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Citizens form new coalition to help Lake Simcoe

Saturday July 12, 2003:   Lake Simcoe is in trouble and it’s up to the people who live around it to push for more effective revitalization. 

That was the focus of a meeting of groups and individuals from around Lake Simcoe in Shanty Bay today. The outcome is the birth of a new concerned citizens group called the Lake Simcoe Rescue Coalition. Its purpose will be to fully inform the public about the challenges that the Lake faces and to mobilize momentum that will convince the Ontario government to play a leadership role in the Lake’s comeback.

The meeting was organized by the Alliance for a Better Georgina, a not for profit voluntary citizen’s group headquartered in Keswick. The ABG, says its President Bob Matthews, see its role as bringing people together and encouraging greater citizen involvement.  “We are extremely concerned about the Lake,” says Matthews. “ The watershed area generates $4 billion dollars of economic activity annually, and if the health of the Lake is not a priority for us all, a very important part of Ontario will suffer.”    

The group agreed that there are many components of the Lake’s heath problems, but the immediate focus should be on phosphorous reduction. The Lake Simcoe Environmental Management Strategy (LSEMS), as administered by the Lake Simcoe Regional Conservation Authority, has targeted reducing phosphorus in the Lake over a 25 year period.  But, says scientist Jack Macdonald, an ABG director, “this is way too slow  because of  insufficient funding and lack of provincial commitment.  There also needs to be full monitoring of waterflows and phosphorous levels plus prompt development of timelines for remedial action that take  into consideration future development and population increases around the Lake.”

The next meeting of the group will be mid-August. In the meantime, participants will be contacting other environmental action groups to learn from their experience, developing a network of interested people to help, getting a website going, and raising seed money. For further information and/ or to become involved call ABG Board member Pat Bell, 705 437 1476, email rosspatbell@iglide.net.

Backgrounder follows……..

LAKE SIMCOE

Can we fix the Lake? YES we can…. But not the way we are going!

Prepared by Jack Macdonald 

for the Lake Simcoe Rescue Coalition, July, 2003 

The Challenge 

In the late 1970s the Ontario Ministry of the Environment determined that excessive amounts of phosphorus entering the lake were primarily responsible for deteriorating water quality, and that the excesses were originating from human activities. The Ministry conducted studies in the early 1980s leading to a report in 1985 with 18 recommendations for reducing phosphorus input. The following year, 1986, MOE, Natural Resources, Agriculture and Food, and the Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority jointly submitted to the Ontario Cabinet a proposal for funding. Implementation was announced in 1990. The program has involved monitoring inputs of phosphorus, calculating total annual inputs, and implementation of remedial measures. 

The published data show inputs varying inconsistently from year to year, ranging from 156.5 tonnes (90-1) to 85.4 tonnes (94-5) with no discernible trend. According to LSRCA, remedial action reduced inputs by 14 tonnes by 1995. The target is an additional 25 tonnes reduction and the projected time frame is 25 years. The target is directed at phosphorus resulting from urban run-off, agricultural sources, vegetable polders and sewage treatment plants. These sources collectively are thought to account for less than 60 per cent of the total phosphorus loading, the remainder being atmospheric input and natural input. 

25 Years to Fix the Problem –a  Realistic Target? 

Given the state of the lake, a target of 25 years for restoration cannot be considered timely. The damage resulting from the present deterioration is large: fish stocks have diminished, stinking weeds have accumulated on shorelines, swimming and boating have been discouraged, lake property values have been hurt, tax assessments have diminished on appeal, tourism has been affected. This all adds up to a serious threat to the Lake Simcoe economy and the attractiveness of the lake communities. 

