
Growing the Green,
Protecting the Blue

Over 100 community groups across the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe are asking the provincial government to grow 
the Greenbelt to protect critical water supplies used by local 
residents, farmers, rural communities and others. The integrity 
of a series of headwaters, moraines, wetlands, and recharge 
lands that ring the current Greenbelt, are experiencing a range 
of ongoing threats and impacts from development. While some 
municipalities have recently taken steps to further protect these 
features, only the Greenbelt offers permanent protection.

The current provincial review of the Greenbelt and Growth 
Plans for the Greater Golden Horseshoe is an opportunity 
to grow the Greenbelt, build complete communities and 
secure the health and prosperity of the region. In its proposed 
changes, the Ontario government has taken positive steps 
to add urban river valleys and coastal wetlands. But this still 
leaves many other vulnerable and important hydrological areas 
without the consistent and long-term standards of protection 
offered by the Greenbelt.

This document answers some frequently asked questions  
to do with the Greenbelt and its potential expansion.

For additional maps and information please go to 
www.growourgreenbelt.ca, or pick up a copy of the 
accompanying brochure, Growing the Green, Protecting  
the Blue.



Growing the Greenbelt, Protecting the Blue Q&A 

1. Why Grow the Greenbelt?

To Protect Vital Drinking Water Supplies to 1.25 Million Residents 

•  Several areas outside the Greenbelt boundaries play a critical role in supplying 
groundwater and recharging aquifers. Together these areas are relied on as a source 
of drinking water by at least 1.25 million people in the cities of Waterloo, Guelph, 
Kitchener, Cambridge, Brantford, as well as Wellington, Simcoe and Brant Counties.1

•  Despite their importance, these areas have weaker and less consistent standards of 
protection than similar areas within the Greenbelt, such as the Oak Ridges Moraine 
and the Greenbelt’s natural heritage and water resource systems.

•  Expanding the Greenbelt, and extending its natural heritage and agricultural systems 
policies, will ensure the identified source water areas are permanently off-limits to 
growth and urbanization. This will benefit local residents, businesses, farmers and 
agri-food industries.

1  See companion primer ‘Growing the 
Green, Protecting the Blue’, for maps 
and more information
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Without the Greenbelt, Population Growth Will Place Increasing 
Stress on These Areas 

•  Regional population growth is expected to continue long into the future—the GGH’s 
population is forecast to grow by an extra 4.8 million from its current 8.7 million  
(for a total of 13.5 million people) by 2041.

•  A quarter of this growth is allocated to the ‘outer ring’ municipalities of Simcoe,  
Brant-Brantford, Guelph-Wellington, Waterloo, and Dufferin, where Greenbelt policies 
largely do not apply.2

Analysis by Neptis found that despite the lower population numbers, the outer ring has 
designated almost as much land for development as the inner ring, a finding which 
suggests “the potential for leapfrog development beyond the Greenbelt”.3

2  Amendment 2 to the Growth Plan  
for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 
Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs 
and Housing

3  Neptis Foundation, Understanding 
the Fundamentals of the Growth Plan, 
March 2015

4  Neptis Foundation, Implementing  
the Growth Plan for the Greater  
Golden Horseshoe, 2013

•  Although the Greenbelt has been successful at protecting sensitive water and natural 
systems from urbanization, the Growth Plan—which regulates areas beyond the 
Greenbelt boundaries—contains loopholes and exemptions, which allow growth 
where it shouldn’t go and undermine the Plans’ intent to protect the environment while 
growing more sustainably.4

•  In addition, the province’s Source Water Plans will not fully protect groundwater and 
surface water recharge and discharge lands.

The proposed Greenbelt expansion areas include:

•  Simcoe County’s groundwater recharge/discharge areas, headwaters and 
significant wetlands;

•  The Waterloo, Paris-Galt and Orangeville Moraines in Wellington and Brant 
Counties and Waterloo Region, which provide groundwater for at least  
800,000 residents;

•  Key headwaters and river valley connections between the Oak Ridges Moraine 
and Lake Ontario;

•  The Lake Iroquois Shoreline in Northumberland County.
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Growing the Greenbelt Has Widespread Support

