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Environmental Land Management Plan for the Niagara Parks Commission: 
Stage 1 

 
The Niagara Parks Commission (NPC) is a financially independent agency of the 

government of Ontario.  It has experience dealing with large numbers of visitors and a 
small but dedicated ecological staff. NPC aspires to develop an international reputation 

for excellence in ecological land management and biodiversity conservation that 
parallels its reputation in the field of horticulture.   

1. INTRODUCTION & PURPOSE 

Natural areas of the Niagara Parks Commission are of local, regional, provincial, national and 
international significance; roughly two thirds of the NPC lands (Figure 1.1) are hotspots of 
terrestrial or aquatic biodiversity (Kraus, Marriott, Hayes et al. 2007).   The Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources (2005a) has identified pollution, habitat loss, invasive species, unsustainable 

use of land, and climate change as the biggest threats to biodiversity. The millions of visitors to 
the area each year have played a significant role in disturbing the natural ecological functions of 
natural areas. Protecting the integrity of ecologically sensitive areas within the Niagara Parks 
system has proven difficult given the development associated with tourism and the vast number 
of visitors. Environmental degradation and loss of biodiversity in many of the Parkôs more 
sensitive areas are the result. 
 
The NPCôs lands stretch continuously along the west bank of the Niagara River for 56 

kilometres from Lake Erie northward to Lake Ontario (Figure 1.2). The total area of NPC land is 
1720 hectares. The Niagara Parks land encompasses a number of natural features that are of 
ecological and geological significance including: the Niagara Gorge, the Niagara Escarpment, 
the Onondaga Escarpment, numerous wetlands and rivers, the whirlpool and whirlpool rapids, 
and the Niagara Falls. They also provide habitat for a wide variety of flora and fauna, including 
numerous Species at Risk. The NPC manages a number of environmentally sensitive areas, 
which they either own or lease (leased areas include a section of Paradise Grove). Many of 
these areas contain a trail system that is open to the public. The trails are used extensively by 

community members and tourists. For the purposes of this report, the Parks have been divided 
into three areas:  

 Area 1 ï North Niagara River Parkway, North of Rainbow Gardens to Navy Hall 
 Area 2 ï Queen Victoria Park (Rainbow Gardens to Dufferin Islands) 
 Area 3 ï South Niagara River Parkway, South of Dufferin Islands to Old Fort Erie 

 
The goal of the NPCôs current Environmental Mission Statement is to: ñimprove environmental 
quality and sustainable development throughout the Parks system for the benefit of visitors, 

employees and associates.ò At present, however, some environmental problems associated 
with the development surrounding the Niagara Parksô land have posed serious threats to the 
NPCôs ability to achieve the goal set forth in itsô mission.  
 
The purpose of this report is: (1) to identify threats to biodiversity on NPC lands and, (2) to 
provide a framework of management strategies to deal with these threats. In order to achieve 
this goal, an analysis of current NPC practices and areas of concern, current research 
pertaining to the NPC and biodiversity conservation, government reports, laws, regulations, and 

current practices in biodiversity conservation are analyzed and incorporated into the findings 
and recommendations.  
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 Figure 1.1: Species Hotspots Carolinian Life Zone 
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Figure 1.2 Overview of NPC Lands 
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2. ECOLOGICAL and LAND DESIGNATIONS 

The NPC lands include a number of land use and ecological designations that were created to 
protect species and ecosystems. Many of these lands are protected by federal and provincial 
Acts and legislation (Table 2.1).  R.A. Ritchie, Park Naturalist for the NPC, has also begun a 
detailed Biological Survey for the NPC lands, which is currently available in draft form (Appendix 
A; Oldham 2006). Numerous anecdotal reports and formal studies for the NPC have also been 

cited in Brown et al. (2006). These reports include: Annual Reports of the Commissioners for 
Queen Victoria Niagara Falls Park 1893-96, 1898-1902 [cited in Ritchie 2003]; Hamilton 1943; 
Cuddy et al. 1976; RMON 1985; Yaki 1986; Riley 1994; Varga 1992, 1993, 1995; NPC 2003a,b; 
OMNR 2003; Ritchie 2003. One difficulty with using these studies is the lack of consensus on 
terminology used.  Future work must strive to adopt a common language to allow other 
disciplines easier use of the information. 

