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SUMMARY OF ALTERNATIVE FUNDING SOURCES 
AND PROTECTION MECHANISMS Appendix 1 
 
Planning and Growth Management was asked investigate alternative revenue sources 
to the general property tax for funding the acquisition of urban natural areas.  These 
other funding sources are discussed in detail below. 
 
Alternative Funding 
 
Special services levy 
 
A special services levy in urban communities outside the Greenbelt (i.e. suburban 
communities) is the most promising of several alternate funding tools considered here.  
Under Section 326 of the Municipal Act, City Council may designate a defined area of 
the municipality that will be subject to a special services levy as a result of provision of a 
special service now or in the future.  The special service is one provided specifically to 
the benefiting area, at a different level than elsewhere in the municipality.  A Special 
Services levy could create the capital fund needed to fund acquisition of the priority 
sites.  Provision of greenspace can be considered as a special service under the Act.  In 
the case of the Urban Natural features Strategy (UNFS), all of the priority sites lie 
outside the Greenbelt and, if acquired, would provide enhanced, local access to natural 
areas for suburban communities. 
 
Several issues arise regarding the use of a special levy to fund acquisitions under the 
UNFS.  In particular, a review of the Urban Natural Areas Environmental Evaluation 
Study (UNAEES), the Greenspace Master Plan, and past reports to Committee and 
Council shows that all urban parts of the city have benefited in the past from the 
designation and protection of Urban Natural Areas (UNAs).  Furthermore, the rationale 
for the UNFS includes the provision of ecological and environmental functions that 
benefit the entire urban area, such as cleaner air, cleaner water, and reduced summer 
temperatures.  Therefore, the benefits of the UNFS to the suburban communities 
appear neither distinct nor elevated compared to the benefits enjoyed by other urban 
communities.  As well, there are many other competing priorities that could also use 
additional revenue for which special services levies are not used, and which are funded 
through general tax revenue.   It is not clear how acquisition of UNAs differs from other 
Council priorities, and thus why the acquisition of UNAs would make use of special 
services levies. 
 
In light of the issues described above, a special levy on suburban communities is not 
the preferred method of funding acquisition of UNAs. However, they may provide local 
communities with a means, on a case-by-case basis and through a consultative 
process, to acquire specific, highly-valued UNAs. 
 
Local improvement charge 
 
Under Part XII (Section 400) of the Municipal Act, the City may levy a local improvement 
charge for specified works, with the term “works” defined to include, among other items, 
“constructing a park, square or other public place.”  Implementation of a local 
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improvement charge requires approval of the majority of benefiting property owners.  
The process is initiated by the City or at the request of property owners. The City 
provides a petition to property owner(s) requesting the capital project and requires that it 
be returned and signed by at least 67 per cent of properties within the designated area, 
representing 50 per cent of total assessed property value of lands, in order to proceed 
with the work.  Petitions against undertaking the proposed work must be signed by at 
least a majority of owners representing at least 50 per cent of the value of the lots liable 
to be charged.  If the City receives a sufficient petition against undertaking the work, the 
City may apply to the Ontario Municipal Board for approval to undertake the work as a 
local improvement.  
 
The City has used local improvement charges to pay for capital projects such as water 
or sewer service extensions, but the tool may have limited use for other purposes given 
the process involved and homeowners’ interests.  The process includes assessing costs 
individually on benefiting properties, petitioning, hearing appeals, and consulting 
affected residents and may require more than two years to complete for an area of 250 
homes, for example.  The further away the petition moves from funding a capital project 
that results in a clear benefit to property owners and an increase in property values, the 
less likely it is to succeed.  In situations where urban woodlands are shown in 
community plans or where communities have grown up around the woodland, residents 
may believe the City will pay for the property. 
 
Because of these restrictions, local improvement charges do not appear to provide a 
realistic method for overall funding of acquisition of UNAs.  However, they may provide 
local communities with a means, on a case-by-case basis and through a consultative 
process, to acquire specific, highly-valued UNAs. 
 
Increased height/density in exchange for community benefits 
 
Section 37 of the Planning Act allows municipalities to share in the increased value that 
may result from increased density and/or height of a development project.  It allows the 
municipality to enter into an agreement with a proponent for provision of a community 
benefit, in association with an amendment to a zoning by-law that increases 
development densities.  The Official Plan contains policies to allow for the exchange of 
height and density for community benefits, including creation of new greenspace.  While 
the use of the provisions in Section 37 have the potential to create funding for, or 
securing land as, greenspace, these provisions have not yet been utilized for this 
purpose in Ottawa and there are competing priorities for the use of community benefits 
at such time that they are employed.  The use of the provisions of Section 37 may have 
potential, on a case-by-case basis, for protection of portions of UNAs in developing 
communities. 
 
Grant programs 
 
Senior government grants could be used to acquire property in the rural area, but the 
money available through the programs falls short of urban land values.  The Ontario 
Heritage Trust has been used to help the City acquire land in the Carp Hills, which is in 
the rural area.  Such programs will continue to be explored for use in rural acquisitions. 
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Revenues from the sale of City lands 
 
It has been suggested that City-owned UNAs with lower environmental ratings could be 
sold to finance acquisition of higher-rated areas.  However, the UNFS calls for the City 
to retain ownership of sites it already owns, even if they received a low environmental 
rating in the city-wide evaluation.  Staff have explored whether a change to this policy 
could be a source of revenue to acquire sites with higher environmental ratings.  A 
review of 40 municipal woodlands that received a low environmental rating found no 
candidates appropriate for sale.  The municipal woodlands are adjacent to active 
parkland, form part of ravines or other hazard lands, are within road rights-of-way, or 
would be earmarked for municipal infrastructure if they were to become eligible for 
disposal.  Furthermore, despite a low environmental rating, it is recognized that the 
woodlands provide additional benefits to the City and surrounding community, and their 
removal would impact the liveability of the surrounding community.  
 
