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Simcoe County MCR – Review and Refinement of 

the Growth Plan NHS 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Simcoe County Context and Legislative Requirements 

1.1.1. Location and County Responsibilities  

Simcoe County is an upper-tier municipality located just north of the Greater Toronto Area, to which it 

is connected by Highway 400. It contains approximately 461,900 hectares of land located around Lake 

Simcoe, Georgian Bay, the Niagara Escarpment and the Oak Ridges Moraine. There are 16 lower-tier 

municipalities within the County, each with a distinct pattern of settlement and growth management 

plans. The County exhibits a wide range of urban and rural land uses, a diverse economy that includes 

agricultural, industrial, and tourism-related employment, and a rich natural heritage system. Municipal 

services such as libraries, paramedics, long-term care, social housing, public works, waste 

management and arterial roads infrastructure are generally provided by the County while lower-tier 

municipalities are responsible for other local services, including the delivery of water and wastewater 

infrastructure. Land use planning is closely co-ordinated, with the County being responsible for 

guiding overall growth and development primarily through its Official Plan and acting as the approval 

authority for many planning approvals.  

The following map identifies the County and its lower-tier municipalities, including the existing 

primary settlement areas.  
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Figure 1: Map of Simcoe County 
Source: Hemson Consulting, 2021  

1.2. Growth Plan Requirements  

The County is currently undertaking a comprehensive update to its Official Plan (a Municipal 

Comprehensive Review or MCR). The update is required to ensure the Official Plan is consistent with 

provincial policies and conforms with provincial plans. These policies and plans—particularly the 

Provincial Policy Statement 2020 (PPS) and A Place to Grow – Growth Plan for the Greater Golden 
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Horseshoe (Growth Plan)—have undergone substantial revision in recent years. Of great importance is 

that the Growth Plan now requires that the County plan for growth over a thirty-year time horizon to 

2051. Section 6 of the Growth Plan includes specific policies for managing growth in the Simcoe Sub-

Area, which includes the County and its 16 lower-tier municipalities. 

The County is located within the Outer Ring of the Greater Golden Horseshoe (GGH) as defined by 

the Growth Plan. The Growth Plan includes detailed policies for planning for future population and 

employment and establishing settlement area boundary expansions and official plan reviews. All 

County Council decisions made in respect of these matters must conform to these policies. As such, 

the Growth Plan is the crucial policy document guiding the Municipal Comprehensive Review.  

Schedule 3 requires that the County plan to achieve a minimum population of 555,000 and 

employment of 198,000 by 2051. This represents population and employment growth of about 55% 

and 69% respectively from today (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Simcoe County Population and Employment Forecast to 2051 
 POPULATION EMPLOYMENT 

2021 357,000 117,000 

2051 555,000 198,000 

Growth  

2021-2051 
198,000 (55%) 81,000 (69%) 

1.3. Overview of County’s Municipal Comprehensive Review Process  

Through the MCR, Simcoe’s Official Plan will be brought into conformity with the Growth Plan. The 

scale of the work involved is necessarily broad. The updated Official Plan establishes the overall 

pattern of development and environmental stewardship in the County and sets the stage for 

substantial and more detailed planning by local public bodies. 

The MCR must be completed by July 2022. It includes a review of Provincial policies and plans, and 

associated technical studies to support the updated Official Plan policies, on the following matters:  

▪ refinements to the Provincial natural heritage system; 

▪ refinements to the Provincial agricultural system; 

▪ growth management, including a land needs assessment (LNA); 

▪ planning for employment; 

▪ climate change; and 

▪ watershed planning. 
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The MCR is being closely co-ordinated with the lower-tier municipalities. Lower-tier municipalities will 

play a key role in identifying appropriate locations for future urban lands and impacts on the 

agricultural system, natural heritage system, watersheds, and infrastructure requirements.  

Throughout the MCR, the County will engage with a range of stakeholders including the lower-tier 

municipalities, Indigenous communities, Provincial staff, public agencies, County residents, 

environmental groups, representatives of the agriculture community, developers, and community 

associations. The technical studies will be made available to these stakeholders and the general 

public for review and comment. 

1.4. Review of the Growth Plan NHS within the County 

This technical report has been prepared as part of the Simcoe MCR, which includes the Review of 

Growth Plan Natural Heritage System (NHS) within the County.   

In order to undertake the review of the Growth Plan NHS and make recommendation for refinements 

consistent with guidance from the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018), it was first 

necessary to compile a complete and updated Natural Feature Dataset. The process of compiling this 

dataset is described the technical memorandum ‘Review of Natural Features Datasets within Simcoe 

County’ (NSE 2021) and summarized in Section 2.3.1.    