•  The ‘Crombie Panel’, which advised the provincial government during the Coordinated 
Land Use Planning Review, highlighted the need for greater protection of water 
resources, and recommended growing the Greenbelt to extend protection to areas 
of critical ecological and hydrological significance such as headwaters, moraines, 
groundwater recharge areas, and major urban river valleys.9

•  The province’s proposed changes would grow the Greenbelt to include 28 urban river 
valleys and coastal wetlands, but not the other areas identified in the ‘Bluebelt’. These 
will be addressed through a process and new policies to identify and include areas 
“where important water resources are under pressure from urban growth.”10

•  Over 120 environmental, community and agricultural organizations support the 
recommendations to expand the Greenbelt into critical water resource area. These 
include Environmental Defence, the Ontario Greenbelt Alliance, the Oak Ridges 
Moraine Partnership, Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation, Ontario Nature, David 
Suzuki Foundation, Lake Ontario Waterkeeper, Sierra Club Ontario, and grassroots 
coalitions in Simcoe County, Brant County, Wellington County, Guelph, Waterloo 
Region, and Northumberland County.

•  The Environmental Commissioner of Ontario (ECO) recommended the Greenbelt be 
expanded into Simcoe to strengthen policies in the Lake Simcoe Protection Plan, 
prohibiting expansion of water/sewer servicing and encourage the growth of inland 
communities, and development on provincially significant wetlands.11

5  Intergovernmental Action Plan for 
Simcoe, Barrie and Orillia, 2006

6  Oro-Medonte groundwater affected 
by Barrie biosolids storage, Barrie 
Advance, May 16, 2016

7  Water taking could have ‘significant’ 
impact on wellhead protection areas, 
Wellington Advertiser, October 9, 
2015; Water a worry for future Guelph, 
Guelph Mercury, May 4, 2015

8  Town of Ajax, Submission to the 
Coordinated Land Use Planning 
Review, May 2015

9  Planning for Health, Prosperity 
and Growth in the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe: 2015 – 2041, 
Recommendations of the Advisory 
Panel on the Coordinated Review, 
December 2015

10  Shaping Land Use in the Greater 
Golden Horseshoe, Government  
of Ontario, May 2016; see also, 
Proposed Greenbelt Plan, 2016 
(available at http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/
Page10882.aspx)

11  ECO Annual Report, 2009/10

Growth is already placing stress on water supplies and the function  
of natural systems in areas outside the Greenbelt

•  Rapid growth in Simcoe County is threatening to exceed the assimilative 
capacity (ability to absorb and filter waste) of the Nottawasaga and Lake 
Simcoe watersheds.5 Some local farmers report water shortages impacting their 
operations, and recent reports suggest groundwater quality may be at risk.6

•  Similarly, groundwater quantity is a growing concern in the City of Guelph and 
Wellington County, as population growth puts pressure on water supplies.7

•  In Ajax, the Mayor and Council have warned that anticipated development on 
the Carruthers Creek headwaters (in Pickering) would increase flooding risk and 
economic costs for the Town and thousands of downstream residents, and called 
on the province to intervene.8
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Growing the Greenbelt Will Have Numerous Additional Benefits 

• Protecting the proposed ‘Bluebelt’ areas will have a number of co-benefits, including:

 – Protection of wildlife corridors for migration and movement.

 –  Improving local resilience to climate change impacts, including extreme weather, 
floods, drought, invasive species.

 –  Locking in millions of tonnes of carbon stored in wetlands, woodlands and river 
valleys, valued in the billions of dollars.

 –  Supporting the agricultural system which in turn benefits farmers and ensures a 
sustainable local food supply.

  Businesses, in particular the region’s significant agriculture and agri-food industries 
rely on an abundant source of clean water.

More than 90% of residents polled in 2015 were in favour of growing the Greenbelt 
to protect water supplies, sensitive natural environments, and farmland. The polling 
also found that rural areas had consistently higher support than urban areas.12

12  Environics Public Opinion Research 
on the Greenbelt, December 2015, 
available at greenbelt.ca/ontario_
greenbelt_environics_polling_2015
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2. What are the Benefits of the Greenbelt?

It permanently protects lands and waters that benefit almost  
9 million people

•  Protects 2 million acres of water resources, natural areas, farmland and rural 
communities around the Greater Toronto Area and Hamilton.

•  Provides a permanent barrier to urban development, preserving agricultural and  
rural areas—including the Niagara Escarpment (a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve),  
and Oak Ridges Moraine (that acts as a giant rainbarrel and is the source of over  
65 rivers and streams).

