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____________________________________________________

Executive Summary

· The purpose of this discussion paper is to provide an update on the proposed recreational pathway through Riverwood Park, which is a key feature of a development application for a former quarry at 3930-3960 Riverside Drive.  

· The St. Mary’s proposal seeks minor zoning amendments to permit 4 high-rise residential towers, 77 townhouses, and 24 single dwellings at the intersection of Riverside Drive and Hunt Club Road.

· As part of a cost-sharing agreement with the City of Ottawa, the developer proposes to build a storm sewer and Multi-Use Pathway (MUP) through Riverside Park, connecting the new subdivision to the Kimberwick stormwater pond.

· Riverwood Park is designated in the City’s Official Plan as an “Urban Natural Area” which contains significant woodlands and wetlands.  The developer’s Environmental Impact Study (EIS) provides valuable information about this Park, but some of its findings differ from those of HCCA members and local naturalists.  

· In order to better understand the impact of this pathway, the HCCA hosted a site visit with senior members of the Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ Club on February 10, 2024.  Participants in the site visit made the following observations:

· The mature Butternut near the pathway is unusually healthy.  It is not clear why the EIS assigns it to Category 1 (“most affected”).  A minor adjustment to the route of the MUP might preserve this endangered tree.  There is also a healthy young Butternut at the northern trailhead of the pathway.

· There is a grove of mature Yellow Birches below the Butternut which includes a large tree, misidentified as a Black Cherry, that is likely to be over 250 years old.  Although these trees are outside the pathway corridor, their critical root zones may need to be protected during the construction stage.

· At the edge of the work impact zone, there is a Peachleaf Willow (misidentified as a White Willow) which is likely to be the “champion” tree of its kind in Canada.  Again, a minor adjustment in the width of the pathway corridor might preserve this tree.




· There are numerous endangered Black Ash in the floodplain on the western half of the Park, but it appears that none which meet the criteria for preservation are located in the work impact zone.

· There is a stand of old-growth Eastern White Cedar and Eastern Hemlock in the centre of the Park, relatively far from the proposed pathway, which will require careful stewardship as the number of visitors increases.

· OFNC members identified a number of ferns and other plant species which are indicators of a healthy and diverse woodland.  Although it is important to protect individual specimens, such as the endangered Butternut trees, it is equally important to protect the overall health of the park’s ecosystem.

· One concern identified during the site visit is the impact of the storm sewer and the recreational pathway on the flow of rainwater into the valley below.  The EIS identifies three main drainage features which flow through Riverwood Park to the Rideau River.  It recommends a “Conservation” management directive for each feature, meaning that they should be maintained or restored after construction.

· There appears to be interest in supporting a recreational pathway, provided that all parties make best efforts to minimize the adverse impacts on Riverwood Park.  The City’s pathway and accessibility guidelines offer some flexibility in adjusting the route and narrowing the width of the pathway corridor where required.

· Since the St. Mary’s development application may be heard as early as Spring 2024, the HCCA will need to update its position statement on the project.  In the meantime, the Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ Club proposes to lead a “nature walk” in Riverwood Park for its own members and for Hunt Club residents.

____________________________________________________________



1.  Introduction

· The purpose of this discussion paper is to provide an update on the proposed recreational pathway through Riverwood Park, which is a key feature of a current application for a plan of subdivision and zoning amendments.

· The Taggart Realty Management Corporation is proposing a residential development on the site of the former St. Mary’s Cement quarry at 3930-3960 Riverside Drive, currently zoned as General Mixed Use (GM) in the figure below.

· This development includes a proposal to convey a portion of Taggart’s land to the City of Ottawa for a parking lot in the Uplands-Riverside Park.  It also includes a proposal to transfer ownership of the Environmental Protection (EP1) lands along the Rideau River to expand the City’s Riverwood Park.
[image: ]

2.  St. Mary’s:  Landscape Plan

· The St. Mary’s proposal seeks minor zoning amendments to permit 4 high-rise residential towers, 77 townhouses, and 24 single dwellings at the intersection of Riverside Drive and Hunt Club Road. 