Based on the analysis and recommendations for refining the Growth Plan NHS described within this 

technical report, draft mapping will be produced of an updated Growth Plan NHS. This technical 

report and draft mapping refinements to the Growth Plan NHS will be reviewed by the County, local 

area municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the Severn Sound Environmental Association 

(SSEA). In addition, it is expected that there will be an opportunity for other stakeholders and the 

public to provide comments on the draft refinements to the Growth Plan NHS that will be considered 

in making final recommendations to the Province for refinements to the Growth Plan NHS. 

2. Review of Growth Plan Natural Heritage System 

In support of the implementation of the policies of the Growth Plan, the Province has mapped a 

Natural Heritage System (NHS) as a long-term approach to planning for the protection of the GGH’s 

natural heritage and biodiversity. The Growth Plan NHS is considered a provincial “Regional Natural 

Heritage System” that consists of a Growth Plan NHS for the GGH and the Greenbelt Plan Area NHS 

(see Figure 19, page 42 in OMNRF 2018).  The NHS for the Greenbelt Area is in turn composed of the 

Oak Ridges Moraine NHS, the NHS in the Protected Countryside of the Greenbelt Plan and parts of 

the Niagara Escarpment Plan Area that appears to include the Escarpment Natural Area and 

Escarpment Protection Area designations in the Niagara Escarpment Plan (note the designations from 

the Niagara Escarpment Plan that are included Figure 19 are not specially identified in OMNRF 2018).  
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The Province has provided a “Technical Report on Criteria, Rationale and Methods for the Regional 

Natural Heritage System for the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe” (OMNRF 2018) 

(hereafter referred to as the ‘Growth Plan NHS Technical Report’), however it only applies to the 

Growth Plan area, i.e., it does not address the methodology for the Greenbelt Plan NHS (and by 

extension the Oak Ridges Moraine NHS nor Niagara Escarpment Plan designations). 

Municipalities are required to incorporate the NHS for the Growth Plan as an overlay in official plans 

and incorporate policies in conformity with the Growth Plan to “…maintain, restore, or enhance the 

diversity and connectivity of the system…” (Growth Plan policy 4.2.2.2). It is also understood that 

through policy 4.2.2.5 of the Growth Plan that municipalities may refine the NHS for the Growth plan 

at the time of initial implementation in their official plans.  

As described above, Simcoe County’s MCR is a specific planning process used to bring the County’s 

Official Plan into conformity with provincial policies including those of the Growth Plan. As part of this 

process, North-South Environmental Inc. (NSE) has been retained by the County to undertake the 

refinement of the provincially mapped Growth Plan NHS. 

The Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018) provides guidance on the process for 

requesting refinements to the Province’s NHS: 

“Proposed refinements to the NHS shall be accompanied by supporting documentation, 

including any fine-scale mapping of natural features or infrastructure that was used to adjust 

the boundaries, and shall be submitted to the Province for review along with the proposed 

official plan or official plan amendment implementing the results of the MCR process.” 

(OMNRF 2018, pg. 39).  

2.1. Overview of Growth Plan NHS Mapping 

The Growth Plan NHS was identified through a modelling exercise and is described in the Technical 

Report as “an automated process”.  It was developed based on a set of principles and criteria derived 

from the literature.  Decisions on the extent of the NHS based professional judgement were excluded 

in an attempt to make the exercise “evidence-based and repeatable”.  In some cases, the Province 

reviewed core areas and linkages against the aerial imagery available through Land Information 

Ontario, and boundaries of the NHS were adjusted (expanded or reduced) accordingly based on the 

imagery (OMNRF 2018).  

The Growth Plan NHS is made up of core areas which are comprised of natural features. These core 

areas are linked by natural corridors (linkages) intended to provide connectivity (at the regional or site 

level) and support natural processes which are necessary to maintain the long-term viability of 

ecological systems. The Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018) provides an overview of 

NHSs in general and provides a more detailed descriptions of the principles, criteria, data sources and 

methods used to develop the mapping of the Growth Plan NHS.   
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2.1.1. Growth Plan NHS Principles and Criteria 

The Principles provided in the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report are very high-level and guide the 

overall process (e.g., being an automated replicable process, based on empirical evidence, etc. – see 

page 4 of OMNRF 2018).  They are not ecological principles (e.g., link all key natural features, protect 

all existing linkage features, etc.).  The principles include: 

• Well-documented and clearly explained criteria, rationale and methods are to be used; 

