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Executive Summary 

The District of Muskoka is well-known for being Ontario’s cottage country. 

Thousands of people flock to the area to experience its vast wealth of natural 

features, including over 650 freshwater lakes. As the number of permanent and 

seasonal residents in the region continues to rise, there are increased 

development pressures and associated impacts on the recreational water 

quality in the area. This paper investigates the current land use planning policies 

and tools in place in the District of Muskoka with respect to waterfront 

development through a comprehensive literature review and further explores 

the issue through a case study analysis of the Official Plans of several lower-tier 

municipalities and the upper-tier municipality. More specifically, this report will 

address the following questions: 

1. Are current land use policies and comprehensive plans in the District 

Municipality of Muskoka supportive of inland lake water quality 

protection? 

 

2. What land use planning tools are currently available to implement the 

land use policies as set out in the applicable Official Plans, particularly 

relating to inland lake water quality? 

 

3. What are the limitations of land use planning policy implementation for 

water quality protection? 
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This research provides insight into the existing policies and tools in place that 

are being used to control waterfront development in Muskoka, as well as 

protect the area’s most valued economic and natural resource – water. 

Qualitative methods including a comprehensive literature review and a 

qualitative case-study evaluation of existing municipal official plan policies were 

used to answer the above noted research questions, including the use of an 

evaluative framework.  An additional literature review of relevant additional 

policies, programs, and tools included in municipal or quasi-municipal programs 

within the District was also  undertaken to better understand how these policies 

were implemented and whether there is a strong relationship or any obvious 

gaps between policy and practice. 

As a result of this research, it was found that the Official Plans in Muskoka 

generally appear to contain very strong policies about waterfront development 

and lake system health. Each Official Plan includes specific, measurable policies 

like setbacks, a variety of best practices for stormwater and phosphorus 

management that can be implemented, and no shortage of general policies 

that indicate a high level of support for the maintenance and improvement of 

inland lake water quality. Unlike other areas of the province, the policies in 

effect at the District include direct links to Muskoka-specific studies completed 

as part of the Lake System Health Program.  

Overall, the findings suggest that while the connection between water 

quality and shoreline/waterfront development policies has been growing 

stronger since the 1970s, there is still more work to be done in linking policy 
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implementation to ongoing monitoring for a more flexible and rapid approach 

to improve or address water quality moving forward.   

However, there is still room for improvement. Based on the findings of this 

research, recommendations proposed include the following: 

1. That additional work be done to respond more quickly to rapidly changing 

water quality conditions, and as a result of Official Plan or other background 

document updates.  

2. That lower-tier municipalities should ensure that their Official Plans are in 

conformity with the most recent upper-tier plan at all times to avoid confusion 

due to outdated policies and processes. 

3. That more frequent monitoring of plan efficiency and effectiveness be 

implemented through an expansion of the existing water testing program to 

cover more lakes on an annual basis.  

4. That the District and/or its partner organizations create and promote an 

educational campaign.  

5. That the District ensure that all stakeholders (Area Municipalities, Lake 

Associations, Planners, Residents, and Members of Council) are clear on the 

goals and objectives of the Lake System Health Program. 

6. That the Muskoka approach to developing local policy, programs and tools be 

shared with other Ontario municipalities, particularly in areas that also do not 

have a Conservation Authority.  
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1. Introduction 

Waterfront development of both recreational and permanent dwellings is 

common on the Canadian Shield, in areas such as Muskoka, Halliburton and 

Frontenac, where high numbers of lakes nestled in rolling hills and mixed/boreal 

forests entice city dwellers to spend their summer holidays at the cottage. 

However, a history of continued development pressure in these cottage areas, 

in particular Muskoka has led to concern over the effects on the lakeshore 

environment (McDonnell et al, 1984).  

Research has shown that increasing frequency of events like 

cyanobacterial (blue-green algae) blooms and chemical changes to inland 

lakes can be traced to anthropogenic stressors like increased development, 

water-based activities and shoreline disturbances (Paterson et al, 2004; Yan, 

2008). This is a regional problem as well as a Provincial one; as early as 1984, 

research was indicating growing concern about the rate of waterfront 

development occurring in the Muskoka-Haliburton region of Ontario (McDonnell 

et al, 1984). In fact, the Dorset Environmental Science Centre (DESC) in Dwight, 

Ontario was founded in the mid 1970s in order to examine whether new 

development should be limited on lakes in Muskoka on the basis of scientific 

findings (Yan, 2008). This research has continued to present day, with the most 

recent research indicating that phosphorus and calcium concentrations have 

declined while chloride has increased (Eimers & Persaud, 2016). With the issue of 

recreational water quality remaining at the forefront of both policy and scientific 
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research, this report will examine the existence of, and association between, 

land use planning policies and implementation tools/programs in effect within 

the District Municipality of Muskoka to address lake water quality.  

Considered to be Ontario’s “Cottage Country” for over a century, 

Muskoka is a well-known destination for nature and lake-based tourism. Tourism, 

seasonal residences and second homes have been some of the main 

economic drivers in Muskoka since the first resorts were established in Muskoka 

Lakes on Lake Rosseau, Lake Joseph and Lake Muskoka in the 1870s (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: “A Scene on Lake Rosseau”. Image from the Guidebook & Atlas of Muskoka and Parry Sound 

Districts, 1879. Sketch by S. Penson. Source: The Muskoka Atlas 1879, Muskoka GeoHub. 
https://muskoka.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=ccb1a65ab161460fb638c42212c9b85d  

The role of being both a main economic driver and creating constantly 

increasing development pressures in turn causes new challenges and potential 

https://muskoka.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=ccb1a65ab161460fb638c42212c9b85d
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impacts on water quality in the region (Halseth, 1998 p.4).  In the past 40 years, 

there have been numerous studies on the effects of waterfront and cottage 

development on mammals (McDonnell et al, 1984); bacteria (Hendry & Leggatt, 

1982); fish and fish habitat (Taillon & Fox, 2004); and birds (Clark, Euler & 

Armstrong, 1984) within the District of Muskoka. Due to the area’s numerous 

lakes, pristine forests, and relative proximity to the Greater Toronto Area (Figure 

2), there continues to be a large amount of development pressure for seasonal 

residential development. In fact, the estimated seasonal population is estimated 

to be 81,907, which is significantly greater than the District’s permanent 

population of 60,599 according to the 2016 Census (Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Similarly, the Muskoka Growth Strategy (2019) forecasts that the District’s 

permanent population is expected to grow to 75,600 by 2046, with the seasonal 

population projected to increase to 93,600 over the next 25 years.  Due to this 

population proportion and increasing development pressures as residents move 

northwards, there are also large numbers of existing seasonal dwellings being 

converted into year-round residential homes, particularly in the waterfront area. 

An increase of 7,710 year-round housing units and 3,280 new seasonally-

occupied housing units is forecast to occur between 2016 and 2046 (Hemson, 

2019). The uniqueness of the Muskoka area is further facilitated by the existence 

of the two-tier municipal system in Muskoka; the District Municipality 

encompasses the majority of the related watershed. As a result, unlike more 

populous areas to the south of the province, the watershed is not fragmented 

into multiple political jurisdictions (Hardy et al, 1994). Together with the 
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establishment of the Muskoka Watershed Council, this has allowed for a much 

broader policy framework which knits together the principles of land use and 

watershed planning.  

Waterfront planning and shoreline development in Muskoka is also very 

distinctive because there is no Conservation Authority established in the area; 

this is relatively uncommon, as nearly 90% of Ontario’s population lives within 

areas under the jurisdiction of Conservation Authorities (Mitchell & Shrubsole, 

1992). In Muskoka, this means that matters usually addressed by a Conservation 

Authority such as the use of water from waterbodies, alterations of stream 

channels and construction in flood prone lands, and stormwater management 

Figure 2: Location map showing the District of Muskoka in relation to other cities in Ontario 
and beyond.  

Source: Muskoka GeoHub. 
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must be captured in municipal land use planning policies and programs or 

through Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks requirements for 

Environmental Compliance Approvals (ECAs) based on the type of approval 

and stormwater management system proposed. However, development of 

single family dwellings (including cottages) are not subject to ECA approvals 

and therefore fall under the jurisdiction of the area municipality to review and 

approve.  

To address the above and growing concerns about recreational water 

quality, a variety of policies, programs and tools have been developed and 

implemented over the past 50 years in an attempt to determine and mitigate 

the impact of shoreline development on the natural environment in Muskoka. 

Similarly, the Province published the Lakeshore Capacity Study in the 1970s, 

which led to the development of the LAKELIFE model (McDonnell et al, 1984). 

The LAKELIFE model was a computer-based model meant to be used to 

determine potential impacts of cottage development on wildlife and their 

habitat (McDonnell et al, 1984) which would provide an idea of the number of 

lots which could be accommodated on a specific lake based on trophic state. 

This model was implemented across the Province, however Muskoka-specific 

research undertaken by McDonnell et al (1984) showed that the LAKELIFE model 

resulted in invalid results within the District of Muskoka based on the complex 

factors that influence wildlife populations and habitats in the area. Similarly, the 

Muskoka Lakes Eutrophication Study by Michalski and Robinson (1971) for the 

Ontario Water Resources Commission to address the occurrence of harmful 
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algae blooms on Lake Muskoka noted that unless residents better understood 

the causes of eutrophication in the area (largely development related), very 

little would change. While these findings would seemingly make it more difficult 

and less desirable or affordable to address water quality in the area, research 

has also shown that the Muskoka River Watershed is vulnerable to ecological 

consequences from even moderate land use changes in the development 

areas, in comparison to agricultural land use areas that would normally be 

flagged due to phosphorus output (Jones et al, 2017).  

As previously mentioned, the Dorset Environmental Science Centre (DESC) is 

a provincially-operated, collaborative research centre that specifically looks at 

water quality and inland lake health in Ontario (DESC, n.d.) DESC is also located 

in Dorset, a community found within the Township of Lake of Bays, in the District 

of Muskoka. DESC’s location has allowed the District of Muskoka’s associated 

watersheds to be studied long term, with studies focused on the area being 

completed as far back as 1975 (Dillon, 1975; Dillon & Rigler, 1975). Research that 

came out of DESC also included the 1991 report by Hutchinson, Neary & Dillon 

titled “Validation and Use of Ontario’s Trophic Status Model for Establishing Lake 

Development Guidelines” as well as a review by Paterson et al (2006) of the 

Ontario Lakeshore Capacity Model.  

With a large volume of data and research in the local area available, the 

District of Muskoka partnered with DESC and the Muskoka Watershed Council to  

create and adopt a unique approach to inland water quality: the District of 

Muskoka Lake System Health Program (DMM, 2020). This approach was 
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established in order to address recreational water quality and shoreline 

development capacity in partnership with the Province and the Muskoka 

Watershed Council, a non-profit advisory organization founded in 2001 by the 

District of Muskoka and the local community (MWC, n.d.). This made-in-Muskoka 

approach began to be developed in the early 2000s and led to a wide range of 

partnerships with volunteer and government programs and facilities and has 

resulted in a very distinctive policy set included in the upper-tier Muskoka Official 

Plan (MOP) and other planning documents (e.g. site plan control by-laws, lower-

tier Official Plans, community planning permit system by-laws, and the Muskoka 

Watershed Report Card).  

In order to examine well-documented and oft-cited concerns surrounding 

shoreline development, and to examine how communities with an abundance 

of waterfront development are attempting to protect the water quality of inland 

lakes, this report presents an evaluation of Muskoka shoreline development and 

water quality protection policies that are in effect within the District Municipality 

of Muskoka as well as the programs and implementation tools used to affect 

these policies.  

For the purposes of this report, “shoreline development” and “waterfront 

development” shall be interchangeable and will refer to both permanent and 

seasonal residential development located along the shoreline of an inland 

waterbody, as well as those lands functionally related to the waterfront area.  

Generally, this is understood to be the lands located within 300 metres of a lake 

or a permanent stream within its watershed (MOE, 2010), which would include 
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the lands identified as being within 150 metres of any lake or that physically or 

functionally relate to the waterfront as per the definition contained within the 

Muskoka Official Plan (DMM, 2019). A combination of these two definitions has 

been used to develop the following definition for the purposes of this report. The 

functional waterfront area will be defined as “those lands extending inland 300  

metres from any lake greater than 8 hectares in area, any major river, and/or 

any waterbody that is part of the District of Muskoka recreational water quality 

monitoring program”.  The term “water quality” will be defined as the 

combination of physical (e.g., colour, turbidity, etc.), chemical (e.g., presence 

of phosphorus, pesticides, etc.), and biological (e.g., presence of bacteria, 

algae, etc.) characteristics of water (MECP, 2011). 

1.1 Goals and Objectives 

The primary objective of this report is to evaluate the existing municipal 

planning policies and tools used in the District Municipality of Muskoka to protect 

the water quality of inland lakes and other associated approaches to land use 

planning. Using a checklist approach (see Section 2.3 below for more 

information)to evaluate a selection of four (4) Official Plans within the District of 

Muskoka, including the plans for the overarching upper-tier municipality and 

three of its lower-tier municipalities, this report seeks to examine the relationship 

between current comprehensive plan policies focused on waterfront 

development and the protection of the natural environment, and their impact 

on the actual water quality of inland lakes in the area. 
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1.2 Research Precedent  
 

This report is intended to build upon previous research completed by 

Megan Rueckwald (Queen’s University M.Pl. ’16) that evaluated land use 

policies used in select Official Plans within the County of Renfrew. More 

particularly, Rueckwald’s report, titled “Troubled Waters Ahead: An Evaluation of 

Shoreline Land Use Policies for Water Quality Protection in Renfrew County, 

Ontario” (2016) examined whether Official Plan policies in effect within the 

County of Renfrew that specifically support inland water quality protection were 

effective by using an evaluative criteria checklist based on the theories of Berke 

and Godshalk (2009). In turn, this report will use a similar approach focusing on 

the District of Muskoka in order to facilitate comparisons between the policies 

and tools in Renfrew County, while also using a more in-depth examination of 

tools and programs used in the District to provide a better understanding of 

policy effectiveness and the collaborative approaches that extend beyond 

municipal comprehensive plan policies. Policy effectiveness in this report is 

defined as being the degree to which broader policy leads to the desired 

impact in more specific practice, and achieves the desired (and implied) goals 

and objectives of the overall plan document (Pradhan et al, 2017). 

Additional Muskoka-related research has been completed by Monika Rau 

(University of Guelph M.Sc. ’15) entitled “Muskoka’s Changing Shorelines: the 

Need for Long-term Monitoring of Shoreline Development”. Rau identified the 

key shoreline monitoring policies within the District of Muskoka using a case study 
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of three Muskoka municipalities’ Official Plans and Zoning By-laws and also 

identified stewardship initiatives; her research was confirmed through interviews 

with municipal employees and representatives. Rau (2015) noted that while the 

District was one of the first municipalities in Ontario to undertake a locally 

established water quality program, the area was lacking a longer-term 

monitoring process and the inclusion of additional water quality indicators 

should be required as part of the program. This particular issue was further 

examined in 2016 by Catherine Eimers of Trent University, who led a 3-year 

program of research to describe existing lake conditions, identify fundamental 

indicators of lake stress, and develop modelling tools to predict watershed 

impacts and monitor cumulative impacts over time (Eimers, 2016).  

