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The Friends of the Golden Horseshoe is a group who have a vision for healthy and prosperous communities. We are writing to express our opposition to the establishment of the Ontario Provincial Conservation Agency and the proposed consolidation of Ontario’s 36 Conservation Authorities (CAs) into 7 mega regional authorities. 

This opposition is an extension of our previously submitted disagreement with the multiple Government actions over the last several years to severely weaken, marginalize and constrain the mandates and roles of conservation authorities in fulfilling their legislated purpose to “further the conservation, restoration, development and management of natural resources in watersheds in Ontario”.

Lack of Consultation

As with untold other initiatives, there was no prior consultation with First Nations, conservation authorities, municipalities and the plethora of other stakeholders with a direct interest in the work of conservation authorities. Moreover, Bill 68 was enacted on November 27th, to establish this new provincial agency and its mandate to consolidate the boundaries, without committee hearings – and thus no public input. Further, and contemptuously, it was enacted while the legislated consultation period on the Environmental Registry under Ontario’s Environmental Bill of Rights for the proposed boundary changes was not even half completed with the closing date not until December 22, 2025 – an indefensible practice this government repeatedly employs.

There was no published evidenced based cost-benefit analysis or business case to document the current situation, potential issues with the current alignment, or possible improvements – such as relying on the existing umbrella organization Conservation Ontario to conduct the tasks of the new agency – elements it already engages in or is well positioned to engage in. 

The lack of published analysis leads to an inability for stakeholders to provide informed feedback. As is customary with this government, this appears to be a complete fait accompli.  This is underscored by the title of the ERO and wording of the feedback questions – neither of which make any mention of the proposed Ontario Provincial Conservation Agency or its mandate – only of thoughts about boundary changes.

Appropriate governance involves publishing information, consulting with affected stakeholders upfront and providing an analysis of the rationale for any proposed changes.

Scales and Fragmentation of Governance

There is an inherent contradiction with the move to 7 mega regional conservation authorities in light of the Government’s dismantling of land use planning authority of upper tier governments – which we also opposed. 

The Conservation Authorities Act assigns upper tier municipalities as the representatives on CA boards rather than local municipal politicians. This was in recognition of the inter-municipal jurisdiction for watershed management and large agricultural and natural systems, and their responsibility for water and wastewater systems.

Yet with the dissolution of upper tier land use planning, there are now 86 lower tier municipalities in the Greater Golden Horseshoe alone (versus the prior 21 single and upper tier governments) attempting to conduct their own watershed and waste/wastewater planning despite upper tiers retaining responsibility for water/wastewater. Moving to regionalize conservation authorities while most recently abandoning existing long and well-functioning regional governance frameworks for land use planning is like two ships passing in the night and is clearly not part of a cohesive pattern of governing.

Surely if the government’s objective was streamlining and removal of duplication, the obvious path was to continue to create single-tier governments like the Mike Harris government did with the creation of the cities of Hamilton, Kawartha Lakes, Ottawa, Chatham Kent etc – which would align nicely with the vast majority of existing Conservation Authorities. The move now to create yet another layer of bureaucracy is a recipe for wasted resources and more, not less, red tape. The move to 7 mega regional conservation authorities will not result in any meaningful savings while the loss of local accountability is ill-conceived and will negatively impact the management of our watersheds.

The size of the proposed 7 mega CAs – two of which cover 80 municipalities and two of which cover 48 – with the rest generally over 30 – are too unwieldy and thus cannot possibly provide for the needed local representation of all the constituent municipalities – let alone farmers and landowners - a necessity given they are all financially contributing (through municipal funding of CAs raised via property taxes). 

The geographic extent of these mega regions - covering tens of thousands of square kilometers – is unworkable as it is far too large to manage in a cohesive way with the untold number of watersheds and subwatersheds – often with substantially different natural and urban/rural characteristics - and roles in the hydrologic regime. 

Accordingly, the mega regional model should be abandoned. If there is logical case for any merger of CAs this should be done through a voluntary model just as the Government did with its abandonment of provincially imposed regional amalgamation of health units.

Mandate of the Provincial Conservation Authority

The Government has already drastically reduced and marginalized the mandate of Conservation Authorities through multiple rounds of legislation, regulation and policy. This includes limiting their mandate solely to flooding and erosion hazards, prohibiting them from reviewing, commenting on or appealing development applications, and forcing them to consider selling protected land. These and other changes essentially remove CAs ability to consider overall management of our watersheds – including the forests, wetlands, wildlife and overall natural systems that work in a connected way. 