• Scientific and empirical evidence are to be used to support decisions where possible; 

• Consistency with current provincial NHS planning criteria and guidance (e.g., Natural Heritage 

reference Manual and Greenbelt Plan NHS) is to be maintained; 

• Defendable and repeatable methodology is to be used (i.e., the same map would result from 

someone else using the same criteria and methods; 

• Scale of the regional system is to focus on identifying larger core areas and broader linkages 

within a regional landscape context; Connection of the NHS mapping to existing regional 

mapping in adjacent areas is to be made as much as is reasonably possible (i.e., connect to 

other NHSs in adjacent planning areas); and 

• The criteria and methods are to have potential for application in another similar geography 

(i.e., could potentially be applied to other areas of southern Ontario). 

The Growth Plan NHS Technical Report identifies core and linkage “criteria” for defining the NHS: 

Criteria for Core Areas (from Table 3 in OMNR 2018): 

• at least 50% natural cover or public lands 

• minimum size of 500 ha 

• minimum size of 100 ha in areas with low natural cover (this was applied to the southern 

portions of the Growth Plan area in Simcoe County) 

Linkage Criteria (from Table 4 in OMNR 2018): 

• consists of natural features and rural/agricultural lands without barriers to animal and plant 

movement 

• multiple connections between core areas 

• connections to NHSs in adjacent lands; no minimum or maximum length 

• width of 500 m plus natural features that extend beyond boundary 

The Growth Plan NHS is mapped as a single entity, that is, core areas and linkage areas cannot be 

distinguished in the mapping.  Some areas are obviously linkages as they are long and linear and 

clearly meet the criteria for Linkages, and others are clearly core areas.  However, some portions of 

the NHS could be either, and may actually be both if they meet criteria for cores and linkages.  Being 

able to distinguish cores and linkages may be a moot point as there is no difference in how they are 
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treated in policy (i.e., they both have the same restrictions related to development in areas where 

there are no features present but they are mapped as part of the NHS). 

 

The Provincial NHS is characterized as follows in the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 

2018): 

• comprises 45% of the Growth Plan area outside of settlements 

• includes “almost all”: 

o Life Science Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest (ANSIs) 

o Wetlands 

o Provincially Significant Wetlands (PSWs) 

o provincially tracked species records 

o Endangered and Threatened species occurrences (after screening) 

o rare plant communities 

• includes 24% of the Prime Agricultural Areas in the Agricultural System for the Growth Plan 

area 

• 54% of existing aggregate licences 

• 52% of primary sand and gravel deposits 

• 77% of select bedrock resources  

2.2. Guidance and Process for Evaluating the Need for Refinements 

The Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018) also provides guidance for municipalities to 

make refinements to the Growth Plan NHS with “greater precision” in a manner that is consistent with 

the Growth Plan (p. 39). It is important to note is that the refinements are to be “consistent with the 

Growth Plan”, meaning that refinements should be undertaken with consideration for the rationale 

and methodology developed to inform the mapping of the NHS.  

Specific guidance provided on p. 39 of the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018) 

identified four scenarios under which minor, technical refinements to the Growth Plan NHS would be 

permitted: 

• Minor, technical adjustments (e.g., to account for distortion from map projections, 

discrepancies based on map scales); 

• Addition of natural features continuous with the boundary of the provincially mapped NHS. 

When natural features are added, the boundary of the NHS will be extended to include a 30 m 

vegetation protection zone beyond the edge of the feature consistent with the methods used 

for provincial mapping; 

• Removal of small portions of the provincial NHS where there is built-up impervious 

development or infrastructure (that would act as barriers) that was not identified and stamped 

out of the provincial mapping; and 
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• Removal of small, isolated portions of the NHS that protrude from the Greenbelt Plan 

boundary or settlement areas provided these areas have no natural features and are not 

connected to the larger provincial NHS. 

Policy 4.2.2 of the Growth Plan provides more direction, indicating that the Province’s NHS is not to 

extend into “Settlement Areas”. Thus, where the Growth Plan NHS does extend into Settlement Areas, 

it should be removed. The removal of the NHS from settlement areas may result in larger changes to 

the boundary of core areas or connectivity of linkages. If the settlement area bisects a linkage or 

leaves a portion of the core area isolated from the rest of the Growth Plan NHS, it is important to 

review these areas and determine if they meet the intent of the Growth Plan NHS and if their inclusion 

in the mapping is consistent with the rationale and methodology for mapping the NHS. These 

scenarios have been considered as part of the approach to review and refine the Growth Plan NHS in 

addition to the four bullets listed above. 

