Profs defend wetlands mapping system
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A newly enforced wetland designation is aimed at mitigating the millions of dollars in damage suffered in the flood-prone corners of New Brunswick each year, according to its developers.
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The Musquash wetlands, southwest of Saint John, are a feeding ground for birds. New changes to wetlands regulations worry landowners, who argue that economic activity will slow and the value of property will drop. Photo: Kâté braydon/Telegraph-Journal archive
With the turn of the calendar year, the province brought online a new wetlands mapping system.

Planning commissions from across the province have since said the wetlands policy is stalling development, costing developers thousands in study costs and preventing cities from creating any kind of a long-term development plan.

But Paul Arp, a forestry and environment management professor at the University of New Brunswick, says the wetlands designation is not anti-development.

It instead pushes innovation in development to safeguard development from natural disasters.

"The developers are not aware of the advantage that this particular information presents to them," Arp said. "It is not anti-development at all; it is actually promoting innovation in terms of working with nature rather than against it."

Arp and several other University of New Brunswick researchers from its Forest Watershed Research Centre prepared a report on mapping wetlands for the Department of Natural Resources in 2007, while also providing the data which has led to the mapping tool.

The mapping program depicts two layers related to wetlands - the "provincially significant wetlands layer" and a new "wetlands predictive layer," or what the Department of Natural Resources has denoted as areas potentially susceptible to becoming a wetland.

The "predictive layer" designation means a wetlands study must be completed on the land before it is developed or sold in efforts to prove it is not a wetland.

The study can only be done between June 1 and Sept. 30 - when all the frost can be assumed to be out of the ground. The cost of the study has been estimated at $3,000 to $5,000 per parcel of land.

The mapping system shows that vast swaths of New Brunswick - including virtually all of Moncton, Saint John and Fredericton - have been denoted as potential wetlands.

"It's good to know the devil you know than the devil you don't," Arp said. "We are advocating education."

The tool's aim was to help real estate agents, land developers and potential buyers determine whether a prospective development is potentially within or close to a wetland or potential wetland.

"People may not realize that they may someday have a big problem," Arp said. "Even when they bought the land they may not have realized what was bought.

"Usually when people buy things they are making an investment and have a certain faith that the money was well spent."

He added: "Well here is a cartographic tool that can educate you before making a commitment."

Arp pointed to the flood damage in the St. Stephen area in December which led to the more than 1,100 New Brunswickers registering damage claims.

The New Brunswick Emergency Measures Organization estimated the storms caused up to $50 million in damage to private homes and businesses, and to public roads, parks and beaches.

"It's a societal cost," Arp said. "There is always an enormous cost to repair and if you have a proper design to accommodate these risks they can be mitigated.

The controversial designation has spurred a province-wide consultation tour to be headed by Environment Minister Margaret-Ann Blaney later this month in attempts to find a solution.

The tour will begin Feb. 28 in Saint John and make nine stops ending in the second week of March.

Although the policy for wetlands has been in place for a number of years, the information wasn't available as to where the wetland areas were.

"If you were developer and were musing about doing something, the mapping would now give you a first cut at whether or not you likely have something to worry about," said Jeff Ollerhead, Mount Allison University's dean of science and director of the Mount Allison Coastal Wetlands Institute.

"The issue with a lot of municipalities is that a lot of wetlands have been taken up or paved over and so what that has done is led to increased flooding problems.

"Probably it is an impediment to an individual developer, but not necessarily an impediment to sustainable development in the long term and ideally it would help."

The wetlands mapping system promotes the need to build in improved drainage and new sewer systems into development costs, according to Arp.

"People have to be on the same page and rather than slinging mud at each other one should say, 'let's find out how this works,'" he said.

"It's an ability of society to address hydrological risks or not, the idea of hydrological risk has to be taken seriously, and people have to have the best available tools to assess these risks and then plan accordingly."

Advocates say wetlands policy is the solution, not the problem http://dailygleaner.canadaeast.com/front/article/1381954
Comments (10): 
+ "It is not anti-development at all; it is actually promoting innovation in terms of working with nature rather than against it." It sounds like he is advocating a 'Landscape Urbanism' (LU) approach to development. There is quite a bit of controversy over this approach: http://landscapeandurbanism.blogspot.com/2011/02/urbanism-wars-ad-v-cw.html. I think innovation is sorely lacking in this province, and I would be pleasantly surprised to find a development that is 'innovative'. Or to put it another way, there are entrenched interests to keep the status quo and I think they will use their resources to fight the new regulations instead of develop something awesome.  The main problem IMO is that the 'potential wetlands' are everywhere (even in built-up areas); little ones that are no bigger than my office, that have a 50m buffer around them, and they aren't connected to any tributaries or other wetlands etc.  I'm glad they are framing the problem as a 'flood prevention measure'. 
17 Thumbs Up 10 Thumbs Down.  
++ Picture this. A developer decides to build on a wetland or near one of these areas that are designated wetland. They build houses and sell them. Their end of the deal is done. Next comes a flood in which all the homes are destroyed and the province has to shell out a bunch of money to pay for the damaged homes. This could happen many times. Sound familiar? They are trying to protect you, the homeowner, and the province, with your tax dollars. The developer's responsibility is now zero. 
35 Thumbs Up 10 Thumbs Down

