Staff Report

Strategic Priority:
v' Communication and Transparency
O Finance and Service Improvement (Goal: H2)
a Data Supported Planning

To: Mayor and Members of Council

From: John F. Connolly, CAO/Deputy Clerk

Meeting Date: December 16, 2025

Subject: Environmental Registry Ontario — Proposed Boundaries for the

Regional Consolidation of Ontario’s Conservation Authorities

PURPOSE

To seek Council approval to provide the comments (attached) through the
Environmental Registry of Ontario (ERO) as part of the Province’s consultation on the
Proposed Boundaries for the Regional Consolidation of Ontario’s Conservation
Authorities (ERO Posting#25-1257).

RECOMMENDATION

THAT Council receive this “Environmental Registry Ontario — Proposed Boundaries for
the Regional Consolidation of Ontario’s Conservation Authorities” report, dated
December 16, 2025;

AND FURTHER THAT Council direct staff to submit comments through the ERO on this
matter.

BACKGROUND

At the October 11, 2025, the Province through the Ministry of Environment,
Conservation and Parks (MOECP) outlined a series of proposals with respect to the
operation and governance of Ontario’s 36 Conservation Authorities. For the Municipality
of Marmora and Lake, these proposals, if adopted, represent some significant changes
with respect to its working relationship with Crowe Valley Conservation Authority
(CVCA) and Quinte Conservation.

On November 6, 2025, MOECP posted ERO#25-1257 on the Environmental Registry of
Ontario (ERO). This proposal entitled “Proposed Boundaries for the Regional
Consolidation of Ontario’s Conservation Authorities” (Attachment A) with a comment
period that is due to be closed December 22, 2025. However, Bill 68 (which included
these measures impacting Conservation Authorities was introduced on November 6,
2025 has already been passed and received Royal Assent on November 27, 2025.
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ANALYSIS

Both CVCA and Quinte Conservation have Marmora and Lake Councilors who sit on
both their respective conservation authority Boards of Directors. The background
information and supporting documentation provided as part of the media release and
the ERO posting do not provide enough amount of detail relative to the pros, cons and
implications of the proposals. As such, there are many considerations of how these
changes may impact local circumstances as well as the operational and governance of
conservation authorities under this new framework.

The attached comments (Attachment B) have been developed by Conservation Ontario
along with the individual conservation authorities including Quinte Conservation. Many
of these comments focus on: standards, service delivery; administrative
duplication/overlap; and other considerations. Marmora and Lake’s conservation
authority representatives share these concerns and have indicated a desire to go on
record (through the ERO) to share these concerns.

These comments largely apply to all conservation authorities as well as directly
impacting local concerns for CVCA and Quinte Conservation. Council will take note that
there are some detailed Quinte Conservation provided by that authority as part of its
local context but most of these concerns are also consistent with concerns for the
CVCA.

If Council supports the attached comments, staff will submit these through the ERO to
make them part of the public record.

FINANCIAL IMPACT
Unknown at this time.
IMPACTING LEGISLATION

Conservation Authorities Act, RSO 1990 C.27
Respectfully submitted,

John F. Connolly, MCIP RPP

CAO/Deputy Clerk

cao@mamroraandlake.ca

613-472-2629, ext. 2221

Attachments:

e Attachment A - ERO Posting #25-1257 — Supporting Documentation

e Attachment B - Comments to be submitted to ERO Posting — Marmora and Lake
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Proposed boundaries for the regional consolidation of
Ontario’s conservation authorities — supplemental
document

Posting closes December 22, 2025, at 11:59pm
Please submit comments via the ERO posting or by email to
ca.office@ontario.ca
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Summary of Proposal

This proposal seeks feedback on proposed boundaries and criteria for the regional
consolidation of Ontario’s 36 conservation authorities.

It is proposed that Ontario’s 36 conservation authorities would be consolidated into the
following 7 regional conservation authorities:

Lake Erie Regional Conservation Authority — covers southwestern Ontario
watersheds draining into Lake Erie, including the Thames, Grand, and
Sydenham systems, supporting agriculture, industry, and shoreline communities.
Primarily based on the Northern Lake Erie Secondary Watershed

Huron-Superior Regional Conservation Authority — includes watersheds along
Lake Huron’s northern shore and the Lake Superior basin, supporting
conservation and flood management across vast northern watersheds. Primarily
based on the Eastern Lake Huron and southern portion of Eastern Georgian Bay
Secondary Watershed and in the north the central portion of Northwestern Lake
Superior Secondary Watershed.