The research presented in this paper combines an evaluation of 

representative planning policies in Muskoka with an examination of the 

available planning tools used for their implementation and attempts to identify 

gaps that may occur between high-level land use planning within the District 

Municipality of Muskoka and the more detailed scientific monitoring of the 

Muskoka watershed.  

1.3 Research Questions 

More specifically, this report seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. Are current land use policies and comprehensive plans in the District 

Municipality of Muskoka supportive of inland lake water quality 

protection? 
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2. What land use planning tools are currently available to implement the 

land use policies as set out in the applicable Official Plans, particularly 

relating to inland lake water quality? 

3. What are the limitations of land use planning policy implementation for 

water quality protection? 

 

1.4 Report Outline 

This report is composed of six chapters, excluding the Executive Summary: 

Chapter 1 provides a general introduction to the District Municipality of Muskoka 

as well as the goals and objectives, research precedent, research questions, 

and report outline. 

Chapter 2 of the report lays out the methodology behind the report, including 

more detail on the research methods, scope and selection of the case studies, 

data collection and analysis, and the evaluative framework used to assess the 

policy documents.  

Chapter 3 of this report includes a review of relevant literature on the topic, 

including policy context and land use planning in Ontario, as well as 

approaches to lake capacity modelling and water quality assessment and 

shoreline development best management practices.  

Chapter 4 contains a case study analysis of four municipal Official Plans, 

including the lower-tier municipalities of Bracebridge, Lake of Bays, and 

Muskoka Lakes, as well as the upper-tier District Municipality of Muskoka. 
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Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion of key findings of the case studies, 

suggested recommendations, identified research limitations and challenges, 

and potential next steps.  

2. Methodology 

 
The methodology section of this report details the scope of research, the 

justification of case study selections, data collection methods and analysis, and 

the adaptation  of Megan Rueckwald’s (2016) original evaluative framework 

used in this research.  

The data required to examine Muskoka watershed planning policies and 

tools was obtained through a review of relevant academic literature on 

shoreline/waterfront development, policy and land use planning frameworks, 

and an evaluation of municipal comprehensive land use plans. A qualitative 

research approach was used. Qualitative research is defined as a method of 

analysis (including case studies) applied to a variety of non-numerical data 

collected during the research process, which can provide valuable insight into 

the development and evaluation of policy (Silverman & Patterson, 2015).  

Firstly, a comprehensive literature review focusing on comprehensive plan 

evaluation and waterfront planning was completed; and secondly, a 

qualitative case-study evaluation of existing municipal official plan policies was 

undertaken using an evaluative framework developed for this purpose. In order 

to address the second research question regarding implementation tools, an 

additional literature review of relevant additional policies, programs, and tools 
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included in municipal or quasi-municipal programs within the District was 

undertaken to better understand how these policies were implemented and 

whether there is a strong relationship or any obvious gaps between policy and 

practice. 

2.1.1 Comprehensive Literature Review 
 

The comprehensive literature review was used to develop an 

understanding of contemporary methods in comprehensive plan evaluation 

and the development of evaluative frameworks. The purpose of the literature 

was also to gain additional knowledge in waterfront development land use 

planning and best practices, including current and historic water quality issues. 

Documents analyzed included: a broad variety of peer reviewed academic 

literature; land use planning policy documents (e.g., the Provincial Policy 

Statement and Official Plans); and other available literature including websites, 

background reports prepared for municipalities, and additional advisory 

documents published by the Government of Ontario. The Omni academic 

search tool for Queen’s University was the primary search program used to 

discover academic resources. Specifically, the terms “waterfront development”; 

“shoreline development”; “lake capacity”; “environmental planning”; 

“watershed planning”; and “cottage development” were used to identify 

potentially relevant sources. Relevant government websites (Province of Ontario 

website, Government of Canada website, Muskoka Watershed Council website, 

Conservation Ontario website, etc.) were used to find municipal and provincial 
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guidelines, plans, and associated documents. Refer to Table * for a list of the 

documents reviewed. 

Table 1: List of documents and website reviewed as part of the comprehensive 

literature review.  

Document Reviewed Source 

Lakeshore Capacity Assessment 

Handbook 

Ministry of the Environment 

Water Quality in Ontario Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change 

Provincial Policy Statement, 2020 Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing,  

Citizen’s Guide: Official Plans Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing,  

Citizen’s Guide: Zoning By-Laws Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

On-site Sewage System Maintenance 

Program 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

Protecting water quality and fish habitat Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

Trent-Severn Waterway National Historic 

Site: Water Management 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 

Conservation Ontario webpage Conservation Ontario 

Muskoka Water Web Muskoka Watershed Council 

Muskoka Watershed Council webpage Muskoka Watershed Council 

Measures to protect fish and fish habitat Government of Canada, Department of Fisheries 
and Oceans  

District of Muskoka Official Plan District Municipality of Muskoka 

Township of Lake of Bays Official Plan Township of Lake of Bays 

Town of Bracebridge Official Plan Town of Bracebridge 

Township of Muskoka Lakes Official Plan Township of Muskoka Lakes 
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2.1.2 Case Study – Official Plan Evaluations 
 
A case study approach was used to examine planning policies from four 

municipalities, specifically municipal Official Plans in order to complete an 

evaluation of current municipal official plan policies relating to shoreline 

development on inland lakes. The case study approach was determined to be 

the most suitable for this type of research in order to allow for an examination of 

the contextual conditions related to the research (Yin, 2003; Baxter & Jack, 

2008). More specifically, a multiple case study approach was used to analyze 

and evaluate the comprehensive plan (Official Plan) policies of each case 

municipality selected. A multiple case study approach was deemed to be most 

appropriate as it allows for comparison and analysis from both within and 

between each municipality’s policies (Yin, 2003; Gustafsson, 2017; Baxter & Jack, 

2008), and can better inform the discussion surrounding similarities, differences, 

and effectiveness of the various case studies (Gustafsson, 2017). The use of the 

case study approach also specifically took into account the common 

shortcomings related to plan implementation as identified in previous research 

by Mark Seasons (2003), which noted that there is a gap between the ideal 

monitoring and plan evaluation process and that which currently exists in the 

Ontario municipal planning sector.  

The Official Plan of each municipality is shown in Table 2 below and represent 

the high-level comprehensive planning document in effect. The plans were 

analyzed using a qualitative evaluation framework checklist (discussed below), 

the template for which is found in Section 2.3 (Table 4) later in this report. A 
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document analysis was undertaken by coding the content of the plans by 

theme (type of policy) and scoring the document based on the internal and 

external characteristics of an evaluative framework. The document analysis 

used simple analytical coding to find all applicable policies and ensure their 

consideration in the evaluation. This checklist was established by building upon 

the framework created by Rueckwald in 2016, as detailed further in Section 2.4 

of this report.  

Table 2: The four (4) Official Plans reviewed, including date of adoption and approval. 

Municipality Date of Adoption Date of Approval 

District Municipality of Muskoka (Upper-

Tier) 

August 13, 2018 June 28, 2019 

Town of Bracebridge (Lower-Tier) April 17, 2013 October 21, 2013 

Township of Lake of Bays (Lower-Tier) January 12, 2016 June 20, 2016 

Township of Muskoka Lakes (Lower-Tier) 2009 (no exact date 

available) 

2009 (no exact date 

available) 

 

2.1.3 Implementation Tools Document Review 
 

A document analysis was also undertaken of relevant programs and tools 

used to implement official plan policies. These programs and tools were 

identified through the official plan review along with a broader search of 

municipal and non-municipal sources such as websites to determine the 

implementation tools both contemplated and currently used in the District of 

Muskoka. This examination of additional waterfront/shoreline development 

practices and programs was completed to create an inventory of land use 

planning tools available for the implementation of the policies contained within 

the municipal plans and included those programs and practices that are not 

typical of most planning jurisdictions, but which have evolved in the District of 
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Muskoka over time. These programs and tools are further detailed, and can be 

found, in Table 11 later in this report. 

2.2 Scope of Report & Case Study Selection 
 

The District of Muskoka was selected as the study area due to its unique 

waterfront-oriented characteristics, as well as the number of similarities to the 

location of previous research completed in the County of Renfrew (Rueckwald, 

2016). Selecting a similar case study area allows for comparative research in the 

future, as well as the ability to share best practices and lessons learned. This 

study area was also selected as water quality monitoring in the District relies on a 

unique combination of agencies and public bodies not frequently developed or 

used in other areas of Ontario. For example, tasks and programs such as lake 

sampling, floodplain mapping, and municipal water and wastewater systems 

are overseen by the District (District of Muskoka Website); lower-tier 

municipalities approve/inspect septic systems under the Building Code Act, 1992 

and the Building Code (Ontario Regulation 332/12) (MMAH, n.d.); the Ministry of 

Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF) provides guidance around fish habitat, 

dams, and other aquatic species (MNRF, n.d.), and the federal Department of 

Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) has jurisdiction over the Trent Severn Waterway, 

which is partially located in Muskoka (Parks Canada, 2019).  

When selecting the Official Plan documents for review as part of the case 

study, it was recognized that to undertake a review of all six area municipalities 

would be too complex for the purposes of this research. As a result, the Township 

of Lake of Bays was selected specifically due to its use of the development 
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permit system for waterfront development, as it was the “pilot project” 

municipality in the province of Ontario selected to test this system in the context 

of waterfront communities; in total, five municipalities were selected to pilot this 

program (Wood, 2006). The Township of Muskoka Lakes was selected due to the 

large number of lakes within its boundaries, as well as the development 

pressures it faces and the historic popularity of the “big three” lakes (Lake 

Joseph, Lake Muskoka, and Lake Rosseau). The Town of Bracebridge was 

selected due to its central location between the other two large urban centres 

in the District (Huntsville to the north, and Gravenhurst to the south) and two of 

the Townships (Muskoka Lakes to the west, and Lake of Bays to the east), as it 

would likely act as a strong indicator of overall water quality in the District. Lastly, 

the overarching upper-tier official plan was also examined. The cover of each 

municipal official plan can be seen in Figure 3 below.  

 

Figure 3:  Images of the cover page of each case study municipal official plan, 

including the Township of Muskoka Lakes, the District Municipality of Muskoka, the Town 

of Bracebridge, and the Township of Lake of Bays.  

Source: The Township of Muskoka Lakes, the District Municipality of Muskoka, the Town 

of Bracebridge, and the Township of Lake of Bays.  
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This report was undertaken over a two-year period between September 

2018 and November 2020. This timing is of note because on June 28, 2019, the 

District of Muskoka Official Plan Amendment 47 (OPA 47) was approved by the 

Province (DMM, 2019). This amendment was the most significant update to 

Muskoka Official Plan since the 1990s. Recognizing that the new policies have 

only been in effect for a short time, it is understood that the impact of the water 

quality policies contained within the plan may not yet be fully understood. 

However, the changes remain important, as the local lower-tier municipalities 

will need to include these updates in their own respective policies moving 

forward to remain in conformity with the Upper Tier official plan, in accordance 

with the Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P. 13.  

2.3 Evaluative Framework 
 

There is a lack of data on the overall effectiveness of planning policy to 

produce the desired impacts and results in planning practice,  particularly due 

to a low rate of evaluation of comprehensive plans against best practice 

standards and land use planning outcomes on a regular basis (Berke & 

Godschalk, 2009). This is often due to the individuality of plans, as they are 

usually place-based and should reflect local conditions and predictions rather 

than generalizations. However, the review and evaluation of comprehensive 

plans has become more popular worldwide since the late 1990s (Lyles et al, 

2016). Similarly, the use of ongoing monitoring and evaluation of plans, including 

Official Plans, in the municipal planning sector has continued to grow as their 
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scope, breadth and reporting requirements have increased over time (Seasons, 

2003).  

It is important to remember that monitoring and evaluation is an ongoing 

aspect of plan development and adoption, as depicted in Figure 4 (Lyle et al, 

2016).  
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This is particularly important in the case of shoreline development as the 

requirement for the identification of key water quality indicators and ongoing 

monitoring means that effective and routine plan evaluation could have a large 

impact on policies. The question then becomes how does one best evaluate a 

high-level, comprehensive planning document to best understand how to 

improve it? 

Review of available literature has shown that the most common method 

of evaluating comprehensive plans such as Official Plans is the use of an 

evaluative framework. An evaluative framework is a tool that uses a series of 

questions and criteria to evaluate various plan outcomes, indicators and 

presentation. The framework produced by Rueckwald (2016) was largely 

centered on Baer’s plan evaluation criteria (1997) and Berke and Godschalk’s 

approach to plan quality studies (2009). As this research will use a similar 

Figure 4: Diagram depicting the conceptual framework for plan implementation. Lyle et al 

created a framework which use a variety of influences (including conformance measures such 

as implementation initiation, ongoing implementation actions, and performance measures such 

as planning outcomes, impacts and monitoring/evaluation to contribute to plan development 

and adoption in an ongoing feedback cycle.   

Source: Lyle et al (2016, p. 385). 
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framework, it is important to know that Berke and Godschalk (2009) originally 

proposed a series of 10 principles linked to internal and external characteristics 

of plan quality evaluation. The 10 principles include 7 internal characteristics, 

consisting of the actual content of policies/plan, and 3 external characteristics 

involving the effectiveness and applicability of the policies/plan. The updated 

evaluative checklist (Table 3) contains criteria informed by Rueckwald’s (2016) 

previous study as well as additional questions/criteria identified through the 

current comprehensive literature review. The framework includes two to four 

evaluative questions per principle, to be used to determine whether the plan in 

question leads to meaningful outcomes in maintaining the water quality of 

inland lakes that experience shoreline/waterfront development.  

Table 3: Updated Evaluative Framework based on Megan Rueckwald’s 2016 Report 

“Troubled Waters Ahead: An Evaluation of Shoreline Land Use Policies for Water Quality 
Protection in Renfrew County, Ontario”.  

Principles Evaluative Questions 

Issue Identification Has the issue of shoreline/waterfront development been identified? 

Has water quality been identified as an issue? 

Are problems clearly identified, or only implied? 

Goals and 

Objectives 

Do the goals and objectives include statements specific to water 
quality? 

Is the plan clear about desired outcomes? 

Are the goals and objectives supportive of maintaining or improving 
water quality? 

Are the goals and objectives related to shoreline development 
compatible with those regarding water quality protection? 

Fact Base Are key terms (waterfront, shoreline, water quality, indicators, etc.) 

clearly defined? 

Are criteria related to water quality directly referred to in the plan? 

Are additional references available? 

Policies Are policies straightforward and specific? 

Do policies clearly outline what constitutes appropriate development 
in the waterfront area? 

Implementation Are specific timelines provided for plan implementation? 

Are specific tools identified for implementation? 
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Are there priorities for implementation? 

Is it clear who is responsible for implementation? 

Monitoring and 

Evaluation 

Are objectives clearly measurable? 

Are indicators and other monitoring programs identified? 

Are key partnerships and clear jurisdictions identified? 

Are there any references to ongoing assessment (in the context of 

continuous improvement of the Plan?) 

Internal 

Consistency 

Are goals and objectives clearly linked to policies? 

Are implementation and monitoring programs linked to policies? 

Is monitoring proposed to determine efficacy? 

Organization and 

Presentation 

Does the document contain a table of contents that identifies 

shoreline development/lake system health/water quality? 

Is the plan format clear and easy to follow? 

Is a glossary of terms included in the plan? 

