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August 28, 2024

MNR - Aviation, Forest Fire and Emergency Services
WildlandFire@ontario.ca
300 Water Street
Peterborough, ON
K9J 3C7

Subject: Modernizing Wildland Fire Management in Ontario (ERO 019-8756)
Nature & Outdoor Tourism Ontario (NOTO) is supportive of strengthening the collective responsibility for wildland fire management in Ontario. We acknowledge that everyone including individuals, industries, communities, organizations and Government need to work together to reduce the risk of forest fires as climate change leads to longer and more challenging fire seasons. 
In order to best work together, MNR engagement, policies and regulations will need to reflect the need for collaboration and provide flexibility to allow industries, communities and stakeholders to play a role in risk management. 
On behalf of the resource-based tourism sector and NOTO’s Board of Directors, we would like to offer the following comments with regards to the modernization of wildland fire management in Ontario. 

POLICIES AND REGULATIONS:
Reducing Red Tape: 
The Resource-Based Tourism industry does not have any industry-specific regulations with regards to fire protection and risk management. However, Ministry regulations and policies create red-tape that prevent some of our operators from conducting activities that may help reduce their fire risk. A significant number of resource-based tourism businesses operate on Land Use Permits or Leases. As a result, operators often require Ministry-issued permits in order to cut down trees to create a buffer zone around their infrastructure, or to make modifications to existing building structures.
NOTO recommends creating a process where a Ministry representative can grant an exception through special permissions in lieu of permits for activities that would allow the operator to implement projects that lower their fire risk. Example of activities that could meet permit exemption include: 
· Allowing operators to make Fire Smart renovations to existing structures without requiring a permit (ex: change the roof from shingles to tin or other more fire-resistant material) 
· Allowing installation of pump and sprinkler systems on land use permitted properties
· Allowing operators to harvest trees around the property to implement appropriate fire buffers as per Fire Smart guidelines
· Allowing the planting of Fire Smart plant and landscaping strategies
In order to receive permit exemption, MNR could ask the operator to submit a plan with images of the proposed modifications they would like to make to the landscape and/or infrastructure. Enabling special permissions in lieu of permits would: 
· Reduce red-tape and costs for operators
· Save the Ministry administrative time
· Enhance fire buffer around infrastructure allowing MNR to allocate resources to higher risk areas 
· Reduce overall risk associated with wildland fire
Examples of Policies for Implementation:
While the Ministry does have examples of policies available through their website that municipalities, industries and organizations can use to implement their own fire management plans, they are not easily accessible and some may be hard to implement. Making it easier to find these policies and also highlighting successes by various communities, industries, partners, stakeholders, etc. would encourage others to get on-board. 
Activation of Assistance for Fire Response: 
NOTO members have indicated they are willing to help with fire response, however they don’t always receive clear communications from the Ministry. NOTO recommends MNR communicate with all aviation operators, First Nation partners and other sectors who express interest in assisting in fire response ahead of the fire season and provide clear directions on policies and plans to ensure faster activation in emergency situations. This may involve modernizing MNR’s procurement process policies. 
Flexibility: 
There are some instances where implementation orders restricting access may impact various industries who may need access to protect their assets. For the resource-based tourism industry, an operator may choose to proactively evacuate their guests, but may not be permitted to return to their lodge to finish implementing protective measures. As we heard in the industry stakeholder webinars, the forestry industry also had issues accessing wood that was already cut and ready to be loaded onto transports, increasing fuel load in the area and also taking a financial hit if it burned, and hydro had issues when it came to accessing areas to help protect the infrastructure that keeps communities powered. 
The regulations should permit some level of flexibility with Ministry permissions to access areas for fire mitigation and infrastructure protecting activities. 
Reintroducing Prescribed Burns:
The Ministry occasionally conducts prescribed burns to help reduce fuel load and encourage species-specific growth in certain areas. NOTO supports a larger reintroduction of this practice, so long as public notice and the opportunity to bring up concerns remain in place. This will allow operators, including those with outpost camps, to examine the prescribed burn map and ensure that their tourism values continue to be protected (ex: giving operators the opportunity to talk with the Ministry to put in place an agreement that prescribe burns near a lodge take place in the Fall months to minimize disruption to guests). 