Western Lake Ontario Regional Conservation Authority — extends along the
western Lake Ontario shoreline from Niagara through Halton and Peel,
encompassing urban and rural watersheds that support the Greater Toronto—
Hamilton corridor. Primarily based on the western portion of the Northern Lake
Ontario and Niagara River Secondary Watershed.

Central Lake Ontario Regional Conservation Authority — covers the watersheds
from north of Toronto, including parts of York Region, west through Peel Region,
east through Durham, and into parts of the Kawarthas, balancing urban growth
and agricultural lands while protecting key tributaries to Lake Ontario. Primarily
based on the central portion of the Northern Lake Ontario and Niagara River
Secondary Watershed.

Eastern Lake Ontario Regional Conservation Authority — Includes watersheds
draining to eastern Lake Ontario and the Bay of Quinte, including the Trent and
Cataraqui systems, supporting a mix of agricultural, urban, and coastal
communities. Primarily based on the eastern portion of the Northern Lake
Ontario and Niagara River Secondary Watershed.

St. Lawrence Regional Conservation Authority — Encompasses watersheds
flowing into the St. Lawrence River, including the Raisin and South Nation areas,
coordinating flood and water management across eastern Ontario. Primarily
based on the Upper St. Lawrence, Lower Ottawa River, and southern portion of
the Central Ottawa River Second Watersheds.

Northeastern Ontario Regional Conservation Authority — brings together the
conservation authorities in the northeast, maintaining coordination across large
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watershed areas and shared northern infrastructure and ecosystems. Its work
focuses on maintaining healthy waterways, protecting natural habitats, and
promoting sustainable land and water use across major watershed areas that
span parts of Northern Lake Huron, the Abitibi, Missinaibi, Mattagami, Wanipitai,
French, and Upper Ottawa River systems.

No changes are proposed to the overall extent of conservation authority jurisdiction
within the province, and under consolidation the new regional conservation authorities
would remain independent organizations operating with municipal governance and
oversight, in accordance with requirements under the Conservation Authorities Act, as
administered by the Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks.

In addition, the important work that conservation authorities do to protect people and
property from the risks of flooding and other natural hazards will not change. The
regional conservation authorities would continue to fulfill provincially mandated
programs such as drinking water source protection under the Clean Water Act,
managing development and other activities in areas at risk of natural hazards like
flooding and erosion (e.g., floodplains, shorelines, watercourse and wetlands), flood
forecasting and warning, and managing their lands and recreational trails so that
Ontarians have access to local natural areas and outdoor activities. Regional
conservation authorities would continue to provide additional municipal and other
watershed programs and services set out under the Conservation Authorities Act.

We welcome your feedback in response to the proposed boundaries and criteria applied
to inform the proposed boundaries for the regional consolidation of Ontario’s
conservation authorities. Comments may be submitted through the Environmental
Registry posting or by email to ca.office@ontario.ca.
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Boundary Criteria

Provided below are criteria applied for determining the proposed boundaries for regional
conservation authorities:

¢ Maintaining watershed-based jurisdictions — Aligning with natural hydrological
boundaries to support effective flood and water management, consistent with
drinking water Source Protection Areas and Regions.

e Relationships between conservation authorities and municipalities — Reducing
administrative duplication and overlap for municipalities and conservation authorities
to simplify accountability and strengthen local partnerships.

e Balancing expertise and capacity across conservation authorities — Enhancing
technical skills and resources across conservation authorities to improve service and
program delivery.

e Service Continuity — Ensuring uninterrupted delivery of local conservation authority
programs — including flood forecasting and warning, permitting, and source water
protection — through and after consolidation.

King's Printer for Ontario and its licensors, 2025

The maps shown here are for illustration purposes only and are not suitable for site-
specific use or applications. Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks
provides this information with the understanding that it is not guaranteed to be accurate,
correct or complete and conclusions drawn from such information are the responsibility
of the user. While every effort has been made to use data believed to be accurate; a
degree of error is inherent in all maps. Map products are intended for reference
purposes only, and the Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks will accept
no liability for consequential and indirect damages arising from the use of these maps.
These maps are distributed 'as-is' without warranties of any kind, either expressed or
implied, including but not limited to warranties of suitability to a particular purpose or
use.

