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WHY DOES WATER MATTER?

Water is one of the most important substances on earth.  
Directly or indirectly, water affects all facets of life. Clean water 
is necessary for commercial activities such as agriculture, fishing, 
and manufacturing. It is important for recreational activities such 
as swimming and boating. The biodiversity of our streams and 
lakes depends on clean water and so does our own health and 
well-being. Clean water is a precious and limited resource that 
should be valued and protected.
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PROGRESS
2016 

TARGET MET

almost

Although conditions are similar to those reported in 2011, stream water quality remains a concern 
in the Toronto region. In recent years, there were fewer exceedances of water quality objectives 
but when the objectives were exceeded, concentrations were higher than they have been in  
the past. Concerns include nutrients that contribute to growth of algae, chloride (mostly from 
road salt) because of its negative impact on aquatic organisms, and Escherichia coli (E. coli) 
which is a potentially unhealthy bacteria. Stream water quality reflects the input of pollutants 
from surrounding land uses and can directly influence aquatic habitat and communities.  
Improved stormwater management in both rural and urban areas, as well as continued efforts  
by municipalities and individual homeowners to reduce the use of fertilizer and road salt is 
needed to help improve the quality of water in the Toronto region.

THE CURRENT SITUATION 
There’s been some good news; although the population 
in the Toronto region continues to increase, the levels 
of some pollutants in our rivers and streams have 
held steady and even dropped. There are a number of 
reasons for this. Various pesticides, organic compounds 
(e.g. PCBs) and mercury were banned in the 1980s. 
The use of leaded gasoline was phased out by the 
early 1990s. More recently, the City of Toronto and 
(eventually) the Government of Ontario banned the 
cosmetic use of certain pesticides on lawns and 
gardens. Upstream of our urban areas, farmers  
have improved their management of the agricultural 
chemicals and fertilizers they use, while diverting 
animal wastes and other nutrients from watercourses. 
High counts of E. coli bacteria can shut down beach 
areas but this issue is improving. In 2000, Toronto 
beaches were posted unsafe for almost 50% of the 
summer; but in 2015, the beaches were posted safe 
88% of the time. 

There have also been some changes we did not want 
to see. Stream chloride levels are increasing; at one 
site chloride levels spiked to almost 2,500 milligrams 
per litre, about four times the short-term Canadian 
water quality guideline. Combined sewer overflows 
continue to be an issue in the City of Toronto after 
large-scale rain events. During heavy rains, the city's 
infrastructure may be overwhelmed by the volume 
of water and untreated wastewater flows into the 
lake. Microplastics (small plastic beads, fibers, 
pellets) are now an issue in our streams and lakes. 
Microplastics come from raw materials used to make 
plastic products, plastic beads used in cosmetics 
and cleaners, fibres that come from washing your 
synthetic clothes, and larger pieces of plastic waste 
breaking down into smaller pieces. Microplastics can 
absorb chemicals and transport pollutants, and are 
easily are ingested by fish and wildlife which can 
cause a variety of health impacts.

 

Water Quality (TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS BE DONE
•	 The stresses on our watersheds will increase  
	 as the population grows and more land in the  
	 Toronto region is urbanized and paved over,  
	 creating the potential for more stormwater runoff. 	
	 Sustainable stormwater management practices, 	
	 such as the treatment train approach that 		
	 combines conventional stormwater controls with  
	 Low Impact Development (LID), are needed to 	
	 manage the quality and quantity of stormwater flows.

•	 Greater effort to reduce the use of salt, both on our  
	 roadways and on private property and parking lots,  
	 is urgently needed. Otherwise, chloride concentrations  
	 may continue to increase to toxic levels in our 		
	 rivers and lakes over the coming years. 

•	 Compromised and/or combined sewage systems 	
	 in older parts of the City of Toronto continue to be 	
	 sources of untreated sewage and contaminated 	
	 runoff for our waterways and need to continue to  
	 be upgraded. 

•	 Home owners and businesses must ensure that toxic 	
	 chemicals, paints and oils, cleansers, fertilizers, pet 	
	 wastes and other contaminants are not intentionally 	
	 dumped or washed inadvertently into stormsewers.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 The Ontario government passed the Great 		
	 Lakes Protection Act in 2015, which established  
	 a framework for protecting the lakes. The Act will 
 	 help to set targets for local and lakewide areas, 	
	 strengthen monitoring programs and reporting, 	
	 and implement existing policy tools to protect 		
	 Ontario’s water.

