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Ecological Significance 

 
The Bruce Peninsula has long been recognized as a special 
place and sustains some of the most intact ecosystems in all of 
southern Ontario. It is a critically important stronghold for 
native flora and fauna and has been identified as one of the 
Great Lakes’ biodiversity “hotspots” with an abundance of 
globally rare, endemic and endangered species and natural 
communities.  
 
The majestic cliffs of the Niagara Escarpment dominate the 
area, soaring to 120 m above Georgian Bay and gently sloping 
southwestwardly over a dolostone plain to the bedrock and 
sandy shores of Lake Huron. This spectacular geological 
formation combines with the climatic influences of the Great 
Lakes to create a diverse mosaic of ecological systems and 
communities. Nested within the vast forests of the Bruce 
Peninsula are lakes, rivers and streams, wetlands, and a variety 
of globally rare alvar communities. The shorelines of the Bruce 
Peninsula and its archipelago of islands offer a diverse 
assemblage of coastal communities from cliffs and talus slopes 
to cobble, boulder and bedrock shorelines to sand beaches and 
dunes. Situated in the heart of the Great Lakes, the waters of the Bruce Peninsula provide diverse and productive 
aquatic systems from the shallow nearshore areas and coastal wetlands of Lake Huron to the depths of Georgian 
Bay. 
 
Within close proximity to Canada’s largest metropolitan areas, the Bruce Peninsula has maintained a relatively 
natural and intact landscape, and it continues to be one of the most important refuges for biodiversity in Canada 
with one of the highest concentrations of nationally and provincially rare species. As part of a World Biosphere 
Reserve, it is internationally recognized for its biodiversity and for the important role of the local community has 
had in its protection.  
 

 

Physical Features 

 

Geology 

The dominant feature of the Bruce Peninsula is the Niagara Escarpment, originating 400 to 500 million year ago 
from the reef complexes of an ancient seabed, now known as the Michigan Basin. As a result of the sloping nature 
of this Basin, the topography of the Bruce Peninsula slopes in a southwesterly direction from the steep cliffs of 
Georgian Bay to the low, shelving rocks and sandy beaches on the Lake Huron side. In contrast to Lake Huron’s 
coast, the elevation of the Bruce Peninsula at the rim of the Niagara Escarpment exceeds 90 metres above the 
datum level of Georgian Bay in some areas (White and Ferguson, 1915), including: Cabot Head West Bluff (94.2m); 
Cabot Head South Bluff (69.2m); Cape Chin (50.9m); Smoky Head (52.4), and; Lion’s Head (71.3m).  
 
The dolostone bedrock of the Bruce Peninsula is dissolved by the weak carbonic acid which is formed when carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere or from within the soil environment dissolves in water (Owen Sound Field 
Naturalists, 2004). This process has resulted in extensive “karst” features throughout the area, including caves 
sinkholes, grikes, and pit karrens. The karst topography leads to extensive underground drainage through a 
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network of bedrock drainage tunnels, crevices and fractures. These features also create microclimate and soil 
conditions that differ from those of the surrounding area and can host unique assemblages of non-vascular plants 
and invertebrates. The Bruce Peninsula shorelines have also been shaped by the continual erosion from wave 
action, resulting in numerous flowerpots, sea caves, and overhangs.  
 
Over the last few million years, this part of Ontario has experienced at least four major glaciations, which have 
shaped the present shorelines and scoured and moulded the bedrock surfaces. Following the retreat of the ice, a 
series of post-glacial lakes covered the area, having one of the most significant influences on the physical and 
biological attributes of the Bruce Peninsula. Most, if not all, of the Bruce Peninsula was inundated with water until 
about 10,500 years ago (Chapman and Putnam 1984; S.L. Ross et al. 1989; Karrow and Warner 1990). Between 
10,500 BP and 9,500 BP, the north end of the peninsula was reduced to several small islands in the Cabot Head 
area (S.L. Ross et al. 1989). From about 9,500 BP onwards, lake levels declined and much of the area was dry land 
suitable for colonization by plants. However, during the mid-Holocene period between 5,500 B.P. and 3,500 B.P., 
the higher water levels of post-glacial Lake Nippising reduced the amount of exposed land and the north end of the 
Bruce Peninsula existed as a large island (Chapman and Putnam 1984). At this time the Lake Huron shore was 
further inland than it is at present and the wide channel that created this island extended from Stokes Bay on the 
west side of the peninsula, northeast to the south arm of Dyer's Bay (S.L. Ross et al. 1989). Following the recession 
of Lake Nipissing, the northern end of the peninsula once again established a direct connection with the southern 
reaches, as it does at present. This series of water level fluctuations resulted in the sand and gravel deposits that 
are present today, and shaped the colonization and distribution of the Bruce Peninsula’s vegetation. 
 

