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Ecological 
Rehabilitation • • 
A New Challenge for Planners 

By Soonya P. Quon, Dr Larry R.G. Martin, MCIP and Dr Stephen Murphy 

OVER THE PAST SEVERAL DECADES 
environmental planning has become an increasingly 
important component of Canadian planning practice. 
Environmental assessment, urban greenways planning 
and ecosystem-based watershed planning are part of 
planning practice in many jurisdictions. 

Ecological rehabilitation is a 
relatively recent response to the 

consequences of environmental 
degradation and landscape 
fragmentation. 1 It addresses two 
needs: 1) to restore natural 

ecological features and functions 
in a degraded area, and 2) to 
reconnect or strengthen links 
between existing natural areas 
and a larger landscape. 2 It should 
be no surprise that Southern 
Ontario -the most industrialized 
and urbanized region of 
Canada - is a locus for 

rehabilitation activity. 

The recent interest shown by 
planners in ecological rehabilita
tion indicates that the planning 
profession has experienced a 
broadening and maturing of 
regard for the natural 
environment, as well as for the 
importance of green or natural 
areas to the quality of urban life. 
Because urban regions contain 
many degraded natural areas, 
they present municipal planners 
with professional challenges and 
opportunities. This article 
examines the challenges and 
opportunities presented by an 
urban region that has a wealth of 

recent experience in 
rehabilitation - the Regional 
Municipality of Waterloo - and 

suggests the broader implications 
of this experience for planners 
wishing to undertake 
rehabilitation in other Canadian 
urban regions. 

Purpose and objectives 
This article is based on a research 
project that examined urban and 
rural ecological rehabilitation 
practice in the Regional 
Municipality of Waterloo.3 The 

purpose of the project was to 
have practitioners identify 
opportunities for and constraints 

to ecological rehabilitation. These 
opportunities and constraints 
would then be synthesized into 

guiding principles for 
rehabilitation practice .4 While the 

academic/professional literature 
on rehabilitation is an important 
source of improved practice, 
diverse local practices are not 
well documented in this literature 
and have lessons to offer those 
who undertake rehabilitation. 

The overall objective of the study 
from which this article is derived 
was to compare the 
opportunities and obstacles in 
ecological rehabilitation 
encountered by practitioners in 
the Regional Municipality of 
Waterloo with the opportunities 
and obstacles described by 
researchers in the academic and 
professional literature. 
The Regional Municipality of 

Waterloo was selected for study 
because it has been widely 
recognized for its innovative 
environmental planning with 
respect to "environmentally 
sensitive policy areas," state of 
the environment reporting, 
energy and water conservation, 
waste management and 
recycling, and watershed 
planning. Through its Regional 
Official Policies Plan (1995), the 
Region has set for itself the goal 
of becoming a sustainable 

regional community. One 
element of sustainability is 
environmental integrity, which is 
realized by maintaining and 
enhancing the natural 
environment in order to protect 
the life-support systems of soil, 
air and water, to conserve the 
presence of wildlife and plants 
native to the region, and to strive 
for the sustainable use of natural 

resources.5 Soonya Quon, one of 
the authors of the present article, 
found within the region fifty
seven rehabilitation projects 
completed or near completion 
and available for our 
examination. Another twenty

two projects at the pre
implementation stage, as well as 
many individual projects on 
private residential property, were 
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not considered for inclusion in 
the study. 

This article aims to provide 
readers with suggestions for an 
expanded and more effective 
role for municipal planners and 
planning policy in local 
rehabilitation efforts. 

Study method 
The study method was 
exploratory and descriptive. A 
literature review and a policy 
context review provided 
background information for the 

project investigation . The 
literature review aided in the 
design of a semi-structured 
interview guide. Provincial, 
regional and local planning 
policies provided the context in 
which various rehabilitation 
efforts occurred. 

Because no comprehensive 
registry of rehabilitation projects 
existed, Quon employed a 
snowball sampling method to 
identify the initial fifty-seven 

projects. She selected a sample of 

Roxton Park 
A naturalized buffer separating two residential 
neighbourhoods. All age groups use the stone dust 
trail for recreation. 

eleven projects based on their 
ability to reflect: 
1) complexity or conflict 
2) the range of land-use 
categories 
3) a range of rehabilitation 
efforts or techniques 
4) the variety of locations and 
jurisdictions hosting 
rehabilitation, and 
5) the range of participating 
organizations. 
She interviewed sixteen 
respondents associated with the 
eleven projects. 