•	 The Toronto and Region Remedial Action Plan (RAP) 
 	 recently released the progress report Within Reach 
 	 which shows the actions needed by 2020 to help  
	 de-list the Toronto waterfront Area of Concern. 	
	 Toronto’s RAP is aimed at restoring the health 	 
	 of Toronto’s waters and habitats and has been 		
	 underway since 1987. Over this time, government 	
	 agencies, municipalities and non-govermental 		
	 organizations have worked together to improve the 	
	 environmental conditions in the Toronto RAP area.

•	 The Lake Ontario Lakewide Action and 		
	 Management Plan (LAMP) is a binational plan  
	 for restoring and protecting the Lake Ontario 	  
	 ecosystem. Led by the U.S. Environmental 		
	 Protection Agency and Environment and Climate 	
	 Change Canada (ECCC), LAMP continues 		
	 its efforts to address important lakewide stressors 	
	 and work cooperatively to protect and restore 		
	 water quality and ecosystem health.

•	 Computer modeling of rural watersheds by  
	 ECCC has identified high priority areas in the 		
	 Duffins Creek and Rouge River watersheds where 	
	 tree planting will maximize watershed water 		
	 quality benefits.

•	 TRCA’s Environmental Monitoring and Data 		
	 Management group has been tracking the effects  
	 of increasing levels of chloride on some of the 		
	 sensitive, bottom-dwelling aquatic creatures that 	
	 live in our rivers and streams.

•	 TRCA and other conservation authorities require
	 the use of erosion and sediment control measures
	 for development permits adjacent to watercourses
	 and other natural areas. TRCA is working with 		
	 construction companies to prevent silt-laden runoff 
 	 from work sites flowing directly into nearby streams. 	
	 Innovative silt fences, such as mesh tubes filled with 	
	 special compost, hug the ground tightly and can be 	
	 left in place to decompose when the job is over.

•	 TRCA is monitoring water quality in the rivers, 		
	 creeks, marshes and nearshore environment from 	
	 Pickering to Ajax in partnership with the Regions 	
	 of York and Durham.

•	 The City of Toronto is working toward their  
	 25-year Wet Weather Flow Master Plan to reduce 	
	 pollutants associated with stormwater.

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/15g24
http://www.torontorap.ca/
http://www.torontorap.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/2015-RAP-Progress-Report.pdf
http://www.ec.gc.ca/grandslacs-greatlakes/default.asp?lang=En&n=0CB6DFA3-1
https://trca.ca/conservation/environmental-monitoring/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=972bab501d8ce310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
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•	 The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative 
 	 enlisted over 100 mayors to raise awareness 		
	 about and take action to reduce microplastics 		
	 in our waters. The Canadian government listed 	 
	 microbeads as a toxic substance under the  
	 Canadian Environmental Protection Act (CEPA)  
	 which will allow for further regulation  
	 of microbeads. 

•	 TRCA, with funding from ECCC and the Ontario 	
	 Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, 	
	 along with in-kind contributions from the Regions 	
	 of York and Durham, set up a pilot stormwater 	
	 treatment system in Pickering. TRCA transformed 	
	 an industrial stormsewer, which flows directly into  
	 Lake Ontario, into a wetland-like natural treatment 	
	 system with small dams to slow and treat stormwater 
 	 runoff. Preliminary results show decreases in 		
	 phosphorus, suspended sediments, and E. coli.

TARGETS
2016 Target: No further deterioration of the  
current water quality conditions at all monitoring  
sites (Water Quality Index (WQI) score of 50 to 59).
 
Achieved? Almost. The grade for each watershed 
stayed the same or improved since the last report 
card but not all monitoring stations achieved a WQI 
score 50 or more.

Target for 2021: There should be no decline in the 
score for each watershed and maintain an overall 
WQI score of 50 or better for all sites across the 
jurisdiction.

Long-term target: Water quality for TRCA’s 
jurisdiction reaches an average WQI score of 70 or 
higher, with improvements seen in each watershed.

MEASURE
The Water Quality Index (WQI) included measurements 
of eight different parameters: six potentially toxic 
chemicals (chloride, ammonia, nitrate, copper and 
zinc), the levels of two nutrients (phosphorus and 
nitrogen) that cause eutrophication, and a group of 
dangerous bacteria (E. coli). The WQI is based on the 
number parameters that exceeded the water quality 
objectives and guidelines set for them, and by how 
much and how often they exceeded those standards. 