Soils 
According to the Soil Survey of Bruce County (1954), the Bruce Peninsula is dominated by the Breypen land type, 
which consists primarily of exposed rock outcrop with small pockets of soil materials. However, in the central part 
of the Bruce Peninsula are thick, fine-grained glacial lake sediments that create a relatively flat plain that provides 
the majority of lands suitable for agriculture on the peninsula. Soil types include the Ferndale series clay loam in 
the Judges Creek area, Ferndale series silt loam at Ferndale, the Chesley series silt loam north of Ferndale, and the 
Wauseon series sandy loam near Ferndale, Lion’s Head and Little Pike Bay. Many of these soils developed from 
glacial tills, outwash materials, and glacio-lacustrine deposits, as well as organic muck and bottomland soils. Based 
on the Canada Land Inventory, which classifies land based on its potential for agricultural production, the majority 
of the Bruce Peninsula has no capability for agriculture as a result of limitations associated with surface stoniness 
and bedrock outcrops, topography, and excess water due to poor soil drainage (Source Water Protection, 2008). 
However, some areas have been classified as Class 1-3 and are considered Prime Agricultural Lands. 
 

Surface Hydrology 

The hydrology of the Bruce Peninsula is complex with the presence of both surface and subsurface drainage 
occurring. Due to the sloping topography of the Bruce Peninsula, most surface waters flow in a northeast to 
southwest direction through a series of watercourses to Lake Huron. These surface waters are captured within a 
watershed or drainage basin defined by the physical attributes of the area, where it is drained to Lake Huron and 
Georgian Bay through a network of lakes, wetlands, streams and artificial drains and ditches. There are 19 rivers 
and streams within the plan area extending a total of 431.94 km, as well as numerous intermittent or permanent 
small streams and municipal drain systems.  
 
The karst topography of the Bruce Peninsula has a significant influence on subsurface drainage as some 
watercourses are captured underground through fissures and fractures in the bedrock that discharge the water to 
other areas through an extensive network of underground channels. Extensive karst drainage occurs 1-2 km inland 
from Georgian Bay and many of the watersheds associated with these areas drain to Georgian Bay (Wickware 
1987).  
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Table 2.1 Watersheds of the Bruce Peninsula 

ID Subwatershed Name Area 

2FA-02 Melville Sound Shore 71.57 

2FA-03 Judges Creek 47.30 

2FA-04 Cabot Head – Dyers Bay – Whippoorwill Bay Shore  75.01 

2FA-05 Tobermory Shore 79.36 

2FA-06 Willow Creek – Crane River 80.77 

2FA-07 Spring Creek 72.24 

2FA-08 Stokes River 56.90 

2FA-12 Sucker Creek  65.23 

2FA-13 MacGregor Channel Islands 86.31 

2FA-14 Lake Huron Islands 61.67 

 
 

Climate 
Influenced by the Great Lakes, the Bruce Peninsula has a maritime climate reflected by the humid, temperate 
climate with warm summers (average 16.8

o
C) and cool winters (average -6.7

o
C). The summer months are 

dominated by hot, humid air masses originating in the Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Mexico. Winters have an 
increase in Pacific air, which is displaced over the season by cold Arctic currents (S.L. Ross et al. 1989). Precipitation 
occurs throughout the year but tends to be highest in the fall from September through November. Lake Huron and 
Georgian Bay buffer macroclimatic extremes and tend to prolong mild temperatures in the fall and cooler 
temperatures in the spring. 
 
 
 

Biological Features 

 

Land Cover 
The plan area occupies a total area of 1749.92 km

2
 of which the land base and islands of the Bruce Peninsula 

consists of 956.55 km
2
 and the nearshore waters surrounding the Bruce Peninsula consists of 793.37 km

2
. As 

shown in Map 2, the dominant land cover is forest which represents 69.15% of the land area, including 14.35% 
deciduous, 45.94% coniferous and 8.19% mixed forest. Approximately 8.92% of the area is classified as wetlands, 
including 4.74% swamp, 4.10% marsh, 0.08% fen and 0.002% bog. Alvars represent 0.75% of the plan area. 
Agriculture is the second most dominant type in the plan area representing 15.88% of the land base, while other 
cultural landscapes such as residential areas and transportation corridors represent 2.45%. 
 
 

Flora 
Ever since Gibson and Macoun (1873) published their account of the flora of the Bruce Peninsula, the region has 
attracted the attention of botanists. The Bruce Peninsula is an unusual mosaic of vegetation communities and 
plant populations, due in part to a moderate climate buffered by lake effects, shallow soils over calcareous 
bedrock, post-glacial isolation as an island, and moderate development. Based on a study of the flora in the former 
St. Edmunds and Lindsay townships, a total of 872 taxa of vascular plants have been identified including 32 species 
of trees, 110 taxa of shrubs, small trees and woody vines, 53 taxa of ferns and fern allies, 190 taxa of grasses, and 
487 taxa of herbaceous flowering plants. Many rare plant species are found on the Bruce Peninsula due, in part, to 
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Figure 2.1. Land cover types on the Bruce Peninsula (SOLRIS, 2006). 