COMMUNICATION AND THE SHARING OF INFORMATION:
Industry, Community and Stakeholder Fire Updates:
NOTO was very pleased with the communication initiatives taken by the Ministry during the 2023 fire season. The industry, community and stakeholder webinars provided all of us with up-to-date snapshots of the fire situation in Ontario, gave us clear contact information and direct links to where to find relevant information on the fire situation, evacuation or implementation orders issued by the Ministry.
These webinars allowed us to provide up-to-date information to our membership and assisted NOTO with pointing members in the right direction if someone would reach out to us asking for clarity on Ministry orders, where to find situation updates and who to contact if they had any questions. Our members were also very thankful for this enhanced communication between the Ministry and industry. 
We are assuming that due to the quieter nature of the 2024 season, the Ministry may not have felt the need to host these weekly/bi-weekly fire updates but we do strongly encourage the Ministry to maintain this communication channel in the future. 
Enhanced Transparency: 
Some organizations, municipalities and individuals may not understand why MNR may opt to prioritize certain fires and to protect infrastructure in certain areas over others. Sharing MNR policies and information which clearly identify how MNR prioritizes which fires to tackle, how models and weather influence where resources are deployed, and even sharing how the Ministry triages resources would add transparency and would help others understand why certain decisions are made. 
During the very busy 2022 and 2023 fire seasons, some operators reached out to us out of frustration that other lodges may have received equipment and support from MNR while they were also under threat by the same forest fires. While we understand that the Ministry prioritized efforts to protect those in immediate danger due to current conditions (weather, wind, precipitation, distance from fire to infrastructure, fuel load, etc.), operators did not know about the logistics and systems in place to triage and deploy the limited resources available. 
Clearly defining the classification system used by MNR would also assist with better understanding of what’s happening on the ground and what level of fire suppressing activities may be taking place (i.e. what it means when a fire is classified as “out-of-control”, “being held”, “being observed”, “under control”). 
Additional Communication and Access to Information: 
NOTO believes there is room for improvement when it comes to ensuring the public and other stakeholders are well informed on forest fire risk and safety precautions. Additional initiatives could include following: 
· An awareness campaign about 310-FIRE: Many may not know that this is the number to call and may resort to calling 911 instead to report potential forest fires. 
· Fire Hazard Dials: While we’ve all seen the dials on the side of the highway, these dials need to be regularly updated and information should be readily available to the public to explain exactly what the dial means and what steps individuals should take when out in nature to reduce wildland fire risk. Many are not updated for several days and may still show an extreme risk after many days of rain, meaning the dial loses credibility, and individuals may be more inclined to ignore warnings in high-risk situations. Many individuals also assume that there is little to no risk when the dial is not red. More education to the public is needed to help them understand the different levels of risk and the types of activities and precautions that should be taken at every different risk level represented by the dial. The Ministry may also want to consider building an app for this to remove human error and include information on risk management with each level of fire risk. 
· Making Links Easily Accessible: There is a great deal of information on the Ministry’s website and it’s not always easy to find the information one may be searching for. Making a single webpage with all of the information related to forest fires and risk mitigation rather than multiple sub-pages may be easier for members of the public. 
· Sharing of Information: Ensuring that the forest fire map, models (forest fire risk, weather influences, etc.), and sharing the information regularly to all parties who may be called to action to respond to a forest fire would help in a more proactive response.  
· Create communication channels between Fire Management Headquarters to Stakeholders: Many tourism operators have several go-to contacts within the MNR district or their local work center, but many do not know how they can talk to during a fire event. Having a line of communication to discuss concerns, plans, etc. would be beneficial. 
The Creation of an Advisory Committee:
The creation of a wildland fire advisory committee would be effective in proactively engaging in discussion, sharing key emergency contacts, protocols, create communication pathways and to streamline and create best practices for all. 
A committee would require representation from various industries (mining, forestry, resource-based-tourism, agriculture), a few municipal representatives from different sub-regions within MNR’s Fire Zone, First Nation representatives, representatives from aviation companies who assist MNR in fire response, as well as a few members of the public who are avid outdoor enthusiasts. Having a good range of representation will also help build on the vision of collective responsibility while also assisting with the planning, preparing, knowledge sharing and identifying the impacts of wildland fires across all sectors. 
The committee could meet before and after the fire season to talk about the policies and to make sure communication channels remain clear, consistent and efficient when faced with an emergency. 
NOTO would be pleased to have a seat on this advisory committee and be responsible for bringing the RBT sector representative(s) to the table. Working through sector organizations will help to provide consistency and continuity for seats.

EDUCATION: 
When it comes to strengthening collective responsibility from an individual, organizational and community’s standpoint, a key component is education. NOTO would like to see not only MNR, but municipalities, industries, communities and sector organizations play a bigger role in educating everyone on the risk of their activities and actions as it relates to ignition of forest fires. 
Some of the educational components can include the following elements: 
· What constitutes as “fuel” to show that it’s not only wood that increases risk (i.e. debris, petroleum products, gas, cigarettes, lightning, sun reflecting on glass, etc.)
· How to properly set-up a campfire (preparing the ground, making/purchasing an appropriate pit, fire size, etc.)
· How to properly extinguish a fire
· How to reduce risk
· Explaining importance of the dials on the highway and precautions to take at each level
· Sharing links to resources
· Talking about Fire Smart in schools and during community events
· Continuing to work with NOTO and other sector organizations to attend conferences (ex: Northern Ontario Tourism Summit) and share information with stakeholders. 
· The importance of having an emergency response plan
· The importance of investing in value-protecting equipment (i.e. sprinkler systems)
· Investing in Fire Smart building materials
· Career opportunities in the fire management sector (i.e. ground crews, pilots, technical staff, GIS staff, etc.)
NOTO also encourages MNR staff to conduct educational seminars during the off-season and to build and share Fire Smart resources and kits and distribute them to various organizations so that they may be passed along to new business owners, stakeholders, etc. 