Project practitioners were asked 
for their descriptions of the 
projects and their reflections on 
the opportunities and constraints 
they encountered. These surveys 
sought information on various 

aspects: the origins and scope of 
projects, how objectives were 
developed and evolved, 
leadership and organization, 
community response and 

participation, and project 
implementation, including 
funding sources, project 
monitoring and evaluation. The 
final survey questions allowed 
the respondents to provide their 
general perceptions of the factors 
that offered an opportunity for 
rehabilitation to proceed, or 
posed obstacles to rehabilitation . 
They were also allowed to offer 
advice to other practitioners on 

their rehabilitation projects. 
Responses to these questions 
were then compared with 

aspects of the projects advocated 
in the literature. 

Project profiles 
The eleven projects selected for 
examination ranged from park 
and school-yard projects to 
projects involving private 
agricultural land and public 
infrastructure. These were found 
in both the urban and rural parts 
of the Region of Waterloo. They 
involved municipal staff (from 
the three cities and four 

C: 

townships comprising the Region ~ 
of Waterloo), regional staff, and ~ 
various community groups and ci. 

organizations. f 
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Local planners were involved 
most directly in five of the eleven 
projects examined. We profile 
those five projects here because 
we wish to emphasize the 
potential contributions of 

professional planners to 
rehabilitation work. Three of the 

projects - the Devil's Creek 
Watershed Enhancement Project, 
the Kolb Creek Drain Project, and 
the Snyder's Flats Floodplain 
Rehabilitation Project - involve 
the restoration of natural 
ecological features and functions 
in degraded areas. Another 
grouping of three - the Devil's 
Creek Watershed Enhancement 
Project, the Roxton Park Project, 
and the Denlow Trail 
Rehabilitation - aim at the 
reconnection or strengthening of 
links between existing natural 
areas and a larger landscape. 

The Devil's Creek Watershed 
Enhancement Project, in the City 
of Cambridge, arose from a cost
saving alignment of a sewer 
extension through an 
"environmentally sensitive policy 
area" and a provincially 

significant wetland complex. 
Because of public outcry, the 
alignment was approved only on 
the condition that a portion of 
the savings would be applied to 
the enhancement of the entire 

watershed. A watershed task 
force, consisting of municipal and 
agency staff as well as members 
of the public, oversaw planning 
and implementation of the 
project. The rehabilitation of the 

sewer trench alignment, 
including revegetation and 
amphibian habitat enhancement, 
was initiated in the spring of 
1996, following the completion 
of construction. Rehabilitation of 
the watershed began in the fall 
of 1996 and included ground 
water protection, aquatic habitat 
enhancement, and education and 
outreach programs directed 
particularly at residents of nearby 

subdivisions . This was a good 
example of effective planning 
with constructive stakeholder 

cooperation. 

The Kolb Creek Drain Project, 
City of Kitchener, incorporated 
riparian rehabilitation into the 
building of a stormwater 
spillway. The original method of 
stormwater management, 
involving a creek diversion, 
would have diminished fish 
habitat and contravened the 
federal Fisheries Act. The 
alternative plan led to the 
creation of a vegetated overflow 
corridor, naturalized from 
previous agricultural cultivation. 
This project provided an 
opportunity to experiment with 
bio-engineering techniques, 

including the introduction of 
meanders, riffles and pools to the 
creek, the removal of an 
unnecessary dam, and the 
creation of a public trail. 

The Roxton Park Project, City of 
Waterloo, is one example of the 
numerous on-going rehabilitation 
efforts in municipal parklands. It 
was the first major rehabilitation 
project undertaken by the parks 
and engineering staff of the City 
of Waterloo. Construction of the 
Beechwood West residential 
development offered an 

opportunity to revegetate the 
denuded agricultural land along 
the adjacent Clair Creek. The 

park was encouraged by both 
planning staff and politicians 
who sought to demonstrate 
environmental commitment in 
the early 1990s. The project was 
funded by the City and a 
developer with the support of an 
environmental grant. 

The Denlow Trail Rehabilitation, 

City of Kitchener, is an example 
of how municipal planning and 
urban rehabilitation objectives 
may conflict. In order to 
encourage wildlife survival, the 
K-W Field Naturalists began to 
rehabilitate a corridor running 
through a subdivision between 
isolated patches of forest. The 
Denlow Trail link was not 
completed at the time of 
research because of alterations to 
the design of one privately 
owned land parcel in the 
neighbourhood. Future 
rehabilitation efforts along the 
trail are challenged by a planned 
street extension and the high 
cost of an alternative lot 

purchase needed to complete the 
link. Local naturalists complained 

that municipal planners failed to 
support their own official 
environmental objectives. But 
municipal planners' support of 
the project has been constrained 
by the more pressing need to 
proceed with planned 
community infrastructure, as well 
as by sensitivity to costs. 

