SUBJ: SPECIAL MESSAGE FROM GBA PRESIDENT SCOTT WHITE

I wanted to inform you of an important decision made by the GBA Board of Directors on Wednesday, Dec. 5.

The GBA has decided to launch an appeal with the Ontario Municipal Board concerning a proposed development on the shores of Georgian Bay near Oak Bay, which is in the Port Severn area of Georgian Bay Township.

The developer is proposing to build a golf course surrounded by 500 new homes/condominiums fronting on large wetlands that the Ministry of Natural Resources has designated a “Provincially Significant Wetland” and beside, if not within, other wetlands not yet assessed for designation. (If a wetland is designated as “Provincially Significant,” it means the province has decided it is a habitat that is critical to fish or wildlife and/or has a significant role in the local watershed and/or has unique features. The designation puts a more onerous undertaking on a developer to prove that its plans won’t have a negative impact on the wetlands.) In addition MNR has recommended that the rest of the adjacent shoreline wetlands are integral to the Provincially Significant Wetlands and should be assessed and added to the Provincially Significant Wetlands. Dr. Pat Chow-Fraser of McMaster University has assessed the wetlands near this proposed development and found them to be of very high value.
The GBA has been concerned about the impact and encroachment on these wetlands since it first became aware of this proposed development earlier this year. We previously sent a letter to the Township and the District of Muskoka and in August, GBA Environment Chair Mary Muter spoke at a public meeting. 

Our wetlands work relates to our work on water levels. The IJC has told us that protection of wetlands will win the day for us when decisions are being made on the need for mitigation in the St. Clair River. When the St. Clair River was dredged in the early 1960s, the IJC did not have to consider environmental impacts. They do now and loss of wetland habitat will play a major role in any decision going forward. Remember, 70 per cent of wetlands have been lost forever from Lakes Ontario and Erie due to infilling and pollution. Wetlands filter and clean the water. Eighty per cent of Great Lakes fish need wetlands at some point in their life for spawning and or nursery habitat. Invasive species like zebra mussels and round gobi don’t like wetlands, so they are a refuge for native fish.

During the summer, Mary Muter and Karl Schiefer, an aquatic biologist and a member of the board of Georgian Bay Land Trust, met with the developer, reviewed the property and expressed our concerns about impact on the wetlands. 

Since that time, the developers have had discussions with the Georgian Bay Land Trust (which has no affiliation with GBA or the GBA Foundation) about the possibility of the Land Trust obtaining the wetlands. (The property owned by the developer also includes water lots that contain some of the wetlands.) The GBA applauds both the developer and the Land Trust for this innovative approach which, if successful, could be a model for future development on the Bay.

However, as the Dec. 7 deadline approached for appealing the Georgian Bay Township’s rezoning decision on the property, no agreement had been reached between the developer and the GBLT.  The GBA was concerned that the protection provided by the Township is not adequate and that, absent an appeal, there would be limited ability to obtain the appropriate level of protection for these significant wetlands.

We have retained the law firm Birchall Northey to handle the appeal. In the documents filed with the appeal Dec. 7, we stated the GBA’s “reasons for objecting to the zoning by-law amendment focus exclusively on its treatment of wetlands and lands adjacent to the wetlands.” So to be clear, GBA is not objecting to the development per se. We feel, however, that the plan being proposed in its current form would have a serious negative impact on the wetlands.

We do not expect the appeal to have a major impact on GBA’s finances. We’ve been approached by a Georgian Bay cottager, who wishes to remain anonymous, who has committed to provide significant funding toward the costs of the appeal. We’ve also had discussions with another major stakeholder group which has indicated an interest in supporting GBA’s appeal.

Our board gave careful consideration to taking this step. Our preference is to work with governments and other stakeholders who are concerned with the environment of Georgian Bay. At the same time, wetlands have been a primary focus of our work for years and the board felt we would lose credibility if we did not do everything within our powers to make sure these Provincially Significant Wetlands were protected.

The GBA board will get regular updates on the appeal process and we’ll make sure to keep our member association presidents in the loop when there are major developments.

In the interim, if you have any questions about this issue, please contact Mary Muter (mmuter@sympatico.ca), our lead person on this file. Mary is working with Tim Lotimer, our incoming Executive Director.

As always, I’d also welcome your questions about this or any GBA matter.

In the event we don’t do another Presidents Message this month, on behalf of the GBA Board and Executive Director John Birnbaum, may I wish you and your family all the best over the holidays.

Regards,

Scott White

President

Georgian Bay Association