Are there clear visuals? 

Interorganizational 

Coordination 

Is the plan integrated with Provincial/Federal plans? 

Is the plan integrated with other local plans/policies? 

Does the plan consider the regional context? 

Compliance Are applicable PPS policies addressed? 

Are matters of upper/lower tier conformity addressed? 

 

The criteria found in the checklist can still be divided into two categories, as was 

previously done by Rueckwald (2016): internal characteristics and external 

characteristics. The official plan policies of the case study municipalities were 

evaluated for their internal (future land use decisions) and external 

(comprehensiveness of plans/structural organization) characteristics as detailed 

in Table 4 below: 

Table 4:  List of Internal and External Characteristics, as adapted by Rueckwald (2016) 

from Berke & Godschalk (2009).  

Internal Characteristic External Characteristics 

1. Issue Identification and Vision 1. Organization and Presentation 

2. Goals 2. Interorganizational Coordination 

3. Fact Base 3. Compliance 

4. Policies  

5. Implementation 

6. Monitoring and Evaluation 

7. Internal Consistency 
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It is recognized that the criteria developed by Berke and Godschalk 

(2009) were proposed to evaluate the entirety of a plan; in this case, it was 

decided to focus primarily on policies related to waterfront development, 

although each plan was reviewed in its entirety. As a result, the evaluative 

questions originally posed by Rueckwald (2016) under each principle have been 

modified, and new questions included, in order to recognize new developments 

in shoreline development and water quality protection. The updated framework 

has also been informed by the Plans-Process-Results approach as proposed by 

Oliveira and Pinho (2009), additional adaptations of criteria suggested by Baer 

(1997), and the work of Alexander & Faludi (1989) through the incorporation of 

both general plan and Muskoka-specific questions used to evaluate the case 

study plans. 

3. Planning Context and Literature Review 

This section of the report provides a brief overview of relevant planning 

theory, Ontario’s planning system, as well as the overall policy context in which 

Muskoka exists. Following the basic explanation of how planning in Ontario 

operates, common shoreline development patterns in Ontario, summaries of the 

most common best management practices (BMPs) for shoreline development 

and recreational water quality, selected through a comprehensive literature 

review, are provided. 

3.1 Planning Theory 
 



 

 33 

The basis of this research is founded in the planning theories of rational 

planning theory, pragmatism, and socio-ecological idealism, all of which were 

discussed in detail by Rueckwald (2016). However, perhaps the most relevant 

planning theories at this point in time with respect to the evaluation of 

comprehensive plans in the context of sustainable resource (watershed) 

management, and land use planning are communications and collaboration, 

and adaptive planning theory (Lawrence, 2000; Hoogstra-Klein & Burger, 2013).  

The top-down elements of municipal governance and land use planning in 

Ontario emerged from rational planning theory, which relies primarily on making 

the best decision available based on the preferred outcome and which lends 

itself very well to the legislated planning process in Ontario (Hoogstra-Klein & 

Burger, 2013; Lawrence, 1997). However, a common complaint about rational 

planning theory is that it relies on so-called “perfect” information being 

available to the decision maker, based on whether the idea is logical and 

makes sense as a course of action (Forester, 2012). When dealing with natural 

resources, in particular, this assumption is almost impossible to meet – outcomes 

are not as precise nor predictable as they need to be to fulfill this requirement 

(Hoogstra-Klein & Burger, 2013).  

More recently, an adaptive approach to planning in the natural resource 

sector has embraced decision-making that allows for uncertainty and provides 

for flexible management approaches (Hoogstra-Klein & Burger, 2013). The 

adaptive approach is based on encouraging a constant re-evaluation of the 

process behind a decision, rather than focusing on the outcome as a finality. 
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Hoogstra-Klein and Burger (2013) concluded that most organizations, including 

municipalities, tend to combine elements of both rational and adaptive 

planning in a way that promotes flexibility based on individual circumstances. 

Similarly, pragmatism is also popular in both land use and watershed planning 

due to its usefulness in situations dealing with multi-party interests, contentious 

issues and complex processes. Pragmatism assumes that every outcome is 

different, accepting the complexity of an issue (including multiple stakeholder 

positions) and working towards agreement (Lawrence, 2000). Land use planning 

often includes somewhat of a combination of all three approaches noted 

above (rational, adaptive and pragmatic) with planning often being hard to 

navigate for those unfamiliar with its legislative processes, combined with 

contentious proposals, multiple views and a large number of interest groups and  

stakeholders at many levels. This is particularly relevant in the development of 

higher-level policy where there are many diverse approaches that can be 

proposed and assessed and is less focused on one specific outcome but rather 

on an assessment of complex inputs to determine the best course of action on 

an ongoing basis (Forester, 2012). 

Together, communication and collaboration allow for collective input in 

decision-making, which is similar to the consultation process used in official plan 

amendments and policy updates as it seeks to balance the interests of all 

parties – lake associations, municipalities, the general public, and local residents 

(Lawrence, 2000).  
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 This research is situated at the intersection of watershed planning and 

land use planning and is informed by a combination of rational planning theory, 

pragmatism, socio-ecological idealism, communication and collaboration, and 

adaptive planning theory in order to address the complex issues of shoreline 

development policy and practice and impacts on recreational water quality.  

3.2 Land Use Planning System in Ontario 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: An 
explanatory diagram 
of the land use 
planning system in 

the Province of Ontario.  
Source: http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/AssetFactory.aspx?did=15814  

 

http://www.mah.gov.on.ca/AssetFactory.aspx?did=15814
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The land use planning system in Ontario is enabled by the Municipal Act, 

2001, S.O. 2001 c. 25 and the Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P. 13. Municipalities, 

created by the Province through the Municipal Act, are responsible for adhering 

to the provisions and regulations under the Planning Act. An illustration of the 

hierarchy of the land use planning system can be found in Figure 5, below. The 

Provincial Policy Statement, Official Plans, Zoning By-laws, Site Plans, and 

Community Planning Permits will be explained in more detail in the following 

pages.  

3.2.1 Provincial Policy Statement 
 

The Provincial Policy Statement (PPS) was updated in early 2020 and the 

newest version came into effect on May 1, 2020. The PPS is issued under section 

3 of the Planning Act and is intended to provide high-level provincial policy 

direction on land use planning, including issues such as land use, infrastructure, 

economic development, servicing, natural resources and hazards (MMAH, 

2020).  

Most relevant to this research is Section 2.2 of the Provincial Policy 

Statement (PPS, 2020), pictured below in Figure 7, which requires planning 

authorities to protect, improve or restore water quality and quantity through a 

variety of prescribed measures. These measures include, but are not limited to, 

planning at a watershed level or scale; identifying water resource systems; 

considering environmental lake capacity; and using stormwater management 

practices to minimize contaminant loads and maintain or increase vegetative 
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and pervious surfaces (MMAH, 2020). Planning authorities include both upper- 

and lower-tier municipalities, and as such all municipal decisions must be 

consistent with the PPS.  

 

 

Figure 6: The cover page and Section 2.2 of the Provincial Policy Statement, 
2020. Source: PPS, 2020. 

3.2.2 Official Plans 

In Muskoka, specifically, there are no other provincial plans in place; this 

means that unlike the Greater Golden Horseshoe or Northern Ontario, there is no 

prescribed Growth Plan in effect. As previously shown in Figure 5, the lack of a 

prescribed Provincial Plan in effect within the Muskoka region would therefore 

indicate that Official Plans would be the next level of planning policies in effect 
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within the District of Muskoka, following the PPS. These documents must be 

consistent with the Provincial Policy Statement, and are high level, 

comprehensive plans meant to generally direct the growth and development of 

a community. Official Plans also contain policies that will assist municipalities in 

achieving their goals and objectives (MMAHa, 2010). In the case of the District of 

Muskoka, which is an upper-tier municipality, there are two levels of Official Plan 

in effect in each municipality: the upper-tier plan, containing higher-level 

policies and broader, overarching policies related to specific provincial interests 

and issues impacting the wider region; and lower-tier municipal Official Plans, 

containing more specific policy direction for each of the 6 lower-tier 

municipalities contained within the District. For example, the District of Muskoka 

Official Plan (DMM, 2019) contains a list of generally permitted uses in the 

Waterfront Area (see MOP policy J4.3 a) as well as a policy (see MOP policy J4.3 

l) which directs Area Municipal Official Plans to contain more detailed policies 

about development in the Waterfront Area with respect to character, minimum 

lot areas and frontages, and shoreline accessory structures. The Area Municipal 

Official Plans in turn contain more detailed policies with respect to those 

matters, such as minimum lot size of 0.4 hectares and lot frontage of 60 metres 

as found in Section F2.4.4.1 of the Town of Bracebridge Official Plan (see Table 

8), Section H.41 of the Township of Lake of Bays Official Plan (see Table 9), and 

Section B5.10 of the Township of Muskoka Lakes Official Plan (see Table 10). 
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3.2.3 Zoning By-laws and Site Plans  

As authorized under Section 34 of the Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P 13, 

comprehensive zoning by-laws provide the legal framework to implement the 

policies of an Official Plan and are enacted by lower-tier municipal government 

(MMAHb, 2010). Zoning by-laws contain more specific provisions and property 

standards and can be amended to allow for major deviations from the required 

exceptions through an application to the municipality. Minor variances to the 

zoning by-law can also be considered under the Planning Act, as well as the 

execution of site plan agreements on areas designated as being under site plan 

control. The newer Community Planning Permit System (CPPS) combines these 

three types of potential development application under one streamlined 

system, although this option has not been implemented in a large number of 

municipalities to date.  

Section 41 of the Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P. 13, permits a municipality 

to designate areas within its boundaries as being subject to a site plan control 

by-law. This by-law allows the municipality to enter into agreements with 

landowners, to be registered on title, requiring the implementation of site-

specific design matters (e.g., vegetation, stormwater, access, building façade, 

etc.) to the satisfaction of the municipality. While there are more limitations on 

the use of a site plan agreement under section 41 of the Planning Act in 

comparison to a development agreement for a consent or plan of subdivision, 

the site plan control by-law/agreement can be used by the local municipality to 
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require vegetative buffers, stormwater management design/treatment, and 

other design-related aspects of development, including on the development of 

single-detached dwellings. In Muskoka, most of the waterfront areas have been 

designated as being subject to site plan control.  

 

3.2.4 Community Planning Permit System (CPPS) 

The Community Planning Permit System (CPPS) (formerly known as a 

Development Permit System) is a planning tool that replaces the traditional 

approval process with a streamlined approach, essentially combining zoning, 

minor variances, and site plan control approvals by addressing development 

permissions through a permit system (Wood, 2006). While not widely used in 

Ontario at this time, the Township of Lake of Bays was chosen to take part in a 

pilot program to use the system for their waterfront areas. This pilot was 

considered to be a success, and the Township is currently in the process of 

expanding their Community Planning Permit System to encompass the entire 

municipality, thereby repealing their existing Comprehensive Zoning By-law.  

3.3 Land Use Planning and Shoreline Development 
 

As part of the literature review, background research on standard 

waterfront development and land use policies and practices was also 

completed. Shoreline development patterns specifically contemplated in 

Muskoka include linear development along the waterfront; cluster development 

where multiple dwellings and other buildings are contained on a property in 

common ownership; or backlot development, which are lots found within the 
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defined waterfront area, but which do not have direct frontage on a 

waterbody. 

During the literature, a series of best management practices in Ontario 

and beyond were also discovered. Best management practices (BMPs) are 

measures that assist in reducing the effects of development on lake water 

quality (MOE, 2010). In particular, many of these practices specifically target the 

development practices of residential properties with shoreline frontage; this is 

directly linked to the demonstrated pattern of large increases in fecal coliforms 

(and phosphorus) found in cottage lakes immediately following rainfall (Hendry 

& Leggatt, 1982). Since this pattern was discovered, BMPs have been 

continuously amended and modernized to help address this issue. As 

determined through the comprehensive literature review, the following 

represent a non-exhaustive list of contemporary BMPs in regard to waterfront 

development:  

• shoreline naturalization and vegetated buffers (DMM, 2003; MOE, 2010). 

• soil protection and the minimization of total disturbed area; on-site 

stormwater control (Arnold & Gibbons, 1996; Knutson & Naef, 1997). 

• limiting impervious surfaces (MOE, 2010; Arnold & Gibbons, 1996). 

• enhanced septic setbacks (Castro, 2015; MOE, 2010). 

• enhanced lot sizes. 

• monitoring; and,  

• cluster development.  
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Each of the Official Plans examined as part of this research were also 

scanned to determine whether best management practices were explicitly 

proposed through policy. Many best management practices are based on the 

Lakeshore Capacity Model, detailed below, which has been used in land use 

planning decisions for waterfront/shoreline properties in Ontario since the mid-

1970s. The developed understanding of best management practices related to 

shoreline development and planning was used to examine potential gaps in 

implementation tools and programs related to policies contained within the 

evaluated municipal plans.  

3.4 Waterfront Development Capacity Modelling 
 

It would not be possible to understand the District of Muskoka’s Lake 

System Health Program without first acknowledging the original Lakeshore 

Capacity Model. The Lakeshore Capacity Model was meant to “assess the 

lakeshore capacity of a specific lake” (MOE, 2010, p. 32). Originally published in 

1975 by the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and the Ontario Ministries of the 

Environment and Natural Resources, the Lakeshore Capacity Study was 

intended to build on the 1972 Lake Alert study and to quantify the potential 

effects of development on in-land lakes (Drouin, 1991). While the original study 

considered “effects on fisheries, wildlife, human health, lake water quality, and 

socio-economic factors” (Dillon et al., 1994, p. 122), the Lakeshore Capacity 

Model was later amended to primarily use trophic status as the main indicator of 

lake health which is commonly used across Ontario to this day. The model (as 

shown in Figure 7) determines the total existing phosphorus concentration/load 
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of a lake then assesses the risk of additional phosphorus inputs (e.g., new lot 

creation) and determines how much development could occur on this basis 

(Castro, 2015).  

 

 
Figure 7: A visual representation of the Lakeshore Capacity Model, including the 

indicators that determine a lake’s individual trophic status, and whether the 
waterbody would be designated as Lake Trout Habitat.  

Source: Dillon et al, 1994.  

Through the literature review, it is known that recreational water quality has 

been monitored in Muskoka since 1980, which assists greatly in identifying key 

trends when it comes to lake health. The Lake System Health Program was born 

from the Muskoka Water Strategy that was developed in 2003, and includes 

monitoring, policy, stewardship, and municipal infrastructure programs. This 

made-in-Muskoka approach was developed in consultation with, and with 

permission from the Province as it is a departure from the general Lake Capacity 

Model used in other Ontario municipalities (MOE, 2010). The Lake System Health 
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Program and associated monitoring result in annual reports on water quality with 

support from the District of Muskoka, the Muskoka Watershed Council, the Dorset 

Environmental Science Centre and the Ministry of the Environment, 

Conservation and Parks (DMM, 2020). As part of this program, each year 80-85 

of the 164 monitored lakes are sampled for water quality indicators including 

Secchi depth (clarity), temperature, dissolved oxygen, phosphorus, and other 

chemicals such as chloride, nitrogen, calcium, pH, conductivity and alkalinity 

(DMM, 2020).  The lakes are tested individually, while the quaternary watershed 

to which they belong are also considered to identify any potential patterns that 

may develop. The approval of Official Plan Amendment 47 in 2019 to the 

Muskoka Official Plan resulted in a more tailored approach to best 

management practices based on the water quality of a lake, going beyond the 

standard Lakeshore Capacity Model to use a multitude of other indicators in 

addition to phosphorus to determine lake health, shown in Figure 8.  Standard 

best management practices (BMPs) are applicable to all lakes, while if a lake is 

flagged for increased or increasing total Phosphorus or has a documented blue 

green algal bloom, enhanced BMPs apply. This program is implemented via 

MOP policies and through the addition of lakes flagged by these parameters to 

an easily amended MOP Appendix (HESL, 2016). This increased number of water 

quality factors strengthens a municipality’s ability to easily identify key indicators 
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and are also clearly laid out in the Muskoka Official Plan, which are two issues 

traditionally flagged as barriers to effective plan evaluations (Seasons, 2003).  