W
A

T
E

R

https://glslcities.org/
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

yes

THE CURRENT SITUATION 
Currently, just 35% of the urbanized areas across 
TRCA’s jurisdiction are served by stormwater controls 
that help to prevent flooding and manage water 
quality, erosion, and impacts to aquatic ecosystems. 
The increase in stormwater runoff is one of the most 
serious environmental impacts of urban development. 
Across the region, much of the rain that falls and 
melting snow flows off rooftops, parking lots, 
roadways and other paved or impermeable surfaces 
of the city and ends up in our streams and rivers. 
Stormwater runoff – with its heavy load of dirt, 
road salt, pesticides, oil and other pollutants that 
it picks up from these surfaces – may rush directly 
into a watercourse, or it may flood through local 
stormsewers before being discharged into a lake, 
river, or stream. And that means much less water 

seeps into the ground to naturally recharge our 
streams, wetlands and groundwater resources.  
The result, especially after a major storm, is an 
increased risk of flooding, downstream erosion,  
water pollution and the destruction of wildlife  
habitat. Despite advances in LID technologies,  
they are not yet widely used in the Toronto region 
and the quantity and quality of stormwater from both 
new and old communities is not being adequately 
managed. Although a number of cities in Ontario 
have developed innovative revenue tools such as 
stormwater charges, many municipalities in the 
Toronto region struggle to maintain, replace, and 
upgrade stormwater infrastructure. 

Currently, less than 35% of the urbanized areas in the region have effective stormwater controls 
which help to prevent flooding and manage water quality. Untreated runoff may flow directly 
into a watercourse, or it may rush through local stormsewers before being discharged into a lake, 
river or stream. The result is an increased risk of flooding, downstream erosion, water pollution 
and the destruction of wildlife habitat. Stormwater management controls have been installed in 
most newer developments but improvements can be made with the innovative use of Low Impact 
Development (LID) techniques in future development and in retrofits of existing communities.  
By installing LIDs such as permeable pavers in parking lots or directing runoff to grassy swales or 
soakway pits, the water slowly seeps into the soil replenishing groundwater, removing pollutants, 
and reducing the amount of runoff reaching the stream. Local and regional municipalities in 
collaboration with the Government of Ontario and conservation authorities must continue to 
advocate for and develop policy, guidelines, and standards requiring the use of LID. 

Stormwater Management 
(TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
LID techniques are needed to supplement traditional 
stormwater controls to better manage both the 
quantity and quality of the runoff that eventually 
reaches local rivers, streams and other waterbodies. 
Planning and design for new communities and for  
the renewal and intensification of existing ones needs 
to incorporate innovative stormwater management and 
LID from the very beginning stages. Secure funding 
is needed to support the maintenance, replacement, 
upgrade and retrofit of stormwater infrastructure.  
We need to move forward on:

•	 ensuring that stormwater management is  
	 incorporated into new communities and in 		
	 community redevelopment and intensification 	 
	 projects from the beginning of the planning process, 
 	 through watershed planning and other studies 	
	 that establish the level of stormwater treatment 	
	 that is required and set out how conventional and 	
	 LID stormwater management will be incorporated 	
	 into all aspects of community design;

• 	retrofitting conventional stormwater 			 
	 infrastructure into existing communities with  
	 absent or inadequate stormwater. We need to  
	 take advantage of opportunities such as road 		
	 reconstruction, park revitalization, water and  
	 sewer projects to install this infrastructure;

• 	encouraging residents to help manage stormwater 	
	 runoff on their properties by installing cisterns, 	
	 rain barrels and rain gardens to collect and use 	
	 rainwater or by using permeable pavers for patios 	
	 and driveways;

• 	developing revenue tools and dedicated funding 	
	 streams to ensure that municipalities can maintain 	
	 existing stormwater infrastructure, and retrofit new 	
	 infrastructure and LID where needed; and

• 	sharing the monitoring results and lessons  
	 learned from stormwater LID projects to help 
	 address concerns about new stormwater 		
	 infrastructure and inspire further implementation  
	 of innovative 	practices and approaches to 		
	 stormwater management.