· In order to implement this proposal, the developer plans to construct a storm sewer which will connect the new subdivision with the existing Kimberwick stormwater pond in Riverwood Park.  As part of a cost-sharing agreement with the City, the developer also proposes to build a Multi-Use Pathway (MUP) on top of the storm sewer (see below).

· The proposed pathway will run alongside the single dwellings, will descend a steep slope through a “switchback”, and will then follow the edge of the existing Quinterra subdivision to a trailhead near the stormwater pond.  Although this “accessible trail” will be only 3.0m wide, it will feature a much wider buffer zone which will be “reforested” with native trees and shrubs.  


[image: ]

3. 
Riverwood Park

· Riverwood Park is designated by the City of Ottawa’s Official Plan as an “Urban Natural Feature” which contains significant woodland and wetlands.

· The Park currently consists of a small playground at the north end of Kimberwick Crescent, with a much larger wooded area running along the Rideau River from Chancellor Court to Malhotra Court.

· The main entrance to the wooded area is located some 200m away from the playground, near the south end of Kimberwick Crescent.  A maintenance road which is about 5m wide descends to the stormwater pond and circles around to the outlet on the Rideau River.  

· The surrounding woods contain informal nature trails which are well used by local residents.  At the north end of the park, these trails connect with a footpath leading to Revelstoke Drive and, ultimately, Mooney’s Bay.
[image: ]



4. Environmental Impact Study

· The St. Mary’s development application contains an Environmental Impact Study (EIS), which provides a detailed analysis of Riverwood Park in the affected areas south of the stormwater pond.

· The final EIS is based on field surveys conducted in November 2021 and mid-summer 2023.  Although its primary purpose is to support the development application, this study provides a valuable resource for Hunt Club residents who are interested in the future of Riverwood Park.

· On closer inspection, however, there are some key discrepancies in the study.  The EIS includes a list of “notable” trees, but it does not indicate which ones are scheduled for removal and which will simply require protection during the construction of the storm sewer and recreational pathway.

· The EIS also identifies two endangered Butternut trees – one mature tree and another considerably younger – near the new subdivision.  It assesses that both trees are significantly affected by Butternut canker and can be removed, but it does not provide the detailed “collection form” which supports this conclusion.  
[image: ]

5. Site Visit – Field Naturalists


· In order to better understand the findings of the Environmental Impact Study, the HCCA hosted a site visit with senior members of the Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ Club on February 10, 2024.

· Founded in 1863, the OFNC is the oldest field naturalist club in Canada.  It has an active and knowledgeable membership which sponsors academic research, maintains the Fletcher Wildlife Garden, and supports a variety of environmental and conservation programs in the Ottawa area.

· The purpose of the site visit on February 10, 2024, was to assess the health of the Butternut trees, to visualize the impact of the proposed pathway, and to prepare for a nature walk with a larger number of participants later in the spring.

· Three members of the Ottawa Field Naturalists’ Club explored Riverwood Park from 7.30 a.m. onwards and were joined by three members of the HCCA from 10:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m.  The weather was unusually warm and the trails were easily accessible.


  [image: ]

Participants included (from left to right):  Peter Brimacombe (Past President, HCCA), Eric Pohanka (Butternut health assessor), Owen Clarkin (Vice-President, OFNC), Jakob Mueller (President, OFNC), Patrick Morton, Andrei Grushman (not shown).


5.1 Butternut

· “Mature” Butternut.  The OFNC members confirmed that the large Butternut near the proposed pathway is unusually healthy and un-hybridized.  Although there are some signs of canker, it is among the top 5% of the Butternuts that the OFNC members have encountered.  

· This tree is located on the edge of a steep slope.  Although a switchback is necessary to make the descent to the valley conform to the City’s accessibility guidelines, it might be possible to reconfigure its route in order to preserve the Butternut.  