 2.1 Niagara Parks 

In the Niagara Parks Act (1990) ñQueen Victoria Park, Queenston Heights Park, Niagara River 
Parkway, and all other land heretofore or hereafter vested in or placed under the control of the 
Commission, including roads and boulevards and any interest in land and land covered with 
waterò have all been classified as being under the control of the Niagara Parks Commission. It is 
therefore the Niagara Parks Commissionôs duty, as set forth in this Act, to manage, control and 

develop the Parks and to achieve the objectives that have been established. NPC land holdings 
include approximately 600 separate pieces, some only metres across and others which are 
large and include entire golf courses.   

2.2 NPC Environmentally Sensitive Areas 

Different agencies have differing criteria for what constitutes an ñenvironmentally sensitive 
areaò. Table 2.2 provides a list of terms and definitions that are currently being used by various 
organizations relevant to the NPC. It is important to examine the various definitions in order to 
determine which definition is most suitable for the NPC.  The Regional Municipality of Niagara 
(2004), in its Policy Plan, recognized the need for ñadded information on environmentally 
sensitive areas to assist with future environmental impact studies.ò Working with a close partner 
to find a common definition with clearly defined criteria for designating environmentally sensitive 
areas would be appropriate for the NPC. Creating new definitions and classification criteria 

inevitably will lead to more confusion and less cohesion between partners.  
 
Due to a gap in biological information, the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority (NPCA) 
has undertaken a Natural Heritage Areas Inventory in collaboration with Region of Niagara, 
Peninsula Field Naturalists and others.  The final report is due to be published in 2009 (NPCA 
2007a). The goal is to provide up-to-date information on natural areas that builds on existing 
information, confirming the significance of known sites, and filling information gaps where 
inventory work is outdated or lacking. The NPC has also begun a site characterization for NPC 

lands, known as the Natural/Cultural Heritage Inventory, which is intended to be expanded to 
include all 600 individual land holdings of NPC.  Currently, data is incomplete and does not 
make up a detailed biological inventory (Appendix B; R.A. Ritchie, personal communication, 
2006 July 17). These preliminary designations are shown in Figures 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 The 
NPCôs current working definition of Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) comes from the 
British Columbia Ministry of Water, Land and Air Protectionôs (2004) document entitled 
Environmental Best Management Practices for Urban and Rural Land Development. It states  
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that ESAs are ñplaces that have special environmental attributes worthy of retention or special 
care. These areas are critical to the maintenance of productive and diverse plant and animal 
populations. Examples include rare ecosystems, habitats for Species at Risk and areas that are 
easily disturbed by human activitiesò. Ritchie (2006) has subdivided NPC ESAs into four 

categories:  
 

 ̧ Undisturbed Areas ï areas that host Species at Risk and other important ecological 
features and that will remain this way as long as there is minimal or no human 
interference. 

 ̧ Unrestored Areas ï areas that have been slated for (future) environmental restoration 
activities. 

 ̧ Restoration Areas ï areas that have undergone or are undergoing restoration activities. 

 ̧ Disturbed Areas ï ñareas where natural vegetation and soils have been removed or 
disrupted ñ (U.S. Forestry Service 2008) 

  
The definition for ESAs currently in use by the NPC does not clearly match these established 
categories. Natural areas might better be categorized based on their rarity, sensitivity, or 
significance to the surrounding areas not simply on management initiatives.    

2.3 Natural Heritage System 

The Natural Spaces Program has been developed by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 
to conserve and reduce the loss of greenspace across southern Ontario by encouraging 
landowners to voluntarily restore and protect the natural areas of their properties. It is under this 
program that the Ministry of Natural Resources is leading the design and development of a 
natural heritage system for southern Ontario. The Provincial Policy Statement defines a natural 
heritage system as: 

 
"A system made up of core natural heritage features and areas, linked by natural 
corridors which are necessary to maintain biological and geological diversity, natural 
functions and viable populations of indigenous species and ecosystems. These systems 
can include lands that have been restored and areas with the potential to be restored to 
a natural state." (OMNR 2006a). 
 

The Provincial Policy Statement further defines Natural Heritage components as: 

 
ñfeatures and areas, such as significant wetlands, fish habitat, significant 
woodlands south and east of the Canadian Shield, significant valleylands south 
and east of the Canadian Shield, significant portions of habitat of endangered and 
threatened species, significant wildlife habitat, and significant areas of natural and 
scientific interest, which are important for their environmental and social values as 
a legacy of the natural landscapes of an area.ò (OMNR 2006a). 

 
Table 2.2 shows development policies for the Natural Heritage component of the Provincial 
Policy Statement.  NPC lands that are part of this natural heritage system, such as ANSIôs are 
shown in Figure 2.4.  
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Table 2.1 Relevant Ecological and Land Use Designations 
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Figure 2.1: NPC Environmentally Sensitive Areas, north section. 


