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WHAT IS AN  
OFFICIAL PLAN?
The Niagara Official Plan will be a long-range, 
policy planning document used to guide the 
physical, economic and social development 
of Niagara. It will contain objectives, policies 
and mapping that form the Region’s approach 
to managing growth and the economy, protecting 
the natural environment, resources and 
agricultural land, and providing infrastructure.

WHY ARE WE CREATING  
A NEW OFFICIAL PLAN?  
The first Regional Official Plan was approved 
in the mid 1970’s. Over the years, amendments 
were made to reflect the Region’s increased 
planning functions under an evolving provincial 
planning system. In 2017, resources were 
allocated to develop the Niagara Official Plan. 
The new plan will be contemporary and user 
friendly, provide a consistent structure, and reflect 
the current comprehensive planning framework. 

WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS OF  
THE NIAGARA OFFICIAL PLAN?

GROWING REGION
How we manage growth and development, 
with a range and mix of housing forms, 
including affordable housing

CONNECTED REGION
How we improve connections with transit, 
recreation and trails, infrastructure 
and technology

COMPETITIVE REGION
How we increase our competitiveness by 
supporting employment opportunities and 
protecting agricultural lands 

VIBRANT REGION
How we enhance the vibrancy of 
communities by supporting strong urban 
design and protecting cultural heritage 

SUSTAINABLE REGION
How we protect our natural environment 
and plan for climate change

GROWING  
REGION

CONNECTED 
REGION

SUSTAINABLE 
REGION

VIBRANT 
REGION

COMPETITIVE 
REGION
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PURPOSE OF THE PUBLIC INFORMATION CENTRE:
• Introduce the Natural Environment Work Program being completed as part of the 
new Niagara Official Plan

• Present key findings from the background studies that are being completed 

• Detail next steps, including opportunities for ongoing public participation

• Answer questions and receive feedback

PLEASE SIGN-IN

WELCOME! 
PUBLIC INFORMATION CENTRE 
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NIAGARA’S NATURAL 
ENVIRONMENT
From an ecological perspective, every place is defined by 
a unique suite of conditions including landform, soils, water 
resources, and climate, which gives rise to the vegetation 
and wildlife that characterizes it. 

Niagara Region is bound by Lakes Erie and Ontario and 
the Niagara River is bisected by the Niagara Escarpment 
World Biosphere Reserve. This boasts a high diversity of 
flora and fauna owing to the climate that supports Carolinian 
species and their habitats. The physical and biotic features 
of the Region provide the character that defines it and which 
constitute the Region’s natural environment. 

The natural environment is a broad term that includes:
• natural heritage (e.g., woodlands, wetlands, and fish 

habitat, etc.)
• water resources (e.g., surface water, groundwater, 

seepages, etc.)
• natural hazards (e.g., floodplains, dynamic beaches, etc.), 

and recognizes the contributing land uses (e.g., agricultural 
land) and surrounding landscapes that support a 
healthy environment.

NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
PLANNING
Natural environment planning is intended to provide guidance 
for the protection of features, areas and natural systems while 
informing the identification of areas for growth and development. 
A healthy and resilient natural environment supports a range of 
industries, supports public health, recreation, and improves the 
overall well-being of residents.

Natural environment planning needs to consider our current natural 
features, functions and systems while planning for climate change 
and other threats to the health and ecological integrity of our 
natural environment.

Provincial plans, including the Provincial Policy Statement (PPS, 
2014), Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (2019), 
Greenbelt Plan (2017), provide direction for planning and policies 
that need to be implemented through the new Niagara Official Plan. 
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PROVINCIAL DIRECTION
Much of the direction for natural environment planning is 
provided by the Province. Provincial direction starts with the 
Provincial Policy Statement (PPS, 2014). The PPS identifies 
the types of natural features, areas, functions, and systems 
that must be identified and protected through the new Niagara 
Official Plan.

In some areas, the Province has identified more detailed 
natural heritage systems and policies. In Niagara we are 
responsible for implementing the Provincial Greenbelt Natural 
Heritage System and the Provincial Growth Plan Natural 
Heritage System (right). The Greenbelt NHS has been in place 
for a number of years and is generally reflected in existing 
Regional Official plan policies. The Growth Plan NHS is new, 
and will be implemented in the new Niagara Official Plan for the 
first time. Both the Greenbelt and Growth Plan natural heritage 
system’s apply outside of urban areas only.

