Wetlands Matter

Reducing Canada’s municipal

by Rick Searle

Infrastructure de cit with wetlands

In the run-up to the October federal
election, the mayors of Canada’s biggest
cities called on the leaders of the politi-
cal parties to address critical municipal
issues like transit, affordable housing,
and infrastructure.

“We’ve seen over 40 years now of
declining investment in cities and com-
munities,” declared Vancouver Mayor
Gregor Robertson. “We face a mas-
sive infrastructure deficit that is a huge
burden for our cities to compete on the
global stage.”

Supported by the big city mayors
and municipal leaders from across the
country, the Federation of Canadian
Municipalities produced a platform
called “Strengthening Canada’s Home-
towns.”! It sought a commitment from
whichever party won the election to
increase federal funding for core mu-
nicipal infrastructure by $1.5 billion
annually through a mechanism that was
predictable, like the Gas Tax Fund. It
also recommended matching federal
funding of $300 million annually for the
next 20 years for clean water projects.

With the election over, FCM and
municipal leaders will be pressing the
new Liberal government and Prime
Minister Trudeau to adopt and deliver
on the platform. But, with the economy
sliding into recession, extracting the
necessary funding from federal coffers
could nevertheless prove difficult.

Prairie Wetlands: A Challenge
and an Opportunity

While there is no doubt that more
funding is badly needed, there is also
an opportunity to reduce the amount

required, particularly for water-related
infrastructure. To take advantage of this
opportunity, however, municipal leaders
must look beyond town and city limits,
and become more engaged with deci-
sions affecting the broader landscape.
This is especially true on the Canadian
prairies.

Over the past 40 years or so, some-
where between 70 and 90 percent of
the wetlands in this region have been

1 “Strengthening Canada’s Hometowns: A Road-
map for Strong Cities and Communities,” The
Federation of Canadian Municipalities 2015
Federal Election Platform <www.fcm.ca/
documents/reports/fcm/fcm_roadmap _en.pdf>.

2 “Natural Values: Linking the Environment to
the Economy,” Ducks Unlimited Canada, April
2006 <www.ducks.ca/assets/2012/06/nv6_wet.
pdf>.
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drained or filled in. Ducks Unlimited
Canada estimates the current rate of loss
around 80 acres (or 32 hectares) a day.>
That’s equivalent to 45 soccer fields,
day in and day out. Agricultural produc-
tion of crops is the primary cause, but
urban sprawl and industrial activities
are also taking a heavy toll.

The dramatic loss of wetlands, in
combination with climate change, is
having a profound effect throughout
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In 2003, the value of the services provided by
wetlands was estimated at about $20 billion annually.
Unfortunately, because these services are freely provided,
wetlands tend to be undervalued and underappreciated.

the entire one million square-kilometre
Lake Winnipeg watershed. Science has
shown that, in their absence, the impacts
of overland flooding and drought have
become more devastating, as have those
associated with declining water quality.
These impacts have placed great strain
on aging drinking water, wastewater,
and stormwater infrastructure, frequent-
ly causing it to fail.

Perhaps the most recent high-profile
case of failure occurred in the City of
Toledo, Ohio in August 2014, when
municipal leaders were forced to issue
a do-not-drink water advisory to the
city’s half-million citizens due to the
presence of microcystins in the water
supply, Lake Erie. Produced by blue-
green algae under certain conditions,
microcystins are notoriously toxic. Just
the year before, the city had spent $1
million on chemicals to supplement the
aging water treatment plant to deal with
the lake’s algae. The advisory triggered
a mad dash for bottled water, quickly
leaving store shelves bare; it also
brought much of the city’s economic
and social activity to a screeching halt.
To cope, water was trucked in from far
and wide. Luckily, the city’s treatment
plant was able to return the water to
safe-to-drink standards within a couple
of days; however, the problem of algae
blooms has not gone away, and the wa-
ter treatment plant still needs costly up-
grades or replacement, leaving the city
vulnerable to further water crises.