Simultaneously, the Government weakened or removed innumerable laws and policies protecting our environment, including repeal of the Endangered Species Act, severely limiting wetland protections, repealing all anti-sprawl plans/policies and while simultaneously removing lands from, and forcing 400 highways through, the Greenbelt. 

It has hollowed out the Environmental Assessment Act – including drastically limiting public notice, consultation and appeal rights – hallmarks of inclusive, democratic based governance – while starving the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment of resources and staff, leaving CA technical professionals as the only remaining “boots on the ground”.    

The new agency is to provide leadership on governance, strategic direction and act as the oversight for conservation authorities. Given the government’s systematic marginalization and limitation of CAs and severe erosion of our environmental laws, regulations and policies, there is a complete lack of trust in the government’s mandate for this agency – and nothing but concern that it will further marginalize/hinder the role and efforts of CAs. This is of particular concern given the empowerment of the Agency to issue directions with respect to CA asset management plans given the Government’s prior edict for CAs to review their landholdings for potential sale. 

Conservation Ontario is more than capable of fulfilling this part of the mandate – without the creation of yet another provincial level of bureaucracy – which is clearly a red tape exercise that will waste time and staff resources and money at all levels – all at taxpayers’ expense. CAs do not need strategic direction as this is already set out in the Conservation Authorities Act and the multitude of provincial legislative, regulatory and policy instruments. They do not need governance direction either as that is also already set out in the Act and in their formalized service agreements with municipalities. 

Working with an existing oversight organization with detailed knowledge of all the above is a far more pragmatic, effective and cost-efficient way to proceed.

With respect to standardization of permitting procedures, data, fee levels and policies, Conservation Ontario is also well positioned to and has been involved for years with provincial ministry led working groups consisting of municipalities, agricultural and environmental groups and the development industry to establish common permitting procedures, policies and fee structures. This consensus based and constructive model using existing resources of all key partners has worked well and should be the vehicle for this type of granular work – rather than edicts from on high by some new provincial level duplicative body.

How these ongoing efforts could truly be enhanced is:
· [bookmark: _Hlk215823814]through making conservation authorities eligible for the Housing Accelerator Fund to streamline and standardize permitting processes – just as municipalities are

· allocating increased provincial funding to Land Information Ontario to facilitate and improve creating and providing access to geospatial data generated, used and depended upon by CAs and their partners/stakeholders

· reinvesting in professional expertise at the Ministries of Natural Resources and Environment, Conservation and Parks – with specific units dedicated to collaborative partnerships with CAs

· increase provincial financial contributions to CAs in line with more historic levels as the provincial investment will generate permanent ongoing returns on investment given the  value of ecological goods and services our natural areas provide – most recently estimated at $80 billion annually Ontario wide
Municipal and Community Based Interests

Conservation Authorities were established at the watershed level to dovetail with local municipal, community based and agricultural interests. They work best when delivered at this scale due to the familiarity and local expertise of CA staff and leadership with the terrain/geography and their relationships with their partners.

This is exactly the rationale the government espoused in its abolition of regional planning – to let “local” municipalities manage things as they are closest to the people most knowledgeable about local matters. This proposed CA agency and consolidation runs completely contrary to this philosophy and practice and is yet another intrusion and interference into local democracy and another centralization of local matters at the provincial level – an unsustainable and ineffective model of governance 

Recommendations:

1. Do not create the Ontario Provincial Conservation Authority. Instead, rely on Conservation Ontario and the existing multi-sectoral working group to coordinate and streamline standards, fee structures and practices.

2. Maintain municipally governed, watershed-based Conservation Authorities and do not consolidate the existing 36 CAs into 7 mega authorities. Instead, create a “voluntary” CA merger framework which would allow CAs to self -identify and pursue mergers – just as was done with the initially proposed regional amalgamation of health units. 

3. Make Conservation Authorities eligible for the Housing Accelerator Fund to cover costs of developing and implementing streamlined approval processes for housing related permit applications.


4. Publish a discussion paper on the current situation and rationale for change and consult with First Nations, municipalities and affected stakeholders.

5. Reinvest in professional expertise with CA units at the Ministries of Natural Resources and Environment, Conservation and Parks.

6. Allocate increased provincial funding to the Land Information Ontario to facilitate and improve creation of and access to geospatial data generated, used and depended upon by CAs and their partners/stakeholders
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