Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the proposed consolidation of conservation authorities in Ontario. Conservation Authorities are involved in many aspects of public education, watershed science, and hazards (flood and erosion) regulation.  They service vastly different cities, geographies, and weather ranges, they can also act in both a project regulatory and a project delivery role at the same time, and each city expects differing levels of service ranging from full collaboration to independence, all of which brings tremendous complexity to the nature of conservation authorities. I am concerned that consolidation ideas may not have sufficiently considered the differences.
I can understand the interest in adjusting the model to achieve better outcomes, especially with the extent of change in priorities, technology, and legislation over the past 10 years. This being said, it is not really clear which outcomes the province is really trying to improve upon. In any event, the following provides my perspective on what could be improved upon through as the proposed change is navigated. I am hopeful that the province’s goal is that of improved watershed outcomes rather than the just eliminating all guiderails that currently serve to keep the public safer and healthier.
1) Funding Comments
a) Achieving efficiency through attention to critical mass.
Conservation Authorities rely heavily on municipal funding (e.g., floodplain modelling and mapping) and service fees (e.g., land-use regulation, parks management, education programs). Unfortunately, municipal funding is highly variable under the current system. As municipal funding is often tied to population, CA’s representing larger cities are able to fund floodplain mapping, flood warning, and watershed planning studies whereas the opposite is true for smaller urban centers, thus leading towards inconsistent levels of service across the province.
Technological change means that the studies and modelling require staff significant training and expertise to achieve competence. There are very few places to obtain these skills as smaller organizations do not have the bandwidth to train which creates a skills challenge province wide.  As an example, often a city needs to reach a population of at least 300,000 before they hire their first hydrologic/hydraulic modeler. As a result, there is a tremendous reliance on CA’s for skills training and for expertise. The catch is that many CA’s struggle to achieve the necessary critical mass, and as well it is why some skill sets are better represented at a regional or larger scale rather than a municipal scale.  This is true for a variety of disciplines and through the changes it will be important to align services with organizations that are large enough to offer skills building capacity.
There is an opportunity to consolidate specialized functions across multiple CA’s to achieve the critical mass to produce these products and services needed by cities, whereas today they are simply not being done. I see the province’s proposal as being an extension of a current practice where smaller CA’s are sharing the costs to hire an engineer as they each cannot afford to hire one each. This model can also be seen in the ORMGP and source water protection efforts that allow groundwater expertise to be shared across a larger geographic area. Given that there are ongoing examples of resource sharing that is working well, is it better to encourage resource sharing (e.g., maybe centers of excellence being created for works that need a minimum scale to work well and that can be undertaken remotely)? Or is it better to pursue organizational consolidation? Resource sharing protects local relationship building and maintains local watershed knowledge, whereas consolidation risks the importance of local conservation and hazard protection efforts.

b) Rethinking funding.
Is there is an opportunity to move to an area based, rather than a population based funding model? Many cities have adopted stormwater charges with success. Would it be possible to have a province wide stormwater charge with a percentage of such a charge being dedicated to conservation authorities? There may be a need to introduce regional adjustment factors to account for higher land costs/salaries in some regions but there may be logic to tying the management of watershed lands to a fee derived from land coverage. Could this be considered?

c) Reducing competition for staff between government agencies.
An ongoing challenge between municipalities, provincial agencies, and conservation authorities is that of competition with each other for a limited pool of workers to fill specialized roles. Conservation authorities are a known training ground for staff, but once trained they often leave for the higher salaries that exist at cities and provincial agencies thus creating a variety of tensions. I wonder if the Grand River CA model can be extended across the province to address this issue. I have heard that their model pegs CA staff salaries to municipal staff salaries. In many CAs, salaries are not pegged, and this has caused a widening salary gaps as municipalities cap CA funding increases below the rates that they raise their own salaries, and this is further compounded by the multiyear service fee freeze, preventing CA salaries from keeping pace with municipal and provincial salaries.  Can CA staff salaries be pegged to the salaries of their local funders to reduce these tensions and save time on budget negotiations?