Beyond Provincial natural heritage systems, Provincial direction 
requires natural heritage systems (NHS) and water resource 
systems (WRS) be identified by municipalities in accordance 
with the PPS and appropriately protected through Official 
Plan policies.

The Province provides a number of guidelines and other tools 
to assist municipalities in mapping natural systems, identifying 
natural features, and developing natural environment systems. 
These include for example, the Natural Heritage Reference 
Manual and Greenbelt Technical Paper.

Growth Plan Natural Heritage System

Greenbelt Plan Natural Heritage System

Provincial Natural Heritage Systems to be Implemented 
by Municipalities
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INTERACTION WITH 
AGRICULTURE
The biodiversity of the Region that the new Niagara Official Plan 
seeks to protect reflects several hundred years of co-existence 
with agricultural practice. The natural environment system is a 
mitigation response to development pressure, not agricultural use. 
Thus, it should be recognized that the natural environment system 
resides within and is integrated with the agricultural system and 
can be enhanced and protected while ensuring the agricultural 
system and normal farming practices are not encumbered.

The natural environment policies in the Greenbelt Plan and 
Growth Plan are not intended to restrict existing agricultural 
practices. In addition, exemptions are provided to “expansions or 
alterations to existing buildings and structures for agricultural uses, 
agriculture-related uses or on-farm diversified uses and expansions 
to existing residential dwellings may be considered within key 
natural heritage features, key hydrologic features and their 
associated vegetation protection zones” under certain conditions, 
such as ensuring impacts are minimized and mitigated to the 
extent possible.

The natural environment system can include features that are 
natural (e.g., woodlands and wetlands) as well as features that 
are created or modified, such as ditches and agricultural drains. 
Features that have been created for an intended purpose such as 
irrigation or drainage may also have characteristics that support 

other natural features and ecological functions. The development 
of the natural environment systems and policies will need to be 
consistent with Provincial Plans while recognizing the important 
function these created features have in supporting normal farming 
practices. As such, an important part of the natural environment 
work program will be to identify the required components of the 
natural environment system, protect those features and functions 
that are significant and important for the long-term resilience of 
the natural environment system, while ensuring normal farming 
practices are encouraged and can continue to take place. 

The new Niagara Official Plan will need to remain consistent 
with the Provincial policies that provide exemptions to certain 
agricultural uses.
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TRENDS AND ISSUES IN 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
PLANNING
Natural environment planning needs to recognize the trends, 
issues and threats that have a potential to impact our natural 
systems. For example, threats can result in changes to our 
natural environment requiring a new thinking and approach to the 
identification of component features in the natural environment 
system and how these features are protected through policy.

Further, there is increased recognition of the important ecosystem 
services provided by the natural environment, such as, mitigation 
of impacts from climate change, flood attenuation, carbon cycling, 
air purification, healthy communities, etc. There is an increased 
emphasis to maintain and manage our natural areas to ensure 
they are resilient and sustainable for the long-term and continue to 
provide the ecosystem services we rely on.

Maintaining or enhancing natural area cover in the Region 
is increasingly difficult to achieve as a result of natural and 
anthropogenic impacts. For example, certain forms of development 
and infrastructure may result in the removal of portions of, or 
even entire features where permitted through policy. An approach 
to preventing the cumulative loss of natural area cover is to 
adopt policies and provide tools to prevent the net loss of natural 
cover, or even require the demonstration of net gain, in order to 
ensure the natural environment system and associated ecological 
functions remain resilient for the long-term. 

THREATS FACING NIAGARA 
REGION’S NATURAL 
HERITAGE SYSTEM
Climate change is recognized as a significant threat to the natural environment, and can often 
work in conjunction with other threats to accelerate the deterioration of our natural areas. 
Consequently, planning should consider how to protect our natural areas from the impacts of 
climate change, while also understanding that natural areas are an important tool for mitigation 
and resilience. For example floodplains and wetlands can help mitigate the impacts of large 
storm events - by storing stormwater, allowing infiltration and releasing stormwater more slowly. 

Similarly, invasive species, such as Phragmities, Garlic mustard, and European Buckthorn 
have a significant impact on the health of our natural environment. Emerald Ash Borer (left) is 
a well known invasive beetle that is currently devastating ash forests across Niagara. Directly 
controlling invasive species is difficult through the land use policies of Official Plans alone, and 
can often be better addressed through by-law and other management tools.

