Submission to ERO Ref. No. 025-1257 of November 7, 2025
Referenced Proposed Changes to Conservation Authorities Act, R.S.O 1990 

The Friends of the Tay Watershed Association wish to submit the following comments on the proposal to consolidate Ontario’s 36 Conservation Authorities into seven regional conservation authorities (CAs) and on elements of Bill 68 that would place the authorities’ governance under a board-governed agency. 

The Friends of the Tay Watershed Association is an incorporated charitable association of residents, associations, and non-government and government organizations dedicated to the care and protection of water and related resources of the 95 km. long Tay River watershed in eastern Ontario.  It is located in the Rideau Canal system and the Rideau Valley Conservation Authority mandate area.   
The Tay watershed includes the Tay River and Tay Canal, numerous stream tributaries and over 45 lakes, and crosses six municipalities (Rideau Lakes, South Frontenac, Central Frontenac, Tay Valley, Drummond/North Elmsley and Town of Perth) and three counties (Lanark, Frontenac and Leeds & Grenville).  

Recommendation
This association has significant concerns with the extensive amendments proposed for the governance and management structure of the provincial Conservation Authorities.  Specifically, this is for the potential impact and damage to the operation of a system that presently meets the needs of the community and for our area’s environment, water and water-related resources.  The local Conservation Authorities have demonstrated that they provide cost effective consistent management of the water resources with the existing structure.  

If there are perceived problems in the operation or policy delivery of any individual conservation authority, these would be more efficiently and effectively addressed on an individual basis.  

The association requests that the Government of Ontario:
· Not proceed with the proposed amalgamation of the 36 conservation authorities into seven regional units, 
· [bookmark: _Hlk216599112]Cancel the establishment of the Ontario Provincial Conservation Agency, provided for in Bill 68, 
· Respect the principles of the Conservation Authorities Act (1946) which places the mandate for governing, funding and oversight of conservation authorities with municipalities at the local level.  
 
This association would have appreciated the opportunity to provide public comment on the above-noted all-encompassing Bill 68 (‘Plan to Protect Ontario Act, Budget Measures’ 2025 No.2) and the sections relating to the Conservation Authorities, passed with Royal Assent.

Comments

Conservation Authorities Are Meeting Their Responsibilities
The experience of this association and many of our partner organizations in this community that cooperate with CAs is that they are fulfilling their mandate for the management of watersheds and related natural resources in an effective and efficient manner.  

The experience is also that the current system has not “led to unpredictable and inconsistent turnaround times for approvals across all conservation authorities”.  Of two CAs that were questioned on the subject by this association, one had issued 97% of approved development permits within the provincially mandated timelines (Rideau Valley Conservation Authority) and the other had issued 99% within the timelines (Cataraqui Conservation).  Both had CA fee schedules that are amongst the lowest in the province.  

The restructuring proposed in ERO 025-1257 and Bill 68 is substantial, and would come at a time of wide and unpredictable climate change activity.  The impact of this being experienced now in this region.  Communities and organizations depend on the knowledge and information provided by CAs for mitigation of flood and drought impact, preservation of water quality and protection of community infrastructure.  Any reduction in services or of a compromise of the CAs’ best practice in order to facilitate ‘turnaround time’ or ‘aligning with other government policies’ could impact community security.  The burden would be carried by such programs as municipal water treatment plants and emergency measures services.  The cost of the post-event and relief will be felt by government and insurance organizations.  

Instituting deep changes throughout an entire program that is mainly working properly is potentially a waste of funds that could be more productively applied to many areas where there is need in the CA programs.  There will be considerable cost in time and budgets in such a restructuring, in legal fees, accounting, finance and HR, and the added fees of the agency.  There is a need for more clarity regarding how the funding for this will be sourced. 

Need for Maintenance of Local Technical Knowledge 
Local knowledge of water and related natural resources, weather and climate are essential to the CAs’ ability to manage watersheds.  The Tay watershed would be incorporated, with the Rideau waterway, into the St. Lawrence Regional Conservation Authority.  The three northern sectors of this group are part of the Ottawa River watershed, whereas three share management along the St. Lawrence River.  There are substantial differences in the geography, population and industrial pressures between the watersheds in the south of this group along the St. Lawrence River, and the pristine lake areas of the Tay watershed and the Mississippi River in the north.  For this reason, expertise appropriate for one sector cannot necessarily be applied to another.   

The proposed consolidated area will increase distance between the expert authority locations and watershed sites, adding to travel costs and time, and, potentially, delaying responses to development applications and action on detected water conditions.  The increased distance will also reduce a municipality’s contact with their CA for the exchange of technical local information, setting program priorities, and consultation on management issues.   

Extra Level of Government Adds Bureaucracy, Costs and Confusion
The mandate outlined for the proposed Ontario Provincial Conservation Agency is broad and intrusive, will have administration and costs, and potentially add confusion to the CA governance.  

The Conservation Authorities Act (1946) set the mandate for governing, funding and oversight of CAs with municipalities at the local level.  This recognizes that a local organization is required for the efficient delivery of sensitive environmental programs, for successful communication with stakeholders and partners and for the maintenance of watershed expertise.  Governance, administration and management oversight of CAs should be maintained at the municipal level, where it has operated effectively for 80 years.     

----------------------------------------

In summary, our concerns are for the establishment of an uncertain funding model and governance which could result in compromising the level of service to municipalities and the public, and for the loss of local knowledge and of understanding of the functions of the unique watersheds, by the proposed amalgamation.    

[bookmark: _Hlk216685414]The Provincial Government presently has the means of addressing any perceived inconsistencies in operation or policy delivery between CAs through the Conservation Authorities Act and the Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks.  It would seem reasonable to manage change within a system if it is fundamentally working, rather than developing an entirely new and unproven structure.  Further, if there is any indication that sound science practice is compromised for issues related to the safety of water quality or supply, support for the system by community stakeholders and partners could be lost. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on these proposed changes.

Friends of the Tay Watershed Association
P.O. Box 2065
57 Foster St.
Perth, ON, K7H 3M9