2) Flood Hazard Management
a) Can the province align storm standards and CA boundaries?
It is curious to note that the draft boundaries will result in CAs having to address multiple weather standards, which is not currently the case. For example, some of the new authorities will need to maintain three different types of floodplain mapping (Hurricane Hazel, Timmins Storm, and 100 year storm mapping) and this will introduce complexity and possibly confusion that might need more management effort. Topography and soil variations also appear to be treated as a constant which isn’t the case across the CAs.  Stormwater runoff characteristics can differ significantly, so there may some efficiency limits as the regional nuances are individually managed, even under a consolidated model. Hopefully, these physical differences are weighing into the boundary selection process.

b) Can some of the existing flood risk gaps be filled?
Conservation Authorities are responsible for riverine and coastal forms of flood risk management, except for a small number of CAs who have been retained by their cities through agreements to provide urban flood management services. Stated differently, conservation authorities focus on the identification of flood risks as they do not have a revenue stream to undertake infrastructure improvement projects, versus cities who primarily worry about the best operation of civic services (e.g. chasing flood risk reduction projects when it serves the greater operational goal).
Without shifting responsibilities between flood risk identification and flood risk reduction, could the urban riverine gap be filled? In the minds of the public, flooding is flooding, and it is confusing to them when CAs only describe part of the risk, and no one gives them a real answer on their total flooding risk.  Could the province consider requiring CAs create comprehensive flood risk maps for a whole watershed (the riverine and urban parts together)? Responsibility for managing urban drainage systems (e.g., replacing and cleaning storm sewers) should stay with cities for many reasons, but why is no one required to show the public where urban flooding risks exist? CAs have extensive modelling capacity and a mindset for standardization and public accountability. Cities have a conflict of interest problem as the identification of risks will lead to tax increases and reduced political support.
c) Can Real Estate Disclosures at Time of Sale be improved?
Could the province consider creating a system to move from the current practice of voluntary flood history disclosures at the time of real estate sales to a mandatory practice? If yes, could the province consider having CAs provide property flood risk disclosures, on a fee recovery basis to meet newer disclosure requirements. This presents an opportunity to introduce standardization, have the public be more informed about their risk exposure, and help insurance companies properly price risk protection. Far too often, we find that properties who have flooded are not disclosing this information as they should be to the people they sell to. This practice is so common, that it puts into doubt the value of having a voluntary disclosure process.
3) Governance?
Consolidation of CAs will create hard to manage accountability asymmetries that will take some time to research and properly map out. Presumably, the province has a proposed framework in mind, but this idea is unknown to me.  I agree that a change is warranted, especially where CAs are too small to achieve service efficiencies. Here are my thoughts.

The existing governance model is unlikely to transfer well post CA consolidation and here is why.  The boards would become larger than city councils while their organizations would often be smaller than those of cities. If a smaller board model was employed, then some cities would be contributing funding but not having a say in the spending of funds as they would not have a seat at the table. Maybe a province wide stormwater charge scheme could redistribute funding accountability to some sort of centralized stormwater charge administrator, but research is needed to see if such an idea has merit. Alternatively, maybe an elected trustee model could work, but as the province already knows there have been some challenges with this model in the education system.

The province should be mindful of unintended consequences and of gaps or overlaps between CA and municipal legislation. As an example, the province should consider the possibility of individual cities using the latest CA act changes to their advantage, such as using supplemental agreements to obtain improved levels of service versus their peers in the watersheds. Should there be a mechanism to stop one city from entering into a service agreement with one of the new CAs to tie up the services of specific experts which then will not be available to others, or to negotiate faster review times at the detriment to their peer cities?  On one hand this mechanism gives CAs an ability to manage base funding shortfalls and these shortfalls are commonplace under the existing framework. However, this creates challenges for a centralized oversight body such as the one being proposed. It could also create a series of have and have not cities.

The province should consider how best to fund a different governance system. Would the new model increase the salary burden of CAs, which in turn would increase municipal financial burdens? The ideal solution should ensure local representation while also minimizing financial costs. Could the province consider eliminating the various boards of directors (i.e., no more elected leaders) and replace this with an enhanced requirement to consult with the public to achieve the local representation that might be lost through board eliminations?

Hopefully, there are proven governance models elsewhere in the province that can be transferred to this new provincial CA vision.

4) Other

Could the province study the difference between before and after April 1, 2024, to determine objectively which model was more efficient at managing river water quality and natural heritage systems? From what I have heard, costs have gone up for these services as cities have had to consultants (as cities cannot achieve the needed critical mass to achieve efficiency), and standardization has been thrown out the window as some cities do nothing in these spaces while others hire expensive consultants with considerably different outcomes. A better outcome might have been achieved by changing the governance model or by changing required standards (e.g., why not have provincial technical guides to steer outcomes in ways desired by the province?). It seems like a strange move to allow CAs to enter into agreements to undertake watershed works as long as they stay away from the natural heritage and water quality spaces.  Its just a theory, but I suspect this current model is less efficient than the one it replaced. Looking at outcomes achieved, efficiency might not be the actual primary objective.


I believe in research informing decision making and I hope the province is able to apply lessons learned around the world when it comes to managing watersheds.  There are many jurisdictions around the world that employ a watershed based model, so let’s not make Ontario better using Trial and Error.  Please for the sake of the birds, fish, and trees and our grandkids who are yet to be born, hit a home run on your choices.