FOSTERING COLLABORATION:
In order to foster collaboration among individuals, municipalities, industries, Indigenous communities and other partners to build capacity, invest in, and take proactive measures for forest fire prevention and mitigation, we encourage the Government to consider the following activities: 
· Work with insurance to lower premium costs for those who participate in risk reduction activities
· (ex: partnering with insurance companies to reduce premiums like FireSmart BC)
· Create grant or financial programs to help operators, individuals in isolated areas modify infrastructure using fire resistant materials, or installing pump & sprinkler systems to defend against fire
· Create funding programs to assist municipalities and First Nation communities to host fire-related events and/or conduct Fire Smart initiatives
· Education starting at younger ages about risk management and career opportunities
· Reduce red tape and allow more flexibility for industries, municipalities to implement their own risk management activities above and beyond the prescribed measures listed in the regulations. 
Increasing Capacity:
To better prepare and respond to forest fires and to increase capacity, we encourage MNR to: 
· Share fire-related information and educational tools with organizations, municipalities, industries, and educational facilities and encourage them to share broadly as well.
· Maintain communication channels and webinars between MNR and other stakeholder groups like in 2023 to ensure that we can assist in the sharing of vital information and maintain open communication channels throughout the fire season.
· Showcase all of the career opportunities available in the AFFES branch in schools and expanding exposure at community events (ex: meet and greet with fire rangers, pilots, technical staff, administrative staff, etc.) 
· Proactively communicate with third party emergency services, Indigenous partners, municipalities, and industries/businesses who may also assist in fire fighting activities so that they are ready for activation when time comes (through modernization of the procurement process). 
· Encourage the Federal Government to re-examine flight duty time regulations which are currently restricting operators who used to provide support to MNR staff during the fire season. 

EXPLORING WAYS TO FUND PREVENTION AND MITIGATION ACTIVITIES:
Potential Funding Programs: 
· Encourage multiple Ministries to create a pool of funds that municipalities, sector organizations, businesses, etc. can tap into to help incentivize the implementation of fire mitigation and fire management activities. 
· Could be program based (through NOHFC, MNR, MTCG, Mines, etc.)
· Could be contest based and have communities, sector organizations, businesses, etc. submit proposals to the appropriate Ministry and Government to provide funding to the winning idea(s) to implement innovative risk management strategies
· Land trust grants could be made available for businesses to apply for funding to pilot innovative fire management strategies that help create more resilient landscapes, communities and ecosystems.  
· While NOTO is unfamiliar with the trust funds that exist in other provinces, we do agree with the feedback provided by another participant during the webinar that it should warrant further investigation and consideration.
· Government should work with the Insurance sector to conduct research and collect data on the effectiveness of risk reduction activities to lower insurance costs for all sectors. 
Innovations and Reinvestment: 
· Invest in expanding our existing fire fighting arsenal (drones, new aircraft, new fire fighting equipment for ground crews, etc.). 
· Consider innovative technologies or an app to share information in a consistent and accurate manner
· This can include a digital fire risk dial to remove human error with access to the interactive fire map, clear information and precautionary instructions associated with the level of risk in an area selected on the map. 
· Can also trigger push notifications to those in the area like weather warnings when fire risk is extreme, when there’s a fire ban, or when implementation or evacuation orders are issued. Should be accessible to everyone.
· Provide access to the up-to-date fire models that may be used in decision making process for both Ministry and industries. 
· Consider the creation of a map of designated lakes that can be used for fighting wildland fire that would not pose a hazard to fire crews or the environment, especially in areas with mining activity. The map would also assist third parties that may be called to action to assist in fire fighting (including some of our operators). 

CONCLUSION:
We would like to thank the Ministry of Natural Resources for allowing us to provide feedback and to participate in the webinars. We greatly appreciate all of the time and effort the Ministry has been putting into modernizing their policies, regulations and communication with all industry, community and stakeholder groups. 
About NOTO:

NOTO is a membership-based organization that has been the resource-based tourism industry’s advocacy organization since 1929. We bring the wants and needs of the industry forward to both the provincial and federal government to ensure their regulations and policies allow the tourism industry to thrive and prosper. NOTO has been called into action by over 1300 resource-based tourism businesses in Ontario like never before and we have been working diligently to answer their calls. Since March of 2020, NOTO has opened it doors to all businesses in this sector regardless of membership in hopes that we can assist this industry survive and move towards a strong recovery from the pandemic. 
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