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Executive Summary 

This report provides an overview of the current state of water quantity issues related to urban growth in the 

Greater Golden Horseshoe Region of Ontario (GGH).  The GGH region is currently one of the fastest 

growing regions in North America.  Growth in the GGH region thus far has largely been characterized by 

resource intensive urban sprawl.  The Province of Ontario passed legislation for a regional growth 

management plan, the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, in 2006 (referred to herein as the Growth 

Plan) in an attempt to reorient the nature of development across the region.  To some extent, the Growth Plan 

combines the contradictory goals of environmental conservation and growth management.  The Growth Plan 

calls for the protection of natural systems and the advancement of a culture of conservation in the region, but 

at the same time includes provisions for expanding infrastructure and frames growth as inevitable (Wekerle et 

al, 2007).   

Some municipalities designated to grow within the planõs 20 year timeframe, especially those reliant on 

groundwater, are considering large scale water infrastructure projects such as pipelines to the Great Lakes 

system, or expansion of existing infrastructure to meet future demand.  While the Growth Plan states that 

construction or expansion of water and wastewater systems is to be precluded by water demand management 

and considered in the context of the Great Lakes Basin Agreements, it is too early to determine whether these 

agreements, or the Growth Plan, will be sufficient to prevent unnecessary water infrastructure projects that 

could be avoided through aggressive water conservation and efficiency planning. 

The òsoft pathó for water, an emerging framework for sustainable water management adapted from the 

concept of energy soft paths in the 1970s, shows particular promise for regions such as the GGH due to its 

emphasis on avoiding new water infrastructure.  This report attempts to provide an early assessment of the 

soft path for waterõs ability to meet challenges presented by growth in the GGH region by examining the city 

of Guelph, Ontario as a òpilot projectó municipality.  This approach is used to gain initial insights into how 

the soft path concept might play out in practice and to identify enabling conditions that have allowed Guelph 

to pursue measures that align with the soft pathõs core principles. 

Awareness and appreciation for ecological limits among a significant portion of the population in Guelph, as 

well as an active local non-profit sector were found to be critical factors in the cityõs emergence as a recent 

leader in water conservation.  In addition, the presence of municipal staff members who are either supportive 

of the water soft path concept itself, or hold a preference for maintaining growth within the cityõs current 

carrying capacity, allowed for the translation of public concerns into an effective local policy framework for 

sustainable long term growth.  Specific measures adopted by the city that align with soft path principles 

include the deferral and possible elimination of a pipeline to Lake Erie to support future growth, pilot 

projects that attempt to match water quality to the type of service required, and the revision of long term 

growth forecasts to reflect the local availability of water supplies and assimilative capacity for wastewater.      

When considered in the context of findings from recent Canadian survey research on both the general 

publicõs and policy makerõs perceptions of water issues, the city of Guelphõs relative level of awareness by 

comparison may at least partially explain why the cityõs water management and general long term planning 

approach is more consistently focused on ecological sustainability, while others continue to pursue an 

infrastructure based strategy.  These findings also highlight the need to bridge the gap between the perceived 

importance of public education programs in encouraging water conservation among municipal policy makers, 

and the extent to which such programs are funded and implemented in Ontario that has been identified in 

recent research.   








