Figure 8: A diagram of the Lake System Health Program, demonstrating 
how it is determined whether standard or enhanced best management 
practices are required on a lake within the District, based on measured 

indicators. Source: HESL, 2016, p.80. 

3.5 Partners in Recreational Water Quality 
 

In the Ontario planning system, there are also two common groups that 

are actively involved in shoreline development: conservation authorities and 

lake associations (sometimes known as cottage associations). There are 36 

Conservation Authorities in Ontario whose core mandate is watershed 

management, and they are also usually responsible for service/program delivery 
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related to septic re-inspection, shoreline development permits, and septic 

installation (Conservation Ontario, n.d.). However, there is no Conservation 

Authority established within the District of Muskoka and thus no permitting ability 

related to the conservation, restoration, development and management of 

natural resources in watersheds as provided by the Conservation Authorities Act, 

R.S.O. 1990., c. C.27.  

Unlike Conservation Authorities, Lake Associations are informal bodies that 

are organized and run by local residents, usually based on waterbody. Lake 

associations are provided with guidance and governance through the 

Federation of Ontario Cottagers’ Association (FOCA) which produces guidance 

documents and also acts as a key contact with the province in the 

implementation of water-related programming. In Muskoka, there are numerous 

lake associations which are in regular contact with the municipalities and are 

regularly involved in the Muskoka Watershed Council and local planning 

decision-making.  

4 Case Study Municipalities 

4.1 District Municipality of Muskoka 

The District Municipality of Muskoka is an upper-tier municipality located in 

Central Ontario, stretching from Georgian Bay in the west to Algonquin Park in 

the east. Created through the District of Muskoka Act, 1990, the District is 

comprised of 6 lower-tier municipalities: the Town of Bracebridge, the Township 

of Georgian Bay, the Town of Gravenhurst, the Town of Huntsville, the Township 
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of Lake of Bays, and the Township of Muskoka Lakes. Together, the District covers 

an area of over 4,700km2 and includes 9 urban centres, 19 communities, and 2 

First Nations communities. With 650 lakes, and over 8,000 waterbodies total, 

there is more than 13,500km2 of shoreline within the District (DMM, 2020).   

Figure 9: Map of the entire District of Muskoka, with its six Area Municipalities 
including the case study municipalities of Bracebridge, Lake of Bays and 
Muskoka Lakes. 
Source: 
https://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=1999a2a145f149f39164b4abe56

497d0  

 

The District has a population of 60,599 (Statistics Canada, 2017) with 

moderate growth in year-round population and employment occurring in the 

past decade (Hemson Consulting Ltd., 2019). The permanent and seasonal 

populations of each Area Municipality vary widely, as shown in Table 5.  

https://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=1999a2a145f149f39164b4abe56497d0
https://www.arcgis.com/home/webmap/viewer.html?webmap=1999a2a145f149f39164b4abe56497d0
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Table 5: A chart detailing the Permanent and Seasonal Populations of Muskoka. 

Municipality Permanent Population1 Estimated Seasonal 

Population2  

Bracebridge 16,010 7,246 

Georgian Bay 2,499 16,513 

Gravenhurst 12,311 11,327 

Huntsville  19,816 7,009 

Lake of Bays 3,167 11,720 

Muskoka Lakes 6,588 26,992 

District of Muskoka 

(Total) 

60,599 81,907 

1 Source: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population.  
2 Source: https://www.muskoka.on.ca/en/work-and-invest/Population.aspx 

 

4.2 Township of Lake of Bays 
 

Located in the northeastern portion of the District of Muskoka, the 

Township of Lake of Bays has a permanent population of 3,167 and a seasonal 

population of almost 12,000 residents (Statistics Canada, 2017). Algonquin Park is 

located along the Township’s eastern boundary and includes over 66,000 

hectares and 100 lakes. Most notably, its namesake (Lake of Bays) provides 

almost 170km of waterfront. Lake of Bays includes 4 hamlets, of which one 

(Baysville) is considered to be a municipally serviced Urban Centre in the 

Muskoka Official Plan (DMM, 2019). Overall, the Township of Lake of Bays is less 

developed than its neighbouring towns of Huntsville and Bracebridge and is 

more rural and remote in nature.  

 

 

https://www.muskoka.on.ca/en/work-and-invest/Population.aspx
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4.2 Township of Muskoka Lakes 
 

The Township of Muskoka Lakes is located between the Township of 

Georgian Bay to the west, and borders the Town of Huntsville, Town of 

Bracebridge and Town of Gravenhurst to the east (see Figure 9). While the 

permanent population consists of 6,588 people, the Township of Muskoka Lakes 

has the largest seasonal population of all 6 area municipalities – a total of 26, 

992 (Statistics Canada, 2017). The Township also contains three of the most 

popular and well-known lakes in Muskoka – Lake Joseph, Lake Rosseau, and 

Lake Muskoka. It should be noted that the Township’s Official Plan was last 

substantially reviewed in 2009, and Township staff are currently in the beginning 

stages of an Official Plan Review in accordance with the requirements of the 

Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990 c. P. 13.   

4.3 Town of Bracebridge 
 

The Town of Bracebridge is known as “the Heart of Muskoka”. Located in the 

centre of the District of Muskoka, Bracebridge is located approximately 2 hours 

north of Toronto and has a year-round population of approximately 16, 010. With 

a seasonal population of approximately 7, 246 the Town has a much larger 

permanent population and a much smaller proportion of seasonal residents in 

comparison to the Township of Lake of Bays and the Township of Muskoka Lakes. 

Bracebridge is considered to be one of the larger hubs used by tourists and 

residents alike to shop and dine and provides a central location for services such 

as a hospital, larger big box stores, and year-round community services.  
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5 Discussion and Recommendations 
 
This chapter includes a summary of key findings and provides a general 

overview of the results of the evaluative framework, as well as more detailed 

analysis with respect to the policies, programs, and potential gaps between 

land use planning policy and implementation tools in the District of Muskoka.  

5.1 Key Findings 
 

Based on the research undertaken, it is clear that the District Municipality of 

Muskoka and its residents are highly concerned and invested in the protection 

of inland water quality, particularly related to the recreation water quality of its 

lakes. This is no surprise, given that the demand for recreational and permanent 

shoreline development continues to increase, and given the region’s 

relationship with tourism and the environment.  

More specifically, this research sought to answer the following questions as 

identified at the beginning of this report: 

1. Are current land use policies and comprehensive plans in the District 

Municipality of Muskoka supportive of water quality protection relating 

to inland lakes? 

2. What land use planning tools are currently available to implement the 

land use policies as set out in the applicable Official Plans, particularly 

relating to water quality protection of inland lakes? 
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3. Are there any identifiable gaps between the land use planning policies 

in place and the tools used to implement them, resulting in detrimental 

or unknown effects on the local watershed? 

Table 6 provides a summary of the results for each of the selected Official Plans, 

using the 10 criteria contained within the evaluative framework.  

Table 6: Summary of results from evaluative framework for 4 case study 

municipal Official Plans. A checkmark means that the criteria is met; DMM = 
District Municipality of Muskoka, BR = Bracebridge, LOB = Lake of Bays, and TML 
= Muskoka Lakes. 

Principles Evaluative Questions DMM BR LOB TML 

Internal 

Issue Identification Has the issue of 
shoreline/waterfront 

development been identified? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Has water quality been identified 

as an issue? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are problems clearly identified, 

or only implied? 

  ☑️ ☑️ 

Goals and 

Objectives 

Do the goals and objectives 
include statements specific to 

water quality? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Is the plan clear about desired 

outcomes? 

  ☑️  

Are the goals and objectives 

supportive of maintaining or 
improving water quality? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are the goals and objectives 

related to shoreline 
development compatible with 

those regarding water quality 
protection? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Fact Base Are key terms (waterfront, 

shoreline, water quality, 
indicators, etc.) clearly defined? 

  ☑️ ☑️ 

Are criteria related to water 
quality directly referred to in the 

plan? 

☑️ ☑️   

Are additional references 
available? 

  ☑️  

Policies Are policies straightforward and 
specific? 

☑️  ☑️  



 

 52 

Do policies clearly outline what 
constitutes appropriate 

development in the Waterfront 
area? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Implementation Are specific timelines provided 
for plan implementation? 

    

Are specific tools identified for 
implementation? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are there priorities for 

implementation? 

    

Is it clear who is responsible for 

implementation? 

☑️ ☑️  ☑️ 

Monitoring and 

Evaluation 

Are objectives clearly 
measurable? 

☑️    

Are indicators and other 
monitoring programs identified? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are key partnerships and clear 
jurisdictions identified? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are there any references to 
ongoing assessment (in the 
context of continuous 

improvement of the Plan?) 

    

Internal 

Consistency 

Are goals and objectives clearly 

linked to policies? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Are implementation and 

monitoring programs linked to 
policies? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Is monitoring proposed to 

determine efficacy? 

☑️    

External 

Organization and 

Presentation 

Does the document contain a 
table of contents that identifies 
shoreline development/lake 

system health/water quality? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Is the plan format clear and easy 

to follow? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️  

Is a glossary of terms included in 

the plan? 

   ☑️ 

Are there clear visuals? ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Interorganizational 

Coordination 

Is the plan integrated with 

Provincial/Federal plans? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Is the plan integrated with other 

local plans/policies? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Does the plan consider the 
regional context? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 

Compliance Are applicable PPS policies 
addressed? 

☑️ ☑️ ☑️ ☑️ 
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Are matters of upper/lower tier 
conformity addressed? 

☑️    

 Total Score     

  24/32 20/32 23/32 21/32 

 

The scores for all of the 4 Official Plans are quite similar, with the District’s Official 

Plan meeting 24 of 32 potential criteria, followed by the Township of Lake of Bays 

Official Plan with 23 of 32 criteria, then the Township of Muskoka Lakes Official 

Plan with 21 of 32, and finally the Town of Bracebridge meeting 20 of 32 possible 

criteria based on an evaluation of all waterfront/shoreline development policies. 

Tables 7 through 10 contain the detailed document analysis matrix for each 

municipality.  Each table includes the relevant policy number, policy 

description,  internal/external characteristic criteria from the evaluative 

framework, and any tools, programs or assessments identified to implement the 

subject policies. 
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Table 7: District of Muskoka Official Plan Document Analysis 

Policy 

Number 

Policy Characteristics/Tools 

B2 d) The small-town, waterfront and rural character of the area will be maintained and Muskoka’s 
cultural heritage will be valued and preserved; 

Goals and objectives 

C2.6.5.1 In order to ensure no negative impact on recreational water quality, all substantial development, 
including lot creation, development of a vacant lot, and redevelopment of a lot within the 

Waterfront Area (including backlots), and on shoreline lots in the Urban Centres and Community 
Areas shall be subject to site plan control or community planning permits. 

Implementation  
 

Site plan control, community planning 
permits 

C2.6.5.2 a) Where site plan control or a community planning permit is required for on-site phosphorus 

management, impact mitigation, and to contribute to building resilience of the waterbody to 
other environmental stressors, the following matters shall be addressed to the satisfaction of the 

Area Municipality: 
i) Appropriate location of buildings, structures and sewage disposal systems; 
ii) Retention or restoration of a natural vegetative buffer in accordance with Section C2.6.4.2 

c) to prevent erosion, siltation and nutrient migration;  
iii) Maintenance or establishment of native tree cover and vegetation on the lot as terrain and 

soil conditions permit;  
iv) Appropriate location and construction of roads, driveways and pathways, including the use 

of permeable materials; 
v) Implementation of stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques with 

an emphasis on lot level controls, low impact development practices and a treatment train 

approach to promote filtration, infiltration and detention, which may include proper 
recontouring, discharging of roof leaders, use of soak away pits, other measures to promote 

infiltration, and silt fencing for temporary sediment control; and 
vi) Securities and processes to ensure implementation and long-term monitoring and 

compliance with site plan agreements or community planning permits, if required. 

Compliance 

Internal Consistency 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Measures to be addressed in site plan 

control or community planning permits 

C2.6.5.2 b) To assist in the implementation of site plan control and community planning permitting, the District 
of Muskoka, in partnership with the Area Municipalities, shall develop site plan guidelines 

specifically to address recreational water quality considerations and to promote a consistent 
approach across all watersheds. 

Implementation 
Interorganizational Coordination 

 
Site plan guidelines for recreational water 

quality 
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C2.6.5.2 c) 
 

The Area Municipalities may request site specific assessments undertaken by a qualified 
professional to assist with the implementation of site plan control and community planning 

permitting in complex or atypical situations where additional technical expertise may be required. 

Implementation 
 

Site-specific assessments for site plan 
control/community planning permits 

C2.6.5.2 d) 
 

The Area Municipalities may request monitoring and reporting by the property owner to confirm 
long-term compliance with any registered site plan or community planning permit. 

Implementation 
 

Monitoring and reporting  
Long-term compliance with site plan 

C2.6.5.3 

 

The Area Municipalities are encouraged to use any other available tools to manage and mitigate 

phosphorus migration to waterbodies and to build resilience to other environmental stressors 
including, but not limited to, site alteration and tree cutting by-laws, "septic re-inspection 

programs", adoption of the community planning permit system, and education and stewardship 
activities. 

Implementation 

 
Site alteration by-laws 

Tree cutting by-laws 
Septic re-inspection programs 
Community planning permit system 

Education 
Stewardship activities 

C2.6.5.4 The maintenance, enhancement or restoration of native vegetative buffers along shorelines in 
municipal parks and other municipal lands is strongly encouraged. 

Policies 
 

Native vegetative buffers 

C2.6.6.1 a) 
 

A waterbody will be added to Schedule E2 once one or more of the water quality indicators 
identified in Section C2.6.3.2 a) i) and ii) is confirmed to be present for three consecutive years of 

monitoring and/or when the water quality indicator identified in Section C2.6.3.2 a) iii) is confirmed 
to be present. 