On the Canadian prairies, the Town
of Rivers in southwestern Manitoba
is under an indefinite do-not-boil-or-
drink water advisory for much the same
reason. Its worn-out treatment plant
buckled yet again under the pressure of
excessive turbidity in the water drawn
from the local reservoir. Turbidity is a
measure of relative clarity or cloudiness
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of water and is used as an indicator of
the effectiveness of filtration within the
treatment process. The more turbid-

ity or cloudiness, the greater the risk
of microbial pathogens being present.
To deal with this recurring problem,
municipal leaders have been forced to
propose building two new facilities:
one for treating drinking water, and the
other for wastewater. To pay for these
new facilities, residents are facing very
substantial rate increases that many fear
will drive those who are less well-off
financially out of business — and out of
town.

To no small degree, the problems
with water quality for the City of Toledo
and the Town of Rivers can be linked
to the loss of wetlands within their
respective watersheds. Algae blooms
are strongly linked to the presence of
nutrients like nitrogen and phosphorous,
which are commonly found with insuf-
ficiently-treated sewage and agricultural
runoff. In wetlands, water carrying
these elements is captured and held long
enough for plants to use them for their
growth. At the same time, any turbid-
ity settles out and the water becomes
clearer. Water also has sufficient time
to penetrate deeper into the ground,
replenishing groundwater supplies and
aquifers. By capturing and holding wa-
ter, wetlands reduce the risk of overland
flooding, just as they also provide a
hedge against drought.

An Undervalued and
Underappreciated Resource

In 2003, Ducks Unlimited Canada
estimated the value of the services pro-
vided by wetlands at about $20 billion
annually. Unfortunately, because these
services are freely provided, wetlands
tend to be undervalued and underappre-
ciated. Yet, if they were better protected
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and more restored, they could help to
significantly reduce the repair and re-
placement costs for wastewater, drink-
ing water, and stormwater infrastruc-
ture, which the Federation of Canadian
Municipalities estimated at $81 billion
in2012.°

As the Conference Board of Canada
noted in a 2009 study of water and
wastewater infrastructure, it is becom-
ing increasingly imperative that munici-
pal leaders take source water protection
more seriously. This requires planning
and management well beyond the local
reservoir, river, or well — to encompass
the entire watershed.

For this reason, municipal leaders
must become more actively engaged in
the development and enforcement of
surface and groundwater regulations,
with special attention to those affecting
the protection and restoration of wet-
lands.

While regulations are necessary,
however, they are not sufficient. Many
farmers are good stewards of the lands
they own and rent; they are aware of
the benefits provided by wetlands. But,
market pressures to maximize yields
from every hectare are intense and un-
relenting. The protection and restoration
of wetlands frequently impose extra
costs on a farming operation. Not sur-
prisingly, many agricultural advocacy
groups seek compensation for farmers
to offset these costs.

The idea of compensating farmers
for retaining and restoring wetlands
is not a far-fetched one. The practice
of paying for the ecological services
provided by agricultural lands is well

3 “The Canadian Infrastructure Report Card,”
Vol 1: 2012, Municipal Roads and Water
Systems <www.canadainfrastructure.ca/down-
loads/Canadian_Infrastructure Report Card
EN.pdf>.



established in many countries, particu-
larly within Europe. And, it is rapidly
gaining acceptance and use in Canada.
However, securing adequate funding for
ecological services programs remains a
significant challenge. As a consequence,
the impact of such programs is limited
to small sections of land, rather than be-
ing watershed wide.

Municipal leaders could play a
greater role as advocates for compen-
sation programs. They could go as far
as diverting some of their municipal
infrastructure dollars into programs that
result in the protection and restoration

of wetlands within the watershed where
their cities and communities reside.

They could also implement educa-
tional programs to ensure more of their
citizens understand and appreciate the
very real social, economic, and ecologi-
cal benefits provided by wetlands. This
is very important as urban dwellers, par-
ticularly those in the big cities, make up
a large percentage of voters in any prov-
ince and therefore have considerable
influence over political decision making
that impacts regulations or compensa-
tion programs.
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Canada’s municipal water infra-
structure crisis will not be resolved by
merely pouring more money into repairs
and replacements of pipes and plants.
Such actions do not address root causes,
and leave systems vulnerable to being
overwhelmed down the line. While
little can be done to stop the impacts
of climate change over the foreseeable
future, much can be done to reduce the
costs of aging and failing infrastructure
through the protection and restoration of
wetlands.
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