· At present, the nearest loop of the switchback is within 13m of the tree.  If the loops were reconfigured to provide a wider buffer, it might be possible to protect this endangered tree (see link below for interactive map).  

https://ncr-demo.maps.arcgis.com/apps/instant/basic/index.html?appid=69248319813b4744b20fff7ad1859bab

[image: ]

· 
“Subdivision” Butternut.  In addition to the “mature” tree, the EIS described a younger Butternut which is in poor health and is directly on the route of the pathway around the subdivision.  The OFNC members confirmed that this Butternut is in Category 1 (“most affected” by canker) and eligible for removal.

· “Trailhead” Butternut.  The participants in the site visit also identified a third Butternut, some 22 cm in diameter, which appears to be in good health.  Since it is located directly in the pathway corridor at its northern trailhead, the proposed route would need to be adjusted slightly to avoid harming this endangered tree.

· Butternut Health Assessment.  The images below show the mature Butternut (left) and the sickly Butternut near the subdivision (right).  It is not clear why the EIS assesses both of these trees to be in Category 1 (most affected).  The younger tree would clearly need to be removed in order to make way for housing.  The “mature” tree, however, does not stand in the way of housing – it is located on the margins of a recreational pathway through a woodland.   
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5.2 Yellow Birch  (EIS #17 - Misidentified as Black Cherry)

· The grove below the Butternut contains a number of large Yellow Birches, including one which is likely to be over 250 years old – it was born sometime before the American Revolution, when King George II ruled the British Empire.  

· This massive Yellow Birch (92 cm. diameter) was misidentified as a “Black Cherry” by the EIS, perhaps because the bark of a very old birch resembles that of a Black Cherry.  The fact that the EIS survey was unable to identify this tree correctly is an indication of its rarity.  

· Based on the landscape plan, this tree appears to be located outside the "work impact zone”.  Nevertheless, special attention will be required to protect this old-growth Yellow Birch and its neighbours during the construction of the pathway.  

· In particular, there is a possibility that an access road will be built directly through this birch grove to allow construction and maintenance equipment to reach the storm sewer and pathway (see “other” map symbols on p. 10).  
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5.3 Peachleaf Willow (EIS #14 - Misidentified as White Willow).  

· Peachleaf Willows are native trees which are uncommon in the Ottawa area and are more often found in the Prairies. The revised Environmental Impact Study (EIS) misidentified this tree as a “White Willow”, a species which is common but not native to North America.

· Jakob Mueller has observed that this mature specimen, located in the valley directly below the Butternut, is among the tallest peachleaf willows in Canada.  At 70’ tall, it is definitely taller than the “champion” of its kind in the United States (only 58’). 

· Again, a small adjustment in the landscape plan might be sufficient to protect the mature peachleaf willow near the Butternut.  It is currently at the edge of the area of disturbance, some 22m away from the pathway route, at the widest point of the “work impact zone”.  If the corridor could be narrowed slightly at this point, it might avoid damage to this tree’s root zone.
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5.4 Black Ash

· The participants in the site visit noted that Black, White, and Green Ash were abundant in the floodplain which covers much of Riverwood Park.

· Over the past two decades, Black Ash trees have been particularly affected by the ravages of the Emerald Ash Borer.  As a result, it is one of only two endangered species of trees in Eastern Ontario (along with Butternut), and the province has recently issued regulations on the protection of this species.

· Most of the Black Ash trees in Riverwood Park consist of a main trunk which died some time ago, with healthy offshoots that are about 5 cm in diameter.  Under the new regulations, however, only healthy trees that are 8 cm or over will benefit from the protection against removal or harm.

· During the site visit, one tree which might meet these criteria was identified – but it was found along the informal trail near the Rideau River and far from the route of the proposed pathway.  


[image: A tree trunk in the snow
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5.5 Cedar and Hemlock

· The main trail through Riverwood Park traverses a grove of old growth cedar and hemlock which is unusually well-preserved for the Ottawa region.  It is perhaps the most picturesque section of the trail, and some of the cedars show large holes bored by Pileated Woodpeckers.

· Fortunately, this section of the park is not close to the route of the proposed pathway, but the addition of another 1,000 residents in the St. Mary’s subdivision will inevitably increase the pedestrian traffic on this informal nature trail.  