It is also acknowledged that the County has received site specific requests from local area 

municipalities, including individual landowners, to review and refine the Growth Plan NHS as part of 

the MCR. These requests have been reviewed as part of the refinement process. In particular, the 

refinements to the Growth Plan NHS includes revisions to the boundaries of natural feature cover and 

the extent of the NHS where there has been an approved plan of subdivision or other large-scale 

development that has been approved which has not been reflected in the Growth Plan NHS mapping 

(see Section 2.2.1).  

2.2.1. Refinements to Growth Plan NHS in Rural Plans of Subdivision and Draft 

Plans of Subdivision 

As directed by the County, the Provincial NHS for the Growth Plan will not be mapped on the 

registered Plans of Subdivision in the rural and shoreline areas of the County. These subdivisions 

have, for the most part, been fully developed. The Growth Plan NHS mapping appears to have been 

excluded from many of these areas, although not consistently, and generally not accurately or 

completely.  In some cases, portions of registered Plans of Subdivision remain undeveloped and there 

are portions of key natural heritage features and key hydrologic features located within these 

subdivisions; these key natural heritage features and key hydrologic features are currently protected 

by in-effect zoning and Official Plan designations and relevant policies. It is anticipated that the 

County Official Plan will include policies that direct the local municipalities to establish appropriate 

policies in their Official Plans that control how development and redevelopment occurs in these 

subdivisions. In shoreline areas, consideration should be given in the local Official Plans to requiring 

greater setbacks from the water’s edge and other enhanced shoreline protection policies as set out in 

the Growth Plan and Lake Simcoe Protection Plan. Therefore, the features within these registered 

Plans of Subdivisions will be protected through a combination of Growth Plan policies, County 

policies, local Municipal policies, and in-effect zoning. For this mapping refinement exercise, the 

registered plan of subdivision areas for which mapping is available will appear as “cut-outs’ from the 
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Growth Plan NHS. This would generally be consistent with how some of these registered Plans of 

Subdivision have already been excluded from the Growth Plan NHS.  

It is also the intention of the County to exclude the Growth Plan NHS from draft approved plans of 

subdivision in the shoreline and rural areas. This is because detailed planning permissions have 

already been established for these lands in accordance with the policies in effect when they were draft 

approved. If there are natural features on these lands, they are often protected from development in 

accordance with in-effect Official Plan policies and zoning by-laws. It is anticipated that the County 

Official Plan will require that all draft approvals have lapsing dates and will include policies that 

indicate that when determining whether a draft approval should be extended for lapsing draft plans 

of subdivision, the policies of the Growth Plan must be considered in the development review 

process. 

2.3. Method for Evaluating Growth Plan NHS  

In order to undertake the review of the Growth Plan NHS and make refinements consistent with 

guidance from the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018), it was first necessary to compile 

a complete and updated natural feature dataset. This is described below in Section 2.3.1. Following 

the creation of the natural feature dataset, the comparison of this dataset with the Growth Plan NHS 

can be undertaken, as described in Section 2.3.2 below. 

2.3.1. Development of a County-derived Natural Features Dataset 

A Natural Features Dataset for the County was produced, with input and review from the County, local 

area municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the SSEA. The following provides a review of the 

approach to compile and review the natural features dataset. 

2.3.1.1. Review of Existing Natural Features Datasets 

To develop a Natural Features Dataset for the County, the consultant team obtained and compiled 

existing datasets of natural and semi-natural vegetated areas (including rare plant communities) and 

aquatic features, consistent with the direction provided in the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (p. 

39, OMNR 2018). Natural features or cover types are considered beaches, sand dunes, alvars, open 

bedrock, tallgrass prairie and savannah, all forested (excluding hedgerows) and wetland classes, and 

open water. 

In order to ensure all available data sources were obtained and the most current version of datasets 

were used, consultation was undertaken with County staff, local municipal staff, Conservation 

Authorities and local environmental groups to incorporate available data sources and local 

knowledge into the review and analysis. Table 2 provides a comprehensive list of datasets and 

sources. A comprehensive discussion of these datasets is provided in the technical memorandum 

‘Review of Natural Features Datasets within Simcoe County’ (NSE 2021). 
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While the focus on revisions to the Growth Plan NHS is based on mapping of natural features, other 

natural heritage datasets were used to review the datasets of natural features to identify addition 

areas for potential refinement or where gaps may occur. These datasets included protected areas, 

Areas of Natural and Scientific Interest, valleylands and Greenlands System mapping. Protected areas 

datasets from LIO include provincial parks, federal parks, and conservation areas. The County 

Greenlands System mapping also provides an important dataset that was reviewed against the natural 

feature dataset to inform potential gaps in datasets of natural features and help focus a closer review 

using orthoimagery or field survey verifications. 