 
 
an abundance of unusual habitats such as alvars, talus slopes, and cliffs. The Bruce Peninsula is well known for its 
remarkable diversity of orchids and ferns, and it hosts approximately half of the global population of Dwarf Lake 
Iris and 95% of the global population of Lakeside Daisy occurs on the Bruce Peninsula and southern coast of 
Manitoulin Island. The Niagara Escarpment also harbours ancient eastern white cedars that are the oldest living 
trees in eastern North America up to 935 years old (Kelly and Larson 2008). An inventory of the lichens of Bruce 
Peninsula National Park and Fathom Five National Marine Park was conducted in 2008, compiling a list of 355 
species of lichens, related fungi, and lichenicolous fungi or lichen parasites (Tuckerman Workshop 2008). Two 
lichens and one lichenicolous fungi were new records for North America. In addition, 15 lichens, two related fungi 
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and 12 lichenicolous fungi were additions to the known Canadian lichen flora, and an additional 36 lichens, two 
related fungi and eight lichenicolous fungi were new for Ontario, for a total of 79 significant discoveries.  
 
 

Fauna 
The Bruce Peninsula is particularly significant for bird species as it provides large areas of forest habitat for 
breeding neotropical migrants as well as a migratory corridor for many passerines and raptors. The sheltered bays 
and inlets of Lake Huron and Georgian Bay also provide migratory staging areas for waterbirds such as grebes and 
loons as well as for local breeding of dabbling ducks. Colonial waterbirds, such as herring gull, ring-billed gull, 
Caspian tern, common tern, double-crested cormorant and great blue heron breed on many of the Bruce 
Peninsula’s islands. Cabot Head is recognized as an Important Bird Area (Bird Studies Canada 2005) as it is globally 
significant for its concentrations of migratory land birds and is continentally significant for congregating Red-
necked Grebes. Over 220 bird species have been documented from the Bruce Peninsula Bird Observatory at Cabot 
Head. The Bruce Peninsula supports at least 39 mammal species, including a population of black bear which is 
genetically distinct due to isolation from other populations in Ontario (Mills 2004). Black bear and other wide-
ranging mammals such as fishers are typical of large, unbroken wilderness areas. Seven of Ontario’s eight bat 
species are found on the Bruce Peninsula, of which five are year-round residents, using many of the Niagara 
Escarpment caves as hibernacula. Little Stream Cave hosts one of the three largest bat hibernacila in the province 
(Geomatics et al. 1997). The Bruce Peninsula is well known for its abundance and diversity of amphibians and 
reptiles with 29 taxa present. This can be attributed to the high habitat diversity, the lake-moderated climate, the 
large size of natural areas, and the associated low incidence of human stress. Of particular note is the occurrence 
of a relatively large population of eastern massasauga rattlesnake. There are over 60 species of fish that can be 
found in the inland lakes, streams, wetlands, and surrounding waters of the Bruce Peninsula. Northern pike and 
smallmouth bass are common to the inland lakes. Coldwater streams support native brook trout and a number of 
non-native salmonid species. Approximately 3300 insect species have been documented which probably 
represents no more than 75% of the actual fauna on the Bruce Peninsula (Marshall 2009). A local cave is home to a 
globally and provincially rare spider, the Cavernicolous Sheet-web Spider.  

 

Species of Conservation Concern  
The Bruce Peninsula has a high concentration of rare and endangered species. In 2005, the Great Lakes 
Conservation Blueprints for Terrestrial Biodiversity (Henson et al., 2005) and Aquatic Biodiversity (Phair et al., 
2005) identified the Bruce Peninsula as a hotspot for biological diversity and listed species throughout the Great 
Lakes basin that were to be priorities for conservation. Through this process 56 conservation blueprint target 
species were identified for the Bruce Peninsula, including 15 federal species at risk, 17 species of global 
conservation concern, 17 disjunct species, and four endemic species (NCC, 2010).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
14 COMMUNITY CONSERVATION AND STEWARDSHIP PLAN 

Table 2.2 Conservation Blueprint species in the Northern Bruce Peninsula Natural Area (NCC, 2010). Note: 
*indicates historical occurrence, **indicates non-breeding occurrence. 
 