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 TRCA and its municipal partners work to ensure 	
	 that all new developments provide modern 		
	 stormwater controls and encourage redevelopment 	
	 to seek opportunities for retrofit of absent or 
	 outdated controls. Credit Valley Conservation and 
	 TRCA’s Low Impact Development Stormwater 		
	 Management Planning and Design Guide and  
	 similar guideline documents encourage effective 	
	 stormwater management.

•	 Almost all of the municipalities across TRCA’s 	
	 jurisdiction have begun stormwater retrofit studies 
	 that identify where conventional stormwater 		
	 treatment infrastructure such as detention ponds  
	 can be retrofit within urbanized areas that 		
	 currently do not have such controls in place. 

•	 A Toronto bylaw requires homeowners to 	  
	 disconnect their home’s downspouts from the 		
	 city’s sewer system, while a second bylaw requires 	
	 new commercial, institutional, and high density 	
	 residential developments to install green roofs.

•	 The Pioneer Park Stormwater Management Pond  
	 in Richmond Hill has been upgraded to replace 	
	 30-year-old stormwater infrastructure and meet 	
	 modern standards of water quality treatment, 		
	 erosion and flood control.

•	 TRCA is working with its municipal and community 	
	 partners on Sustainable Neighbourhood Retrofit 	
	 Action Plans (SNAPs) to make sustainable 		
	 environmental improvements at the neighbourhood 	
	 scale. Rain harvesting, eco-landscaping and green 	
	 home projects are helping to divert, store and 		
	 reuse runoff following rainstorms. 

•	 The City of Toronto’s Wet Weather Flow Master 	
	 Plan adopted by Toronto City Council in 2003, 	
	 is a 25-year plan that identifies 170 projects to 	
	 better manage stormwater, improve water quality 	
	 and protect infrastructure from flooding and erosion. 
	 Major projects currently underway include the Don 
 	 River and Central Waterfront Project to improve 	
	 sewer capacity and eliminate combined sewer 	
	 overflows, and the second phase of the Earl Bales 	
	 Park Stormwater management Pond Project.

http://www.sustainabletechnologies.ca/wp/home/urban-runoff-green-infrastructure/low-impact-development/low-impact-development-stormwater-management-planning-and-design-guide/
https://trca.ca/conservation/sustainable-neighbourhoods/
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=972bab501d8ce310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
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•	 The City of Toronto is developing Complete 		
	 Streets Guidelines to provide a holistic approach 	
	 to street design. It will include ways to improve 	
	 streetscapes by enhancing the tree canopy, 		
	 reducing urban heat island effects, reducing 		
	 stormwater runoff, reducing energy consumption, 	
	 and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

•	 TRCA is working with its municipal partners and  
	 other conservation authorities to provide the data 
	 and decision support tools needed to foster  
	 broader adoption of LID practices through the 		
	 multi-agency Sustainable Technologies Evaluation 
	 Program. Detailed information and data are available 	
	 through the program website along with training 	
	 programs on LID practice design, performance, 
 	 monitoring and, inspection and maintenance. 

•	 Municipalities such as Brampton, Markham,  
	 Ajax and Mississauga have constructed and 
	 monitored LID pilot projects that will help
 	 inform the design and implementation of future 	
	 LID stormwater management retrofit and new 		
	 development projects. A few municipalities have 	
	 started to use LID as the primary means of 		
	 stormwater quality control in new developments. 

TARGETS
2016 Target: Urban area with stormwater 
management increases from 23% to 35%.

Achieved? Yes. The amount of urban area with 
stormwater management has increased over the past 	
five years but this is mainly due to the construction 
of new developments with stormwater controls. The 
amount of existing urban area without stormwater 
controls remained essentially unchanged.

Target for 2021: Increase the percentage of the urban 
area equipped with stormwater controls (for improved 
water quantity, quality and erosion control) from 35 
to 45%.

Long-term target: Greater than 80% of urban areas 
with stormwater management controls. 