•  Works with the Growth Plan to redirect urban growth, to encourage the creation of 
livable ‘complete communities’ with a greater range of affordable housing options,  
and access to transit and local amenities.

•  Sustains a clean drinking water source that benefits millions of residents.

•  Plans for and provides the highest protection for a natural heritage system, including 
core natural areas and corridors that allow plants and animals to move, and extends 
equal protection to all wetlands, streams, seepage areas and springs.

•  Supports an agricultural land base that produces over 200 different crops, livestock 
and dairy products.

www.growourgreenbelt.ca6



It Supports Municipalities to Grow More Sustainably

•  Provides permanent protection that cannot be undone or weakened by future 
municipal councils.

•  Provides certainty for long-term planning and investment for municipalities, farmers, 
developers and other industries.

•  Deters land speculation and inappropriate development proposals and, by extension, 
reduces the risk of costly Ontario Municipal Board appeals.

•  Allows municipalities to adopt strong policies to support natural heritage and 
agricultural systems protection, acting as a provincial policy safety net against 
potential opposition.

•  Supports redirecting growth to existing urban areas to create compact, livable 
communities. This makes the most efficient use of existing infrastructure and 
minimizes new spending.

It Has Stronger Water and Environmental Protections than  
Other Policies 

•  Contains stronger language than the Provincial Policy Statement (improve or restore 
vs. minimize negative impacts).

•  Contains growth by limiting sewage and water infrastructure for settlements that do  
not currently have Great Lakes or Lake Simcoe-based services (except in cases to 
protect health).

•  Extends equal protection to all wetlands and increases protection for streams, 
seepage areas and springs.

•  Requires a “comprehensive, integrated and long-term approach” to managing water 
quality and quantity; this includes protecting vulnerable surface and groundwater 
areas from development, (e.g. recharge and discharge areas, aquifers, headwaters 
and surface water areas), and encouraging planning across watersheds and 
municipal boundaries.

It Acts as a Strong Deterrent to Aggregate Extraction 

•  Stricter aggregates policies than the Provincial Policy Statement: no new operations 
are allowed in significant wetlands, woodlands, and habitat of endangered species, 
in Natural Core Areas (ORMCP), or Escarpment Natural and Protection Areas (NEP). 
Beyond these designations, new or expanded operations must pass stringent criteria.

•  Since 2005 there have been no new aggregates operations in the Greenbelt. Just 
three expansions of existing pits or quarries have been approved, covering just 149 
acres—less than 0.01% of the Greenbelt’s area.13

Climate change and the Greenbelt

The Greenbelt is a key part of Ontario’s plans to adapt to and mitigate climate 
change. It stores over 100 million tonnes of carbon—equivalent to 60% of Ontario’s 
annual greenhouse gas emissions—and protects green infrastructure, such as 
wetlands, forests, and agricultural land, that improves resiliency to climate change 
impacts. Growing the Greenbelt will provide insurance against these impacts: 
including droughts, floods, rising temperatures, and extreme weather events.

Growing the Greenbelt, Protecting the Blue Q&A 

13  Ontario Stone, Sand and Gravel 
Association, Submission to Coordinated 
Land Use Planning Review
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It Creates Economic Benefits and Savings 

•  Anchors the region’s agriculture, tourism and recreation industries, providing an 
annual impact of $9.1 billion to the provincial economy and 161,000 full-time jobs.14

•  Agriculture and agri-food manufacturing in the Greenbelt and Greater Golden 
Horseshoe is a top industry in Ontario contributing almost $11 billion and 110,000  
jobs to both our rural and urban economies.15

•  Local farmers fuel a regional food economy that increases access to healthy, local 
food choices, including over 100 farmers’ markets (which have doubled in the past  
10 years).

