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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Natural Heritage values of the Wellington planning area are an important features 
that may be protected through planning.  Our focus was on undertaking a natural heritage 
assessment and preparing ecological land classification (ELC) mapping, based on the 
ELC system for southern Ontario (Lee et al. 19981).  To undertake this task, we acquired 
aerial or satellite imagery through IBI Group, and did some additional aerial surveillance 
to supplement that available.  These images were reviewed to target areas within the 
study area for fieldwork.  
 
Fieldwork was undertaken on May 7, 2010 (two personnel for 12 hours). The planning 
area was walked, with particular emphasis on the individual areas selected, to confirm the 
appropriate ecological land classification. The information gathered was used to prepare 
ELC mapping to the ‘ELC Community Series’ as described in the Ecological Land 
Classification for Southern Ontario (Lee et al. 1998).  
 
Mapping is provided on the aerial/satellite image base provided for our use, and is 
attached (Attachment 1).  This report provides a detail description of each of the ELC 
classes observed in the Wellington planning area, along with some preliminary 
recommendations for policies and land use designations to ensure the protection of the 
ecological functions of the identified natural areas. 

                                                 
1 Lee, H.T., W.D. Bakowsky, J. Riley, J. Bowles, M. Puddister, P. Uhlig and S. McMurray. 1998.  
Ecological Land Classification for Southern Ontario: First Approximation and its Application.  Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources, Southcentral Science Section, Science Development and Transfer Branch.  
SCSS Field Guide FG-02.  225 pp. 
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CULTURAL 
 
This term was applied to sites that are heavily influenced by cultural disturbance, either 
historically or ongoing.   All are considered to have relatively low ecological value due to 
the many disturbance factors, and the presence of high numbers of non-native species.  
However, some of the cultural sites have value due to their association with riparian 
and/or wetland systems  
 
Agricultural:  Applied to ongoing farming operations. 
 
Cultural:  Applied to the urban areas.  These urban cultural areas contain small patches 
of trees or parkland, which were not mapped as distinct because they were below the 0.5 
hectare minimum for habitat mapping as recommended in the Ontario Ecological Land 
Classification Manual (ELC Manual, after Lee et al., 1998).   Regardless, all are 
considered to have low ecological value. 
 
Cultural Woodland.  CUW.  This term applies to woodlands that result from or are 
maintained by cultural disturbances.  In Wellington they contain a mix of many species 
without any clear dominance.   Five CUW were identified in Wellington, and all are 
considered to have low ecological value. 
 
Cultural Thicket.  CUT.  This term applies to woody areas that have greater than 25% 
shrub coverage, but less than 25% tree coverage.   The one cultural thicket mapped out is 
located in the southeast part of Wellington.  It is heavily dominated by the invasive 
European Buckthorn and contains many other non-native species and weedy species and 
also contains many disturbance factors.  In our opinion it has low ecological value. 
 
Coniferous Plantation.  CUP3.  This pine plantation site is too small to be considered an 
ecological type, but is included here because of its distinct character in relation to the 
adjacent wetland.  In our opinion it has low ecological value. 
 
Cultural CU.  This term was applied to one site in the northeast of Wellington.  It is 
clearly a cultural site due to past land clearing and its association with farming roads, but 
there is no distinctive meadow, thicket or woodland character in order to define it as 
such.  In our opinion it has low ecological value. 
 
WOODLAND 
 
The woodland descriptions are based on Lee et al. (1998).  For each woodland type, the 
dominant trees of the top canopy are described, along with the younger sub-canopy trees, 
the shrub layer species (tree saplings or shrubs), and the ground cover species.  A 
woodland type is classified by the trees with the greatest presence in the top canopy.  
It was not the mandate of this study to determine woodland significance and the 
following is only intended as a general reference.  Regional municipalities throughout 
Southern Ontario use a standard set of criteria for determining the significance of their 
woodlands.   They include: 
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Size.  Any woodland greater than 2 hectares has potential significance in 
municipalities with less than 5% woodland coverage.  We did a rough estimate of 
woodland coverage in the municipality and determined that it is about 2.5%, and 
several of the Wellington woodlands are greater than 2ha. 
 
Erosion buffering.  The lack of steep slopes within the municipality means the 
buffering need is lower, although most of the woodlands are adjacent to swamps that 
contain stream systems 
 
Linkages.  This category refers to the importance of the woodland at providing 
species a movement corridor.  All of the woodlands in the north part of Wellington 
are part of a larger more significant linkage in the County.   
 
Uncommon characteristics: Examples would include rarities or significant animal 
concentrations.  Non were observed, but not the focus of this study.  
 
Age.  Forests that are dominated by trees in the 100+ year range can be considered 
significant.  Although some 100+ year old trees are present, the dominant canopy age 
of the older Wellington woodlands was in the 70-80 year range. 
 
Shape.  Forests that have less edge (e.g., blocky or round shapes) have more 
significance than forests with an irregular edge.   
 
Diversity.  Woodlands with high biodiversity have greater significance.  There was 
not a high degree of biodiversity observed in any of the Wellington woodlands.   
 
