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for Lake Ontario and the St. Lawrence River 

International Joint Commission August 30th, 2013 

(Based on testimony give July 15
th

, 2013) 

WWF is one of Canada‟s largest and oldest conservation organizations, with staff and offices across 

the country including, Toronto and Montreal, providing us a strong presence in the Lake Ontario-St. 

Lawrence River region.  

Our work is science-based and solutions oriented.  Our freshwater program is aimed at protecting and 

restoring the health of Canada‟s aquatic ecosystems so that we and future generations can benefit from 

the many values they provide – from clean water and recreational opportunities to habitat for fish and 

waterfowl.   

Our organization has been following the development of the regulation plan with great interest since 

we profiled the St. Lawrence in our report, “Canada‟s Rivers at Risk” in 2009.  In this report, which 

focused on alteration of river flows, we highlight the poor and declining health of the St. Lawrence 

River, largely due to the highly regulated nature of the river.  We understand that Plan 2014 has the 

potential to have a national and global impact and can demonstrate the best in innovative water 

governance, adaptive management, and large scale aquatic ecosystem restoration.   

We are pleased with Plan 2014, as it sets out to restore aquatic biodiversity.  But a plan is not a 

solution – its implementation is.  That is why we chose to focus our submission on three key points: 

governance, adaptive management, and aquatic restoration because in our view it is these pieces that 

will be what ensure the plan ultimately delivers the intended impact.   

Governance 

The literature on water issues – from local to global – points to governance as the heart of water 

challenges.  The Lake-Ontario – St. Lawrence region is no exception.  Given the complexities of the 

environmental system and the range of stakeholders and interests in the region, the governance 

structure detailed in Plan 2014 will be instrumental in ensuring the considerations of all interests are 

evaluated in an accountable and transparent manner.   

Accountability can be addressed through both traditional command-and-control mechanisms such as 

through the Order of Approval and through more collaborative approaches via the adaptive 

management board.       



   

 

2 

 

 

Accountability and transparency should be enhanced through representation of a broad and diverse set 

of interests engaged in decisions in an ongoing way on the adaptive management board.  We believe 

that for the plan‟s implementation to be a success, the Board of Control should, in some way, reflect a 

broader range of interests.  This can be accomplished through direct membership in the Board of 

Control or through an advisory board.  A range of other stakeholders including First Nations, shipping, 

riparian property owners, conservation organizations and a reflection of the region‟s diverse geography 

should also be represented. 

How the Board of Control interacts with the public, whether outlined in the Order or not, is an 

opportunity to increase transparency as the plan is implemented and its benefits are realized.  

Appendix A includes additional detail and perspective on various aspects of governance discussed 

above. 

Adaptive Management: 

Adaptive management is crucial for ensuring that Plan 2014 can meet its goals and balance the regions 

diverse uses and interests, particularly as the amount of water in the system changes with a changing 

climate. The key to adaptive management is to create an ongoing process of improving knowledge 

about the system.  The intent of adaptive management is to transition to more precautionary and 

responsive governance regimes.  This can be accomplished by building flexibility for adaptive 

management into existing governance arrangements such as the Great Lakes Science Advisory Board 

or creating a new board.  The foundation of adaptive management is a commitment to long-term 

monitoring, assessment of the impacts of the Plan‟s implementation, and interpretation of the results, 

to determine whether the plan is meeting its goals or if actions need to be taken to ensure the goals of 

Plan 2014 are met.   

The four key environmental performance indicators that have been identified for monitoring: wetland 

vegetation, bird communities, northern pike, and muskrat are appropriate indicators grounded in 

scientific research and reflective of local ecosystem dynamics.  These performance indicators were 

identified during the LOSLR Study and subsequent follow up discussions as being highly significant in 

terms of representing broad ecosystem response, being sensitive to water level changes, and 

representing a relatively high degree of scientific certainty. 

Monitoring representatives, with expertise in ecology and shoreline erosion for example, should be 

engaged to analyze and report the outcomes of monitoring and implications for reaching Plan 2014 

objectives. Results of relevant existing monitoring programs should be used to the extent possible (e.g. 

monitoring under the Lake Ontario Lake-wide Management Plan) to ensure existing information 

sources are being used and new efforts don‟t duplicate, but rather complement, what is already 

happening to monitor Lake and River health.  Further, in both Ontario and Quebec, regionally relevant 

conservation authorities and basin organization already have monitoring programs.  Engaging these 
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types of organizations, who already work on the ground, will help ensure a thorough monitoring 

systems is in place.  Ideally, a coordinated and integrated monitoring network is put into action as 

early as possible in order to provide baseline data.  

 

It is recognized that there is a need to secure other governmental funding, in addition to the 

Commission's budget, to implement an adaptive management plan.  There needs to be sufficient 

funding in place for long-term, extensive monitoring and implementation of the adaptive management 

plan.  

See Appendix B for further details and perspective on monitoring. 