MEASURE
The percentage of developed land across the region 
that is served by effective, modern stormwater 
controls to manage both the quality and quantity 
of runoff discharged into watercourses across the 
jurisdiction. 
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http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=bdb604f82477d410VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD
http://www.sustainabletechnologies.ca/wp/
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2016 
TARGET METPROGRESS

yes

THE CURRENT SITUATION
Flooding can happen in Toronto region rivers at any 
time of year. Summer thunderstorms can release 
heavy rainfall over short periods of time, while 
the remnants of autumn hurricanes, spring rain 
combined with snowmelt, and winter ice jams can 
also cause flooding. Over the past five years, there 
have been 11 weather events for which TRCA  
has issued Flood Watch and Warning messages. 
Stream flow in all nine watersheds in TRCA’s 
jurisdiction is considered flashy, meaning that in 
the hours after a rainstorm, water levels rise quickly 
and rush downstream, eroding stream banks, and 
increasing the risk of flooding. The characteristics  
of our watersheds, such as a high percentage of 
paved surfaces and lack of stormwater management 
in many areas, are factors that contribute to the 
tendency of some of our rivers to flood.
 

There are currently 43 clusters of flood vulnerable 
areas within our watersheds. These areas have been 
identified as having high concentrations of structures 
and/or roads that are at risk of riverine flooding and 
include a variety of residential, business/industrial, 
and mixed use locations. TRCA and its partner 
municipalities continue to work eliminate or reduce 
flood risk for existing developments and to inform the 
design of new developments to prevent the creation of 
new flood hazards. 

As climate change increases the potential for more powerful and unpredictable precipitation, 
the danger of flooding in  the Toronto region's rivers increases. While we have strong policies 
in Ontario and in the Toronto region to prevent new development in flood prone areas, many 
communities built before these policies came into effect are still at risk. Our resiliency to 
climate change depends on our continued efforts to reduce the risk to people, property and 
infrastructure from flooding. We must continue to work toward reducing the risk to existing flood 
vulnerable clusters in our jurisdiction through flood forecasting and warnings, precise analysis 
and identification of flood risk, flood protection infrastructure projects and public education so 
that robust flood emergency preparedness plans can be developed along with and policies and 
programs that guide resilient developments and infrastructure.

Flood Risk (TRCA)
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WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
TRCA and its municipal partners continue to work 
to understand riverine flood hazards, and to provide 
local agencies, emergency services, and the public 
with notice, information and advice so that they can 
respond quickly and effectively during weather events 
with the potential for flooding and flood-related 
emergencies. We are:

•	 continually reviewing and updating the floodplain 	
	 mapping that allows us to understand where 		
	 riverine flood risk exists;

•	 educating communities, municipal departments, 	
	 and emergency response agencies about flooding 	
	 and flood risk, and how they can be prepared; 

•	 improving our ability to predict when and  
	 where an event may occur through the  
	 extensive TRCA real-time rainfall and stream  
	 flow monitoring system, and developing  
	 state-of-the-art tools to predict flood events  
	 within TRCA watersheds; and

•	 identifying flood vulnerable areas where property 	
	 and infrastructure are at risk of damage due to 	
	 flooding, and prioritizing capital works protection 	
	 to help mitigate these risks.

To avoid creating new flood risks and making  
existing flood risks worse, planning for growth and 
new development in the GTA needs to be guided  
by watershed planning. Watershed plans assess the 
impacts of new development on flood risk, inform 
where development should occur, and guide the 
development of comprehensive, watershed-scale 
stormwater and flood management strategies to 
mitigate potential risks. This requires a collaborative 
approach between the provincial government, 
municipalities, conservation authorities and  
developers to find approaches that allow appropriate 
development while protecting new and existing 
communities from harm.  

WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 Waterfront Toronto, together with TRCA and the 
	 City of Toronto are moving forward on the completion  
	 of the Don Mouth Naturalization Program. 		
	 The first part of this project, The Lower Don West 
 	 Remedial Flood Protection Project, saw the 		
	 completion of the Flood Protection Landform that  
	 underlays Corktown Common. This removed the 
	 flood risk on approximately 210 hectares of 		
	 land which can now be redeveloped. In 2015, 		
	 the Environmental Assessment for the Don Mouth 	
	 Naturalization Program was approved, which will 
	 protect an additional 290 hectares of land that is 	
	 currently prone to flooding.

•	 The GTA Flood Group, made up of eight 		
	 conservation authorities that manage  
	 watersheds within the GTA, meets regularly  
	 to develop a consistent approach to flood 		
	 forecasting and warning.

•	 Leveraging funding from the National Disaster 	
	 Mitigation Program, TRCA is updating the 		
	 database that identifies flood vulnerable areas 	
	 and roads within its watersheds. This builds on 	
	 the work of the 2012 TRCA Flood Protection and  
	 Remedial Capital Works strategy, which identified 	
	 approaches to reducing flood risk for each cluster.