· As a result, one benefit of the proposed recreational pathway may be to provide a "safety valve" for the growing pressures on the more vulnerable informal trails through Riverwood Park.
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6.  Biodiversity

· In general, the conclusion of the OFNC members was that Riverwood Park contains “significant” woodlands and wetlands which deserve special attention from the neighbouring community.  

· Jakob Mueller and Owen Clarkin identified a number of ferns, dogwoods, and other plant species which are indicators of a healthy and diverse woodland.  They also noted an impressive stand of tall pine trees near the Rideau River, as well as a locally uncommon Slippery Elm on the trail north of the pumphouse.

· In the spring, it is expected that a return visit will yield interesting observations about the biodiversity of Riverwood Park, including rare or uncommon plants and animals.  Although it is important to protect individual specimens, such as the endangered Butternut trees, it is equally important to protect the overall health of the park’s ecosystem.

· One concern identified during the site visit is the impact of the storm sewer and the recreational pathway on the flow of rainwater into the valley below.  At present, the Peachleaf Willow and Yellow Birches benefit from a large drainage channel and multiple “seeps” which flow down the steep slope.  In the absence of these flows, there will likely be a negative impact on this community of trees, plants, and other species.  
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7.  Nature Walk

· It was agreed that the OFNC would sponsor a nature walk in May 2024 for its own members and for residents of the Hunt Club community.  

· Councillor Brockington’s office has offered to help publicize this nature walk, and it may help to promote improved awareness and stewardship of Riverwood Park by neighbouring residents. 

· It was noted during the site visit, for example, that there is no signage at the main entrance to Riverwood Park, or even at the entrance to Uplands-Riverside Park.  As a result, it is likely that most residents are under the impression that “Riverwood Park” is the small playground on Kimberwick near Malhotra.
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8.  Considerations

· The St. Mary’s plan of subdivision, including the draft landscape plan, is expected to be considered by the City’s Planning and Housing Committee in the spring of 2024.  

· The final design of the recreational pathway, however, will be approved by City staff during the Site Plan control stage, which is likely to be several years away.

· Within the HCCA, there appears to be interest in supporting a recreational pathway, provided that all parties make best efforts to minimize the adverse impacts on Riverwood Park. 

· It is important to note that the City of Ottawa owns the park and will have the final say on the design of the recreational pathway, in line with provincial and municipal policies on tree conservation, endangered species, and significant woodlands.  

· The developer, as well, will have an opportunity to demonstrate concern for the environment while addressing the need for affordable housing and providing recreational amenities to nearby residents.  


9.  Next Steps

· A brief update on the Riverwood Park site visit and nature walk will be presented to the HCCA meeting on March 5, 2024.

· Members of the Affordable Housing Committee will seek further information from the developer and from City staff regarding the questions raised by this site visit.  

· The OFNC will provide a letter of support regarding the need to preserve the significant woodlands and wetlands in Riverwood Park.

· In light of recent developments, the Affordable Housing Committee will update the St. Mary’s position statement for review by the HCCA’s Board in the near future.


Notes


1. Introduction

· GeoOttawa Map:  https://maps.ottawa.ca/geoottawa/

· The current development application was submitted in January 2023.  More recently, the developer has proposed changes to the application which would provide the option of an additional apartment tower in place of some planned townhouses. (https://devapps.ottawa.ca/en/applications/D02-02-23-0004/details

· In March 2023, the HCCA’s initial position statement on this application highlighted the need for affordable housing and improved transportation infrastructure.  In response to a list of questions, the developer subsequently provided examples of “below-market-rate” affordable housing in two of its recent projects (46 Flora Street, 93 Norman Avenue).  
https://hunt-club.ca/issue/st-marys-development-hunt-club-and-riverside/


2.  St. Mary’s:  Landscape Plan

· Landscape Concept Plan (January 2024): https://webcast.ottawa.ca/plan/All_Image%20Referencing_Zoning%20Bylaw%20Amendment%20Application_Image%20Reference_2024-01-03%20-%20Landscape%20Concept%20Plan%20-%20D02-02-23-0004.PDF

· The City of Ottawa’s Planning and Housing Committee is expected to consider the zoning amendments and draft plan of subdivision in spring 2024.  Although the landscape “concept plan” is subject to approval as part of this application, it provides only a high-level view of the proposed multi-use pathway. 