May Not be Reproduced without Permission. THIS IS NOT A PLAN OF SURVEY.
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Attachment B — Comments to be Submitted to ERO — Marmora and Lake

The formation of regional CAs may have significant impacts for a broad number of local
stakeholders in all consolidated regions. No specific evidence-based analysis has been
provided to justify a larger, regional CA or the need for a new and separate provincial
agency to provide oversight, that already exists within a specific provincial Ministry who
provides direction through regulatory legislation. In a recent information session held by
MECP on November 18, the following rationale was provided as to “Why changes are
being made to Ontario’s Conservation Authority System?”

e Patchwork of standards, service delivery

e QOutdated and fragmented systems

e Administrative duplication

e Need for more accountability and transparency

1. Patchwork of Standards and Service Delivery

e Quinte Conservation and CVCA follow Conservation Ontario’s Client Service
Standards for permit reviews and planning applications. All CA’'s use the same
regulation which includes pre-submission pre-consultation requirements, application
requirements and requirements for CA Policy and Procedures which includes timing.
Further, O. Reg. 686/21 requires every conservation authority to submit a permitting
annual report which includes timelines.

» Quinte Conservation has a proven track record of processing permits and planning
application within provincial guidelines. Over the past 3 years (2022-2024) we issued
1109 permits with an average of 14 days to issue the permit (Current guidelines are
30 days for routine permits and 90 days for major permits). Often, the overall delays
are not the fault of the individual CAs. CAs are just a convenient scapegoat. In many
cases, delays come from other parties (landowners, developers, consultants, other
review agencies) who tend to blame the CA in efforts to deflect from the real situation.
This statement from the province also ignores the fact that the province is large, not
uniform, and rural areas have different concerns to that of the highly urbanized GTA.

e Quinte Conservation has a Client Service Charter outlining standards to ensure
inquiries are acknowledged. The charter is available on our website and includes
timelines to ensure permits are reviewed within provincial guidelines.

» All conservation authorities have a suite of tools that are used to prevent delays, such
as online booking for pre-consultations, digital permit application portals, online
regulated area maps, technical checklists, fee schedules, policies with all information
available to the public for complete transparency.

 CA’s have Pre-consultation meetings and site visits to reduce uncertainty and delays
and are essential for landowners, so they get accurate and on the ground information.

e Ontario Land Tribunal demonstrates consistency and fairness if matters cannot be
supported by conservation authority staff and/or board members. Quinte
Conservation uses a board approved, provincially developed Hearing Guideline to
hear all regulatory matters that do not meet policy.

e All CA’s generally follow the Conservation Ontario Policies and Procedures Document
for Plan Review and Permitting.

e Quinte Conservation and neighboring conservation authorities routinely compare
fees. However, although Quinte Conservation strives to be cost recovery, fees are
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geared to the local economy and of course are reviewed and approved by our local
municipalities. It is likely that QCs fees are lower than the fees in the GTA. GTA fees
may be prohibitively expensive for this rural watershed.

A standardized, one-size-fits-all provincial model risks undermining place-based
decision making essential for effective watershed management. Quinte Conservation
has significant ecological differences, watershed-specific risks, and locally tailored
science that is unique to our region. The geology in the Quinte watershed is
significantly different from the CAs to the west, as a result there are different studies
required to maintain the protection of life and property from natural hazards.

Quinte Conservation participates in provincial working groups, has shared service
agreements, and coordinates many initiatives to align turnaround times and
streamline processes. Issues stem largely from provincial underfunding rather than
structural flaws.

Quinte Conservation staff are participant and in many instances leaders on groups
such as the Water and Erosion Control Infrastructure (WECI) committee, leaders in
the Provincial Flood Forecasting and Warning Committee, represent Canada on the
Great Lakes Fisheries Commission, Insurance committee, all these initiatives serve to
provide a standard level of service and delivery.

Quinte Conservation provides engineering support to neighboring conservation
authorities as a shared service initiative.

Quinte Conservation administers the WISKI Hub for 11 conservation authorities to
ensure accurate and real-time data for flood forecasting and warning.

Quinte Conservation works directly with builders and landowners that benefit most
from locally informed reviews ensuring that impacts such as flooding, erosion, and
infrastructure damage are avoided.

Standards at Quinte Conservation meet the development needs and demands. In
some instances, Quinte Conservation may require less detailed studies than those
required in the GTA (ex. Coastal engineering studies for shoreline protection works,
or water balances for developments in some urban areas).