Following the analysis of individual datasets, a preliminary natural feature dataset was compiled to 

identify natural features within Simcoe County. Prior to creating the ‘final’ natural features dataset for 

use in refining the Growth Plan NHS, the compiled preliminary natural features dataset was reviewed 

by the County, local area municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the SSEA to identify areas of 

special interest within the County for further refinement. 

2.3.1.2. Field Verification Surveys 

Areas of special interest identified through the above-described gap analysis and consultation with 

the County, local area municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the SSEA were field verified. The 

purpose of the field surveys was to verify the extent of select areas to improve the accuracy of the 

available mapping. The reconnaissance-level field work was completed through roadside surveys. 

Where only part of the feature was visible from the roadside, supplemental orthophoto interpretation 

was also undertaken. 

2.3.1.3. Final Dataset of Natural Features 

Following the review of the preliminary natural features dataset by the County, local area 

municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the SSEA, and following revisions to the datasets based 

on field verification surveys, a final Natural Features Dataset was developed within the County for the 

purpose of comparing a County-derived natural features dataset against the Growth Plan NHS in 

order to identify areas for refinement. 
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 Table 2. Datasets obtained to identify natural feature cover and support the refinement of the Growth Plan NHS. 
Source/dataset Format Comments 

Land Information Ontario     

SOLRIS 3.0 .tif   

Lake Simcoe Protection Act Boundary .shp   

Crown Land .shp   

Wetlands .shp   

Waterbody (If different from LIO) .shp   

Stream Corridors .shp   

Watercourses - permanent/intermittent (or regulated/unregulated) classification .shp   

Federal Protected Areas .shp   

Provincial Parks     

Agriculture and Agri-food Canada     

Annual Crop Inventory (ACI) .tif 4-year dataset (2017 - 2020) 

Simcoe County     

Orthoimagery - 2018 .jpg, .sid, 
.tif, etc 

  

Settlement Area Boundaries .shp  

Built up areas (approved development plans or dataset identifying built areas) .shp  

Simcoe County Boundary  .shp  

First Nations Land Parcels .shp  

Land Use .shp  

Vacant Commercial and Industrial Land .shp 
 

Simcoe County Forests .shp   

Lake Simcoe Conservation Authority     
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Source/dataset Format Comments 

ELC mapping .shp   

Conservation Areas .shp   

Conservation Authority Regulated Areas .shp   

Wetlands .shp   

Watercourses .shp   

Wellhead Protection Areas .shp   

Waterbodies .shp   

Nottawasaga Valley Conservation Authority     

ELC mapping .shp Not all of the NVCA area. 

Conservation Areas .shp   

Conservation Authority Regulated Areas .shp   

Watercourses .shp   

Significant Woodlands .shp Significant_Woodland_ Collingwood 

Waterbodies .shp   

Valleylands .shp Regulated Slope valleys 

Toronto Region Conservation Authority     

ELC mapping .shp   

Conservation Areas .shp   

Conservation Authority Regulated Areas .shp   

Wetlands .shp   

Watercourses .shp   

Waterbodies .shp   

Nature Conservancy of Canada     

ELC mapping .shp Small Portion of Simcoe County 



 

Simcoe County MCR – Growth Plan NHS Refinements Technical Report  •  October 14, 2021 16 

2.3.2. Review Growth Plan NHS and Areas to be Refined 

The final dataset of natural features was reviewed against the Growth Plan NHS to identify potential 

areas where there may be errors in mapping. Potential areas for refinement were assessed with 

consideration of the following: 

• Mapping principles applied by the Province, such as identified in Section 2.1.1. above 

• Applying the four scenarios for making revisions to the Growth Plan NHS as per the Growth 

Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018) (see Section 2.2 above) 

As part of the review process, a dataset of polygons that appear to fall outside of the County-derived 

Natural Features Dataset and outside of the Growth Plan NHS was developed. Our analysis of these 

areas identified which polygons should be removed or added to the Growth Plan NHS with 

supporting rational to justify the refinements.  

3. Analysis of Growth Plan NHS and Natural Features Dataset 

The Growth Plan NHS areas outside of the Greenbelt Plan NHS, Niagara Escarpment Plan area, and 

the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan area were evaluated using ArcGIS 10.1 Geographic 

Information System (GIS) software (ESRI 2012). Analysis involved assigning unique identifiers to all 

polygons that resided outside of the Growth Plan NHS that were contiguous (i.e., within 30 m) with the 

Growth Plan NHS boundary and classifying them into the following five categories based on size: less 

than 1 ha; >1-<2 ha; >2-<5 ha; >5-<10 ha; and greater than 10 ha.  