Emerald Ash Borer 
(Agrilus planipennis)

Garlic Mustard dominating 
forest floor

Common Buckthorn forms a 
dense understory in woodlands

Dead ash trees in canopy 
of woodland as a result of 
Emerald Ash Borer

Natural areas provide important 
ecosystem services

North-South Environmental Inc

Credit Valley Conservation Authority Credit Valley Conservation Authority
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NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
WORK PROGRAM 
The purpose of the Natural Environment Work Program is to:
• To complete the necessary background studies to ensure the 

system development and policy formulation is informed by 
science and best available information

• To identify and evaluate options, and select a preferred option
• To develop Official Plan polices and mapping in conformance with 

Provincial direction and requirements
• To undertake public and stakeholder consultation to support the 

technical aspects of the work program
• To recommend tools that will be required to support the 

implementation of policy

SCOPE FOR NATURAL 
ENVIRONMENT WORK 
PROGRAM
The definition of ‘natural environment’ can mean something 
different to everyone. To ensure that the scope of the work program 
would be well understood - we attempted to clearly define it as an 
early step in the project. In-scope includes all of the environmental 
features and environmental systems as generally defined by 
the Province. 

IN-SCOPE
Natural Heritage Features
• Woodlands, wetlands, habitat of endangered 

and threatened species, fish habitat, etc.
Hydrologic Features
• Streams, seepage areas, wetlands, etc.
• Region’s watercourse identification and mapping project 
Water Resource Systems
• Groundwater systems
• Surface water systems
Natural Hazards
• Flooding hazards, erosion hazards, and dynamic beach 

hazards, etc.
• Wildland fires as per Section 3.1.8 of the PPS
Provincial Natural Heritage Systems
• Greenbelt Natural Heritage System and Urban River 

Valley designation
• Growth Plan Natural Heritage System
• Niagara Escarpment Plan as it relates to the municipal 

planning process
Watershed Planning and Stormwater Management

PROJECT OVERVIEW – 
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
The process that is being undertaken is generally the same 
as would be used for any other planning or scientific study. 
Information is collected, options are developed and analyzed, 
and an implementation plan is created for the preferred option. 
As highlighted - we are currently on Phase 3 - and are striving to 
inform and educate our stakeholders, partners, and the public on 
some of the key topics and issues related to natural environment 
planning in the Region. 

Project initiation and procurement1
Background study and discussion papers for 
mapping and watershed planning priority areas2

1st Point of Engagement: Inform on 
background study3

PROJECT PHASES

Develop and evaluate options for 
natural system(s)4

2nd Point of Engagement: Consultation 
on Options for the Natural System(s)5

Develop Regional Natural System(s)6

Develop OP Policies and Finalize Mapping7

3rd Point of Engagement: Draft OP Policies 
and Schedules8

Other Implementation Tools9



niagararegion.ca/official-plan
For more information: makingourmark@niagararegion.ca

SUSTAINABLE  
REGION
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

WHAT IS A NATURAL 
HERITAGE SYSTEM?
A Natural Heritage System (NHS) is a network of 
interconnected natural features and areas such as wetlands, 
woodlands, valleylands, watercourses, seepage areas and 
springs, and associated functions, such as wildlife habitat. 

Natural heritage systems are identified to help conserve 
biological diversity, maintain ecological functions 
(e.g. movement corridors for wildlife, endangered species 
habitat) and sustain ecosystem services that we all depend 
on (e.g. pollination, clean water, flood damage reduction). 

Ecosystem Functions
Forests provide important ecosystem 
functions such as air purification, carbon 
storage, water cycling, and opportunities 
for nature appreciation.

Biodiversity
Niagara is one of the most biodiverse 
Regions in Ontario, supporting over 300 
bird species, 53 mammals, 36 reptiles 
and amphibians, 90 types of fish and over 
1500 plants.

Ecosystem Services
Bees, butterflies and other pollinators are 
crucial for the pollination of many native 
plants and crops including many fruit, 
vegetable, oil, seed, and nut crops 

Source: Growth Plan Regional NHS Mapping – Technical Report

Some Building Blocks of a Natural Heritage SystemNatural Heritage System
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WHAT IS A WATER 
RESOURCE SYSTEM?
The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) recognizes the need for 
linkages and relationships that exist between natural heritage 
and water resource systems. In this regard, the PPS includes 
policies on water resource systems that also need to be 
considered, such that:

“Planning authorities shall protect, improve or 
restore the quality and quantity of water by:” … 
“identifying water resource systems consisting 
of ground water features, hydrologic functions, 
natural heritage features and areas, and surface 
water features including shoreline areas, which 
are necessary for the ecological and hydrological 
integrity of the watershed.” 