Quinte Conservation has the necessary staffing expertise in order to effectively review
development applications.

Our regulations department is well organized. Regulations staff discuss files within
their team. Regulations staff engage technical/engineering review staff early and with
clear deadlines and expectations for review.

. Outdated and Fragmented Systems
Quinte Conservation has the appropriate technological resources for data
management and flood risk management through our WISKI database, our watershed
understanding, and floodplain mapping. Our WISKI database is shared among 10
other CAs (mostly located in eastern Ontario), it is the most common data
management system used amongst conservation authorities, and it is also used by
the Ministry of Natural Resources and Ministry of Environment, Conservation and
Parks. Quinte Conservation is a leader in rural Ontario in flood forecasting and
warning. We are also fortunate that our major flood damage centres are at the
downstream end of our watersheds, allowing lead time for forecasting and warning.
One area of potential improvement would be to install flow gauges on the urban
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creeks for flood forecasting and warning purposes. This has been planned as a future
project through our capital asset management funding.

e Quinte Conservation and CVCA with assistance from our municipal partners have
invested in advanced GIS and Open Data Hubs that provide public access to
geospatial datasets, including LiDAR and aerial imagery.

¢ Quinte Conservation in partnership with our local municipalities have invested in local
floodplain mapping projects (e.g., Potter Creek, Upper Salmon River, Macaulay
Creek, Consecon Lake, Marsh Creek, Bell Creek, Deer Creek, Selby Creek, Lane
Creek, Napanee River Upper Lakes, Bay of Quinte and Lake Ontario Shoreline
Management Plan) that use advanced hydrologic and hydraulic modeling.

¢ Quinte Conservation leads the WISKI hub that provides advanced real-time data to
allow for responsive decision-making when dealing with flood forecasting and
warning.

e The biggest barrier to consistent technological capacity across conservation
authorities is chronic provincial underinvestment. Standardization can be achieved
through provincial funding for shared platforms and does not require restructuring.

e Quinte Conservation along with our partnering conservation authorities already
operate sophisticated modeling tools (e.g., LIDAR, flood forecasting systems,
hydrologic models), often exceeding provincial capabilities.

e Quinte Conservation and our partnering municipalities rely on local technical
expertise. Centralizing decisions will increase risks, weaken data quality, slow down
review times, and significantly reduce response to flood management, particularly
during extreme weather events.

e Quinte Conservation permitting process (Section 28 of the Conservation Authorities
Act) is automated and streamlined through our website. All permits are emailed to the
applicant; respective municipality is copied all to ensure expedited service.

e Local conservation authority staff are experts in our field and regularly share
knowledge and expertise.

e Quinte Conservation routinely shares expertise and knowledge at the Section 28
Committee, Regulations Compliance Committee, Coastal Engineering Committee and
other working groups.

e In smaller CAs the complexity of risk management is less, with staff corporate
memory (experience) is very high, making the reliance on “Technical tools”
overrated. Ultimately, a person must make an assessment and a decision, regardless
of the “technical tools” available. The position of the province on this matter also
ignores the fact CAs support each with technological implementation (i.e. the WISKI
hub, flood forecasting working groups, Eastern flood forecasting group etc.)

3. Administrative Duplication

e Quinte Conservation has already gone through the amalgamation process in the mid
90’s with three original CA’s forming Quinte Conservation.

e Quinte Conservation provides integrated services for 18 municipalities, including flood
forecasting, flood control operations, planning and regulations, stewardship,
education, and source water protection.
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e Quinte Conservation provides risk management services to partner Municipalities to
ensure municipal drinking water is protected, avoiding duplication and ensuring
compliance.

e Centralized platforms like OnBase, GIS, WISKI, all assist with streamlining workflows
and reducing redundant tasks.

e Quinte Conservation annually prepares detailed budgets and capital asset
management plans that are discussed with municipal partners to ensure
transparency, accountability and demonstrate efficient allocation of funds prior to
board approval. Our municipal partners review and approve our budget and can
therefore direct more of the budget to frontline staff if warranted having important local
impact.

e Quinte Conservation uses shared services whenever possible. We provide
engineering support to neighboring conservation authorities when needed, share in
licensing on several software packages, bulk purchase on items such as benefits and
insurance.

e Eliminating local administrative functions does not guarantee savings and may
increase municipal costs if municipalities must assume these roles or procure more
expensive services from the province.