Implementation 
 

Water quality indicators 
Monitoring 

 

C2.6.6.1 b) 

 

A waterbody shall be removed from Schedule E2 once one or both of the water quality indicators 

identified in Section C2.6.3.2 a) i) and ii) is confirmed not to be present for three consecutive years 
of monitoring or, if a Causation Study has been initiated, at the conclusion of such a study should 
the results of the Study conclude that development is not the primary cause of the water quality 

indicator. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 
Water quality indicators 

Monitoring 
Causation Study 

C2.6.6.1 c) 
 

Waterbody-wide Causation Studies shall be undertaken by the District of Muskoka to determine 
the cause(s) of and/or relative contributing factors to the water quality indicator for waterbodies 

listed in Schedule E2, unless a similar study has already been undertaken by the Province. A 
Causation Study shall design and implement a water quality investigation to characterize the 
relative source(s) and cause(s) of the water quality indicator. While Causation Studies are intended 

Fact Base 
Implementation 
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to be uniquely tailored to respond to the situation and context of each individual lake, the general 
process may consist of:  

i) Assessing the existing water quality conditions in the lake;  
ii) Quantifying annual and seasonal trends in water quality and/or algal communities; 

iii) Where possible, providing a historical perspective on water quality and/or algal 
abundances; 

iv) Modelling and quantifying the relative contributions of sources of nutrients to the lake, 
including phosphorus from sediments; 

v) Determining if water quality is deteriorating and/or algal composition/communities are 

changing relative to previous years; and 
vi) Attributing a specific cause or contributing factors to the water quality indicator. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Causation Study 

C2.6.6.1 d) 
 

Within the general framework outlined above, Causation Studies may include review of existing 
water quality monitoring data, additional water quality sampling and data collection, waterbody 
specific application of the District of Muskoka Water Quality Model, hydrology and inflows 

assessments, individual on-site sewage services inspection, and surveys of land use patterns, 
shoreline disturbance and existing development constraints. Lake associations and other interested 

stakeholders will be encouraged to contribute local knowledge to the development of a terms of 
reference for individual Causation Studies. 

Fact Base 
Implementation 
 

Causation Study 
Monitoring 

Sampling 
Data Collection 

Septic Inspection 
Assessments 

C2.6.6.1 e) Until such time as a Causation Study is completed and any recommendations are adopted by 

Muskoka District Council and implemented through policy, the waterbodies listed in Schedule E2 
shall be subject to the enhanced protection policies of this Plan. 

Policies 

 
Causation Study 

Enhanced Protection Policies 

C2.6.6.1 f) 

 

Should a Causation Study determine that the primary cause of or principle contributor to the water 

quality indicator is related to development, an enhanced protection policy set will apply or 
waterbody-specific policies will be developed to ensure that any additional lot creation, 
development of vacant lots, or redevelopment of lots may proceed without negatively impacting 

water quality or to appropriately limit further development. Such policies may include the 
requirement for water quality impact assessments, ongoing monitoring, general development 

restrictions (e.g. increased setbacks), limiting lot creation, upstream development restrictions (i.e. 
on waterbodies and permanently flowing tributaries contributing to the studied waterbody), 

and/or remedial action planning. 

Implementation 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Causation Study 
Enhanced or Site-Specific Protection 

policies 
Water Quality Impact Assessments 

Monitoring 
Increased Setbacks 

Limited lot creation 
Remedial action planning 
Upstream development restrictions 
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C2.6.6.1 g) The District of Muskoka may initiate a peer review of a Causation Study and/or circulate the study 
to the Provincial Ministry with jurisdiction to evaluate the findings. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
 

Peer reviews 
Causation Study 

C2.6.6.1 h) 
 

Should a Causation Study determine that the cause(s) of the water quality indicator is not related 
to development, the waterbody shall be removed from Schedule E2 and may be subject to the 

standard protection policies of this Plan. 

Policies 
Implementation 

C2.6.6.1 i) 
 

In accordance with Section C2.6.6.1 c), the conclusions of a Causation Study and consideration of 
stakeholder input will assist in determining whether the waterbody is subject to the standard or 

enhanced protection policies of this Plan. Enhanced policies may continue to apply if the 
Causation Study determines that development has the potential to exacerbate the principal 

cause(s) of the water quality indicator or if the majority of lake stakeholders request a more 
precautionary approach and seek to protect the physical, environmental and social values of a 
lake through implementation of the enhanced policies or other more restrictive land use policies 

through the development and adoption of a Lake Plan. 

Fact Base 
Implementation 

Causation Study 
Lake Plan 

 

C2.6.6.1 j) 

 

Any Causation Study will be made available to any group or agency that has the jurisdiction to 

take further action on the identified cause(s) of or relative contributors to the water quality 
indicator. 

Policies 

 
Causation Study 

C2.6.6.1 k) 
 

A waterbody added or removed from Schedule E2 in accordance with the policies of this Section 
shall require an amendment to this Plan and shall include notification to the lake association, and 
shoreline property owners, to ensure transparency.  

Policies 
 
 

Official Plan Amendments 
 

C2.6.7.1 a) 
 

Lot creation on individual on-site sewage services may only proceed where the following 
enhanced protection measures, in addition to the standard protection requirements listed in 

Section C2.6.5, are implemented through a zoning by-law amendment, site plan control or 
community planning permits, and/or other agreements registered on title:  

i) Increased building and leaching bed setbacks greater than those identified in Sections 

C2.6.4.2 e) and f) and in consideration of site topography, soil and vegetation 
conditions, stormwater management and construction mitigation, among other matters;  

ii) Site specific soils investigation generally in accordance with District of Muskoka 
guidelines to determine the most appropriate location for individual on-site sewage 

services for maximum attenuation, including a review of soil conditions between the 
proposed leaching bed and the expected pathway of the subsurface nutrient flow to 
the ultimate receptor (waterbody); 

Implementation 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Zoning 
Site Plan Control 
Community Planning Permits 
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iii) The use of individual on-site sewage services with soils that have a demonstrated ability 
to effectively retain phosphorus or equivalent septic abatement technologies, which 

may include the use of soils with appropriate elemental composition to bind phosphorus 
or pre/posttreatment phosphorus controls; and 

iv) Monitoring and reporting to the Area Municipality by the property owner to confirm long-
term compliance with any registered site plan or community planning permit, more 

specifically to ensure that the vegetative buffer and stormwater mitigation measures are 
in place until such time as construction is complete and an occupancy permit is issued 
and on an annual basis for a period of no less than 10 years or until the waterbody is 

removed from Schedule E2. 

Agreements registered on title 
Increased setbacks 

Site-specific soils investigation 
Use of phosphorus-retaining septic systems 

Monitoring and reporting for long term-
compliance 

Vegetative Buffer 
Stormwater management mitigation 

C2.6.7.1 b) 

 

The Area Municipalities may request site specific assessments undertaken by a qualified 

professional if technical expertise is required to apply the enhanced protection measures on a site-
specific basis. 

Interorganizational Coordination 

Implementation 
Site-specific assessments 

C2.6.7.2 

 

Development of a vacant lot on individual on-site sewage services will only be permitted where 

Section C2.6.7.1 a) ii) to iv) is applied. Enhanced shoreline setbacks as outlined in Section C2.6.7.1 
a) i) will be achieved to the extent feasible given the depth and terrain of the vacant lot, provided 

that setbacks are not less than those required in Sections C2.6.4.2 e) and f). Section C2.6.7.1 b) 
would also apply at the discretion of the Area Municipality. 

Policies 

Interorganizational Coordination 
 

Enhanced shoreline setbacks 

C2.6.7.3 a) 
 

Redevelopment on existing lots on individual on-site sewage services will only be permitted where 
an improvement over the existing situation is achieved through the implementation of standard 
protection requirements listed in Section C2.6.5 and provided that:  

i) Where development exists within the setbacks identified in Sections C2.6.4.2 e) and f), 
individual on-site sewage services and building setbacks are improved or not further 

reduced; 
ii) Where new or updated individual on-site sewage services are required to support the 

proposal, the requirements of Section C2.6.7.1 a) ii) and iii) shall apply; 
iii) Section C2.6.7.1 a) iv) is implemented; and 
iv) Section C2.6.7.1 b) is applied at the Area Municipality’s discretion. 

Policies 
Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

 
 

 
 

Redevelopment of septic systems 
Setbacks  

C2.6.7.3 b) 
 

Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot depth or the existence of 
terrain or soil conditions which make other locations on the lot more suitable, or where existing 

buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the requirements outlined in this Plan, 
an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site phosphorus management and 

impact mitigation measures in accordance with the standard protection policies of this Plan. 

Policies 
 

 
 

On-site phosphorus management 
Impact mitigation measures 

D1 f) Focus resource-based recreational and seasonal residential development in the waterfront areas; Goals and Objectives 
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D1 m) Recognize waterfront areas as both a significant natural asset and as the location for the majority 
of the resource-based recreational development in Muskoka; 

Goals and Objectives 

D2 a) 
 

The settlement areas in Muskoka are the focus of year-round population and dwelling growth in 
the District and their vitality and regeneration shall be promoted. It is recognized that the vast 

majority of seasonal population and dwelling growth will occur outside of settlement areas as 
resource-based recreational uses primarily located in the Waterfront Area designation. 

Fact Base 

F6 b) 

 

New resort development may only be established in the Waterfront Designation by amendment to 

the Area Municipal Official Plan. 

Interorganizational Coordination 

 
Official Plan Amendments 

J4.2 a) Protect the ecological features and functions of lakes, rivers, and shorelines; Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 B) 
 

Ensure the protection of the exceptional visual aesthetics of the lakes, rivers and shoreline areas 
and preserve the overall natural appearance of the Waterfront Area; 

Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 c) Encourage the conservation of the overall landscape, including but not limited to tree cover and 
vegetation in order to protect the resilience and integrity of ecosystems; 

Goals and Objectives 
 

Tree cover and vegetation conservation 

J4.2 d) Protect the integrity of the landscape and natural environment, particularly wetland areas, 

shorelines and other water resources; 

Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 f) Maintain a high standard of recreational water quality; Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 g) Support the development and redevelopment of recreational dwellings as appropriate; Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 h) Ensure that the character of new development is reflective of or compatible with existing 
development in the Waterfront Area; 

Goals and Objectives 

J4.2 j) Establish limits of growth where necessary to ensure that the ecological functions of the 
waterbodies are managed for long-term sustainability purposes. 

Goals and Objectives 

J4.3 a) 
 

Permitted uses within the Waterfront Area designation shall be limited to:  
i) Resource-based recreational uses including low density, single unit recreational 

dwellings; 

ii) Limited year-round low density, single unit residential development subject to Section 
J3.5; 

iii) Tourist commercial uses (e.g. resorts, institutional camps and attractions); 
iv) Small-scale industrial and commercial uses that are appropriate in and provides services 

to the Waterfront Area (e.g. contractors yards, boat building, restaurants, art galleries, 
and conference spaces); and, 

v) Open space uses and waterfront landing areas. 

Policies 
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J4.3 g) The maintenance of the shoreline of lakes and rivers is key to preserving the quality of the natural 
and cultural heritage of Muskoka within the Waterfront Area. Tree cover, vegetation and other 

natural features are encouraged to be retained to uphold the visual and environmental integrity of 
the Waterfront Area. 

Fact Base 

J4.3 k) Individual lake plans and lake stewardship programs will be encouraged as a method to identify 
important values, features and individual lake character. In addition, these programs can be used 

to monitor water quality, social carrying capacity and general lake management and lake plans 
may be incorporated into Area Municipal Official Plans. 

Implementation 
 

Lake Plans 
Lake stewardship plans 

J4.3 l) The Area Municipal Official Plans shall contain more detailed policies addressing development in 

the Waterfront Area to implement the policy framework established in this Section and deal with 
local matters such as but not limited to the following:  

i) The character of various waterfront areas and how each area should be planned; 
ii) Minimum lot areas and frontages for permitted commercial, industrial and open spaces 

uses; 

iii) Waterfront landings and waterfront access points; 
iv) Boat impact assessments; 

v) Private on-site individual water and sewage servicing and storm water management 
requirements; 

vi) Public access to lakes and rivers; 
vii) Water access points and water access only development; 
viii) Sleeping cabins; 

ix) Boathouses and docks; 
x) Narrow waterbodies; and 

xi) Slopes 

Interorganizational Coordination 

 
 

Minimum lot requirements 
Boat impact assessments 
 

J4.3 n) 

 

It is recognized that social carrying capacity of waterbodies can have important impacts on the 

use, enjoyment, and safety of Muskoka’s waterbodies as well as indirect impacts on the 
environment and economy of the area. Traditionally, social carrying capacity has been addressed 
through the Area Municipal Official Plans and/or through lake plans adopted by Lake Associations. 

There are many different approaches to addressing social carrying capacity, and most are based 
on community preferences identified through consensus. Should the coordination of a Muskoka-

wide approach to social carrying capacity be desirable, the District of Muskoka may lead a review 
the options and possible approaches. Until such time as a comprehensive review of the issue is 

completed either by the District of Muskoka or individual Area Municipalities, the Area Municipal 
Official Plans shall continue to address social carrying capacity of waterbodies using the 
approaches already in place (e.g. lake character classifications, incorporation of lake plans, etc.). 

 

Fact Base 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Social Carrying Capacity 
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J4.4.2 a) 
 

The forms of residential development, which are permitted within the Waterfront Area designation, 
include linear shoreline development, back lot development and cluster development. Multiple-

unit residential development is not permitted. 

Goals and Objectives 
Policies 

J4.4.2 b) 

 

Shoreline development shall consist of single unit dwellings and accessory buildings and structures 

located on individual lots (i.e. one dwelling per lot) that are located in a linear fashion along the 
shoreline. 

Goals and Objectives 

J4.4.2 c) 
 

New residential shoreline lots shall have a minimum lot area of 0.4 hectares and a minimum water 
frontage of 60 metres. Larger lot areas and frontages may be required to accommodate the 
proposed use, address environmental constraints or land use compatibility matters, or in 

consideration of lake character. Reduced shoreline frontage may be considered if a significant 
portion of the shoreline frontage is to be conveyed to land trust or the Area Municipality for 

conservation purposes in perpetuity. 

Goals and Objectives 
Policies 
 

 
 

Minimum lot requirements 

J4.4.2 e) New residential back lots shall have substantially increased lot sizes with respect to frontage and 
area compared to shoreline lots and shall front on and generally gain access from a publicly 

owned and year-round maintained road. 

Goals and Objectives 
Policies 

J4.4.2 f) 

 

Cluster development consists of a group of single unit dwellings, each located on an individual lot 

or unit in a vacant land condominium description, which are set back a minimum of 20 metres 
from the shoreline, with the shoreline area being maintained as communal open space. Cluster 

development shall not be permitted behind a shoreline residential development since it is required 
to have reasonable frontage on the water that corresponds to the number of dwellings. Area 
Municipal Official Plans shall contain appropriate policies on cluster development, which among 

other matters, shall identify an appropriate lot/unit to usable shoreline ratio with the minimum lot 
size being no less than 0.4 hectares to ensure that proposed cluster development is compatible 

with adjacent development and satisfies all other relevant policies in this Plan. Cluster 
development that extends into the Rural Area designation shall require an amendment to this Plan. 