Aquatic Ecosystem Restoration 

We are very pleased that the IJC has gone to such great lengths to restore the Lake Ontario and St. 

Lawrence River to a more natural flow regime.  It is a historic opportunity to exercise principles of 

sound water management ensuring the most effective restoration of habitat for the survival of birds, 

mammals, fish, and communities along the shores of the Lake and River.  This plan has the 

opportunity to demonstrate large scale aquatic ecosystem restoration is both possible and compatible 

with and beneficial to economic development. 

The demise of the wet meadow habitats shows how the current regulation plan has damaged the 

region‟s ecology but studies show how Plan 2014 will provide relief.  For example, muskrats are a 

„keystone‟ species, and healthy muskrat populations represent a healthy, resilient ecosystem. Plan 

2014 will restore more natural fluctuations to Lake Ontario and enable muskrats to return to the coastal 

marshes. This will benefit the lake and river ecosystem and in turn, it will also provide a boost to the 

economy by increasing recreational opportunities like fishing, hunting and trapping, boating and bird 

watching. 

Coastal restoration and resilience in the region will depend on institutionalizing adaptive management 

to ensure better responses to extreme weather events.  There is a win-win-win potential for critical 

wetlands; an improved economy by restoring recreational opportunities and environments; and smarter 

community building and infrastructure.  It is important to recognize that land-use management plays a 

vital role in the costs of flooding and erosion damages.  While managing regulation for more natural 

flows is by far the most effective restoration intervention, other restoration strategies include: 

o Assess shoreline vulnerabilities and Enhance Natural shoreline 

o Update Mapping and Planning of shoreline 

o Resilience and adaptive planning 

o Community green infrastructure development 
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o Public engagement 

These strategies will aid in the creation of suitable land management regulations that should be 

instituted along all shorelines.  

In conclusion, we would like to stress the importance of communications to the success if Plan 2014.  

With stakeholders that are increasingly interested in and concerned about the health of our waters, the 

success of the plan and implementation will benefit greatly from enhanced and sustained 

communication.  For governance, ensuring decisions are transparent is dependent on sound 

communications.  Likewise, it is through communication efforts that adaptive management becomes 

an iterative process.  Understanding and communicating the impacts of Plan 2014 to stakeholders and 

the public creates the feedback loop of adaptive management.  We recommend pairing the 

implementation process with a clear communications strategy. 

We are pleased and very encouraged to see this important plan make it to the stage of public and 

technical hearings, which we take as a signal that it is moving closer to implementation.  The 

environmental degradation associated with existing regulation is well documented and there is a 

wealth of research demonstrating the benefits of returning to more natural flows in this region.   

After so many years of reviewing a new regulation approach we encourage the IJC and ultimately the 

respective Federal Governments to work quickly to finalize and implement this locally, nationally, and 

internationally important plan that will advance and sustain the health and wellness of our environment 

and of communities across the region. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Elizabeth Hendriks, MES 

Freshwater advisor, WWF-Canada 
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Appendix A: Additional detail and perspective on governance 

Membership of the Board of Control and Adaptive Management Board 

 The membership of the revised Board of Control needs to reflect the full range of expertise 

needed to implement Plan 2014. In particular, an ecologist with an understanding of Lake 

Ontario‟s wetlands and other important ecosystems should be appointed, as well as specialists 

on other aspects of the system, such as coastal processes and riverine habitats in the lower St. 

Lawrence River.  

 This diversity of expertise on the Board of Control should be included as a specific requirement 

in the Order of Approval to ensure that appropriate expert capacity is maintained as Board 

members change over time.  

 Board Members should include representation from across the system from Lake Ontario to 

Lake Saint Pierre, from Canada and the US, and from Quebec, Ontario, and New York State.  

 Conflict of interest for Board members should be avoided to the extent possible. If a conflict of 

interest arises it should be acknowledged in writing. 

 The approach of making decisions by consensus
1
 must be preserved even as Board Members 

change. Where consensus cannot be reached, the decision should continue to be referred to the 

IJC for resolution. However, the Board of Control should continue to have final responsibility 

in all cases where consensus is reached. 

Accountability 

 Performance reviews at the end of Board Members‟ fixed-term appointments should be 

maintained.   

 The performance of the Board as a whole should be reviewed by the IJC and made public every 

2-5 years to make sure that decisions are being made by consensus and that a good balance of 

different interests, including the environment, are being taken into account in decisions.  

 The performance of both the adaptive management plan and the participation of the public 

should also be reviewed every 2 – 3 years to ensure their effectiveness and make changes as 

required.  

                                                           

1
 http://www.ijc.org/conseil_board/islrbc/en/faq.htm#sec-03-03 
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 Every 2-5 years the IJC should make the outcomes of all performance reviews available to the 

public, and report publicly on progress toward meeting the stated objectives of Plan 2014. 

