
Haliburton’s water: the personal and political 
March 8, 2012 

Nearly everywhere you look in the Haliburton Highlands you see water. 

From lush wetlands to expansive lakes to rushing rivers, this region offers regular reminders of where our water 
comes from. 

With so much around us, it may be hard to remember that water is a fragile and finite resource that needs to be 
protected. 

In this county, several organizations and programs exist to monitor the water and advocate for its conservation. 

To mark Water Week (March 19 to 23), we are highlighting a few local issues. 

Levels and management 

If you live on the lake, one of the most noticeable features is the water levels. 

Unlike so many of the country’s lakes, more than 60 water bodies within our borders fluctuate drastically to feed 
the Trent Severn Waterway. 

To ensure safe passage of vessels through the canals in the Peterborough area, our lakes must be drained 
throughout the warmer months. 

Over the years, lakefront residents have struggled with Parks Canada, which regulates the water levels, leading 
to the formation of the Coalition for Equitable Water Flow (CEWF) in 2006. 

The coalition advocates for a change in the mentality of the system’s governance, giving more say to those who 
live on the reservoir and flow-through lakes. 

While there has been progress of late – a panel group on the system released its recommendations in a paper 
called It’s All About the Water in 2009 and since then a Water Management Advisory Council was formed – Chris 
Riddle, co-chair of the coalition, says there is much to be done.  

“Until people think about it, very few realize how critical good water management is for the region. It’s important 
in terms of the economy, the social fabric and environmental protection,” he says. 

“It’s a huge amount more than just water levels. Water levels are the things that get people going, but really it’s 
water management in its much broader sense. It’s the health of the wetlands, protection of shorelines, all sorts of 
things go back to water management broadly,” Riddle says. 

About 40,000 property owners are represented by the coalition on 41 reservoir lakes and 20 flow-through lakes. 
Their enjoyment of the water directly affects the tax coffers of the municipalities, putting pressure on government 
to keep the lakes clean and safe and relatively stable.

 

Riddle says the levels are merely a symptom of water management practices – good or bad. 

When they are bad, not only are cottagers and lakefront communities affected, but so is wildlife. 

“The coalition has made TSW aware of a number of concerns relating to the reservoir lakes that result from the 
current water management model,” a recent report from the coalition reads. 

“Recently, these concerns have included the issue of high water too early in spring while ice is still present on the 
lakes as occurred in 2011, problems of shoreline erosion and property damage that occur when extremely high 
water persists into the boating season, and problems experienced in August 2011 when rapid drawdown created 
hazardous navigation conditions on several of the reservoir lakes, dangerously high flow rates on some 
connecting rivers, and restricted access to water-access properties,” the paper, entitled Integrated Water 



Management, reads.

Beaver dams, loon nests, fish spawning and water quality can all be affected by levels that are out of sync or
flow-through speeds either too fast or slow.

The coalition’s focus now is to get the TSW to embrace the concept of “integrated water management.”

It may sound complex, but this system simply means taking into account the needs of people throughout the
watershed, rather than focusing primarily on the end result – the boats on the canal.

“It’s not that one needs to trump the other, it’s that we need to come to an accommodation and share the
resource. Not just for individual enjoyment, but look at it principally from the environmental protection
perspective followed by public safety and then I think recreational enjoyment comes a little lower down the list,”
he says.

Riddle has a seat on the advisory council, though he wishes an independent body had been created to run the
TSW as the panel report of 2009 had recommended.

The coalition’s documents, including backgrounders and detailed policy positions, are all available on their
website at www.cewf.ca.

Best practices

On a more intimate level, the decisions we make every day can impact Haliburton’s water supply.

Every time a lakeside property owner flushes her toilet, washes her hair or pulls up brush from along the shore,
she is influencing the lake’s health.

Development over the decades has intensified throughout the Highlands and that means the lakes and the
animals that depend on them have to withstand the practices of humans.

Rob Davis has been a Lake Kashagawigamog cottager for more than 30 years.

He has been a member of the Lakeland Alliance, gives workshops and presentations on best practices for lake
health and is president of Ecoethic, a company that produces environmentally friendly cleaning and septic
products.

Davis has been giving presentations on how to protect the lakes for 15 years and says people are starting to
understand the importance of eco-friendly living.

“In the big scheme of things, especially when I do part of the septic presentation … [cottagers] are bringing their
city attitudes,” says Davis, who notes that he grew up in Toronto, so he understands where that sentiment
comes from.

“They bring their dishwashers and hot tubs. The problem is not the appliance, it’s the chemicals they use,” he
says.

People spend a lot of money on their cottages and can feel entitled to enjoy the lake however they like, without
understanding the results of overdevelopment, pollution and erosion.

“Density has increased exponentially in the last 15 to 20 years as have the fulltime residents on the water. That’s
put a very big strain on the water resource itself from a usage standpoint. More septic systems. More use of the
septic systems. And even a really well maintained and operating septic system still contributes nutrients to the
environment and nutrients are the real problem for lakes,” says Davis.

“That coupled with shoreline alteration, which is becoming a really serious problem in Haliburton County, you’re
losing the buffer the shoreline provides.”

Nutrients from human waste accelerate plant growth, he says, which dies in the winter, sinks to the bottom of the
lake and soaks up oxygen, hurting the lake trout populations and prematurely age the lake.

“We, as lakeside residents, we input nutrients to the shore in the form of groceries and we process them in our
bodies and we dump them on the shore in our septic systems. Mix them with water and into the groundwater it
goes,” he says.

Davis advocates having septic systems professionally inspected every three to five years and using
environmentally friendly, chlorine free products.




