the
Greenbelt’s Natural Capital®', estimated the total value of carbon stored in the Greenbelt’s forests,
wetlands, and agriculture to be $11.17 B, with annual carbon sequestration from forests, wetlands, and
agriculture adding $51.94 M per year. The value derived from the natural capital of the Greenbelt for
recreational activities was estimated to be $2.1 B per year with the value related to property
protection by reducing flood risk estimate at $224 M per year. The health benefit provided by air quality
improvements resulting from forest cover within the Greenbelt was estimated to be $18 M per year.

Evidence from expert authorities and provincially appointed advisory groups shows that more
than enough land has already been set aside to meet the demand over the coming decade for all
types of housing within existing town and city boundaries, and outside Greenbelt Areas. The
2021 Expanding Ontario’s Greenbelt report™ sets out key requirements for expanding the greenbelt
including: “no land removal; ... work towards simultaneously improving public health, local food security,
water security, biodiversity conservation and economic prosperity; ... acknowledge that there is more
than enough land to grow the Greenbelt and built complete communities to handle projected population
growth.”

The Report of the Ontario Housing Affordability Task Force*'" lists a number of options that the
government has at its disposal to help address affordability for Ontarians and achieve the target of 1.5
million new homes built in the next ten years, without developing on protected lands. These include
densification, more gentle density, and more efficient use of land across Ontario including better use of
existing public services and infrastructure. As pointed out in the Report: “a shortage of land isn’t the
cause of the problem. Land is available, both inside the existing built-up areas and on undeveloped land
outside greenbelts.”




OPHA urges the Government to take steps additional steps to protect the agricultural land base.
Both greenspace and farmland provide ecological, economic, social and health benefits for our residents,
including land for growing food, access to local food, opportunities to connect with farmers and food
production. Areas of the Greenbelt are vital for local food production, that can help address climate-
related food insecurity, and contribute to a healthy local economy. While the root cause of food-insecurity
is inadequate income, with 18.7% of Ontario households experiencing food insecurity in 2022,X* and one
in ten people in the City of Toronto now relying on food banks,” healthy local food production, preserving
natural resources and biodiversity, can help the Government of Ontario support a viable and sustainable
food system.

Protection of agriculture land supports other provincial policy directives namely the Local Food Act, 2013,
which was created to help foster successful and resilient local food economies and systems. The value
of productive farmlands in these areas for local, healthy food production, for environmental protection
including that of speciality crops (e.g., tender fruits and grapes) many residents rely on for their
livelihood, and for our economy supports continued protection of the Greenbelt.*

In summary, the Ontario Public Health Association supports the proposal to return lands to the
Greenbelt and urges the Government to restore full and permanent protection to these lands, to
maintain the integrity of all conservation protections within existing protected green spaces
across Ontario and to expand the Greenbelt beyond its current area in consultation with
stakeholders and by engaging with Indigenous communities. The multitude population health,
health equity and climate-health resiliency benefits that ecosystem services, including the economic
valuation of green space, provide strong evidence to support these actions - with co-benefits for health,
the environment and the economy.

Thank you for considering our comments on the proposal to return lands to the Greenbelt - Greenbelt
Statute Law Amendment Act, 2023, as outlined in the Government of Ontario’s Environmental Registry
ERO number 019-7739, and Bill 136.

Sincerely,

President, Ontario Public Health Association
president@opha.on.ca
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