Reviews should provide a mechanism for recording and where feasible addressing public 

concerns and comments to keep basin citizens informed and engaged. 

Institutionalising public and stakeholder participation 

 The requirement for a public or stakeholder advisory group should be defined in the Order of 

Approval.  

 So that the wider public can also be involved, the Board should continue to hold public 

meetings
2
 every six months or whenever extreme conditions compel the Board is consider or 

take actions to deviate significantly from Plan 2014. At the meetings, the public should have 

the opportunity to raise their opinions and concerns.  

 All comments received from the general public during the meetings or via other channels 

should be retained and taken into consideration in decision making. 

 A simple easy-to-understand description or depiction (i.e. decision trees or flow diagrams) of 

the new decision-making processes should be made available to the public, so that everyone 

understands how the process works and how they can participate
3
. 

Information management and Provision 

 Information made available by the IJC should be user-friendly and accessible to the public. 

 Information management policies should be established and implemented to keep track of all 

the information coming in from the public and from monitoring under the adaptive 

management plan
4
.  

 The information management policies should define who should collect information and 

transmit it, where it should be stored, how information received should be followed up on, and 

how it should be communicated to the public.  

                                                           

2
 E.g. http://www.ijc.org/conseil_board/islrbc/en/progress_reports/117_StLawPR.pdf; 

http://www.ijc.org/conseil_board/islrbc/en/activities.htm 

3
 http://www.losl.org/PDF/ChangesandImpacts1950-2001-e.pdf 

4
 http://www.ijc.org/loslr/en/solution/planning.php 

http://www.ijc.org/conseil_board/islrbc/en/progress_reports/117_StLawPR.pdf
http://www.losl.org/PDF/ChangesandImpacts1950-2001-e.pdf
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 A database should be set up to store monitoring data, including baseline data and be accessible 

to the public.   

 News releases
5
 should continue to be produced each month in clear, non-technical language 

and format to communicate the Board‟s decisions to the public. Information and news releases 

should be conveyed through several communication channels, including social media, in order 

to maximise the number of people reached. Members of the public / stakeholder advisory 

groups should be required to distribute this information to their constituencies and networks. 

 The news releases should however include more information on the rationale for the Board‟s 

decisions and the resulting impacts in terms that are relevant for stakeholders rather than just 

providing technical information.   

 Any time there is a deviation from Plan 2014 a release should be produced explaining why the 

deviation occurred and the likely impacts on all interests, including the environment, 

recreational boaters, industry, shipping, and shoreline property owners.  The expected duration 

of the deviation should be clearly articulated, as should the actions to be taken to return to the 

requirements of Plan 2014. 

Education and awareness raising 

 It is important that background information on Lake Ontario and the St Lawrence as well as on 

Plan 2014 continues to be accessible to the public.  

 The website for Plan 2014
6
 is a useful resource and should continue to serve as an information 

hub for the plan and its implementation. All press releases and other communications materials 

should link to the relevant parts of the website. 

 The website and communication materials should continue to explain the limitations of water 

level regulation and that, for example, wind and waves and land-use practice all contribute to 

flooding and shoreline damage. 

 Those accessing information on Plan 2014 should also be directed to information held 

elsewhere, such as at the New York Department of Environmental Conservation
7
, on shoreline 

erosion, potential mitigation strategies, ways to get assistance with shoreline protection, etc. 

                                                           

5
 http://www.ijc.org/conseil_board/islrbc/en/publications.htm 

6
 http://www.ijc.org/loslr/en/background/ 

7
 http://www.dec.ny.gov/permits/67096.html 



   

 

8 

 

 

Appendix B: Additional detail and perspective on monitoring 

 Monitoring systems need to be established as early as possible and prior to the implementation 

of Plan 2014 in order to provide baseline data for existing conditions.  

 Monitoring representatives, with expertise in ecology and shoreline erosion for example, 

should be appointed to analyze and report the outcomes of monitoring activities and 

implications for plan operation. This should be done once every one – three years  

 The monitoring results and their analysis should be publically accessible. 

 Monitoring results should be communicated to the public to help them understand how the plan 

is functioning and the impacts of climate change.   

 The monitoring results and the plan should be independently and externally reviewed every one 

– three years, to ensure it is meeting expectations. The review should include opportunities to 

recommend the plan be adjusted if it is not functioning as expected or if there are significant 

changes in understanding of long-term trends in water supplies to the lake and river.  

 Stakeholders should be included in the review process, potentially via the representative 

stakeholder group
8
. 

 If implementation of the plan is changed on the basis of the monitoring results, a public 

communication plan is needed to explain why implementation is changing, how it will change 

and what the expected results are. 

  In communications about the adaptive management plan and the review process it should be 

made clear that the plan will be adjusted only if it is not producing the expected results or if 

water supplies are significantly changing. The purpose and intent of Plan 2014 must remain the 

same.  

 

                                                           

8
 See governance proposal 