Ingredients for Success

Political will in Ontario and sufficient funding are the necessary  ingredients for success,. The lack of funding has had strong negative impacts on progress. Monitoring of phosphorus inputs from the watershed is incomplete. Forty-two percent of the watershed is not monitored for flow or for phosphorus levels or both. Thus figures for total input represent a combination of measurements and calculations resulting in an error of unknown dimension. Without full monitoring it is probably not possible to determine the impact of remedial measures. It is in fact not clear whether the trend for phosphorus inputs in recent years is up or down. The target of 25 tonnes reduction does not take into account off-setting increases in loading resulting from further development and population growth. Reductions will have to come from controlling urban run-off, changes in agricultural practices, and controls over vegetable polders. Currently progress with these targets usually requires negotiated agreements and cost-sharing. Timely progress will require enforceable regulations and financial assistance. 

Strengths of Current Approach

Although funding is inadequate, the general approach to dealing with the problem has strengths. First, it relies on resources and cooperation of several government agencies -LSRCA, MOE, Ministry of Natural Resources, Parks Canada, Environment Canada, York Region, Department of Fisheries and Oceans. The cooperation allows for monitoring tributary water flows, phosphorus levels, measuring atmospheric inputs, measuring water balances (inflows and outflows, precipitation, evaporation). These activities together offer the promise of comprehensive appreciation of sources and amounts of phosphorus and effectiveness of remedial measures. Secondly, the number of agencies involved provides an impressive resource of qualified and experienced scientists. 

Political Action is Needed 
To save the Lake. the Province must take the lead. The time is right for an approach to all political parties seeking their commitment to a plan of action which is designed to restore the health of Lake Simcoe promptly and thus limit the damage being done to the shortest time possible. Specifically, each party should be invited to commit to the following program.

1) Full monitoring of water flows and phosphorus levels in the entire Lake Simcoe watershed.

2) Prompt development of priorities and time lines for remedial action.

3) Adoption by the government of enforceable regulations to achieve the              objective of limiting phosphorus input to the lake to 75 metric tonnes per year. 

4) Provision of sufficient financial support to Lake Simcoe Region Conservation Authority to achieve the objective, and to communities and farmers faced with retrofitting to control phosphorus run-off.  

5) Establishment of an independent body to audit and report annually on progress  toward restoring the lake. 

If our Lake is to be saved we cannot just leave its future to the Conservation Authority and LSEMS. The only way to get the Province to pay attention is if there is a groundswell of public momentum. All sorts of people who believe the Lake is important must unit to insist on action.  

LAKE SIMCOE

What the Province is doing about the Lake and its Watershed

Prepared by Bob Matthews

For the Lake Simcoe Rescue Coalition, July, 2003 

1970 - Concerns are expressed for the first time about the health of the Lake by  municipalities and the public

1979 -  The Ministry of the Environment issues its first statement  acknowledging           

           that the Lake is deteriorating as a result of excessive phosphate levels

1985 -  As a result of further studies MOE produces a plan to reduce phosphate 

            levels in the watershed

1986 -  MOE, MNR and MAF together with the LSRCA  present a joint proposal 

            of action to Cabinet

1990 -  The Lake Simcoe Environmental Management Strategy (LSEMS) is 

            launched by  three Ministries and the LSRCA, with the latter serving as

            lead agency

1995 -  The new Conservative Government introduces Bill 26, the so-called 

           “Omnibus Bill”, permitting the dissolution of conservations 

           authorities and facilitating the sale of their lands. Provincial operating

           grants to the conservation authorities are reduced significantly

1998 -  The conservation authorities in rural areas are most seriously affected. 

            within 3 years  provincial funding for the LSRCA is virtually

            eliminated 

2002  -  Under the Health Futures for Ontario Agriculture program, the Government’s

            response to the Walkerton disaster, the provincial government provides the 

            the LSRCA with a one-time payment of $850,000 to “improve the water

            quality within the Lake Simcoe watershed by reducing pollutants originating

            from agricultural activities”

2003 -  As most of that funding for the Health Futures program is not spent, the

             LSRCA is allowed to carry forward $792,000 for the next year. Out of

             a total budget of $6.4 million the LSRCA receives  only $356,000 in new

             funding from the Province

The implementation regulations for the Nutrient Management Bill are

passed on July 1. However, these regulations  apply only to“new operations”      and ones that are expanding substantially. Existing farms are to be phased in  by 2005 and 2008 depending upon size.
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