Public Ownership of Intake Protection Zones
The watersheds of the Great Lakes are home to more then 30 million people. This same
region, the source of drinking water for this huge population, is also subjected to the
pollution threats created by the very people who depend on it. To address vulnerability
concerns for these water supplies the US Safe Drinking Water Act and Ontario’s Clean
Water Act were established. Under the Clean Water Act Conservation Authorities
(C.A.s) and municipalities, have been developing source protection programs for
Ontario. Coming together on a watershed basis, the plans are meant to identify and
focus on areas of land that are critical to the maintenance of healthy drinking water
sources. Currently most regions are in the Assessment Report phase, which will serve
as the basis for development of their Source Protection Plans. Development of the
assessments have benefited from funding from the Ministry of the Environment. Exactly
how the plans, once developed, will be implemented remains in great part a question.
One movement we can already see happening is land acquisition of properties by
municipalities to protect their intake protection zones.
Source Protection Plans are to serve as the guiding document for watershed protection,
by identifying surface water intake protection zones or wellhead protection areas within
the watershed where certain land use activities found to pose a significant drinking water
threat will be regulated or prohibited. The Source Protection Plan is suppose to detail the
policies that will be used to reduce or eliminate present significant drinking water threats
so that we will have a sustainable source of potable water in Ontario. Unique to the
concept of watershed management is recognition of the relationship between land use,
soil loss and productivity, water quantity and quality, wildlife populations and habitat,
social factors, and economic factors. Up stream and down stream land areas and
entities are linked on a watershed through the hydrologic cycle.
The Region of Waterloo is a leader in development of their source water protection
program and their staff has been assisting the province in developing the provincial
strategy. Because of the Regions reliance on ground water it was one of the first areas
in Ontario to develop a Source Water Protection Program and one of the first to consider
remediation and land acquisition in their designated intake protection zones. Oxford
County, also mainly dependant on groundwater, has been acquiring intake zones in
wellhead areas for several years.
Acting on Council direction, the Deputy City Manager and Chief Financial Officer and the
General Manager of Toronto Water, in consultation with Toronto and Region C.A.
officials, developed criteria for accessing land acquisition for Source Water Protection.
In recognition that the acquisition of land can contribute to the protection of Toronto’s
source water though the removal of property from urban development, City Council
directed Toronto Water to allocate a combined $2.5 Million from its capital budget in
2005 and 2006 to Land Acquisition.
The shift to recognition of the benefits of locally controlling by owning land means that
more and more municipalities will need budget allocations to achieve the goals of
protecting their sources of water. It is hoped the development of cost-sharing grants with
both the Federal and Provincial governments will greatly assist in a municipality’s ability
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to purchase properties. With even small matching grants, Toronto for instance, could
make acres of difference to their land acquisition program.
If other municipalities do decide to implement land control strategies there will be
implications to the form of ownership by which the land is held so that it will remain in
tact in perpetuity. It was not that long ago that rare natural C.A. areas were lost because
of a shift in provincial government policy.
C.A.s, now partners in source water protection plan development, had historically
acquired, held and shared naturally significant land bases as Conservation Areas
throughout Ontario. During the same period as the development of the Watershed
Strategies by C.A.s in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the provincial conservation land
tax rebate was eliminated causing many C.A.’s to sell off conservation lands to pay
taxes on the land holdings that were not revenue producing.
Land trusts, as opposed to out and out acquisition, are another approach that has had
some global success in holding lands for specific designations, like TLC The Land
Conservancy of British Columbia or The Thames Talbot Land Trust (TTLT) here in
Ontario. Land trusts are independent non-government organizations; however they
frequently work in partnership with governments, other organizations, foundations, and
businesses in achieving shared conservation goals. The objective is to protect lands
through a variety of mechanisms. These include - but are not restricted to - conservation
easements, landscape restoration, education as well as direct land acquisition.
As Leanne Lobe, with the Water Resources Protection department at the Region of
Waterloo emphasized to me, no matter how many by-laws or controls you have, you
really cannot control what happens on privately owned properties. Owning areas
significant to the protection of the water sources in seems to be the only way to assure
the safety of the land use practices. Directions taken need to recognize that maintaining
clean water will require new ideas about land management and a shift in our thoughts
about what land is suppose to be used for.
Thankfully this shift is happening. An indication of the types of values that we can see
being applied to land in the future is seen in the City of Toronto’s land acquisition criteria
which recognizes land for its importance in filtering of overland flows, creating storage
for stormwater and snow melt, as well as generally enhancing water quality.
Water management has traditionally been focused on providing enough for people to
drink, grow their food and support their industries. Well managed headwater grasslands
and forests reduce runoff during wet periods, increase infiltration to the soil and aquifers
and reduce erosion, such as sustaining flows during drought periods and reducing runoff
during floods. Conserving wetlands in particular, ensures adequate supplies of water;
helps maintain fisheries, arable and pasture land, wood and medicines as well as
habitats for wildlife. Owning intake zones appears to be the only sure method of
controlling inputs into these ecosystems.
This recognition of the role of the various elements within an ecosystem that contribute
to a sustainable clean water supply is influencing the direction councils are moving to
adhere to the Clean Water Act. To reach the goals of the source water protection
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program for Ontario we are seeing municipalities turn to a holistic watershed approach to
ensure the long-term integrity of water intake zones. Municipal ownership seems to be
one of the directions we will see municipalities move towards to assure the protection of
the systems that sustain our safe water supply.
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