Common name Latin name 
Global 
Rank 

Provincial 
Rank 

Federal 
Status 

Provincial 
Status 

Birds      

Bald Eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus NAR S2N, S4B NAR SC 

Black Tern Chlidonias niger G4 S3B NAR SC 

Bobolink Dolichonyx oryzivorus  G4 S4B THR  

Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia G5 S3B NAR NAR 

Common Nighthawk Chordeiles minor G5 S4B THR SC 

Golden-winged Warbler Vermivora chrysoptera G4 S4B THR SC 

Gray-cheeked Thrush** Catharus minimus G5 S2S4B   

Henslow’s Sparrow* Ammodramus henslowii G4 SHB END END 
Least Bittern Ixobrychus exilis G5 S4B THR THR 

Peregrine Falcon* Falco peregrinus G4 S3B SC THR 

Red-shouldered Hawk Buteo lineatus G5 S4B NAR NAR 

Whip-poor-will Caprimulgus vociferus G5 S4B THR THR 

      

Fish      

Bloater Coregonus hoyi G4 S4 NAR NAR 
Deepwater Sculpin Myoxocephalus thompsoni G5 S4 SC NAR 
Shortjaw Cisco Coregonus zenithicus G3 S2 THR THR 

Upper Great Lakes Kiyi Coregonus Kiyi kiyi G3TNR S3 SC SC 

      

Insects      

A Beetle Selenophorus opalinus GNR SNR   

A Bug Auridius sp. n. GNR SNR   

A Leafhopper Graminella mohri GNR SNR   

A Leafhopper Paraphlepsius lobatus GNR SNR   

A Leafhopper Pendarus punctiscriptus GNR SNR   

A Ground Beetle Agonum crenistriatum GNR SNR   

Azure Bluet Enallagma aspersum G5 S3   

Green-striped Darner* Aeshna verticalis G5 S3   

Sleepy Duskywing* Erynnis brizo G5 S1   

Monarch  Danaus plexippus G5 S2N, S4B SC SC 

Striped Camel Cricket Ceuthophilus meridionalis GNR S2S3   

Variable (Lineate) Darner Aeshna interrupta lineata G5T5 S2   

      

Mammals      

Northern Long-eared Bat* Myotis septentrionalis G4 S3?   

Small-footed Bat Myotis leibii G3 S2S3   

      

Molluscs      

Deep-throat Vertigo* Astragalus neglectus G3G4 SH   

Diurnal Ambersnail Catinella aprica G2 S2   

Lowland Pillsnail Euchemotrema leai G5 S2S3   

Mystery Vertigo Vertigo paradoxa G4G5Q S2S3   

Pleistocene Catinella Catinella exile G2 S1   

Six-whorl Vertigo Vertigo morsei G3 S1   

Tapered Vertigo Vertigo elatior G5 S2S3   

      

Non-Vascular Plants      

A Lichen Caloplaca ammiospila G4G5 S1   

A Lichen Collema undulatum var.Granulosum GU S1   
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Common name Latin name 
Global 
Rank 

Provincial 
Rank 

Federal 
Status 

Provincial 
Status 

A Liverwort* Scapania gymnostomophila G4 S3?   

A Moss* Dicranella grevilleana G1 S1   

A Moss Brachythecium calcarium G3G4 S2   

A Moss Cephaloziella rubella G5T3 S3S4   

A Moss Limprichtia cossonii GU S2   

A Moss Pseudocalliergon turgescens G3G5 S2   

A Moss Tortella inclinata G4G5 S1   

Blushing Scale Psora decipiens GU S1S2   

Fringed Lichen* Anaptychia setifera G3G4 S1   

      

Reptiles      

Eastern Ribbonsnake Thamnophis sauritus G5 S3 SC SC 

Milksnake Lampropeltis triangulum G5 S3 SC SC 

Massasauga Sistrurus catenatus G3G4 S3 THR THR 

Queensnake Regina septemvittata G5 S2 END THR 

Blanding’s Turtle Emydoidea blandingii G4 S3 THR THR 

Snapping Turtle Chelydra serpentina G5 S3 SC SC 

Spotted Turtle Clemmys guttata G5 S3 END END 

      

Spiders      

Cavernicolous sheet-web spider Porrhomma cavernicola G3 S1   

      

Vascular Plants      

Alaskan Rein-orchid Piperia unalascensis G5 S4   

Alpine Bluegrass Poa alpina G5 S4   

Beaked Spike-rush* Eleocharis rostellata G5 S3   

Blue-leaved Willow Salix myricoides G4 S3   

Branching Bur-reed* Sparganium androcladum G4G5 SH   

Common Butterwort Pinguicula vulgaris G5 S5   

Bulrush Sedge Carex scirpoidea ssp.convoluta G5T3 S3   

Cooper’s Milk-vetch* Astragalus neglectus G4 S3   

Crested Arrowhead* Sagittaria cristata G4? S3   

Curly Blue Grass Poa secunda G5 S1   

Douglas’s Hawthorn Crataegus douglasii G5 S4   

Dwarf Lake Iris Iris lacustris G3 S3 THR THR 

Early Anemone Anemone multifida G5 S5   

Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid Platanthera leucophaea G2G3 S2 END END 
Giant Rattlesnake-plantain  Goodyera oblongifolia G5? S4   