· The detailed design of the pathway will be submitted to City staff for approval at the Site Plan Control stage.  In the meantime, no preliminary drawings of the pathway route have been made available and there is very little information about how the impact of the path on Riverwood Park will be mitigated.

· 


3. Riverwood Park

· Google Map: https://www.google.com/maps/@45.3411872,-75.694461,17z?entry=ttu

· Riverwood Park and McCarthy Woods are the two “Urban Natural Features” located in the Hunt Club community.  See Official Plan, Schedule C12 – Urban Greenspace: https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/documents/files/schedule_c12_op_bil.pdf

· Policy 7.3 of the Official Plan notes that pathways and stormwater infrastructure are permitted within Urban Natural Features provided that they “will not adversely affect the natural characteristics of the areas or their ecosystem services”.


4. Environmental Impact Study

· An initial EIS was submitted in January 2023.  The final study, based on five additional field surveys, was completed in September 2023:
https://webcast.ottawa.ca/plan/All_Image%20Referencing_Zoning%20Bylaw%20Amendment%20Application_Image%20Reference_2023-12-27%20-%20Environmental%20Impact%20Study%20-%20D02-02-23-0004.PDF

· The City of Ottawa recognizes that the protection of trees in significant woodlands requires trade-offs with competing priorities, such as residential development and community access to greenspace.  See the City’s Significant Woodlands Policy and Official Plan, Policy 4.7.8, Natural Heritage, Greenspace, and the Urban Forest.
https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/documents/files/significant_woodlands_en.pdf
https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/documents/files/section4_op_en.pdf

· Since 2021, the City’s Tree Protection By-law has required the submission of a “Tree Conservation Report” as part of all Plans of Subdivision and Site Plan Control applications where there is a tree of 10 cm. or greater in diameter.  
https://ottawa.ca/en/living-ottawa/environment-conservation-and-climate/trees-and-urban-forests/tree-protection-law#:~:text=The%20Tree%20Protection%20By%2Dlaw,the%20urban%20and%20rural%20area

· In compliance with this requirement, Appendix D of the EIS provides a list of “notable trees” over 20 cm. in diameter which are “to be removed along the proposed pathway and forest edge” (p.9).  At least three of these trees, however, are located on adjacent properties, and - judging by their GPS coordinates - it appears that even trees outside the work impact zone will be removed.






5. Site Visit – Field Naturalists

· The Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ Club has over 800 members who “have interests in all aspects of the natural world, from birding to botanizing, investigation to publication, conservation to cooperation”.   https://ofnc.ca/about-ofnc


5.1 Butternut

· The EIS notes that by paying compensation to Ontario’s Species at Risk Conservation Fund, the developer could remove these Butternuts and “proceed with site development while ensuring an overall net benefit for the species” (pp. 39, 48.)
· Under Ontario’s Endangered Species Act, 2007, “endangered” or “threatened” species are defined as those plants and animals “facing imminent extinction or extirpation (extinction from a local area)” or “in decline and in danger of disappearing from the province”.  https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-conservation-fund
· Butternut trees are listed as “endangered” due to the effects of Butternut Canker, a fungus which spreads easily.  For the purposes of the Act, Butternuts fall into three categories:  

· Category 1.  Affected by butternut canker to an advanced degree;  

· Category 2.  Not affected or not as affected as a Category 1 tree, and retaining the tree could support protection and recovery of butternut trees; 

· Category 3.  May be useful in determining sources of resistance to butternut canker.  

· Category 1 trees only require the developer to notify the Ministry of the Environment some 30 days before removal.  Category 2 and 3 trees can be removed with a “conditional exemption” from the Ministry if the developer plants a specified number of butternut seedlings or makes a contribution to the Conservation Fund. (In this case, the payment would be approximately $20,000).  