•	 TRCA and its partner municipalities are conducting 
	 integrated studies of Special Policy Areas,  
	 historic communities built in flood prone areas 	
	 where provincial flood risk policy allows some 		
	 redevelopment. These studies involve detailed 		
	 modelling to precisely understand the flood risk  
	 in these areas and provide guidance on the  
	 urban design, emergency response, and risk 		
	 mitigation measures that are required to  
	 support safe redevelopment. 
 
•	 TRCA and its partner municipalities continue to 
 	 protect new development from flood risk by 		
	 upholding provincial and local policies that  
	 prevent new development from taking place in 	
	 flood prone areas.

•	 TRCA continues to operate and maintain a  
	 network of flood control dams and channels to 	
	 retain or safely pass flood waters. Toronto region 	
	 municipalities also maintain their own control 		
	 channels in many areas. 

https://trca.ca/conservation/green-infrastructure/don-mouth-naturalization-port-lands-flood-protection-project/
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TARGETS
2016 Target: No increase in the number of flood 
vulnerable clusters and reduction in the number of 
structures at risk.

Achieved? Yes. There was no increase in the number 
of flood vulnerable clusters and initiatives like the 
West Don Lands Remedial Flood Protection program 
have removed more than 200 hectares of land from 
the risk area. 
 
Target for 2021: (1) Achieve a better understanding 
of risk areas through detailed risk assessment of flood 
vulnerable clusters. (2) No increase in the number 
of flood vulnerable clusters. (3) Implement risk 
reduction measures in 10% of our flood vulnerable 
clusters, whether through operational improvements, 
upgraded flood forecasting and warning, or the 
construction of capital projects to reduce flood risk.

Long-term target: Risk reduction measures in  
all of flood vulnerable clusters, whether through 
operational improvements, upgraded flood  
forecasting and warning, or the construction  
of capital projects to reduce flood risk.

MEASURE
We evaluate the number of flood vulnerable clusters 
– areas with a high concentration of buildings and 
roads at risk from flooding – in the TRCA jurisdiction. 
Riverine flooding refers to the flooding that occurs 
when water levels rise and watercourses overtop  
their banks. This is different from urban flooding  
of streets and basements that occurs when drainage 
systems like catchbasins and sewers back up because 
of local runoff.
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THE CURRENT SITUATION
Canadians are among the highest per capita water 
users in the world. Even though the Great Lakes 
basin still contains a large supply of clean, fresh 
water, the environmental and economic costs of 
wasting this valuable resource can be significant 
in growing urban regions. High rates of water 
consumption by residents, businesses and industry 
in the GTA, combined with heavy stormwater runoff, 
are a concern not only because of the impacts 
to water-reliant ecosystems, but because the 
water, wastewater and stormwater management 
infrastructure is costly to operate and requires significant 
new investment to maintain, upgrade and expand.

Pricing has been shown to be an effective tool  
for achieving water conservation and natural 
stormwater management goals. Full-cost recovery  
and full-cost pricing of water services, through 
various types of user fees, encourage more 
environmentally responsible water behaviour. 
Conversely, low prices for water services that do  
not reflect true costs essentially subsidize the 
wasteful and unsustainable use of water. Full-cost 
recovery sets rates at levels that reflect the short- 
and long-term costs of, services and infrastructure; 
full-cost pricing also incorporates environmental and 
management costs (such as water source protection). 

Canadians continue to consume large amounts of water. While freshwater supplies are still 
abundant in the Great Lakes basin, clean freshwater resources can easily be jeopardized  
in growing urban regions like the GTA. Innovative tools to encourage water conservation  
– such as full-cost pricing that takes into account the environmental and resource costs  
of using (and misusing) water – will help conserve this valuable resource.

Water Consumption (GTA) PROGRESS

*
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GTA governments are among Canada’s leaders in 
moving to full-cost recovery for water services:

•	 The City of Toronto now operates its water and  
	 wastewater programs on a full-cost recovery model. 
 	 Price increases for residential customers of 		
	 approximately 70% over the 2005-2012 period 	
	 caused a decline in water consumption of 14% 	
	 overall and 24% per capita.20 Prices have 		
	 increased a further 50% since 2012.