Implementation  

 
 

 
Shoreline setbacks 

J4.4.2 g) Each Area Municipality shall establish policies in their Official Plans that establish a variety of lot 
sizes and frontages that are reflective of environmental constraints and other considerations. In 
particular, shoreline lots should be of sufficient size to accommodate the use proposed and be 

able to support the construction of a dock. In addition, shoreline lots should be sized and designed 
to recognize environmental, human-made or other influences including soil, terrain, water quality, 

and fish habitat and hazard constraints among others. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
 
 

Minimum lot requirements 

C2.6.1 

 

As established in the Vision and Guiding Principles of this Plan, water is an essential part of 

Muskoka’s natural environment and a critical resource, especially for people who live, work and 
play within the Muskoka’s watershed. In the face of the changing climate, and the pressures of 
growth and development, continued strong action is needed to protect, maintain and, where 

Issue Identification 

Implementation 
Interorganizational Coordination 
Compliance 
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possible, enhance the health of Muskoka’s watershed for the present and future generations. In 
Muskoka, water quality is managed across many levels of government and with the assistance of 

many interested community organizations and individuals. Several departments within the District 
of Muskoka, together with its partner agencies including multiple Ministries within the Province of 

Ontario, the Area Municipalities, Muskoka Watershed Council and various other community 
organizations including lake associations, and individuals, all have a role to play in ensuring that 

Muskoka’s waters remain clean and healthy. In January 2003, Muskoka District Council approved 
the Muskoka Water Strategy. The Water Strategy is a framework of integrated strategic initiatives to 
protect and enhance Muskoka’s water. In 2005, Council adopted the Lake System Health 

Program, which is intended to guide and minimize the impact of human development on water 
resources, to preserve the environmental health and quality of life in Muskoka and also to protect 

the future of Muskoka as a premier recreational region. The Lake System Health Program 
incorporates the best available science and responds to emerging water quality issues, based on 
periodic review, which in turn guides District policies to achieve a holistic and balanced approach 

to managing Muskoka’s watershed health and its shoreline development. The policies of this Plan 
were updated in July 2016 to reflect the results of the most recent review. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Muskoka Water Strategy 
Lake System Health Program 

C2.6.2 The following sections describe the framework for the Lake System Health Program. Program 
priorities and activities may be adjusted over time to be dynamic, flexible and responsive to 

change, including new scientific information, evolving program and/or community needs, and 
other external forces.  

a) Recreational water quality monitoring and modelling are important components of tracking 

the health of watersheds in Muskoka. On a lake specific basis, the results of recreational 
water quality monitoring are a particularly important indicator of a waterbody’s recreational 

water quality health. 
b) The District of Muskoka will work with stakeholders, including the Provincial Ministry with 

jurisdiction and lake associations, to ensure that the monitoring program provides the 
necessary data to inform the implementation of the policies in this Section and that the 
program is flexible and responsive to changes in best practices and scientific 

advancement.  
c) The District of Muskoka shall encourage and, where there is jurisdiction, require stormwater 

management approaches and practices that will protect the health of lakes and rivers 
within Muskoka.  

d) The District of Muskoka will support the development and implementation of “septic re-
inspection programs” by the Area Municipalities with the goal of progressively upgrading 
existing individual on-site sewage services and other private services in accordance with the 

Fact Base 
Implementation 

Issue Identification 
 
 

 
 

Monitoring and Modelling 
Stormwater Management 

Septic Re-inspection programs 
Phosphorus offset programs 
Stewardship programs 

Remedial Action programs/plans 
Constraints analyses 
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Ontario Building Code and in compliance with Source Water Protection Plans, where 
applicable and in consideration of the vertical distance from the water table. 

e) The District of Muskoka shall explore with the Area Municipalities the potential introduction of 
a phosphorus offset program. Such a program would typically require proponents to 

demonstrate how all development-generated phosphorus can be controlled on-site. Any 
remaining phosphorus load that cannot be controlled would trigger an offset action, such 

as a financial contribution that would be used by the municipality to reduce phosphorus 
loading in other parts of the watershed. 

f) Stewardship programs engage the local community and empower individuals to care for or 

remediate specific portions of the watershed. The District of Muskoka shall, in collaboration 
with the Area Municipalities, the Muskoka Watershed Council, lake associations, shoreline 

property owners and other stakeholders, lead and/or support and participate in stewardship 
initiatives, as appropriate.  

g) The District of Muskoka shall, in collaboration with the Area Municipalities, lake associations 

and other stakeholders, facilitate and participate in remedial action programs and/or plans 
for any waterbody. The purpose of remedial action programs is to identify areas of 

degradation or sources of contamination in and around these lakes and to develop a plan 
with actions to remediate and improve the situation.  

h) The District of Muskoka shall, in collaboration with the Area Municipalities and other 
stakeholders, undertake as requested and on a prioritized basis constraints analyses for 
waterbodies in Muskoka. Constraints analyses are intended to identify the development 

limits of a waterbody by using existing base data, known constraints, and applying the 
various applicable official plan policies to determine potential development that could be 

accommodated around the waterbody under existing policy. These constraints analyses 
may provide background information for District of Muskoka and Area Municipal planning 

decisions and initiatives, including the preparation lake plans and waterbody-specific 
policies and the evaluation of cumulative impacts. 

C2.6.3.1  The District of Muskoka has a history of generally managing the health of the waterbodies in 

Muskoka for nutrient input, particularly phosphorus. Phosphorus occurs naturally in the environment 
and is a nutrient that plants and animals need to grow. Phosphorus enters Muskoka’s waterbodies 

naturally each year from animal waste, soil erosion, decomposing plant material, and the 
atmosphere. Phosphorus also enters waterbodies through anthropogenic sources such as changes 

in land use near waterbodies such as shoreline clearing, development, and also from stormwater 
runoff and system individual on-site sewage services effluent. With increasing human activities, and 
when shoreline plants are removed or diminished and can no longer manage to properly filter out 

Fact Base 

 
Revised Water Quality Model and Lake 

System Health Program 
Monitoring 
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sediments in surface runoff, phosphorus levels rise. Because phosphorus is a nutrient, high 
phosphorus levels in waterbodies encourage excessive growth of aquatic plants and algae. Over 

the past several years, strengthened planning policies across Muskoka have contributed to 
stabilized phosphorus levels. Since 2000, there have been no statistically significant increases in 

phosphorus concentrations in any waterbody in Muskoka. Apart from shoreline development, 
Muskoka’s water is impacted by a variety of environmental stressors. The potential effects of 

multiple environmental stressors must now be considered, including, but not limited to, a changing 
climate with resultant changes in precipitation, temperature, runoff and evaporation that affect 
physical, chemical and biological conditions of waterbodies, invading species populating an 

increasing number of waterbodies, declining concentrations of calcium, and internal phosphorus 
loading from sediments. Appropriate shoreline development will contribute to the resiliency of 

each waterbody against a variety of environmental stressors. Resiliency of a waterbody is defined 
as its ability to be resistant or adaptable to change. While the consideration of multiple 
environmental stressors is important, Hutchinson Environmental Sciences Limited’s Report, Revised 

Water Quality Model and Lake System Health Program (April 2016), advises that the District of 
Muskoka’s monitoring program should continue to be used to track phosphorus in waterbodies 

and the focus should be on key water quality indicators which offer insight into measurable and 
observable changes in recreational water quality on a waterbody-specific basis. 

C2.6.3.2 a) The identified water quality indicators are as follows:  
i) A long-term statistically significant (p<0.1) increasing trend in total phosphorus 

concentration demonstrated by at least five (5) spring overturn phosphorus measurements 

obtained through the District of Muskoka water quality sampling program since 2001. 
j) A long-term total phosphorus concentration of greater than 20 µg/L demonstrated by the 

average of five (5) most recent spring overturn phosphorus measurements obtained through 
the District of Muskoka water quality sampling program within the last ten (10) years ; and/or 

k) A blue-green algal (cyanobacteria) bloom confirmed and documented by the Province 
and/or Health Unit. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
 

 
 

Phosphorus Monitoring 

C2.6.3.2 b)  While the identified water quality indicators continue to focus on phosphorus as a recognized and 

measurable gauge of recreational water quality, a long-term shift in focus to include a wider 
variety of indicators addressing multiple environmental stressors is anticipated as science evolves 

and stronger links are made between potential indicators, lake health and best management 
practices.  

Goals and Objectives 

Fact Base 
 

Additional Indicators 

C2.6.3.2 c) The District of Muskoka shall support and monitor scientific research, including promoting, 
conducting, co-ordinating and/or participating in scientific water quality research or pilot projects 

Interorganizational Coordination 
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with partners such as Muskoka Watershed Council, the Province, Area Municipalities, Lake 
Associations, and universities/colleges. 

 
Water Quality Research or pilot projects 

Lake Associations 
Muskoka Watershed Council 

C2.6.3.2 d) 
 

Additional water quality indicators may be included in Section C2.6.3.2 a) by amendment to this 
Plan to address multiple environmental stressors and/or to incorporate advances in science, 

provided that they are evidence-based and to the satisfaction of the District of Muskoka and/or 
Provincial Ministry with jurisdiction. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

Additional Water Quality Indicators 
 

C2.6.3.2 e) The District of Muskoka will monitor waterbodies for the presence of the phosphorus related water 

quality indicators on a rotating basis. When the presence of an indicator is confirmed, monitoring 
of the waterbody will be annual. Notwithstanding Section C2.6.3.2 a), the District of Muskoka will 

also monitor waterbodies for linear short-term increases in total phosphorus as identified through 
the most recent three total phosphorus samples. Should a waterbody demonstrate such a trend 
and/or the presence of any water quality indicator, water quality sampling frequency will be 

increased.  

Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 

 
 
Monitoring 

 

C2.6.4.1 The District of Muskoka recognizes that monitoring phosphorus is an important tool for indicating 

recreational water quality while also recognizing that both the manner in which a shoreline is 
developed and the amount of shoreline development can have significant impacts on water 

quality. The District of Muskoka will continue to lead in the protection of recreational water quality 
through maintaining its water quality monitoring program for the protection of Muskoka’s 
watershed and will review it on a regular basis. This program has been designed to address 

recreational water quality only and does not include factors to address fisheries values or health 
related impacts (e.g. drinking water quality). 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 

 
Monitoring 
 

C2.6.4.2 a) 
 

Through the review of the Muskoka recreational water quality program, it has been determined 
that the overall health of lakes and rivers in Muskoka is very good to excellent and that the 

cautious approach to development taken in Muskoka has been beneficial. Consistent with the 
Guiding Principles of this Plan, the precautionary approach will be continued. In this regard, new 
lot creation, development or redevelopment will only be permitted where it is determined that 

impacts on water quality can be managed, mitigated or effectively eliminated and where 
resiliency of a waterbody to other environmental stressors is promoted in accordance with the 

policies of this Section. 

Fact Base 

C2.6.4.2 c) 

 

The role of natural vegetated shorelines in buffering waterbodies from erosion, siltation and nutrient 

migration adjacent to the sensitive littoral zone is critical to the protection of water quality. 
Preservation and restoration, where appropriate, of shoreline buffers is therefore required. At a 
minimum, 75% of the linear shoreline frontage of a lot shall be maintained in a natural state to a 

Implementation  

Monitoring and Evaluation 
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depth of 15 metres from the shoreline where new lots are being created and where vacant lots are 
being developed. The linear buffer should be consecutive where terrain and soil conditions permit. 

Where redevelopment is proposed, or where the lot is located within an Urban Centre or 
Community designation, the buffer should be achieved to the extent feasible. Where the length 

and depth cannot be met, a net improvement over the existing situation is required. 

Shoreline buffers 
 

C2.6.4.2 d) Area Municipalities may set higher targets for vegetative buffering as appropriate in the local 

context. 

Implementation 

Increased targets 

C2.6.4.2 e) 
 

A minimum 30 metre setback from any shoreline shall be required for leaching beds. Where this is 
not feasible, the following will be required:  

i) Where a new or upgraded septic system is necessary to service the proposal, the system 
shall incorporate soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively retain phosphorus 

or equivalent septic abatement technologies, which may include the use of soils with 
appropriate elemental composition to bind phosphorus or pre-/post-treatment 
phosphorus controls; and 

ii) In all cases, on-site phosphorus management and impact mitigation measures in 
accordance with the standard protection policies of this Plan. 

Fact Base 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 

Setbacks (leaching beds) 
Upgraded systems 
On-site phosphorus management and 

impact mitigation measures 
 

C2.6.4.2 f) 
 

A minimum 20 metre setback from any shoreline shall be required for all development, excluding 
shoreline structures, open decks and minor accessory structures, unless a greater setback is 

specified by this Plan. Where these setbacks cannot be achieved, a lesser setback may be 
considered in the following circumstances, provided on-site phosphorus management and impact 
mitigation measures are implemented in accordance with the standard protection policies of this 

Plan: 
i) Sufficient lot depth is not available; 

ii) Terrain or soil conditions exist which make other locations on the lot more suitable; 
iii) Redevelopment on an existing lot or replacement of a leaching bed is proposed where 

the setback is not further reduced; 
iv) Redevelopment on an existing lot or replacement of a leaching bed is proposed where 

a setback is further reduced and a net improvement over the existing situation is 

achieved through the implementation of on-site phosphorus management and impact 
mitigation measures; or 

v) The lot is located within an Urban Centre or Community Area and a net improvement 
over the existing situation is achieved. 

 

Fact Base 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Shoreline Setbacks 

C2.6.4.2 g) 
 

The Area Municipalities are encouraged to require greater setbacks for leaching beds or 
development as appropriate in the local context. 

Implementation 
Setbacks 
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C2.6.4.2 h) 
 

In the event of a conflict respecting the setback required by this Plan, Area Municipal Official 
Plans, and/or the recommendations of supporting documentation for development (e.g. 

Environmental Impact Studies), the greater setback shall apply. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
 

Studies/Assessments 
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Table 8:  Town of Bracebridge Official Plan Document Analysis  

Policy 

Number 

Policy Characteristic/Tools 

A6.3.1 Permanent residential and Employment Area growth will generally be directed to the Urban 

Centre on full municipal services. Limited development in the Waterfront, Rural Areas and Muskoka 
Falls Community designations will be permitted that maintains the character of those areas of the 

Town. 

Policies 

 

A6.3.6 The waterfront is a unique recreational resource and land asset and, as such, low density 
residential, service and tourist commercial development in the Waterfront Area should enhance 

and protect those qualities that contribute to its attraction, including among others environmental 
qualities. 

Policies 
 

A7.10.1.1 It is the goal of this Plan that all new development and redevelopment will:  
i) protect the quality of the water, 

ii) protect the visual and aesthetic character of the lakes and rivers,  
iii) protect the recreational, social and environmental experiences;  
iv) protect public safety by prohibiting development in areas subject to flooding or erosion; 

and, 
v) respect the unique character of each lake. 

Goals and Objectives 

A7.10.2.4 To require the implementation of the Lake System Health program to allow development that does 
not negatively impact the recreational water quality of the waterbody. 

Implementation 
Lake System Health Program 

A7.10.2.6 To support the use of development controls to maintain and improve the quality of surface water 
of lakes and rivers. 

Implementation 
Development Controls 

B6.4.8 The protection, and maintenance of native vegetation and the revegetation of areas with native 

vegetation shall be encouraged where possible in an effort to maintain and enhance the natural 
appearance and aesthetics of the Town and provide a natural buffer, particularly in the Rural Area 

and Waterfront Area designations. 

Vegetative buffers 

B14.1.1 It is the goal of this Plan that development must protect, improve or restore the quality of 
waterbodies in the Town and protect the visual and aesthetic character of lakes so that future 

generations are able to experience and enjoy the same quality and character of waterbodies as 
previous and current generations. 

Goals and Objectives 

B14.1.2 The District Municipality of Muskoka classifies lakes based on water quality and the environmental 
wellbeing of the lake system. This is referred to as Lake System Health. While this system focuses on 

the quality of the water, this Plan contains policies that expand on the District Municipality of 

Fact Base 
Interorganizational Coordination 

Compliance 
 



 

 69 

Muskoka’s approach and requires protection of the character of shoreline environments through 
the protection and regeneration of shoreline vegetation. 