Disturbance.  Woodlands that have developed without minimal cultural influences 
have greater significance.  Evidence of cultural influences include many non-native 
and invasive species, trails, bush roads, indiscriminate logging, garbage, and a lack of 
normal forest structural development.   
 

Dry-Fresh Cedar Coniferous Forest Ecosite.  FOC2.  This small woodland was 
located next to the municipal dump in the center north of Wellington.  There were a mix 
of coniferous species present, but both white cedar and red cedar were dominant.  The 
shrub layer was dominated by younger red-cedar and juniper and the ground cover was 
sparse.  This small, low diversity site is considered to have relatively low ecological 
value, with its main value as a buffer to the wetland adjoining its northern edge. 
 
Deciduous Forest.  FOD.  This small woodlot is on the property of the golf course in 
close association with the much larger swamp to its south.  It was not given a more 
precise ELC designation because there was not a clear dominant tree species.  It contains 
mostly trees in the 20-30 year range including Sugar Maple, Ironwood, White Ash, and 
White Birch.  As younger trees they also exist in the shrub layer.  There was also a heavy 
presence of the non-native invasive European Buckthorn.  The ground cover was sparse.  
This woodlot does not have high potential for significance, but it does have some value as 
a buffer to the wetland that is complexly intermingled with its southern edge. 
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Mixed Forest.  FOM.  This small woodlot is considered a mixed forest because it 
contains greater than 25% canopy coverage of both coniferous and deciduous species.  In 
this case the main coniferous species is White Cedar, although there is no clear dominant 
deciduous species.  The ground cover was either sparse or weedy.  Although we consider 
this a disturbed site, we consider it to have moderate ecological significance because of 
its association with a larger forest block, its potential for linkage, and as a buffer to 
adjoining wetland. 
 
Dry-Fresh Sugar Maple Deciduous Forest Ecosite.  FOD5.  These three nearby sites 
are located on the golf course property in the northwest corner of Wellington.  As the 
name implies, they are dominated by Sugar Maple in the top canopy, as well as the sub-
canopy.  The shrub layer canopy was sparsely covered, but included Maple saplings as 
well as European Buckthorn.  The ground cover was either sparse, or dominated by 
weedy species.   None are greater than 2 hectares and all have relatively low ecological 
significance, with their main value as a buffer to adjoining wetland. 
 
Dry-Fresh Poplar Deciduous Forest Type.  FOD3-1.  Although it is larger than 2 
hectares, we did not consider this forest particularly valuable due to many disturbance 
factors and a lack of biodiversity.   The top and sub-canopy are dominated by Poplar 
species, and the shrub and ground cover layers are largely absent.  It is our understanding 
that this woodlot is already approved for a housing development. 
 
Dry-Fresh Sugar Maple – White Ash Deciduous Forest Type.  FOD5-8.   This forest 
type is located in the extreme northwest corner of Wellington (see Figure 1).  It exists in 
two narrow patches separated by the 4th fairway of the golf course.  The top and sub-
canopy layers are dominated by Sugar Maple with lesser amounts of White Ash that are 
mostly in the 70 year range.  Other species observed included Red and White Oak, 
American Beech, and Black Cherry.  The shrub layer canopy was largely absent, and the 
ground cover was relatively rich by Wellington standards and contained a mix of tree 
saplings, and spring ephemerals such as MayApple, Trillium Cohosh, and Trout Lily.  
Given the location of the adjacent fairway, the lack of disturbance factors was notable, 
given the location of the adjacent fairway.    In our opinion these two patches make the 
second most valuable woodland in Wellington.  They are small, although their combined 
size is greater than 2 hectares, and both provide buffering to adjacent wetlands.  
   
Dry-Fresh Sugar Maple Deciduous Forest Ecosite.  FOD5-1.  This ecosite located in 
the northwest part of Wellington is its largest and perhaps most significant woodland.  
The top canopy is dominated by Sugar Maple, but Red Oak, White Oak, Basswood, and 
American Beech were also present.  The sub-canopy was mostly comprised of Sugar 
Maple and the shrub layer canopy was largely absent.  The ground cover was only 
moderately covered and contained a mix of spring ephemerals as well as tree seedlings.  
Its main value rests in its large size, although it does offer some buffering to two 
wetlands located at its north and south ends, and it contains moderate biodiversity.  It also 
has few visible disturbance factors, other than some intrusion by the surrounding farming 
operations.   
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Figure 1.  Sugar Maple forest along the 4th fairway of the golf course. 

 
WETLAND 
 
Ash Mineral Deciduous Swamp Ecosite.  SWD2.  The wetlands in Wellington are 
concentrated along the northern boundary with SWD2 being present in the east and the 
following SWD3 being present in the west.  The SWD2 wetland top and sub-canopy is 
dominated by either Green or Black Ash.   The shrub layer is sparsely populated with tree 
saplings and the understory vegetation was concentrated on fallen logs or small islands.  
Sedge, grasses, ferns, and a mix of wetland forbs were present.  
  