•	 The City of Mississauga is one of a handful of 
	 Canadian cities to introduce a stormwater user 	
	 fee that provides dedicated revenue for stormwater  
	 management infrastructure. Credit programs  
	 complement the user fee system, and residents 
	 are also advised on how to implement Low Impact 	
	 Development stormwater management options. 	
	 Rates have been set to meet stormwater operation, 	
	 maintenance and capital improvement needs,  
	 but do not yet fully fund the long term costs of 	
	 replacing and upgrading stormwater infrastructure.

•	 In the City of Toronto, industrial and commercial 	
	 operations that discharge wastewater above 		
	 the allowable limits for five contaminants (readily 	
	 treatable at Toronto’s wastewater treatment plants) 
 	 can opt to pay a concentration-based surcharge. 
	 This is often a cost-effective choice when 		
	 compared to installing equivalent on-site  
	 treatment capacity. 

These cost recovery policies create important 
financial incentives that help address environmental 
problems; together with planning, regulatory and 
education/outreach programs, they are a critical part 
of a broader urban water policy toolkit. User fees 
create a dedicated revenue stream for municipal 
water services, ensure a fairer assignment of costs, 
and create greater awareness and transparency about 
the costs of these services.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE
The cost recovery policies being applied by GTA 
leaders still fall short of full-cost pricing – prices 
that account for all the environmental and resource 
costs of water use. The overuse and depletion of our 
water resources can have major environmental costs, 
that should be accounted for, such as the loss of 
community benefits from damaged ecosystems and 
the costs of ecological cleanup and restoration.

One way to improve pricing policies would be for 
municipalities to shift from full-cost recovery to  
full-cost pricing. In Ontario, full-cost pricing would 
have been a requirement under the Sustainable 
Water and Sewage Systems Act, passed in 2002; 
however, the Act was not proclaimed and later 
repealed. Today, with increased focus on municipal 
infrastructure asset management planning and 
continuing pressure to manage our water services 
more sustainably, it is time to revisit this concept.
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WHAT WE ARE DOING
•	 The Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative  
	 developed a water conservation framework –  
	 a voluntary program through which Canadian and  
	 U.S. municipal governments commit to reducing  
	 water use within their jurisdictions. In 2014,  
	 almost half of the participants had collectively  
	 achieved a 19% reduction in water use  
	 (below year 2000 levels), conserving a total of  
	 458 billion litres of water. 

•	 Several local municipalities and regional 		
	 governments have developed water efficiency 		
	 programs. For example, York Region's Water  
	 For Tomorrow and Peel Region's Water Smart Peel 	
	 are water efficiency programs designed to educate 
	 residents on how they can conserve water at  
	 home and in the workplace.

•	 Toronto Water is encouraging water conservation 	
	 in the commercial, industrial and institutional 		
	 sectors through the Capacity Buyback Program. 	
	 If permanent process or equipment changes are 	
	 made that save water, the organization could be 	
	 eligible for a cash rebate.

•	 In 2012, the Province released Ontario’s Water 	
	 Conservation And Efficiency Goals, Objectives and 	
	 Programs in accordance with The Great Lakes-St. 
	 Lawrence River Basin Sustainable Water
 	 Resources Agreement which sets out its goals, 
 	 objectives and programs for water conservation 	
	 and efficiency.

TARGETS
Long-term target: Per capita consumption of less than 
300 litres per day (residential and non-residential 
combined).
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by Stephanie Cairns, Director, Cities and Communities 
program of the Smart Prosperity Institute
- full bio on page 96

https://glslcities.org/
http://www.york.ca/wps/portal/yorkhome/environment/yr/waterandwastewater/conservingwaterfortomorrow/!ut/p/a1/jZDbToQwEIZfRR9AOnQP1MuKrsCKrLoR5MYULCzJ0uJAtnGf3kL0yuPczeSbzP8NyUlGciUOTS2GRiuxH_t8-Rzy6zAI1hAlc-YDh4RH1GNwtZhZ4MkC8ENx-Gs_-scBirEf1yTvxLA7a1SlSWbEIFGoFyP6QU4NyUqteomHRtXToNI46FYjakNSkk93KJ0vA9eHCFzvHMLVrb-9iymFR_gCBAmzgLdZXLLAhTX9AH4xtSr1Xhf2a-kFydtXdnwwY3yuihmz8VFWEiU6O90P1sAYp7BZnVK331G9FFjuOoGi7UmWjkYrjSfbT6WuzY43ATSb9r54M_z0HRFElo8!/dl5/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/#.WK2ztk0m4bw
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