Areas less than 1 ha in size were omitted from further analysis as it was assumed they were mainly due 

to minor technical adjustments (i.e., distortion from map projections or discrepancies based on map 

scales). Although there are a lot of patches under 1 ha in size (6,969), they comprise a small area, 

totalling only 440.47 ha. Theses areas would not reflect ecologically meaningful additions at a county-

scale of mapping, but may be important at larger scales (e.g., for a plan of subdivision). In addition, 

the substantial number of them precludes examination of each one, and they are better addressed 

collectively as discussed in Section 4.1 below. 

Area differences greater than 1 ha were checked using recent ortho-imagery to identify underlying 

ecological features that would warrant recommendation for refinement of the Growth Plan NHS. The 

main tests for determining if a refinement is warranted were: 

1. does the area fit with any of the four guidelines for refinement provided by the Province; and 

2. does the area fulfil the function of a core area or linkage areas when evaluated in the context 

and scale of the Growth Plan NHS.  

If the identified natural feature warranted a refinement to the Growth Plan NHS, the feature was 

redrawn based on the most up-to-date orthoimagery and buffered by 30 m to include a vegetation 
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protection zone beyond the edge of the feature consistent with the methods used for provincial 

mapping. 

To determine if any of the Growth Plan NHS needed to be removed because it overlapped with 

Settlement Areas or lands not subject to the County Official Plan, the County provided shapefiles 

identifying settlement areas, and lands not subject to the county official plan (i.e., CFB Borden, Barrie, 

Orillia, First Nations); any areas of the Growth Plan NHS that overlapped with settlement areas or 

lands not subject to the County Official Plan were recommended for removal from Growth Plan NHS.  

Other areas reviewed included linkages that were split from a Settlement Area clip that no longer met 

the criteria of being a linkage as specified in the Growth Plan policy, and isolated pieces of the Growth 

Plan NHS that did not function as either a core area or linkage.  

3.1. Characterization of Patches 

The results of the Growth Plan NHS mapping exercise identified a total 7,618 polygons occurring 

outside of the Growth Plan NHS in Simcoe County that were contiguous with the Growth Plan NHS 

boundary. Polygon sizes varied considerably from substantially less than 0.0001 ha (minimum) to 

164.17 ha (maximum), with a mean size of 0.74 ha. These additional polygons sum to a total of 

5,658.27 ha (2.52% of the current Growth Plan NHS in Simcoe County).  

Of the 7,618 polygons identified only 649, totalling 5,217.80 ha, were 1 ha or more in size. From our 

orthoimagery review of each polygon, it was determined that 146 polygons were considered to have 

ecological merit and were consistent with the Province’s guidance and warranted refinement of the 

Growth Plan NHS. The 503 patches that did not warrant refinement were:  

1. not contiguous with the feature boundary of the Growth Plan NHS (i.e., the patch was only 

contiguous with the boundary of the Growth Plan NHS boundary that was buffered outwards 

from a nearby natural feature); 

2. bisected by a roadway from the Growth Plan NHS; or 

3. not correctly classified as a natural feature and therefore should be excluded from the Growth 

Plan NHS. 

Natural feature patches that were bisected by a roadway were flagged as “areas for further 

discussion” since a subjective judgement was used to recommend that the patch not be used for 

refinement of the Growth Plan NHS; these patches are discussed in Section 4 below. 

3.2. Recommended Refinements to Growth Plan NHS in Simcoe County 

3.2.1. Areas Proposed for Addition 

A total of 146 patches were recommended as additions to the Growth Plan NHS and fell within the 

following size categories:  
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• Less than 2 ha: 26 patches

• 2 – 5 ha: 52 patches

• 5 – 10 ha: 27 patches

• Greater than 10 ha: 41 patches

These 146 patches total an area of 1,444.76 ha and were all continuous with the boundary of the 

Growth Plan NHS and met the criteria for being an addition to the Growth Plan NHS. Map 1 in 

Appendix A provides an illustration of an example of an additional  natural feature that is 

continuous with the Growth Plan NHS. 