Lake System Health program 
Shoreline buffers 

B14.1.3 This Plan is based on the policy that all eligible development proposed on the lakes in the Town 
shall meet the highest standards for development established by this Plan. This includes the 

submission of a water quality impact assessment where required, which will address the 
maintenance or improvement of shoreline vegetation, limiting shoreline use areas, meeting all 

setback requirements, controlling storm water runoff and erosion, providing enhanced sewage 
treatment, amongst other matters. Where studies are required a detailed Terms of Reference may 
be obtained from the District of Muskoka. These requirements may be implemented through the 

various tools set out in this Plan including an amendment to this Plan, the use of site plan control, 
monitoring requirements, or development agreements, the posting of securities, Zoning By-law 

performance standards, and other regulatory by-laws including tree cutting and site alteration. 

Fact Base 
Issue Identification 

 
 

Water Quality Impact Assessments 
Shoreline vegetation 
Limiting shoreline use areas 

Setbacks 
Stormwater management 

Enhanced sewage treatment 
Site plan control 
Monitoring 

Development agreements 
Securities 

Zoning  
Tree-cutting/site alteration by-laws 

B14.2.1 The following general policies shall apply in addition to the Lake System Health polices of the 
District Municipality of Muskoka. 

Policies 
Interorganizational Coordination 
 

Lake System Health Program 

B14.2.2 In no case shall any development exceed the ability of a lake to sustain additional development, 

as set in the policies of this Section. Development of existing lots shall occur in accordance with the 
policies of this Plan. 

Internal Consistency 

B14.2.3 Where Site Plan Control is required on a shoreline lot, the Site Plan Agreement should identify the 
following as a minimum: 

i) building envelope and appropriate location of buildings, structures, sewage disposal 

systems, roads, driveways and pathways including identification of materials; 
ii) vegetation preservation areas including the requirement to retain or restore a natural 

vegetative buffer to prevent erosion, siltation and nutrient migration; 
iii) habitat and habitat protection areas; 

iv) locations on the site where vegetation will be protected; 
v) shoreline activity areas and dock locations; and 
vi) stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques. 

Implementation 
 
 

 
 

Site Plan control 
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B14.2.4 Development, other than accessory shoreline buildings and structures shall be setback a minimum 
of 20 metres and leaching beds shall be setback a minimum of 30 metres from the water’s edge. A 

minimum of 75% of the linear shoreline frontage of the lot shall remain in a natural state within 15 
metres of the shoreline. Within that natural state area, vegetative shall be maintained, enhanced 

or created as necessary. Where this setback cannot be achieved, a lesser setback may be 
considered where on-site phosphorus management is implemented and in the following 

circumstances: 
i) Sufficient lot depth is not available; 
ii) Terrain and soil conditions exist, which make other locations on the lot more suitable; 

iii) The proposal is for an addition to an existing building or replacement of a leaching bed, 
where the setback is not further reduced; 

iv) Redevelopment is proposed on an existing lot and a net improvement is achieved; or 
v) The lot is located within the Urban Centre or Muskoka Falls Community designations 

Implementation 
 

 
 

Shoreline Setbacks 
Shoreline buffer 

B14.2.5 The Zoning By-law may be used to establish limits to development and expansions to existing uses 

before upgraded sewage treatment facilities are required. 

Implementation 

 
Zoning 

B14.3.1 All waterbodies have been classified by the Official Plan of the Muskoka District Area, as having 
low, moderate or high sensitivity to additional phosphorus loading. This classification is based on 

the responsiveness of a waterbody to phosphorus and its mobility within the watershed. Schedule E 
lists the classified lakes and rivers. If a lake or river is not on the list, it is assumed that it is a moderate 
sensitivity waterbody unless otherwise identified by the District Municipality of Muskoka. Where the 

phosphorous loading to a waterbody exceeds 50% of the undeveloped phosphorous load, the 
lake or waterbody is considered as being “Over Threshold” for phosphorous loading. 

Fact Base 
Interorganizational Coordination 

B14.4.1 The Town may require Site Plan Control Agreements for all shoreline development and 
redevelopment and all commercial, institutional and industrial development in order to ensure that 

stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques to minimize the impact of 
stormwater on the waterbody are implemented. 

Implementation 
 

Site plan control 

B14.5.1 In order to ensure minimal impact on recreational water quality, all development and 

redevelopment on shoreline lots of moderate and high sensitivity and over threshold waterbodies 
will be subject to Site Plan Control. 

Policies 

Implementation 
 

Site plan control 

B14.6.1.1 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being of high sensitivity 

unless the lot is connected to municipal water and sewer services. 

Policies 

B14.6.1.2 Notwithstanding Section B14.6.1.1, lot creation on private services may be permitted where the 
following requirements are implemented: 

Implementation 
Monitoring and evaluation 
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i) The lot creation may only proceed where a water quality impact assessment is 
undertaken and implemented to the satisfaction of the District Municipality of Muskoka 

and the Town, and demonstrates that the development can proceed without 
negatively impacting water quality and which outlines the circumstances under which 

development should occur. 
ii) The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a 

minimum: 
Phase 1 Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site so that 
development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality and 

shall include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and 
vegetation cover. The Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the 

District Municipality of Muskoka and the Town before proceeding to Phase 2.  
Phase 2 
i) Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching 

bed) envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed 
construction mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for 

protecting natural vegetation, and stormwater management;  
ii) Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 

mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and 
an occupancy permit is issued and at a time approximately two years following 
the issuance of an occupancy permit; 

iii) The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively 
bind phosphorus will be required; and 

iv) The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 
requirements are required to be implemented through an official plan or zoning 

amendment and a Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium or consent) and site 
plan agreements or development permits. 

Policies 
 

 
 

Water Quality Impact Assessment 
Monitoring 

Phosphorus-binding soils for septic systems 
Official Plan Amendment 
Site Plan Agreements 

Development Permits 
Stormwater management 

Shoreline buffers 
Construction mitigation plans 
 

B14.6.2.1 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 

through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 
together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 

mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 
requirements are implemented in site plan agreements. 

Implementation 

 
 

Water Quality Impact Assessment 
Shoreline setbacks 

Shoreline buffers 
Site plan control 
Construction mitigation plans 
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B14.6.2.2 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 
phosphorus will be required. 

Implementation 
Approved septic system 

B14.6.2.3 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where mitigation measures are 
implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including phosphorus 

management measures. Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot 
depth or the existence of terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more 

suitable, or where existing buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the 
requirements outlined in this Plan, an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site 
phosphorus management measures. 

Policies 
 

 
Phosphorus management 

B14.6.2.4 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the lake will be required for commercial redevelopment. Policies 

B14.7.1.1 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being Over Threshold 

unless the lot is connected to municipal water and sewer services. 

Goals and Objectives 

B14.7.2.1 Lot creation on private services may be permitted on waterbodies identified as being of moderate 
or low sensitivity where the Town has passed a site alteration and tree cutting by-law, through an 

Amendment to this Plan and where a Water Quality Impact Assessment has been prepared to the 
satisfaction of the Town and the District Municipality of Muskoka. 

Implementation 
Interorganizational Coordination 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

Site alteration/tree-cutting by-law 
Water Quality Impact Assessment 

Official Plan Amendment 

B14.7.2.2 The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a minimum:  
Phase 1 Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site so that 

development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality and shall 
include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and vegetative cover. The 

Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the Town and the District Municipality of 
Muskoka before proceeding to Phase 2.  

Phase 2 
i) Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching bed) 

envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 

mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for protecting natural 
vegetation, and stormwater management; 

ii) Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 
mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and an 

occupancy permit is issued, and on an annual basis until such time as the waterbody is 
no longer considered to be Over Threshold; 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
Water Quality Impact Assessment  

Setbacks 
Approved building envelopes 

Construction mitigation plans 
Buffers 
Monitoring 

Development Agreements 
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iii) The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively 
eliminate phosphorus; and 

iv) The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 
requirements will be implemented through the official plan amendment and in the 

zoning amendment and Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium or consent) 
agreements and site plan agreements. 

B14.7.3.1 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 
through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 
together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 

mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 
requirements are implemented in site plan agreements. 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

Water Quality Impact Assessments 
Approved building envelopes 

Construction mitigation plans 
Buffers 
Setbacks 

B14.7.3.2 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 
phosphorus will be required. 

Implementation 
Approved septic system 

B14.7.3.3 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where mitigation measures are 
implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including phosphorus 

management measures. Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot 
depth or the existence of terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more 
suitable, or where existing buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the 

requirements outlined in this Plan, an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site 
phosphorus management measures. 

Implementation 
Policies 

 
 
Phosphorus mitigation measures 

B14.7.3.4 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the lake will be required for commercial redevelopment. Policies 

E2.4.4 New or expansion to existing intensive agricultural uses and extractive industrial uses within 500 

metres of the Urban Centre Boundary, Muskoka Falls Community designation or Waterfront Area 
designation shall require an amendment to this Plan. 

Policies 

F2.2.1 To protect and enhance the natural visual quality of lake and river environments. Goals and Objectives 

F2.2.2 To protect and enhance the natural environment surrounding lake and river environments 
including fish and wildlife habitat. 

Goals and Objectives 

F2.2.3 To maintain and protect the character of the waterfront area. Goals and Objectives 

F2.2.4 To promote the preservation of naturalized shorelines and to promote the re-naturalization of 

shoreline areas. 

Goals and Objectives 

F2.2.6 To encourage the retention of waterfront commercial uses and expansion of these uses, where 
appropriate. 

Goals and Objectives 
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F2.2.7 To permit development that is in character with the waterfront environment. Goals and Objectives 

F2.4.1.1 Implementation of septic system upgrades may be required as a condition of development 

approval. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

F2.4.2.1 New development and redevelopment adjacent to the shoreline shall be sensitive to the 

preservation of tree cover and native vegetation to prevent erosion, siltation and possible nutrient 
migration and maintain the complex ecological functions of the shoreline and littoral zone 

environment. 

Policies 

 
Shoreline buffers 

F2.4.2.2 Site alteration and disturbance of vegetation within 15 metres of the shoreline shall be limited to 
minor alterations to accommodate access trails, marine related structures, water pumping 

equipment or restoration work and limited limbing of mature trees. At a minimum, 75% of the linear 
shoreline frontage of a lot will be maintained in a natural state to a target depth of 15 metres from 

the shoreline. As a condition of development or redevelopment, revegetation of shorelines with 
natural species may be required. In these instances, undisturbed shorelines shall be used as an 
example of how to appropriately revegetate a disturbed shoreline. 

Implementation 
Internal Consistency 

 
 

 
Shoreline buffers 

F2.4.3.2 Buildings in the Waterfront Area Shoreline designation shall be sited to limit the removal of 
vegetation and to protect significant landscape features in the Waterfront Area 

Internal Consistency 

F2.4.3.3 Development and redevelopment proposals should be designed and sited so that buildings are 
incorporated into the existing landscape and buffered from the waterbody in order to maintain 

the character of the shoreline environment. 

Internal Consistency 

F2.4.3.5 The implementing Zoning By-law shall include regulations that: 
i) limit the shoreline occupied by shoreline structures and the lot coverage of accessory 

buildings and structures within 30 metres of the water’s edge; 
ii) limit the height of buildings in the Shoreline designation; 

iii) limit the size of marine related structures based on the shoreline frontage of the property; 
iv) carefully control development that requires significant site alteration of landscape 

features such as steep slopes, or cliffs; and 
v) limit development in areas of narrow waterbodies. 

Implementation 
 

 
Zoning by-law  

F2.4.4.1 Shoreline residential development shall consist primarily of a single detached dwelling on an 

individual lot that shall generally fronts on the shoreline . New lots should have at least 60 metres of 
shoreline frontage and a lot area of 0.4 hectares. Larger lots may be required where natural 

environmental features exist. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

Implementation 
 

Minimum lot requirements 

F2.4.4.3 Where lot creation is proposed in the Waterfront Area Shoreline designation and the Town requires 

the submission of a Site Evaluation Report, in addition to those matters identified in Section B25.2, 
the following matters shall also be addressed: 

Interorganizational Coordination 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
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i) Sufficient information about the nature of the lands, the development proposal and the 
sites context in the lake system; 

ii) Site specific information such as a description of the lands, location, slope and soil 
characteristics, vegetation, drainage, erosion and flooding characteristics; 

iii) Description of the area context of the site, detailing the surrounding land use and 
environment; 

iv) Identification and analysis of environmentally sensitive areas shall be identified and 
analyzed, including wetlands, significant fish habitat, and wildlife habitat; 

v) Identification of potential impacts of the development including lake water quality 

impacts, storm water quality and quantity impacts, erosion, vegetation, habitat, 
shoreline and visual/aesthetic impacts; 

vi) An assessment of the constraints to development and how the constraints can be 
managed or mitigated effectively through the utilization of appropriate development 
control techniques, including Site Plan Control; and 

vii) An assessment of the appropriateness of the proposed development and its ability to 
satisfy the principles and goals of this Plan 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
Site Evaluation Report 

F2.4.8.1 The Waterfront Area Shoreline designation includes lands that are still in a natural state and are 
primarily undeveloped. The inclusion of these lands in the Shoreline designation does not 

necessarily imply that all of these lands will ultimately be developed for those uses permitted by the 
Waterfront Area Shoreline designation. The future use of these lands shall be permitted where the 
objectives and policies of the Plan are met including recognizing and addressing the constraints 

identified in this Plan. 

Fact Base 

F2.4.9.1  It is recognized that a significant amount of development that will occur in the Waterfront Area 

Shoreline designation over the life of this Plan will occur through redevelopment of existing 
properties. The Zoning By-law shall contain specific provisions to ensure that the new development 

is in character with the existing development in the surrounding area. 

Fact Base 

Implementation 

F2.4.9.2 When considering applications for redevelopment in the Waterfront Area Shoreline designation, 
the Town shall ensure that the building scale, mass and coverage are limited in relation to the size 

and frontage of the property and the character of the area. To reduce the visual impact of the 
proposed structure, existing vegetation should be maintained and new native shoreline vegetation 

planted, where required. 

Policies 
 

 
Shoreline buffers and vegetation 

F2.4.10.1 New lots will only be permitted where it is demonstrated to the satisfaction of the Town that the 

waterbody and watershed can sustain the impact associated with additional development. 

Policies 

F2.4.10.2 When evaluating applications for new lot creation in the Waterfront Area Shoreline designation, 
the following shall apply: 

Policies 
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i) there is sufficient frontage on each lot to ensure that there is an appropriate waterfront 
amenity area generally located outside of environmentally sensitive areas;  

ii) the physical characteristics of the land enable the development in accordance with the 
policies of this Plan and the regulations of the Zoning By-law without major alteration to 

the natural landscape including mature trees, natural bedrock outcrops and steep 
slopes; 

iii) where development is permitted on the basis of water access only, there are sufficient 
provisions for mainland parking, docking and waste disposal. The lot providing water 
access must have vehicular road access 

iv) a backlot shall have a minimum lot area of 2.0 hectares and 150 metres of road 
frontage. All backlot development shall be subject to site plan control in order to ensure 

that adequate vegetation is retained; and 
v) lots may be created for the purpose of providing deeded access to water access 

properties. Where these lots are created the development of water access landings shall 

be subject to Site Plan Control and shall have access to a municipally maintained public 
road. 