Grooved Yellow Flax Linum sulcatum G5 S3   

Great Lakes Wild Rye* Elymus lanceolatus ssp. psammophilus G5T3 S3   

Hill's Pondweed Potamogeton hillii G3 S2 SC SC 

Hill's Thistle Cirsium hillii G3 S3 THR THR 

Hoary Whitlow-grass Draba cana G5 S4   

Houghton's Goldenrod* Solidago houghtonii G3 S2 SC SC 

Lakeside Daisy Tetraneuris herbacea G3 S3 THR THR 

Large-flowered Ground Cherry* Leucophysalis grandiflora G4? S3   

Laurentian Bladder Fern Cystopteris laurentiana G3 S3   

Limestone Oak Fern* Gymnocarpium robertianum G5 S2   

Low Nutrush* Scleria verticillata G5 S3   

Low spike-moss Selaginella selaginoides G5 S4   

Maple Fern Dryopteris filix-mas G5 S4   

Northern Holly–fern Polystichum lonchitis G5 S4   

Ontario Goldenrod Solidago simplex ontarioensi var. s G5T3 S3   
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Common name Latin name 
Global 
Rank 

Provincial 
Rank 

Federal 
Status 

Provincial 
Status 

Philadelphia Fleabane Erigeron philadelphicus ssp. provancheri G5 T1T2 SU   

Prairie Dropseed Sporobolus heterolepis G5 S3   

Pumpelly's Brome* Bromus pumpellianus G5T5 SH   

Purple-stemmed Cliff-brake*  Pellaea atropurpurea G5 S3   

Ram's-head Lady's-slipper Cypripedium arietinum G3 S3   

Rand’s Goldenrod Solidago simplex ssp. Randii G5T5 S3   

Round-leaved Groundsel Packera obovata G5 S3   

Sand Cherry Prunus pumila var pumila G5T4 S3   

Smith Melic Grass Melica smithii G5 S4?   

Sweet-cicely  Osmorhiza berterii G5 S4   

Thimbleberry  Rubus parviflorus G5 S4   

Tuberous Indian-plantain Arnoglossum plantagineum G4G5 S3 SC SC 

Wallrue Spleenwort* Asplenium ruta-muraria G5 S2   

Western Fescue Festuca occidentalis G5 S4?   

Wild chives Allium schoenoprasum var sibiricum G5T5 S4   

Wild Flax Linum medium var medium G5T3 S3?   

White Bluegrass Poa glauca ssp. glauca G5T5? S4   

Woodland Pinedrops Pterospora andromedea G5 S2   

      

 

Conservation Context  

 
The Bruce Peninsula has received significant interest by government and non-government organizations, as well as 
private landowners to protect the area’s outstanding natural heritage. This section catalogues the types of natural 
heritage areas on the Bruce Peninsula, including parks and other protected areas, policy areas, and special 
designations. These protected areas and designations collectively contribute to the maintenance and 
enhancement of the Bruce Peninsula’s biodiversity. 
 

Protected Areas 
Protected areas form one of the essential keystones to conserving the natural heritage of a region by ensuring the 
long-term protection of significant ecosystems and species, and the critical natural processes that sustain them. In 
addition to protection, many protected areas also provide important sites for research, learning, recreation, and 
sustainable resource use. The existing system of protected areas on the Bruce Peninsula includes a mosaic of 
public and private lands managed by government agencies, not-for-profit organizations and individuals to ensure 
that the Bruce Peninsula’s most important areas are protected in perpetuity. Together, these protected areas 
occupy 27.12% (259.4km

2
) of the plan area. 

 
GOVERNMENT CONSERVATION LANDS 

Federal Lands. Parks Canada manages Bruce Peninsula National Park (BPNP) and Fathom Five National Marine 
Park (FFNMP), which were established through a Federal-Provincial Agreement in 1987 in consultation with the 
local community of the former St. Edmunds Township. Bruce Peninsula National Park is the largest protected area 
on the Bruce Peninsula which will cover 15,600 ha of the Bruce Peninsula’s land base when complete. As of 2011, 
approximately 19.7% was privately owned, 38.9% was owned by Parks Canada, and 31.9% was owned by the 
Province but managed by Parks Canada under an agreement with the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (pers. 
comm. Haselmayer, 2014). The remaining land cover consists of water and roads. Fathom Five National Marine 
Park was the first of only four national marine conservation areas in all of Canada and covers 11,200 ha of islands 
and waters of Lake Huron and Georgian Bay.  
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Provincial Lands. The Province of Ontario holds a total of 11,390.40 ha of lands on the Bruce Peninsula. Ontario 
Parks maintains five nature reserves and one provincial park on the Bruce Peninsula, including: Black Creek 
Provincial Park, Cabot Head Nature Reserve, Ira Lake Nature Reserve, Smokey Head-White Bluff Nature Reserve, 
Lion’s Head Nature Reserve, and Hope Bay Forest Nature Reserve. These parks protect a range of important 
natural features and habitat, and encompass approximately 2,161.53 ha of conservation lands (County of Bruce, 
2014). The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources also holds a range of unregulated lands throughout the Bruce 
Peninsula. 