3.2.2. Areas Proposed for Removal 

A total of 379 patches are recommended for removal from the Growth Plan NHS: 

• Isolated areas smaller than 1 ha that are not connected to other features in the Growth Plan

NHS: 47 patches;

• Areas that are intersected by lands not subject to the County Official Plan: 80 patches

(example illustrated on Map 2 in Appendix A);

• Linkages that were disconnected because of the Growth Plan NHS being clipped to Settlement

Area boundaries: 8 patches (example illustrated on Map 3 in Appendix A);

• Core areas that were isolated because of the Growth Plan NHS being clipped to Settlement

Area boundaries: 4 patches (example illustrated on Map 4 in Appendix A);

• Areas with no natural features that were a result of clipping the Growth Plan NHS with

Settlement Area boundaries: 3 patches.

• Areas that overlap with rural registered plans of subdivision: 237 patches (example illustrated

on Map 5 in Appendix A).

These 379 patches that are recommended for removal total an area of 4,521.28 ha. 

4. Areas for Further Discussion

Patches that were identified as potential additions to the Growth Plan NHS where a subjective 

judgement was made to include or exclude the natural feature in the refinement process were 

classified as “areas for further discussion” and need to be investigated in more detail before being 

incorporated into the Growth Plan NHS. These patches include the following types: 

1. patches smaller than 1 ha (6,969 patches),

2. natural features bisected by a road or railway (71 patches), or

3. a new core area (1 patch).
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4.1. Patches Smaller than 1 ha 

How to address the patches that are under 1 ha that are outside the Growth Plan NHS (example 

illustrated on Map 6 in Appendix A) is a vexing problem owing to the large number of them and the 

undesirable consequences of either deleting them or retaining them. Although the approximately 

7,000 small patches were not examined individually, 100 patches were looked at to get a sense of why 

they occur. For patches that were between 0 – 0.1 ha (5,908 patches), 100% of the patches we looked 

at were a result of mapping discrepancies, i.e., minor differences in the edge of a feature resulting 

from the use of different base layers. For patches between 0.1 - 1 ha (1,061 patches), 78% of the 

patches we looked at were a result of mapping discrepancies, 10% of the patches were part of a 

natural feature, 8% of patches were mapped in registered Plans of Subdivisions, and 4% were not 

natural features. Based on this review, we can conclude that most of the patches <1 ha can be 

considered mapping discrepancies or would not be incorporated into the Growth Plan NHS.  

The Province’s process for requesting refinements (see Section 2.2 above) would be an onerous 

process to undertake for the approximately 7,000 polygons that add up to only 440.47 ha and is for all 

intents not a feasible proposition.  

4.1.1. Repercussions of Deleting Small (<1 ha) Mapping Discrepancies  

• Unless the Province will entertain a simplified process to address mapping discrepancies, this 

would require the onerous exercise of providing the mapping and rationale for inclusion of 

each of the approximately 7,000 polygons under 1 ha, as well as the larger ones also proposed 

for refinement. 

• Even if deleting small areas resulted in less accurate mapping, it should not affect the eventual 

protection of a feature as feature boundaries have to be refined as part of the development 

process. Any changes in features from development or management that is not subject to a 

Planning Act application (e.g., “normal farm practice”) would occur regardless of the mapping 

of features. 

• From a County scale mapping perspective, these small discrepancies are not ecologically 

meaningful, and as noted above, any that are meaningful at a site scale, will be addressed at 

the time any planning application is brought forward.  

4.1.2. Repercussions of Retaining Small (<1 ha) Mapping Discrepancies 

• The main issue with retaining the minor discrepancies is that the Growth Plan policies will 

apply to these areas. Whereas the County’s Greenlands policies recognize that mapping at this 

scale is approximate (Policy 3.8.11), and that features change through time by providing 

policies that allow refinement, the Growth Plan does not. This is inconsequential at a “regional” 

scale (County or the Greater Golden Horseshoe), but when site-level planning is done these 

minor differences, and the accompanying Growth Plan policies, could be meaningful and may 
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obstruct good planning if the discrepancy does not accurately reflect the feature, especially 

within Provincial NHS linkage areas.  Given the large number of planning applications where 

there are disagreements on buffer widths that amount to a few metres, it seems clear that 

errors introduced through accepting these mapping discrepancies is a concern. 

• From a strictly ecological perspective, retaining the minor discrepancies will not matter 

because, as noted above, they will either over-represent a feature (which does not matter from 

an ecological perspective) or in the case a feature is under-represented the error will be 

corrected through the planning process if development is ever proposed. 

