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Report To: Board of Directors
Subject: Conservation Area Strategy
Report No: FA-63-24

Date: December 13, 2024

Recommendation:
THAT Report No. FA-63-24 RE: Conservation Area Strategy BE RECEIVED;

AND THAT the Conservation Area Strategy, as presented in Appendix 1, BE
APPROVED;

AND THAT staff BE AUTHORIZED to publish the Conservation Area Strategy on
the NPCA website;

AND FURTHER THAT the Conservation Area Strategy BE CIRCULATED to the
NPCA watershed upper-tier, single-tier and local municipalities;

Purpose:

To seek NPCA Board of Directors approval of the Conservation Area Strategy
required under the Conservation Authorities Act and recommend the Conservation
Area Strategy be made publicly available through the website and be distributed
directly to our municipal partners.

Background:

Ontario Regulation (O. Reg.) 686/21: Mandatory Programs and Services requires
all conservation authorities to complete a Land Inventory and Conservation Area
Strategy (CA Strategy) by December 31, 2024.

The Land Inventory and Conservation Area Strategy specifically address NPCA
land holdings. NPCA has been working with Conservation Ontario and fellow
Conservation Authorities to develop a consistent approach to Strategy
development based on local customized needs of each conservation authority. O.
Reg. 686/21 sets out specific requirements for the Strategy such as:
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e Objectives established by the authority that will inform the authority’s
decision-making related to the lands it owns and controls, including
decisions related to policies governing the acquisition and disposition of
such lands.

¢ I|dentification of the mandatory and non-mandatory programs and services
that are provided on land owned and controlled by the authority, including
the sources of financing for these programs and services.

e Where the authority considers it advisable to achieve the objectives, an
assessment of how the lands owned and controlled by the authority may,

- Augment any natural heritage located within the authority’s area of
jurisdiction; and

- Integrate with other provincially or municipally owned lands or other
publicly accessible lands and trails within the authority’s area of
jurisdiction.

e The establishment of land use categories for the purpose of classifying
lands in the NPCA'’s land inventory based on the types of activities on each
parcel of land or other matters of significance related to the parcel.

e A process for the periodic review and updating of the conservation area
strategy by the authority, including procedures to ensure stakeholders and
the public are consulted during the review and update process.

The regulation also stipulates that the conservation authority shall ensure
interested parties and the public are consulted during the preparation of the
Strategy and that the Strategy be made publicly available.

Discussion:

The CA Strategy is designed to provide high level guidance and direction for
planning and management of NPCA conservation areas. Specific goals and
objectives provide direction for management and long-term planning for our
conservation areas. Details on programs and services and the land use
classifications will inform the general purpose for each conservation area. The CA
Strategy also explores how NPCA’s conservation area system augments local or
regional natural heritage features and how they connect to local public lands.

The Strategy is not intended to provide specific direction for daily management or
planning of conservation areas. Addressing priorities such as invasive species
management, greenspace accessibility, or capital development will come through
action plans to be developed in conjunction with annual work plans and Board
priorities starting in 2025. Budgeting for capital projects will be informed by the
Asset Management Plan.

Much of the site-specific priority work will be addressed in management plans that
will be developed for each NPCA conservation area. These plans may include
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projects such as trail development, restoration projects, invasive species removal,
and capital development. Examples of other watershed-wide actionable priorities
could include an Invasive Species Strategy, Indigenous Placemaking Strategy,
Watershed Trail Strategy, or a Greenspace Accessibility Plan.

Each management plan or watershed-wide strategy or plan will be supported with
additional, extensive engagement activities including Board review and approval.
Key components of the Conservation Area Strategy and engagement results are
summarized below with the full CA Strategy included as Appendix 1.

Engagement Summary

NPCA took a comprehensive approach to internal and external engagement to
develop the Strategy, including both in-person and online engagement
opportunities to ensure accessibility for diverse audiences and broad participation.

Key outreach and engagement efforts included a Public Information Centre (PIC),
direct emails, and targeted social media campaigns to reach members of the
public, local area municipalities, staff, Board Members, Indigenous communities
and other interested parties. The Get Involved online engagement portal was used
as the main landing page for the project which also included a survey, discussion
paper, and draft CA Strategy to allow for fulsome participation in shaping the CA
Strategy. Over 1,400 people visited the Get Involved project page, and 64 people
completed the survey.

Key findings from the review of feedback, survey responses, and staff input are:

e People visit NPCA conservation areas to enjoy nature, exercise, and
improve mental health.

e People value conservation areas because they can connect with nature,
enjoy passive recreation, and because these areas support biodiversity and
habitat for plants and wildlife.

e Common themes included biodiversity protection, managing users/access,
enforcement against non-permitted uses, invasive species concerns,
increasing natural corridors and acquisitions, partnerships/collaboration,
climate change, and signage/education.