Provincial Plans provide direction to protect the Region’s water 
resources including drinking water supplies which are vulnerable 
to stresses by development, population growth and climate 
change. The Niagara Escarpment Plan also includes policies to 
protect water quality and quantity. 

Hydrologic Functions
Means the functions of the hydrological 
cycle that include the occurrence, 
circulation, distribution and chemical and 
physical properties of water on the surface 
of the land, in the soil and underlying 
rocks, and in the atmosphere, and water’s 
interaction with the environment including 
its relation to living things (Ministry of 
Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2014).

Ground Water Features
Ground water features include: recharge/
discharge areas, water tables, aquifers 
and unsaturated zones that can be 
defined by surface and subsurface 
hydrogeologic investigations.

Surface Water Features
Shoreline areas which are necessary for 
the ecological and hydrological integrity 
of the watershed; headwaters; rivers; 
stream channels; inland lakes; seepage 
areas; recharge/discharge areas; springs; 
wetlands; associated riparian lands that can 
be defined by their soil moisture, soil type, 
vegetation or topographic characteristics.

North-South Environmental Inc North-South Environmental Inc
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WATERSHED PLANNING
Watersheds are defined as an area that is drained by a river and 
its tributaries. The Provincial Policy Statement (2014) requires that 
watersheds be the ecologically meaningful scale for integrated and 
long-term planning. 

Watershed planning is a methodology which provides a framework 
for the protection of water resources, and the management of 
human and natural resources at a watershed scale. Watershed 
planning typically includes the characterization of the watershed, 
the identification of natural features,  the evaluation of potential 
threats and impacts, recommendation of mitigation measures, 
and a plan for implementation. Furthermore,  watershed planning 
has evolved to include the consideration of climate change and 
cumulative impacts, and can often result in recommendations for 
land-use planning, monitoring, and restoration. 

Subwatershed studies are completed under the overall framework 
of watershed planning and are done at a smaller-scale intended to 
address local issues. Subwatershed planning is often undertaken 
to specifically inform growth and development in a Municipality or 
secondary plan area.

Various scales of watersheds at which 
watershed planning may be undertaken.

This figure, which was provided by the Province in the 2018  DRAFT Watershed 
Planning Guidelines, illustrates the extent to which watershed planning is to 
“inform” other planning, infrastructure, and development activities.

Watershed planning in the Province has been evolving for 
decades. The 2014 PPS and new Provincial Plans now place a 
much greater emphasis on integration - planning and land use 
activities must be “informed by” watershed planning with the intent 
of achieving better outcomes.

The new Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan both have similar 
language that require the Region partnering with Local Area 
Municipalities and Conservation Authorities as appropriate, to 
ensure that watershed planning is undertaken, and that the results 
inform the land-use planning process.

By our estimation there are over 30 polices in the PPS, 
Growth Plan, Greenbelt Plan, and Niagara Escarpment 
Plan which reference the requirement for watershed 
and subwatershed planning.

The implication of this is that there is the need for the Region to 
have a framework for watershed planning – which will ensure 
that watershed plans are in place, and that there is direction 
for subwatershed planning to be completed at the local level. 



niagararegion.ca/official-plan
For more information: makingourmark@niagararegion.ca

SUSTAINABLE  
REGION
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

WOODLANDS
Woodlands play an important role in providing habitat for wildlife, 
cycling nutrients and water, storing carbon, moderating the impacts 
of climate change and urban heat effects, and improving the overall 
health and wellbeing of residents.

The new Niagara Official Plan will provide a clear set of criteria 
for identifying those woodlands considered as ‘significant’ that 
should be protected through policy, and mapped as part of the 
natural system. Criteria to identify significant woodlands can include 
size, age and proximity to other features such as watercourses, 
wetlands, and the Great Lakes.

Due to the uneven distribution of woodlands across the Region and 
the desire to direct growth to urban areas, size criteria to identify 
significant woodlands may vary geographically, such as:
• North and south of the escarpment
• Urban areas vs. rural areas
Local and Regional Tree By-Laws are a related tool for the 
management and protection of trees and woodlands. Following the 
completion of the new Niagara Official Plan there will be process to 
ensure alignment with the Regional Tree By-Law.

WETLANDS
Wetlands are seasonally or permanently inundated by water and 
are characterized by plants adapted to saturated soil conditions. 
Wetlands include marshes, wet meadows and thickets, bogs and 
fens, and seasonally flooded forests including slough forests. 