e Local governance ensures that municipal priorities are represented, which prevents
misalignment with local risks and interests of the watershed residents that are
taxpayers.

e Any duplication of services could be addressed through targeted provincial
investment in shared back-office tools, instead of by restructuring or disempowering
CAs.

e The Quinte Conservation jurisdiction is straightforward, where no urban areas are
within the jurisdiction of both Quinte Conservation and another conservation authority.
As a result, all large planning files in the urban development areas in Quinte
Conservation’s jurisdiction follow the same standards and have the same staff
working on the files. As a conservation authority that was formed as the
amalgamation of 3 CAs in the 1990s, Quinte Conservation provides efficient
administration for a large geographic region.

e Centralizing administration will create an inefficient centralized (more highly paid)
bureaucracy which will actually raise operating costs and not reduce them. This
assertion ignores the way conservation authorities operate. Quinte Conservation and
many other conservation authorities operate on shoestring budget with local
administration, which is scaled to the resources (budget) and size of the operation.
This highly scaled operating model in reality is extremely efficient. Conservation
authorities that represent larger urban centers have significantly larger administration
while smaller conservation authorities have practically no administration and in many
smaller CAs administration is simpler and individuals often occupy many roles within
the organization.

4. Need for More Accountability and Transparency
e Annual reports, strategic plans, financial statements, audits, asset management
plans, etc. are all publicly available

Page 185 9f 246



e Open Data Hub offers public access to watershed data, floodplain maps, water levels
on many lakes and rivers and source protection information.

e Client feedback and annual performance reviews are part of Client Service
commitments and are regularly reviewed to ensure compliance.

e Public engagement through open houses for floodplain mapping, source protection
planning, etc., occur regularly.

e Conservation Authorities are required to prepare and submit an annual report that
outlines statistics on permits. This information is presented to the board of directors,
provided to all our municipal partners and submitted to Conservation Ontario.

¢ All conservation authorities operate under accountability mechanisms, including:

o audited financial statements,

o multi-year capital asset management plans approved by municipal partners,
o board meetings open to the public,

o mandatory reporting under the CA Act,

o provincially mandated transition plans.

e The Province has the ability under the newly formed Ontario Provincial Conservation
Agency to provide performance metrics, timely regulations, policies, technological
advancement, etc. without having changes to conservation authority boundaries that
will negatively impact our local municipal partners and watershed residents.

¢ All conservation authorities have a local board of directors comprised of municipal
councilors that represent their local municipal residents and taxpayers that
provide strong democratic oversight; removing or reducing local governance
would decrease, not increase accountability to residents and municipalities and
ultimately cost local taxpayers more money.

e Quinte Conservation provides transparent service standards, online permit
dashboards, and performance reporting—often exceeding provincial expectations and
similar circumstances can be seen across the province within the other conservation
authorities.

[ ]

If the province is intending to proceed in a open and transparent manner, then CA boards

and agencies, along with Municipal representation, who are currently engaged in

integrated watershed management. The proposed restructuring leads to a number of
concerns and many questions that have yet to be addressed, including:

e The new governance model and how local representation will occur on a regional
board of directors, potentially leading to inadequate local/municipal representation.

e The implication of the dissolution of each existing CA and the impact under the
Income Tax Act for authorities who are registered charities.

e The impact to related charitable foundations, specifically those with narrow
objectives supporting their geographically-limited CA and maintaining segregated
funds.

e The impact on staff and how “redeployment” will practically and logically work.

e The merging of watershed-specific and therefore, disparate policies and
processes, into a “one size fits all” framework that potentially would negate site-
specific management approaches in favour of diluted, overarching policies.
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e The centralization of programs and services that have been customized and
responsive to watershed conditions, municipal and CA priorities and funding
opportunities.

e The ultimate transfer of assets and infrastructure (eg dams, dykes, power
generation, etc), some of which resulted from donations and estate bequests,
currently owned by each CA.

¢ And finally, the Funding model for the new provincial oversight agency and the
expect financial impact to the taxpayers in each municipality.

Under the proposed Eastern Lake Ontario RCA, 54 municipalities could not reasonably
hope to have a voice (or vote) the ERO describes — “...under consolidation the new
regional conservation authorities would remain independent organizations operating with
municipal governance and oversight, in accordance with the requirements under the
Conservation Authorities Act.”
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