County Forests. Another notable category of natural area on the Bruce Peninsula is the large Lindsay Tract County 
Forest which covers 2938.95 ha (County of Bruce, 2014). The County Forest is zoned as “Open Space” under the 
Bruce County Official Plan which limits development in this area but it has no official protected status. 
Management of the County Forests is generally guided by a multiple-use approach including recreation and 
resource use.  

Conservation Authority Lands. Although the jurisdiction of Grey-Sauble Conservation Authority does not include 
the Municipality of Northern Bruce Peninsula, there are 829.08 ha of protected areas in the southern portion of 
the plan area along the Lake Huron shore, including Red Bay Nature Preserve, Fishing Islands Nature Preserve, St. 
Jean Point Nature Preserve, Sucker Creek Management Area, and Hodgins Lake Management Area. These areas 
are managed for water management, nature conservation, and recreation (Conservation Ontario, 2005). All Grey-
Sauble Conservation Authority lands are protected by the Conservation Authorities Act and provincial regulations 
are in place to protect and conserve these areas. 

Municipal Parks. Municipalities offer a number of parks and open spaces with a primary focus on encouraging 
physical and social activity, wellness, and informal use opportunities (MNBP 2012). Although these parks are not 
intended primarily for nature conservation, they are important locations to allow recreational access to natural 
areas, particularly along shorelines. There are 13 municipal parks in the Municipality of Northern Bruce Peninsula 
that cover 14.35 ha (Parks and Recreation Master Plan 2010), including natural areas such as Dunks Bay Beach, 
Hobsons Harbour Beach, Sandy Beach Park, Stokes Bay Park, and Sunset Park. The Town of South Bruce Peninsula 
also has four municipal parks within the plan area that cover 5.23 ha, including Howdenvale Park, Red Bay Park 
Oliphant Dog Park and Hope Bay Park. 
 
NON-GOVERNMENT CONSERVATION LANDS 

Bruce Trail Conservancy. As the stewards of Canada’s oldest and longest footpath, the Bruce Trail Conservancy is a 
charitable organization committed to establishing a conservation corridor and promoting environmentally 
responsible public access along the Niagara Escarpment. This corridor follows the Bruce Trail, an 850-km footpath 
extending from Tobermory to Queenston, and it maintains an important natural linkage with the southern Ontario 
landscape. Active for over 40 years, the Bruce Trail Conservancy owns 181.30 ha along the Bruce Trail corridor and 
has established agreements with many property owners in sections where the trail traverses private property. The 
Peninsula Bruce Trail Club is a group of volunteers that is responsible for managing over 240 km of footpaths 
within the Bruce Peninsula and have an important role in trail maintenance and land stewardship. 

Escarpment Biosphere Conservancy. The Escarpment Biosphere Conservancy (EBC) is a charitable land trust with a 
mission to establish, maintain, and manage a system of nature reserves within proximity of the Niagara 
Escarpment, including the Lake Huron shoreline from Goderich to Tobermory, the Saugeen Valley, and Manitoulin 
Island. Through land purchase, donations, and conservation easements the EBC has secured 1053.6 ha on the 
Bruce Peninsula, primarily along the shore from Stokes Bay to Tobermory. Among several other properties, the 
EBC owns and manages a 441.92 ha reserve near Sadler Creek which creates an important ecological corridor 
between the Lindsay Tract County Forest and Bruce Peninsula National Park.  

Nature Conservancy of Canada. The Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC) is a private, not-for-profit organization 
established in 1962 to protect ecologically significant areas through purchases, donations, conservation 
agreements or other mechanisms, and by achieving long-term stewardship of these areas through management 
plans and monitoring arrangements. As a high priority natural area, the NCC has developed a five-year Northern 
Bruce Peninsula Natural Area Conservation Plan to set priorities for the acquisition of properties and identify key 
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actions to achieve conservation success in the natural area. The NCC has been active in conservation efforts on the 
Bruce Peninsula since 1992. Although it owns 654.0 ha, the NCC has secured approximately 3,925 ha in total on the 
Northern Bruce Peninsula through funding assistance and title transfer with landholding agreements to 
conservation partners such as Ontario Parks (NCC, 2014). 