Snyder Flats Floodplain 
Rehabilitation, Woolwich 
Township, is regarded by some as 
a model of rehabilitation 
partnerships between private 
industry (aggregate extraction) 
and public interest agencies (the 

Grand River Conservation 
Authority). Rehabilitation of a 
former gravel extraction site 
covers ninety-six hectares and 
includes the creation of diverse 
water bodies, wetlands, 

reforestation and methods of 
erosion control. The GRCA 
planning staff considered the 
availability of heavy earth
moving equipment on site as 
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critical to the project's success. 
Implementation of the 
rehabilitation plan was 
completed in 1996. 

Implications for planning 
What have we learned about 
planners' involvement in 
rehabilitation that can be shared 
with planners beyond the 
Waterloo Region? We base our 
comments on two aspects of 
planning for rehabilitation: the 
policy context and the actions of 
planners. 

The Waterloo Region's Official 
Policies Plan strongly supports 
environmental protection 
through planning. This offers a 

preemptive advantage because 
good environmental planning 
can reduce the need for 
ecological rehabilitation. 
However, the Official Policies 
Plan provides very little direct 
guidance on the subject of 
rehabilitation as a complement to 
environmental protection .6 Local 
municipal plans support 
environmental planning. But 
variations among municipalities 
in the terms used for 
rehabilitation contribute to 
ambiguity. Regional and local 
plans should adopt consistent 
terminology and formulate 
explicit statements of 
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expectations when rehabilitation 
is required. Municipalities should 
develop policy to promote_ 
rehabilitation as part of the 
process for approving plans. 

Provincial, regional and local 
municipalities should adopt 
rehabilitation goals, objectives 
and performance standards for 

various types of projects, which 
can be classified by size, location 
and environmental character in 
the context of a vision of the 
desired landscape. Awareness of 
the geographical and ecological 
context for rehabilitation is 
needed. Official plans that 
feature maps of the natural 
heritage system, with potential 
rehabilitation sites indicated, 
would contribute to this 
awareness. This would assist 
regions and municipalities to 
identify broader landscape aims 
and to tie individual projects to 
those aims. Each rehabilitation 

project would then contribute 
most effectively to achieving the 
broader landscape aims. 

Planners should seek creative 

ways to encourage the 
participation of landowners in 
rehabilitation. Incentives such as 

tax rebates and public 
recognition awards for exemplary 
actions, as well as disincentives 

such as fines for violations, need 
further examination. The 
Waterloo Stewardship Network is 
a vehicle for continually 

encouraging private landowners 
to participate in rehabilitation. 
Conservation easements and 
other agreements for protection 
of private land deserve more 
attention. 

Local awareness of rehabilitation 
projects in the Waterloo Region 
is not widespread . Surprisingly, 
even rehabilitation advocates 
may be unfamiliar with many 
local projects. Information is 
shared mainly by word-of
mouth. Few projects appear in 
print. For these reasons, planners 
can play an important role in 
educating the public. A public 
registry and clearing house for 

projects, techniques and 
expertise might bring interested 
persons together in a way that is 
mutually beneficial and facilitates 
future research. A GIS version of 
this registry would simplify 
comparative analysis of projects 
and monitoring of progress. A 
regional or provincial website 
would increase the availability of 

information. Such a registry of 
projects might be one resource 
housed in a physical or virtual 
resource centre. A resource 
centre for ecological 
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rehabilitation could serve as both 
a data base and a vehicle for 
hosting workshops and 
conferences of local, provincial 
and national interest. Not only 
would this centre meet 
immediate needs but it would 
also preserve information and 
knowledge necessary to future 
rehabilitation projects. 

The role of the planner in 
rehabilitation varies with 
circumstances. Public planners 
influence and inform decision
makers and contribute to 
environmental policy-making. 
Municipal planners help 
articulate community 
environmental objectives through 
official plans and reviews of 
development applications. They 
are positioned to push for 
rehabilitation as a condition of 
development approval. At times 
they can also approach private 
landowners with suggestions for 
rehabilitation projects. And they 
can facilitate rehabilitation by 

bringing interested parties 
together, negotiating with 
landowners, and identifying 
sources of funding. 

Roxton Park 
Another view of the naturalized buffer separating two 
residential neighbourhoods. Trees and shrubbel)' are 
approaching maturtty. Wild/lowers abound in the 
glades. 