Land exchanges 
 
Land exchanges were used to help acquire portions of UNA 132 – Fernbank Wetland in 
Stittsville in 2004 and the Chapman Mills Woodlots (UNAs 60 and 61) in 2006.  
Following Council approval of the UNFS in 2007, land exchanges were also used to 
help acquire UNA 87 – Innes Park Woods and UNA 57 Cambrian Road Woods.  
However, the supply of municipal lands suitable and available for an exchange for 
woodlands is limited.  The revenues from the sale of surplus City lands are used to 
satisfy several City objectives, such as the Housing First policy, which identifies social 
housing as a priority in the disposal of surplus properties.  In most cases, municipal 
objectives can be better realized if the City sells its surplus land through a competitive 
sale or takes on the role of developer.  Land exchanges could be considered on a case-
by-case basis in the future, where they provide additional benefits to the City.  
 
Partnership with corporate sponsor 
 
The City could seek out a corporate sponsor to fund the acquisition of certain UNAs.  
Although this option is likely impractical for widespread acquisition of all UNAs, it is 
possible that it could be used for some individual smaller UNAs. 
 
Funding conclusions 
 
The above review of the available funding sources suggests that the general property 
tax continues to constitute the most appropriate funding source for the UNFS, although 
some of those funding sources described above may useful on a site-specific basis.  In 
the case of special services levies and local improvement charges, appropriate 
community consultation should take place prior to their implementation. 
 
Alternative Protection Mechanisms 
 
Official Plan Policy 5.2.1(5)(a) speaks to the use of alternative methods for preservation 
of greenspace values, such as conservation easements and stewardship.  In reviewing 
the natural heritage policies for several other Ontario municipalities similar to Ottawa, it 
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was determined that other municipalities protect their urban natural heritage areas 
through a variety of mechanisms, including: 
 

 Official Plan land use designations, overlays, and setting of criteria for environmental 
“significance”; 

 Municipal acquisition of natural lands; 

 Alternative methods of protection, such as conservation easements and 
stewardship. 

 
One common element in the policies of all of the municipalities reviewed is that 
acquisition of urban woodlands by the municipalities studied is not mandatory, and is 
only one of several methods recommended for protection of a natural area.  In contrast 
to this, the Official Plan Policy 5.2.1(5)(c) obligates the City to acquire designated Urban 
Natural Features, “at the request of the landowner.”  Several of the alternative 
protection methods are discussed below, with further information on these and other 
methods included in Document 4. 
 
Stewardship 
 
Stewardship and stewardship programs involve the management of private lands by an 
outside party, often in the form of government programs or volunteer organizations.  
Some stewardship has occurred on private lands which are constrained by the 
presence of hazards, such as floodplains, valleylands, or unstable slopes, and which 
are not otherwise developable.  However, widespread stewardship is not generally a 
viable option for large-scale private unconstrained lands in the urban area as a result of 
ownership, land values, and development expectations. 
 
Conservation easements 
 
A conservation easement is an agreement that restricts uses for conservation purposes, 
and when registered on title binds both current and future landowners.  There are recent 
examples in the City where small sections of undevelopable natural lands (e.g. 
watercourse setbacks, unstable slopes) were retained in private ownership, with a 
conservation easement in the City’s favour.  Other municipalities have had success 
retaining natural areas in private ownership.  Again, however, widespread stewardship 
is not generally a viable option for large-scale private unconstrained lands in the urban 
area. Furthermore, public expectations of access to the natural areas may not be met. 
 
Tax benefit programs  
 
The Ecological Gifts Program sponsored by Environment Canada provides income tax 
benefits to landowners who donate land with environmental value who want to preserve 
the environmental quality of the land.  Tax benefits can be awarded in exchange for full 
donation or restrictive covenants, including conservation easements.  The program is 
beneficial to property owners who are motivated to protect land for its environmental 
value.  However, in Ottawa, the program has usually failed to meet the financial 
expectations of landowners holding urban land for development.  In addition, land held 
by developers as part of a development portfolio does not qualify for this tax benefit.  In 
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some cases tax benefit programs have been used in conjunction with conservation 
easements. 
 
Parkland dedication and cash-in-lieu of parkland 
 
Under the Planning Act and in accordance with the City’s Parkland Dedication By-law, 
the City is entitled to the greater of five percent land area or one hectare per 300 
dwelling units, to be dedicated as public parks through the development application 
process.  The amount of parkland dedication, which must be developable land, 
generally provides only the community needs for recreation space and does not meet 
the demand for district-scale recreation facilities nor woodlands and natural areas.  If no 
usable or desirable parkland exists, the City may instead take the equivalent value of 
cash-in-lieu of the parkland.  The money collected through this process is to be used for 
the purchase of new parks or improvement of existing parks. The City’s present 
parkland policy focuses on the provision of recreation through programmed parks.  
Although this policy does not allow for universal preservation of UNAs within parks, 
portions of natural areas can be incorporated into passive park design on a site-by-site 
basis.  
 
Long-term lease 
 
This would involve the City entering into a lease agreement with a landowner to protect 
the lands for a specified time.  The City could have right of first refusal to purchase the 
land at the end of the lease term.  The advantage of this option is it could reduce the 
present cost, yet allow for protection of the UNA in the interim, while allowing for 
eventual acquisition. 
 
Alternative protection conclusions 
 
The alternative methods for protection of UNAs described above do not provide the 
same universal protection as acquisition; however they are all useful tools which could 
be used on a site-specific basis to contribute to achieving the City’s objectives to protect 
urban natural areas. 
 