Wetlands are considered one of the most productive ecosystems. 
They support a high diversity of wildlife and provide numerous 
beneficial ecosystem services for people, such as, protecting 
and improving water quality, storing floodwaters and maintaining 
surface water flow during dry periods.

Wetlands are an important component of both the natural heritage 
system and water resource system. Wetlands are also generally 
regulated by Conservation Authorities. Wetlands can be identified 
as provincially significant (according to a set of protocols and 
criteria developed by the Province) or locally significant (as 
determined by the municipality or conservation authority). The new 
Niagara Official Plan will include policies to protect those wetlands 
considered as ‘significant’. Criteria to identify significant wetlands 
can include for example: 
• Size 
• Proximity to other significant wetlands 
• Wildlife species the wetland supports 

North-South Environmental Inc



niagararegion.ca/official-plan
For more information: makingourmark@niagararegion.ca

SUSTAINABLE  
REGION
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

SPECIES AT RISK 
Species at Risk are regulated under 
the Endangered Species Act (ESA) 
2007 (currently under review). It is the 
responsibility of the Province to enforce the 
Endangered Species Act and issue permits.

It is the responsibility of municipalities to 
ensure planning applications conform with 
the Provincial Policy Statement (2014)
regarding the protection of the habitat 
of endangered species and threatened 
species. For example, municipalities can 
require proof of proper correspondence 
and documentation, ensuring permits are 
obtained prior to issuing an approval for 
an application, or at least issue a condition 
of approval that requires all relevant 
correspondence be provided and permits 
be obtained. 

The new Niagara Official Plan may include 
policies to clarify the Region’s role or the 
Region may provide additional guidance in 
its Environmental Impact Study guidelines 
regarding submission requirements and 
species at risk.

WATERCOURSES  
AND FISH 
HABITAT
Watercourses convey water and can be 
characterized by their size and flow regime. 
Types of watercourses include:
• Headwater drainage features
• Ephemeral streams
• Permanent and Intermittent streams
• Rivers (higher order watercourses)
• Agricultural swales, roadside ditches, and 

municipal drains

Watercourses may also provide fish 
habitat, which is defined by the Federal 
Fisheries Act as: “spawning grounds and 
any other areas, including nursery, rearing, 
food supply and migration areas, on which 
fish depend directly or indirectly in order to 
carry out their life processes”

As a component of the natural environment 
systems, the new Niagara Official Plan 
will need to define watercourses and 
fish habitat in order to be consistent with 
Provincial Plans and Federal requirements. 
This will require clarifying the relationship 
between agricultural infrastructure and 
fish habitat, and exemptions to manage 
these features.

BUFFERS/
VEGETATION 
PROTECTION 
ZONE (VPZ)
An ecological buffer (or simply ‘buffer’) is 
an area of land located between a natural 
feature and lands that are subject to 
development or site alteration. A vegetation 
protection zone (VPZ) is a naturally 
vegetated buffer that is left in a ‘free to 
grow’ state. Buffers and VPZs are mitigation 
tools intended to protect natural features 
and associated ecological functions from 
impacts associated with a change in 
land use.

The width of the buffer and activities 
that may be permitted within it should be 
based on the sensitivity and significance 
of the natural feature and their contribution 
to the long term ecological functions of 
the overall natural environment system 
determined through an ecologically and/or 
hydrologically-based study. 

The Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan 
prescribe minimum 30 m VPZs from most 
natural heritage and hydrologic features. 
Exemptions are provided for certain 
agricultural uses (i.e. crops are permitted 
within buffers). The approach to prescribing 
buffers varies across municipalities, as well 
as within municipalities.

North-South Environmental IncNorth-South Environmental IncPauline Catling
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NEXT STEPS
Complete this 1st Point of Engagement and 
finalize Background Study and Discussion Papers1

Identify and evaluate options2

Present preliminary preferred option to Regional 
Council and initiate 2nd Point of Engagement3

OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
ONGOING PUBLIC 
PARTICIPATION 
• Visit niagararegion.ca/official-plan 

• Attend future Public Information Centres

•   For further information, please contact: 
Sean Norman, Senior Planner 
Planning and Development Services, Niagara Region 
1815 Sir Isaac Brock Way, Thorold, ON 
905-980-6000 ext. 3179 
sean.norman@niagararegion.ca 

WE WANT TO HEAR FROM YOU!
 

Please leave your comments and suggestions on the comment form.
Your comments will be reviewed and considered when developing and evaluating  

the options for Niagara’s natural environment systems and when developing policies.