4.2. Large Natural Features Bisected by a Road or Railway 

There were 71 patches of natural features greater than 1 ha that were bisected by a road or railway 

from natural features within the Growth Plan NHS that met the guidelines set by the Province for an 

addition to the Growth Plan NHS. Each of these patches were identified as natural features 

“continuous” with the boundary of the Growth Plan NHS but were not continuous with the underlying 

natural feature boundary within the Growth Plan NHS. Some of these features would constitute a large 

addition to the Growth Plan NHS or provide connections between core features and warranted further 

discussion (example illustrated on Map 7 in Appendix A).  

It appears that the exclusion of these areas would have been deliberate and as a consequence of the 

mapping methodology used by the Province to map the NHS whereby roads are considered less 

permeable features in the landscape. The result of the Growth Plan NHS boundary being continuous 

with features on the other side of the road would likely be an artifact of the step to add a 30 m buffer 

to features or the smoothing exercise whereby the boundary of the NHS is made to appear more 

regular (and in effect extends further from the edge of the natural feature). The result is that the 

boundary overlaps with natural features on the other side of the road. It is therefore presumed that 

the features outside of the Growth Plan NHS were deliberately excluded from the Core Areas. 

It is recommended that to be consistent with the approach taken by the Province where roads are 

considered relatively impermeable, that all 71 of these patches of natural feature cover not be added 

to the Growth Plan NHS. These natural features outside of the Growth Plan NHS would remain subject 

to and be protected in accordance with the County’s Greenland System policies. 

4.3. New Core Area 

There were two patches of natural features greater than 100 ha that were identified as being 

continuous with the boundary of the Growth Plan NHS; however, only one of these patches met all the 

criteria for being a core area and warranted consideration for being included in the Growth Plan NHS 

(Map 8 in Appendix A). This patch of natural features is 147.41 ha in size and is located in Adjala-

Tosorontio Township. The feature is primarily natural cover (thicket woodland, woodland) that was 

verified through a road-side survey and is bisected by a gravel road (25 Sideroad Adjala) with Sheldon 
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Creek flowing through the northern portion of woodland. Since this patch in Adjala-Tosorontio 

Township meets the criteria of being a Core Area as defined by the Growth Plan Technical Report 

(OMNRF 2018) and is already continuous with the boundary of the Growth Plan NHS, it is 

recommended to include this patch as an addition to the Growth Plan NHS.  

4.4. Recommendations 

1. On balance, it is recommended that deleting the minor discrepancies that are <1 ha in size is a

better option than retaining them. This is because it is considered that imposing the Growth

Plan policies on an area where they should not apply is a greater error than any that would

result from under-representing a feature in the County’s mapping, especially given that the

County’s OP allows for refinement of the feature to accurately determine its boundaries if

development is proposed.

2. If the recommendation to remove the minor (<1 ha) discrepancies is implemented, it is

recommended that the rationale be developed that addresses them collectively, to avoid the

need to document each of the approximately 7,000 patches separately and enter into

discussion with the Province to accept or refine it.

3. Large natural features bisected by a road, but continuous with the boundary of the Growth 
Plan NHS that are currently not mapped as part of the NHS should not be added to the Growth 
Plan NHS. The assumption is that these areas were deliberately excluded due to relatively 
impervious nature of roads and the algorithm applied to the mapping of core areas. Therefore, 
the rationale for excluding these areas should remain consistent with the Growth Plan NHS 
Technical Report.

4. It is recommended to include the core area identified in Adjala-Tosorontio Township as a

refinement to the Growth Plan NHS. This feature represents a significant area of natural cover

that is continuous with the boundary of the Growth Plan NHS.

5. Recommended Refinements to the Growth Plan NHS and Next Steps

Based on the analysis and recommendations for refining the Growth Plan NHS described within this 

technical report, draft mapping will be produced of an updated Growth Plan NHS. This technical 

report and draft proposed refinements to the Growth Plan NHS mapping will be reviewed by the 

County, local area municipalities, Conservation Authorities and the SSEA. In addition, draft proposed 

refinements of the Growth Plan NHS mapping will be discussed with the public as part of the public 

engagement sessions on October 18 and 19, 2021 and provided as part of the public consultation.  

The results of the review of draft proposed refinements to the Growth Plan NHS mapping, including 

comments received through consultation with the public will be incorporated into the final mapping 

of a revised Growth Plan NHS that will be submitted to the Province for approval as part of the MCR. 
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The proposed refinement to the Growth Plan NHS mapping will be submitted as part of a technical 

report along with datasets of mapping refinements for their review by the Province following the 

process outlined in the Growth Plan NHS Technical Report (OMNRF 2018, page 39).
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APPENDIX A – Mapping of Areas Reviewed as Part of 

Potential Refinements to the Growth Plan NHS 
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