Maple Mineral Deciduous Swamp Ecosite.  SWD3.  The top and sub-canopy are 
dominated by either  Red or Silver Maple.  There were two hydrological regimes 
encountered within the SWD3 forests, with one being inundated for a longer period of 
time (SWD3w, w for wet)  and one showing signs of spring flooding only (SWD3d, d for 
dry).   Aside from the overstory trees, which indicate a wetland, these drier sites (e.g., 
Figure 2) might appear to be woodland (not wetland) by mid to late summer.  The shrub 
layer and the understory vegetation was largely absent during the field visit.  The wetter 
of the two Maple swamps (SWD3w; e.g., Figure 3) were considered the most 
ecologically valuable wetland types, especially in the northwest corner of Wellington.   
They were older, had larger trees, showed little signs of disturbance, were part of a larger 
wetland linkage system, appeared to have a more permanent water supply, and had a rich 
understory of wetland forbs.   
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Figure 2.  SWD3 swamp showing signs of recent flood recession.  Located southeast of the FOD5-1 
forest discussed earlier.  Note the lack of ground cover vegetation. 

 
Figure 3.  SWD3 forest next to the 4th fairway of the golf course. 
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Willow Mineral Deciduous Swamp Type.  SWD4-1.   There are two SWD4-1 swamps 
located in the northeast part of Wellington.  The top and sub-canopy are dominated by 
willows.  Similar to the other inundated swamps, ground cover vegetation tended to be 
only found on fallen logs and small islands. 
 
Meadow Marsh.  MAM.  There are two MAM wetlands located in the northeast part of 
Wellington.  Little to no standing water was present in either and they are dominated by 
emergent grasses such as  Canary Reed Grass and Cattails.   
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The Provincial Policy Statement, 2005 came into effect on March 1, 2005, and is 
currently undergoing a five-year review.  The Planning Act requires that all decisions 
affecting land use planning matters are consistent with the Provincial Policy Statement 
(PPS).  The PPS expresses provincial interests on several matters related to planning and 
development.  Issued under Section 3 of the Planning Act (MMAH 2005), PPS Policy 2.1 
requires that municipalities consider natural heritage features in assessing development 
proposals.  Enshrining recognition and protection of natural heritage features into 
municipal planning documents is an effective means of complying with the PPS. 
 
The PPS includes several natural heritage features of concern, including: significant 
habitat of endangered and threatened species, significant wetlands, significant coastal 
wetlands, significant woodlands, significant valleylands, significant wildlife habitat, 
significant areas of natural and scientific interest, and fish habitat.  Additionally, the PPS 
identifies and potentially restricts development and site alteration on adjacent lands.  For 
all but earth science ANSIs, the adjacent lands compromise 120 m of land around the 
natural heritage feature.  It should be clear, however, that the adjacent lands are not 
recommended as a setback area; rather, they are an area of caution, within which an EIS 
may be required to assure the planning authorities that a proposed land use will not 
significantly affect an identified natural heritage value.  Several natural features of 
potential significance occur within the Wellington planning area. 
 
Setbacks are an effective means to initiate protection of natural heritage features.  
Maintaining a distance between development (buildings, roads, and other land alteration) 
and an identified natural heritage feature provides some degree of protection by 
separating the land uses.  Setbacks also serve to protect people and property from 
possible adverse effects of some features  (e.g., protection from flooding of a 
watercourse). 
 

1. Implement setbacks from identified watercourses and other natural heritage 
features. 

 
The PPS does not identify or recommend setback distances, but does recognize the 
impacts of adjacent development.  The most recent implementation guidelines for the 
natural heritage sections of the PPS identify “adjacent lands” as those lands within 120 m 
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of the identified natural heritage feature (with the exception of earth science ANSIs, 
where adjacent lands are 50 m from the feature).  A setback of 120 m is not often 
necessary to protect a natural heritage feature.  The most important aspect of a setback is 
its ability to provide an effective buffer between the natural area and the adjacent land 
use.  A buffer is an area that reduces impact or damage due to contact.  Where a buffer 
lies between a natural heritage feature and an adjacent land use, it provides a protective 
barrier.  For example, natural vegetation dominates a buffer, providing natural habitat for 
plants and animals, reducing runoff from adjacent developed lands, absorbing nutrients 
and other chemicals, and providing separation that will protect the natural heritage 
feature from negative impacts. 
 

2. In selecting the size of setback required, consider the effectiveness of the setback 
in providing a buffer. 

 
3. Consider implementing a two-part setback, consisting of a total setback distance, 

within which a smaller buffer cannot be altered in any way (particularly alteration 
of vegetation or soil mantle).  For example: 45 m setback, with a 30 m no-touch 
buffer closest to the natural heritage feature. 

 
The Wellington planning area is a highly modified area, with residential and agricultural 
development affecting the majority of the land.  It is only on the periphery of the 
planning area, and associated with some patches along watercourses, that natural 
ecological land classifications were identified.  Within this sort of urban/agricultural area, 
the opportunity to protect natural heritage features is more limited.  There may be some 
opportunity to restore natural areas, however.   
 

4. Consider opportunities to support ecological restoration as land use alters in the 
future. 

 
 
 
 