•  The potential for growth in the regional food economy is huge: replacing 10% of 
produce imports with locally grown alternatives would create 3,400 jobs and boost 
Ontario’s GDP by $250 million.16

•  Protecting natural capital (wetlands, woodlands, groundwater etc.) provides economic 
benefits with an annual value of $2.6 billion, e.g. stormwater management, air and 
water filtration, flood control, and carbon storage.17

•  Shifting from sprawl to compact development can create huge savings for 
municipalities and taxpayers: 30-50% lower infrastructure costs, $200,000 over the 
lifetime of a single car, and reduced congestion which costs the regional economy  
$6 billion each year.18

Growing the Greenbelt, Protecting the Blue Q&A 

14  Evaluating the Economic Benefits of 
Greenbelt Assets, FGBF Occasional 
Paper, March 2012

15  Dollars and Sense: Opportunities to 
Strengthen Southern Ontario’s Food 
System, Econometric Research Ltd., 
January 2015

16  Ibid.
17  Ontario’s Wealth, Canada’s Future: 

Appreciating the Value of the 
Greenbelt’s Eco-Services,  
David Suzuki Foundation, 2008

18  Environmental Defence, From Dumb 
Growth to Smart Growth, 2015
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Farming in Ontario’s Greenbelt

A 2013 study, Farming in Ontario’s Greenbelt, interviewed farmers and planners on 
their experiences in the Greenbelt.24 Among the report’s findings were:

That “many farmers acknowledge their desire to keep prime agricultural land 
protected from development and appreciate the intent of the Greenbelt”

Farmers identified several benefits and opportunities associated with the Greenbelt, 
including the ability to proceed with business investments knowing the land 
surrounding them will remain undeveloped; and the advantage of being close to  
the country’s largest and most diverse market

Farmers raised concerns, feeling that natural heritage takes priority over agriculture; 
value-added activities are restricted; they deal with multiple layers of regulations; 
and provincial policies are inconsistently interpreted by municipalities and 
conservation authorities.

Along with growing the Greenbelt, the province proposes to address these 
concerns during the Plan amendments.

3. Is the Greenbelt Working?

Strengthening Environmental Protection 

•  A report from the Conservation Authorities Moraine Coalition (CAMC) concluded the 
Greenbelt has been effective at maintaining watershed health – surface and ground 
water quality, and forest cover. The report also noted that additional actions or policies 
are necessary to meet the goals of restoring and enhancing natural areas.19

•  An investigation into wetland protection policies concluded the Greenbelt is protecting all 
wetlands (local, regional and provincially significant) from most forms of development.20

Supporting Agriculture 

•  The Greenbelt has been widely acknowledged for increasing attention on farming 
and consumer demand for local food. Over the last 10 years, farmers’ markets have 
doubled in number and sales, and millions of dollars have been dedicated to building 
a local food supply chain from field to fork across the region.

•  Studies have found that, while farmers in the Greenbelt have legitimate concerns 
and difficulties, many are unrelated to the Greenbelt Plan policies or experienced by 
farmers across the province.

•  Increasingly, farmers are able to make investments and innovate to grow their farm 
businesses thanks to the certainty and protection provided by the Greenbelt.21

Popular Among the Public 

•  An overwhelming majority of residents in the region support the Greenbelt. The public 
perceives protecting water resources and farmland as the top benefits delivered by 
the Greenbelt.22

•  In a recent poll, nine out of ten respondents believe it is important to grow the 
Greenbelt to protect drinking water supplies and safeguard against urban sprawl.23

19  Report Card on the Environmental 
Health of the ORM and Adjacent 
GB Lands, CAMC, 2015

20  Protecting Greenbelt Wetlands: 
How Effective is Policy? Ducks 
Unlimited Canada, EcoJustice, 
Earthroots, and Ontario Nature, 
2012

21  Greenbelt Farmers:  
Sowing the Seeds of Success, 
Wheeler Group Inc., July 2015

22  Public Opinion on the Greenbelt,  
its Review and Local Food, 
Environics, September 2015

23  Ibid.
24  Farming in Ontario’s Greenbelt: 

Possibility Grows Here,  
Wayne Caldwell, June 2013
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The Greenbelt Does Not Impact Housing Affordability

The Greenbelt does not restrict land supply or increase house prices in the GTAH,
according to research by RBC and Pembina Institute,26 and Neptis Foundation.27 
They found that:

1  There is enough land already allocated for urban expansion—107,000 hectares—
to accommodate population growth to at least 2031;

2  Towns and cities are growing up faster than they are growing out, a marked shift 
from 10 years ago;

3  Access to cheap credit and favourable mortgage rules are the main factors 
behind rising prices, coupled with strong demand for housing in established 
neighbourhoods.