In addition to the immediate 
spin-offs from their contract 
work, planning consultants can 
provide expertise to the local 
rehabilitation community by 
participating in community 
workshops, acting as advisors on 

student projects, and speaking in 
support of rehabilitation before 
local councils. They can also 
encourage their clients to 
consider rehabilitation as a valid 
component of development. 

In its "Statement of Values" 
(1994), the Canadian Institute of 

Planners requires its members 
"to value the natural and cultural 
environment." Members are 
asked to "assume roles as 

stewards of these environments 
balancing preservation with 
sustainable development." The 
Canadian Institute of Planners 
and its affiliates shou ld therefore 
identify opportunities for its 
members to participate in 
rehabilitation and to contribute 
to the environmental 
sustainability of landscape. They 
should promote land 
improvement issues and practices 
through their media contacts, 

conferences and workshops. 

Conclusion 

The process of ecological 
rehabilitation can benefit from 
the involvement of planners. By 

the same token, planners can 
benefit by seizing the 

opportunities afforded by 
ecological rehabilitation . 
Planning, viewed as the 
redesigning of our built a,nd 
natural environment in order to 
achieve community goals, can 
learn from the developing field of 
ecological rehabilitation, which is 
devoted to the environmental 
enhancement of degraded and 
underused spaces. There should 
be continued examination of the 
progress and success of 
rehabilitation projects, and 
reflection on the role of publicly 
and privately employed planners 
in ecological rehabilitation. 
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Summary 
Ecological rehabilitation requires 
expertise in technical fields but 
will not succeed without 
professional planners to ensure 
that small-scale rehabilitation 
projects are designed and 
implemented to meet larger 
(regional) objectives. Using the 
example of eleven projects in the 
Regional Municipality of 
Waterloo, we provide guidelines 

for planners and planning policy 
that promote effective local, 
urban ecological rehabilitation. 

Snowball sampling and 
interviews with sixteen 
practitioners of ecological 
rehabilitation revealed that the 
Official Policies Plans of Waterloo 
Region and local municipalities 
did not provide explicit guidance 
or co-ordination in ecological 
rehabilitation. More broadly, 
provincial, regional and local 
governments lack specific 
approaches to the use ecological 
rehabilitation for landscape 

planning. If planners were more 
involved in the process of 
ecological rehabilitation, these 
problems wou ld likely be 
resolved. Planners are politically 
influential and are in the best 

position to negotiate the 
conflicting demands of 
development, conservation and 
ecological rehabilitation. 

Resume 
La rehabilitation ecologique exige 
des connaissances techniques 

approfondies mais ne peut etre 
menee a bien sans des urbanistes 
professionnels si l'on veut que les 
projets de rehabilitation locaux 
s'inscrivent dans un plan 
d'ensemble (a l'echelle 
regionale). Prenant pour exemple 
onze projets etablis pour la 
municipalite regionale de 
Waterloo, nous mettons a la 
disposition des lecteurs des lignes 
directrices ecrites a l'intention des 
urbanistes et, parallelement, une 
politique d'amenagement pour le 
succes de la rehabilitation 
ecologique dans les milieux 
urbains. Un echantillonnage et 
des entrevues avec seize 
responsables de la rehabilitation 
ecologique ont revele que les 
politiques officielles de la region 
de Waterloo et des municipalites 
locales ne prevoient aucune 
directive ni aucune coordination 
en vue de la rehabilitation 
ecologique. En fait, on constate 
une absence d'approche 

specifique quanta !'utilisation de 
la rehabilitation ecologique dans 
l'amenagement du paysage, et 
ce tant au niveau provincial, que 
regional ou municipal. Si les 
urbanistes s'engageient 
davantage dans les processus de 
rehabilitation ecologique, ces 
problemes seraient sans doute 
resolus. Les urbanistes exercent 
une certaine influence au niveau 
politique et sont particulierement 
bien places pour gerer les 
situations ou s' opposent 
developpement, conservation de 
la nature et rehabilitation 

ecologique. 

.Z Eco ogJcal rehabiliiation is a deliberate hum an 
attivityairned at improving a degr.tded area for 
some purpose, so that a self-sustaining ecosystem 

2 is either partially or fuUy re-cstabLished (al though 
not necessari ly the ecosystem of historic:~ 
record). " 

3 Quon 1997. 

4 These ptinciples are not the focus of this article but 
are discussed in Quon (l997) in another article 
currently under review for publication. 

5 Regio al Official Policies Plan (1996), s. 2. 1, i. 