+ I agree, that it is in the interest of society to protect wetlands, and provide the tools for people to do their due diligence. (aside from flooding, nobody wants a leaky basement or need to run a sump-pump all the time). But why is it the responsibility of the province to be an insurance policy? I do not think it is (should be?) their role to be an insurer, after the fact. Homes, no; temporary emergency shelter at best. Roads/infrastructure, on the other hand, yes; when a new development occurs and the roads are conveyed to the municipality, the municipality is agreeing to service that infrastructure INDEFINITELY. So the risk assessment needs to occur at the time of conveyance, and if the risk is deemed to be too high, then the streets should remain private. 

8 Thumbs Up 11 Thumbs Down

+ I'm not sure why I'm getting all the "thumbs down"s - perhaps someone could elaborate? When I'm talking about innovation/developing something awesome, I'm talking about good design; since good design benefits everyone, yet it is totally undervalued and overlooked in our society. For an example, look at this TED Talk. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IoRjz8iTVoo&feature=player_detailpage#t=23s
And as far as the province not being in the insurance business, especially if we are not paying premiums into some sort of flood relief fund, then I don't see how someone could disagree - especially in this time of 'austerity'. That is what home insurance is for, oh, the insurance company won't insure your home because it is built on a flood plain and they see it as too high of a risk? Well then, don't build/buy your house on a flood plain. 
9 Thumbs Up 4 Thumbs Down
++ Before anyone can build anything, they require approval from the province. If their stamp is on it, their stamp of OK is there. They cannot turn their backs on the people of NB who pay to manage the province's land and assess risk. If they are wrong, they pay, if not, the house should have never had been there in the first place. This isn't the case though. The problem in this province is that some people bought up chunks of land which they now want to develop, at any cost, because it is worth so much money. They plow through the approval process, sometimes with political interference, to make money off their investment. The problem is, people buy their homes believing they are not in a flood plain. If it floods every year, someone cheated the system and Environment is one of those culprits. It is nice to see them take a stand in what is actually right instead of continuing to bow to the mercy of the entitled. 

8 Thumbs Up 2 Thumbs Down

++++ Agree with planner. We build in areas we shouldn't build...then the second there's flooding or damage to our structures (be it homes or otherwise) we immediately run to the government for financial assistance. A great example is found along the Saint John river. Year after year it floods and year after year the same people who refuse to leave ask for compensation. The government isn't an insurance company. 

17 Thumbs Up 1 Thumbs Down

+++ If you look at the SNB maps, it's not hard to tell they're estimated. If you feel your particular area isn't a wetland, then pay for the assessment. The majority of these people who are kicking up a fuss are multi-million dollar firms who could well afford the $3000-$5000 fee. As the article states, if we would stop working AGAINST Mother Nature, we'd be far better off. 

7  Thumbs Up 1Thumbs Down

+ Unfortunately, misconceptions continue to spread. A wetland assesment (delineation) is not necessary for work within predicted wetlands. The Department of the Environment has concentrated their efforts to <20% of the province mapped rather than the entire province. If development is planned within a predicted wetland the firt step is to consult with DOE. They will help determine, for free, where the area is wetland at all. If work is to take place in an actual wetland than a delineation will likely be required but only then.  These rumours that the policy will cost landowners and developers to confirm the predictive layer is partly what has them upset. Truth is that it will only cost them if they plan to work within a wetland’s true boundaries. At that case, it will be up to the individual to determine if the cost is worth it. My hope is that the potential liability associated with building within wetlands coupled with some cost will encourage them to develop elsewhere. 

6 Thumbs Up 3 Thumbs Down

-  Here is the problem guys. There are already a multitude of regulations in order to mitigate and manage storm water in new subdivisions. This new "wetland" mapping is nothing more than a wholesale subversion of private property rights. The DOE has painted huge swaths of NB as a "predictive wetland": meaning that if this predictive layer is on your property, then it is a "wetland" until you pay to prove it is NOT a "wetland". A majority of this land is farmers’ fields, rock outcroppings, existing subdivisions. You are guilty until proven innocent. If it is a wetland until you prove it is NOT a wetland (paying a consultant to delineate at a cost of $2k-$8k), then your property is worthless in the marketplace, and you should appeal your property tax bill accordingly. Appealing the "predictive wetlands" by everyone affected would bankrupt this province in one felled swoop. Let’s hope that cooler heads prevail. We can’t all afford to live in Ivory Towers. 

4 Thumbs Up 4 Thumbs Down

++ That's the point. They are trying to keep people from building on swamps and wetlands to prevent this. There are, however, people who bought wetland and are now upset that they will never be able to build on it and pass the problem onto the person who buys the house. The vicious circle has to stop. 

7 Thumbs Up 3 Thumbs Down
Total:  118 Thumbs Up 49  Thumbs Down, or 71% + overall.