· A very small proportion of Butternuts are either free of disease or contain healed cankers, and it is considered important to protect such trees as long as seed can be collected from them.  https://www.ontario.ca/page/butternut-species-risk

· In this case, the mature Butternut near the switchback shows some signs of canker on its trunk, but it appears to be unusually healthy.  It produces thousands of seedlings and absorbs large amounts of carbon annually.

· According to the province’s Butternut Assessment Guidelines, this mature Butternut would appear to meet the criteria for Category 2 and might even be close to Category 3 (since it is only about 50m away from a severely affected tree).  https://www.ontario.ca/page/butternut-assessment-guidelines

· At present, the landscape concept plan brings the proposed pathway to within 13m of the mature Butternut.  If the developer ultimately decides to protect this Butternut from removal, it will require a buffer of about 25m to protect its critical root zone.  


5.2 Yellow Birch

· See Jakob Mueller’s post from a previous site visit (November 26, 2023):  https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/194240107

· Participants in the OFNC site visit in February observed a series of orange ribbons on trees connecting the existing maintenance road to the proposed pathway – and passing directly through the Yellow Birch grove (see “other” symbols on map, p.10).  

· These ribbons do not appear to indicate the path of an informal trail.  Instead, they may mark the route of an access lane for the equipment required to construct and maintain the storm sewer.  (To be confirmed).


5.3 Peachleaf Willow 

· See Jakob Mueller’s post on iNaturalist:  “An impressive old growth Peachleaf that is a contender for Canadian champion.  By far the largest one I’ve ever seen.”  https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/194240103


5.4 Black Ash

· The initial EIS observed only one Black Ash in the study area at some distance from the development (p.39, 48).  The revised EIS, however, notes that dead Ash and live saplings are present in the White Cedar swamp (pp.22-23).

· The province’s Black Ash regulations, which were finalized in January 2024, require a 30m protective buffer for trees in southern Ontario that are healthy and 8 cm. or greater in diameter. 


· Critics of these regulations argue that protection should also be afforded to Black Ash habitat, including younger trees that are less than 8 cm. in diameter but still vital for the persistence of the species.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/sudbury/black-ash-endangered-species-ontario-1.7062354
https://ontarionature.org/endangered-black-ash-blog/


5.5 Cedar and Hemlock

· EIS, pp.22-23, describes the Eastern White Cedar “swamp” in the centre of Riverwood Park.  


6.  Biodiversity

· The EIS identifies three main drainage features which flow through Riverwood Park to the Rideau River.  It recommends a “Conservation” management directive, meaning that they should be maintained or restored after construction.  EIS, pp. 33-34.


7.  Nature Walk

· In order to increase awareness of these parks, the City may wish to consider improved signage at the entrances to Riverwood Park and Uplands-Riverside Park.
  

8. Considerations

· The City of Ottawa’s guidelines for park development describe two types of paths in woodland parks - “recreational paths” and “nature trails”.  There is some flexibility in the width and routing of the paths and their buffer zones, depending on context.
https://documents.ottawa.ca/sites/documents/files/documents/park_development_manual_en.pdf

· The standard width of recreational paths is 4-5m, including vehicle access for the maintenance of storm sewers.  Nature trails are “low-impact paths located in sensitive environmental areas such as forests”, but they do not provide access for vehicles. 



· The existing pathway corridor around the Kimberwick stormwater pond is about 5m wide.  Although the landscape concept plan shows a “3.0m accessible trail”, it will likely include a further 1.0m clearance on each side and “re-forested” areas of 12-50m in width (depending on the work impact zone). 


9. Next Steps

· In March 2023, the HCCA’s interim position statement on the St. Mary’s application highlighted the potential benefits of the proposed multi-use pathway to the developer and to the surrounding communities.  

· At the same time, it emphasized the need for more detailed information regarding the proposed pathway and the City’s active transportation network (pp.6, 8). 
https://hunt-club.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/HCCA-Feedback-for-Application-D07-16-23-0001.pdf
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