The proposed new Growth Plan rules, together with a stronger Greenbelt, will 
discourage urban sprawl. This is necessary because sprawl adds many hidden 
costs to the price of a home, from the lifetime costs of car ownership and property 
taxes, to higher air pollution, increased congestion and lost time spent in traffic. 
Instead, the rules will encourage more efficient use of land, resources and 
infrastructure to create the complete communities that are in such high demand 
from homebuyers.

4.  How does the Greenbelt Impact  
Growth and Development?

•  The Greater Golden Horseshoe is one of the fastest-growing regions in North America, 
with an estimated 4 million people moving to the region in the next 25 years.

•  Municipalities can continue to grow within current urban boundaries (which provide for 
growth to 2031 or 2041). They must meet Growth Plan targets which are expected to 
increase as a result of the Coordinated Land Use Review.

•  The proposed amendments to the Growth Plan will (1) increase intensification to 60% 
(up from 40%), and (2) increase greenfield density targets to 80 residents and jobs per 
hectare (up from 50). Other changes will require greater density around transit hubs, 
create a standard method for municipalities to allocate new urban growth, and place 
strict criteria around future urban expansions.25

•  Development is allowed in the Greenbelt, provided it meets the goals of the Greenbelt 
Plan (e.g. supports agriculture, recreation and rural economies).

•  Towns and cities in and around the Greenbelt are building up, and not out, using less 
land and creating more ‘complete communities’. Doing so provides more affordable 
options for a greater range of people—of all incomes, ages, and needs—and supports 
amenities like transit close to where people live.

25  Proposed Growth Plan, May 2016 (see 
www.mah.gov.on.ca/Page10882.aspx) 

26  Priced Out: Understanding the factors 
affecting home prices in the GTA,  
Cherise Burda, November 2013 

27  The Land Supply Question in the  
Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area,  
Neptis Foundation, March 2015
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5.  Proposed Greenbelt Expansion  
– ‘Bluebelt’

How was the ‘Bluebelt’ map created 

•  A coalition of environmental groups and experts (including ecologists, planners and 
hydrologists) developed a set of criteria based on importance, vulnerability and 
community support. These criteria were then used to identify a preliminary set of areas 
where critical water resources were threatened and in need of stronger protections.

•  The map has been refined in consultation with representatives from the affected 
communities, including municipal staff and elected officials, farmers, developers, 
ratepayers associations, community and environmental groups.

What are the criteria used to define the additional areas? 

•  Criteria:

 –  Expansion areas are hydrologically and ecologically significant and are high value 
natural capital assets.

 –  Expansion areas meet the vision and goals of the Greenbelt and Growth Plans.

 –  Expansion areas are adjacent to or demonstrate a functional relationship to the 
Greenbelt’s natural heritage and water resource systems.

 –  Expansion areas are vulnerable or directly threatened by development pressures 
and human activities.

 –  Local support exists in each expansion area.

What data was used in the map? 

•  Data for the proposed Greenbelt expansion maps were sourced from the Province 
of Ontario, Conservation Authorities, Source Protection Committees, upper-tier 
municipalities, Neptis Foundation and Nature Conservancy of Canada. For more 
information on data sources go to www.growourgreenbelt.ca.
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Supporting Groups

AWARE Simcoe

Concerned Citizens of Brant

Couchiching Conservancy

David Suzuki Foundation

Earthroots

EcoSpark

Environment Hamilton

Environmental Defence

Food and Water First

Friends of the Greenbelt Foundation

Grand River Environmental Network

Lake Ontario Waterkeeper

Midhurst Ratepayers Association

Municipal Leaders for the Greenbelt

National Farmers Union – Brant/Hamilton/Halton

Ontario Farmland Preservation

Ontario Greenbelt Alliance (117 members and growing)

Ontario Land Trust Alliance

Ontario Nature

Ontario Network on Ecosystem Services

Save the Oak Ridges Moraine (STORM) Coalition

Sierra Club of Ontario

Simcoe County Greenbelt Coalition

Smart Growth Waterloo

Sustainable Brant

Sustainable Cobourg

Toronto Environmental Alliance

Tutela Heights Phelps Road Residents Association

Water is Life: Water Justice Coalition

Wellington Water Watchers

Over 100 community groups want to  
#GROWOURGB

Find out more at 
www.growourgreenbelt.ca