All feedback received though internal and external engagement was thoroughly
reviewed by the project team and helped refine the Strategy’s goals and objectives,
land use categories, and augmenting natural heritage reflected in the final CA
Strategy.

Goals and Obijectives

The CA Strategy includes four goals that support the priorities identified in NPCA'’s
Strategic Plan 2021-2031 that were informed by valuable feedback received
through the engagement activities. Each of the goals are aligned with NPCA'’s
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inventory of programs and services with a focus on Category 1 mandatory services
while also providing justification and support for potential Category 2 and 3
programs and services at NPCA conservation areas.

The four goals are:
1. Protect and Restore
2. Connect and Enhance
3. Adapt and Sustain
4. Inspire and Engage

Supporting objectives developed for each goal will inform an action plan to guide
current and future priorities that are easily actionable and measurable for specific
NPCA conservation areas or for watershed-wide performance indicators.

Conservation Area Classification

Through the CA Strategy, NPCA staff have also classified each conservation area
into one of three land use categories as informed with expertise from a
Conservation Ontario working group and advice from NPCA staff. Original
Conservation Ontario guidance proposed four categories, recognizing that
adjustments would be necessary given differences between conservation areas
and authorities. NPCA conservation areas were categorized into one of three
categories:

1. Conservation Area — Active Recreation

2. Conservation Area — Passive Recreation

3. Natural Heritage & Hazard Lands

These broad categories are meant to identify the general purpose of each
conservation area, not specific programs or activities for a conservation area.
Conservation area management plans will provide opportunities to further refine
these classifications to allocate programs and activities to specific zones within the
property, with consideration to the staff and budgetary resources. It is also
important to note that land use classifications are not fixed. Classifications may
change over time as conservation areas are influenced by aspects such as
increased visitation, a changing climate, or strategic directions. Any changes to
land use classifications would be documented in updates to the Conservation Area
Strategy and management plans.

Four (4) conservation areas are classified as Active Recreation; sixteen (16) as
Passive Recreation; twenty-one (21) as Natural Heritage & Hazard Lands.

Augmenting Natural Heritage

The CA Strategy assesses how NPCA conservation areas augment natural
heritage and integrate with other Provincially or municipally owned lands and other
publicly accessible lands and trails in the watershed.
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By examining how NPCA’s conservation areas align within the significant natural
heritage areas and features, including the Niagara Escarpment Parks and Open
Spaces System (NEPOSS), and local and Provincial natural heritage systems, the
Strategy demonstrates that NPCA conservation areas are important natural areas
for residents and visitors that could be better connected to local parks, and other
conserved areas through strategic land acquisitions and collaboration. There are
many opportunities for connections between NPCA conservation areas and local
trails and parks. These opportunities are supported by the goals and objectives of
the CA Strategy, the Land Securement Strategy, and the NPCA'’s Strategic Plan.

Financial Implications:

The development of the Conservation Area Strategy is funded through the
Operating Budget. Implementation of the Strategy will be prioritized through
annual workplans and budgets.

Links to Policy/Strategic Plan:

Goal 1.1: Support evidence-based decision-making for climate-resilient
watersheds and shorelines.

Goal 1.3: Restore and enhance natural habitat, water resources, and forest cover.
Goal 1.4: Manage NPCA lands to increase biodiversity, habitat connectivity, and
natural cover.

Goal 3.1: Create equitable access to greenspace for the health and well-being of
people

Goal 3.2: Lead nature education, environmental stewardship, and volunteerism.
Goal 3.3: Improve cultural connections and heritage appreciation.

Goal 4.1: Strengthen government relations toward collective outcomes and impact
Goal 4.2: Foster relationships with the community, non-government organizations,
businesses, agriculture, industry, and academic institutions for collective outcomes
and impact.

Goal 4.3: Improve engagement with local First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples
that supports shared stewardship.

Goal 5.4 Demonstrate leadership in addressing climate change and sustainable
practices through NPCA lands and operations

Related Reports and Appendices:

Appendix 1: NPCA Conservation Area Strategy
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Authored by:

Original Signed by:

Eric Baldin
Manager, Land Planning

Reviewed by:

Original Signed by:

Natalie Green, B.Sc., B.Ed., M.Sc., PMP
Director, Watershed Strategies and Climate Change

Submitted by:

Original Signed by:

Leilani Lee-Yates, BES, MSPL.RPD, MCIP, RPP
Chief Administrative Officer/Secretary-Treasurer
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