Ontario Heritage Trust. The Ontario Heritage Trust (OHT), formerly Ontario Heritage Foundation, is a non-profit 
agency of the Government of Ontario and holds land in trust for the people of Ontario. It protects, in perpetuity, 
important natural heritage features by receiving donations of ecologically sensitive land and easements that 
protect ecological features while the land remains in private ownership. The OHT currently protects 462.1 ha of 
natural heritage areas on the Bruce Peninsula. 

Ontario Nature. Ontario Nature (ON), formerly Federation of Ontario Naturalists, is a non-government 
organization that is actively involved in the protection and restoration of natural habitats though research, 
education, and conservation. ON envisions an independent province-wide system of nature reserves that will: 
safeguard habitat for endangered plant and animal species; protect biological diversity; set benchmarks for 
scientific research, and; create opportunities for recreation and nature appreciation. Beginning in 1962 with the 
securement of a portion of the Dorcas Bay area, ON currently owns 412.4 ha of land on the Bruce Peninsula 
including significant areas such as the Bruce Alvar, Petrel Point, Baptist Harbour, and Lyal Island.  
 
PROTECTED AREA NETWORKS 

Niagara Escarpment Parks and Open Space System. The Niagara Escarpment Parks and Open Space System 
(NEPOSS) is a coordinated system of over 140 parks and protected areas along the Niagara Escarpment, of which 
most are connected by the Bruce Trail. The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources coordinates the development 
and administration of the NEPOSS but it is managed through the continued cooperation of a multi-stakeholder 
council represented by Conservation Authorities, Ministry of Natural Resources, Ontario Heritage Trust, Parks 
Canada, St. Lawrence Seaway Authority, Niagara Parks Commission, Royal Botanical Gardens, municipalities and 
other organizations (e.g. Bruce Trail Conservancy). The NEPOSS Council was created in recognition of a need to 
foster dialogue on management issues and improve liaison, shared resources, and coordinated action among the 
agencies. 
 
 
Table 2.1. Protected areas on the Bruce Peninsula. 

ORGANIZATION NAME AREA (ha) % PLAN AREA  

Bruce Trail Conservancy 181.3 0.19% 

County of Bruce 2874.0 3.00% 

Escarpment Biosphere Conservancy 1053.6 1.10% 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada 61.7 0.06% 

Grey Sauble Conservation Authority 829.1 0.87% 

Nature Conservancy of Canada 654.0 0.51% 

Ontario Heritage Foundation 450.4 0.47% 

Ontario Heritage Trust 11.7 0.01% 

Ontario Nature (Federation of Ontario Naturalists) 412.4 0.43% 

Parks Canada 8191.5 8.56% 

Province of Ontario 11390.4 11.91% 

TOTAL 26110.1 27.11% 

 
 

Policy Areas 
A second tier of conservation lands includes areas under special consideration through land use policies. Land use 
planning is an important process that helps to guide growth and development in municipalities, protecting 
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important environmental and cultural resources while ensuring economic and social viability of their communities. 
On private lands, land use policies on the Bruce Peninsula are primarily delivered through the Bruce County Official 
Plan and the Niagara Escarpment Plan. Through various goals and objectives, these plans provide a framework to 
better managing growth and protect the natural heritage features of the Bruce Peninsula by identifying, 
maintaining, improving and restoring the ecological and hydrological integrity of the natural systems on the Bruce 
Peninsula, not only for ecological health but also for human health. 
 
BRUCE COUNTY OFFICIAL PLAN 
The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) provides the broad policy framework that establishes direction on land use 
planning in Ontario. The PPS identifies a set of natural heritage features that are afforded various levels of 
protection when development or site alteration is being contemplated in or adjacent to these resources (OMNR 
2010), including provincially significant Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest (ANSIs), wetlands, woodlands, 
valleylands, endangered and threatened species habitat, and other fish and wildlife habitat. Although the province 
sets legislation and policies, planning decisions for private land are made at the municipal level. Municipalities are 
responsible for implementing the Planning Act through the Bruce County Official Plan, zoning by-laws and 
development applications. Although some natural features, such as ANSIs and Provincially Significant Wetlands 
have been identified in the Official Plan, “other features, such as significant ravines, valley, river and stream 
corridors, significant woodlands, significant portions of threatened and endangered species habitat, significant fish 
habitat and significant wildlife habitats have not been specifically identified (County of Bruce, 2013). 
 
Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest (ANSIs) are areas of land and water containing natural landscapes or 
features which have been identified as having values related to natural heritage protection, scientific study, or 
education. ANSIs may be designated as Life Science or Earth Science sites, depending on whether they are 
ecological or geological features, and are classified as being either of “provincial” or “regional” significance. There 
are 31 Life Science ANSIs and 5 Earth Science ANSIs on the Bruce Peninsula (Table 2.2). The Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources (OMNR) designates the ANSIs which is often supported by a detailed inventory of the species 
and special characteristics of the area. Although the designation identifies significant areas, the designation itself 
provides no protection from development or resource harvesting within the area. According to the PPS, 
development and site alteration may be permitted in, or on lands adjacent to, a provincially significant ANSI if it 
has been demonstrated that there will be no negative impacts on the ANSIs natural features or the ecological 
functions. Provincially Significant Wetlands (PSWs) are those areas identified by the province as being the most 
valuable. PSWs are determined by a science-based ranking system known as the Ontario Wetland Evaluation 
System (OWES) administered by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources. This system provides a standardized 
method of assessing wetland functions and societal values, which enables the province to rank wetlands relative to 
one another. This information is provided to planning authorities to support the land use planning process. 
Although a large number of wetlands have not been evaluated by the OWES, 19 provincially significant wetlands 
and five locally significant wetlands have been identified on the Bruce Peninsula (Table 2.3). 

 
NIAGARA ESCARPMENT PLAN 
The Niagara Escarpment Plan (NEP), adopted in 1985 under Ontario’s Niagara Escarpment Planning and 
Development Act, affords a high degree of protection to the natural environment of the Niagara Escarpment and 
land in its vicinity. The Niagara Escarpment Plan (NEP) was the first large-scale environmental land use plan 
adopted in Ontario, and indeed in Canada. It protected a significant landform across municipal jurisdictions and 
recognized the importance of cores and corridors in land use planning. Its establishment was a significant 
accomplishment in the history of conservation in Ontario, in part because it set an important precedent for 
landscape-level planning and in part because it protected an important landform in the province. The NEP is 
overseen by the Niagara Escarpment Commission, a provincial agency composed of 17 people appointed by the 
Ontario Cabinet. The NEP policies contain seven land use designations that indicate acceptable types of 
development, including Escarpment Natural Area, Escarpment Protection Area, Escarpment Rural Area, Minor 
Urban Centre, Urban Area, Escarpment Recreation Area, and Mineral Extraction Area. These areas have been 
mapped along the length of the Niagara Escarpment and are used by the Niagara Escarpment Commission in 
conjunction with local municipalities to review and approve land use changes within the NEP Area. The three land 
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use categories that provide the greatest level of protection are Escarpment Natural Area, Escarpment Protection 
Area, and Escarpment Rural Area.  
 
THE GREENBELT PLAN 
The Greenbelt Plan, approved in 2005, encompasses more than 328,000 hectares of lands already subject to the 
requirements of the NEP and the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan (ORMCP), as well as a newly added 
400,000 hectares of land described as “Protected Countryside” in the Golden Horseshoe. The Protected 
Countryside lands identified in the Greenbelt Plan are intended to enhance the spatial extent of agriculturally and 
environmentally protected lands currently covered by the NEP and the ORMCP while, at the same time, improving 
linkages between these areas and the surrounding landscapes. The Protected Countryside is made up of an 
Agricultural System and a Natural System, together with a series of settlement areas. This land use plan is 
administered by the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH). The Greenbelt Plan, along with 
the Niagara Escarpment Plan and Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan, will be reviewed in 2015 by the provincial 
government.  
 
 

Environmental Designations 
 

IMPORTANT BIRD AREA DESIGNATION 
An Important Bird Area (IBA) is a non-regulatory designation to highlight the importance of important bird habitat. 
Although this designation has no legal standing on its own, conservation is often achieved under the auspices of 
existing federal, provincial or municipal programs. The IBA Program is an international conservation initiative 
coordinated by BirdLife International, Bird Studies Canada, and Nature Canada. The Cabot Head area was 
designated as an Important Bird Area and covers 20,434ha on the Bruce Peninsula. It supports a continentally 
significant population of red-necked grebe, large numbers of white-winged scoter, long-tailed duck, common loon, 
a significant raptor and landbird migration. 
 
WORLD BIOSPHERE RESERVE DESIGNATION 
In 1990, the Niagara Escarpment was designated as a World Biosphere Reserve by the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Biosphere reserves are geographic areas that contain globally 
unique ecosystems and are designated by UNESCO because of the expressed desire of local communities to work 
toward sustainability. Each biosphere reserve is intended to fulfill three integrated functions: (1) conservation of 
biodiversity, (2) sustainable economic and human development, and (3) logistic support or capacity building for 
research, monitoring, education and training. These areas are often considered to be “living laboratories” for 
experiments in sustainable development. 



 

  
Figure 2.2. Protected areas and conservation lands on the Bruce Peninsula (Nature Conservancy of Canada, 2010). 