F2.4.11.1 The implementing Zoning By-law may zone existing developed lands in the Waterfront Area 
Shoreline designation based on the access provided. Developed properties that do not abut a 

year round maintained road may be placed in a restrictive zone category. 

Implementation 
 

Zoning by-law 

F2.4.11.2 The implementing Zoning By-law may zone vacant lands in the Waterfront Area Shoreline 
designation in a manner that requires an Amendment to the Zoning By-law to permit multiple lot 

creation. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Implementation 

 
Zoning by-law 

I4.3.2 New lot creation shall conform to the applicable rural or waterfront standards of the Town and the 
District Municipality of Muskoka to maintain the character of the area. 

Policies 

 
Table 9:  Township of Lake of Bays Official Plan Document Analysis  

Policy 

Number 

Policy Characteristics/Tools 

B.10 To conserve the waterfront as a valuable resource and accommodate development which 
respects the basic character and traditional mix of uses, and maintains the natural and aesthetic 

qualities of the area 

Goals and Objectives 

C.7 The character of a community or the rural and waterfront designations is not static, but rather 

evolves over time, adapting to new circumstances. Development will be managed to ensure that 

Fact Base 
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the essence and fundamental features of the designation are maintained. As the area grows, 
development, which is compatible with and complements this character should be fostered. 

C.8 Growth will generally be directed to areas of waterfront, rural and community settlement; while the 
areas of remote, relatively undeveloped land without appropriate public road access should be 

preserved for conservation, resource-based uses, and recreational activities such as hiking, 
canoeing, hunting, trapping, or fishing. 

Policies 

C.9 The community designation identifies nodes of settlement that generally function as service and 
community centers for surrounding waterfront and rural areas. 

Fact Base 

C.10 The waterfront designation generally encompasses the land outside of a community designation, 

which surrounds and relates, either physically or functionally, to substantial lakes and rivers. Section 
H of this plan specifically defines the extent of this designation and provides detailed policies 

respecting development within the waterfront designation. 

Fact Base 

D.24 The policies of Section H (Waterfront) including any specific Lake Plans also apply to specific lake 
areas. 

Implementation 
Specific Lake Plans 

D.25 The Township shall require a development permit for substantial development on lots abutting low 
sensitivity waterbodies. In addition, the Township shall require a development permit for all 

shoreline and non-shoreline commercial, institutional and industrial development in order to ensure 
that stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques are implemented. 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
Development Permits 

D.26 In order to ensure no negative impact on recreational water quality, all substantial development 
on a lot within the waterfront designation (including backlots), and on shoreline lots in the urban 
centre and community designations, of moderate and high sensitivity and Over Threshold 

waterbodies, will be subject to site plan control or development permitting. 

Implementation 
 
Site plan control 

Development permits 

D.27 Where a development permit is required, or where on-site phosphorus management is required, 

the following matters will be addressed: 
a) Appropriate location of buildings, structures and sewage disposal systems; 

b) Retention or restoration of a natural vegetative buffer in accordance with Section D.16 to 
prevent erosion, siltation and nutrient migration; 

c) Maintenance or establishment of native tree cover and vegetation on the lot wherever 

possible; 
d) Appropriate location and construction of roads, driveways and pathways, including use of 

permeable materials; and 
e) Implementation of stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques, 

including proper re-contouring, discharging of roof leaders, use of soak away pits and other 
measures to promote infiltration. 

Implementation 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Compliance 

 
 
 

Shoreline buffers 
Tree cover/vegetation retention 

Stormwater management 
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D.29 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being of high sensitivity 
unless the lot is connected to municipal water and sewer services. 

Compliance 

D.30 Notwithstanding Section D.29, lot creation on private services may be permitted on high sensitivity 
waterbodies provided that the following requirements is implemented: 

a) Lot creation may only proceed where a water quality impact assessment, undertaken and 
implemented to the satisfaction of Muskoka and the Township, demonstrates that 

development can proceed without impacting water quality and which outlines the 
circumstances under which development should occur. 

b) The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a 

minimum: Phase 1 Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site 
so that development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality 

and shall include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and 
vegetative cover. The Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the District of 
Muskoka and the Area Municipality before proceeding to Phase 2. 

c) Phase 2  
i. Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching 

bed) envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed 
construction mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for protecting 

natural vegetation, and stormwater management; 
ii. Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 

mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and an 

occupancy permit is issued, and on an annual basis until such time as the waterbody 
is no longer considered to be Over Threshold; 

iii. The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively 
eliminate phosphorus; and, 

iv. The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 
requirements will be implemented through the official plan or zoning amendment 
and in Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium and development permits. 

Compliance 
Interorganizational Coordination 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Implementation 

 
 
 

Water Quality Impact Assessment 
Monitoring 

Setbacks 
Buffers 
Approved septic systems 

 

D.31 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 
through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 

together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 
mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 

requirements are implemented in development permits. 

Implementation 
 

 
Water Quality Impact Assessment 

Shoreline setbacks 
Development permits 
Construction mitigation plans 
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D.32 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 

phosphorus will be required. 

Implementation 

Approved septic systems 

D.33 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where mitigation measures are 

implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including phosphorus 
management measures. 

Implementation 

Consistency 
 

Phosphorus management measures 

D.34 Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot depth or the existence of 
terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more suitable, or where existing 

buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the requirements outlined in this Plan, 
an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site phosphorus management 

measures. 

Implementation 
Interorganizational Coordination 

 
Phosphorus management measures 

D.35 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the lake will be required for commercial redevelopment. Policies 

D.36 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being Over Threshold. Policies 

D.37 Notwithstanding Section D.36, lot creation on private services may be permitted on waterbodies 
identified as being of moderate or low sensitivity and shall implement the following requirements: 

a) An amendment to the Official Plan shall be required to implement specific development 
policy. 

b) Lot creation may only proceed where a water quality impact assessment, undertaken and 
implemented to the satisfaction of Muskoka and the Township demonstrates that 
development can proceed without impacting water quality and which outlines the 

circumstances under which development should occur. 
c) The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a 

minimum: Phase 1 Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site 
so that development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality 

and shall include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and 
vegetative cover. The Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the District of 
Muskoka and the Area Municipality before proceeding to Phase 2. 

d) Phase 2 
i. Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching bed) 

envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 
mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for protecting natural 

vegetation, and stormwater management; 
ii. Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 

mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and an 

Compliance 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

Implementation  
 

 
 
Official Plan Amendments 

Water Quality Impact Assessment 
Setbacks  

Monitoring 
Buffers 

Approved septic systems 
Development agreements 
Development permits 

Vegetative cover 
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occupancy permit is issued, and on an annual basis until such time as the waterbody is 
no longer considered to be Over Threshold; 

iii. The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively 
eliminate phosphorus; and 

iv. The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 
requirements will be implemented through the official plan amendment and in the 

zoning amendment and Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium or consent) 
agreements and development permits. 

D.38 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 

through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 
together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 

mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 
requirements are implemented in development permits. 

Implementation  

 
Water Quality Impact Assessment 

Construction mitigation measures 
Shoreline setbacks and buffers 
Development permits 

D.39 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 
phosphorus will be required. 

Implementation 
 

Approved septic systems 

D.40 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where mitigation measures are 

implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including phosphorus 
management measures. 

Internal Consistency 

 
Phosphorus management 

D.41 Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot depth or the existence of 

terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more suitable, or where existing 
buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the requirements outlined in this Plan, 

an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site phosphorus management 
measures. 

Internal Consistency 

 
On-site phosphorus management 

D.42 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the lake will be required for commercial redevelopment. Implementation 
 

D.43 It is recognized that environmental, physical and social factors other than recreational water 

quality may also present limits to the amount of development that would be desirable for a 
particular lake. Therefore, the preparation of specific lake plans in consultation with waterfront 

communities, as set out in Section H of this plan, are strongly encouraged to address these matters 
on an individual lake basis. The Township supports a collaborative approach with lake associations, 

waterfront communities and the District of Muskoka to: 
A) Encourage and conduct ongoing water quality testing as a measure to monitor the impacts 

of development on water quality; 

Interorganizational Coordination 

 
Specific Lake Plans 

Lake associations 
Monitoring 

Data collection 
Water quality indicators 
Education 



 

 81 

B) Maintain a data base on water quality parameters (e.g. total phosphorus, dissolved oxygen, 
water transparency though secchi disking); 

C) Provide educational programs and information dissemination on best practices for lake 
stewardship; 

D) Facilitate the preservation and restoration of naturalized shorelines; and 
E) Review and update lake plans. 

Shoreline preservation 

E.17 A site evaluation may be required by the Township, prior to consideration of a development 
application in either the waterfront or community designations, in order to better evaluate any 
safety or compatibility issues related to a narrow waterbody, the suitability of the development 

proposed and to identify any necessary mitigating measures which should be implemented. 

Implementation 
 
Site evaluation 

H.4 The waterfront designation identifies and describes the overall low-density shoreline community, 

which is composed of permanent and recreational-residential dwellings, waterfront commercial 
and open space uses, and is related to the recreational, tourism, eco-tourism and aesthetic 
opportunities presented by a significant water resource. Waterfront areas are vital to the image, 

vision and economic vitality of the Township. The ecological character, health and function of the 
waterfront are recognized as integral to a sustainable waterfront community. 

Fact Base 

H.5 The following principles will apply to growth and development within the waterfront designation:  
a) the waterfront area of the Township is an important economic and recreational resource 

which will be carefully managed to ensure orderly and sustainable development for the 
long-term; 

b) the integrity of the natural environment, landscape, shorelines and water quality will be 

protected;  
c) cultural heritage, and natural heritage features and habitat will be conserved;  

d) the aesthetic qualities and scenic features of a waterfront area will be preserved;  
e) the character of the waterfront area will be maintained; 

f) the traditional mix of uses in the waterfront will continue; 
g) development on the land and at the shoreline will be compatible with abutting uses and 

the surrounding area;  

h) development will not have a negative impact on the municipal fiscal situation; 
i) individual private water and sewage services and access will be sustainable;  

j) the water resources of the Township will continue to be accessible to both private and 
public users;  

k) the ability to provide and deliver emergency services, and  
l) protection against natural hazards 

Goals and Objectives 
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H.6 The level and extent of municipal services within the waterfront designation will be less than that 
provided in the communities. In particular, services will be limited in remote locations, or where 

there is water or private road access. 

Policies 

H.7 The character of the waterfront designation stems from its physical setting at the interface of the 

land and water, and historic water-oriented settlement including cottage and resort development. 
The specific character of each waterfront area varies as a result of its location, lake or river size, 

physical and natural attributes and historic development. 

Fact Base 

H.8 The varied topography, forested landscape and shorelines, views and panoramas, habitat as well 
as the access to bodies of water have attracted recreation and leisure oriented settlement, and 

strongly contribute to the character of the waterfront. Many significant natural and 
environmentally sensitive areas, including the shoreline itself exist within this designation. 

Fact Base 

H.9 Settlement in the waterfront designation has traditionally been a mix of residential, tourist and 
service commercial, and open space uses. Development of the area around the lakes, on islands 
and along the rivers of the Township is low density and generally has been linear in nature. 

Fact Base 

H.10 Due to the low density of development and the largely seasonal nature of this area, municipal 
services have generally been limited. Private individual water and sewage systems are used and 

access to properties is often provided by water or by a network of public and private roads. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.11 Certain waterfront areas of the Township, particularly smaller lakes, areas with limited access or 

lands that are or have been in the ownership of the Crown, remain relatively undeveloped and 
provide potential alternative recreational and tourism opportunities when compared to the 
populated lakes. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.12 In the past, nodes of development formed in certain locations within the waterfront area, usually at 
a transportation link. These areas are important to the heritage of the shoreline communities, but 

now have generally blended into the general waterfront with only their name, isolated buildings 
such as churches, or access points to the water to distinguish them. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.13 Residential development is generally linear in nature following the shoreline. Shoreline residential 
lots are oriented to the water and include a primary structure, shoreline structures and in many 
cases a sleeping cabin. Back lot development is generally located on larger lots which front on 

year round maintained public roads. Isolated cases of cluster development may exist, where 
buildings used previously in a cottage resort operation have been converted to a residential use, 

but remain in a single ownership. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.14 Resorts and private or institutional camps, as well as water-oriented commercial uses such as 

marinas and contracting establishments which primarily serve the needs of the waterfront 
community are interspersed throughout the waterfront area. 

Goals and Objectives 
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H.15 The waterfront designation also includes extensive areas of natural open space and developed 
parkland, conservation areas as well as public or private access points to the water. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.16 The character of the waterfront designation will be maintained by retaining the traditional mix of 
land uses and the overall low density of development, as well as preserving the natural 

environment, in particular, water quality, topography and landscape, shorelines with a natural and 
undeveloped appearance and significant natural areas and habitats. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.17 The character of specific lakes should be identified and conserved. Goals and Objectives 

H.18 The following design principles should be implemented for development in the waterfront 
designation, as is appropriate for the area and the use proposed:  

a) the natural waterfront landscape shall prevail with built form blending into that landscape 
and existing shoreline vegetation; 

b) natural shorelines will be retained or restored; 
c) lot sizes will be designed in response to the features of the natural landscape, shoreline 

interface and the character of the lake or river; 

d) disturbance on lots should be limited and minimized and the maximum amount of 
vegetation should be retained on a lot; 

e) vegetation should be maintained on skylines, ridge lines or adjacent to the top of rock cliffs;  
f) native species should be used for buffers or where vegetation is being restored;  

g) rock faces, steep slopes, vistas and panorama should be preserved; 
h) buildings and structures should be low profile and generally should not exceed the height of 

the tree canopy, but a prominent building may be considered for resort commercial 

development where the architecture would resemble traditional Muskoka resorts and it 
would serve as a landmark.  

i) Building materials are encouraged to be low contrast colours and natural materials such as 
stained wood and earth-tone paints that imitate natural vegetation. 

j) building mass and coverage should be limited in relation to the size and frontage of the 
property and the character of the surrounding area; 

k) lot lines should follow existing features and terrain and should be configured so that conflicts 

between abutting properties will be avoided, particularly at the shoreline;  
l) building envelopes and the associated activity area should be defined, and located in the 

most appropriate area on the property, with the remainder of the property generally 
remaining in its natural state; 

m) roads should generally follow the contours of the land, fit into the landscape, and wherever 
possible, not run perpendicular directly to the water. Grades should be gradual to facilitate 
the use of the road by emergency and delivery vehicles. Roads should be constructed and 

Implementation 
 

Native vegetative buffers 
 



 

 84 

maintained to an acceptable municipal standard of construction, and including a minimum 
right-of-way width of 20 m. Provision should be made for a functional turnaround on any 

dead-ended road.; 
n) disturbance for the construction of roads and other services should be kept to a minimum; 

and  
o) maintaining natural drainage systems and directing run-off from buildings using appropriate 

stormwater management techniques. 

H.19 A shoreline activity area is the portion or cumulative portions of a shoreline frontage of a lot 
located within the required setback from the normal or controlled high water mark where 

accessory shoreline structures such as boathouses, docks or other accessory structures such as 
pump houses are located, and where there is access to the water for activities such as swimming 

or boat launching. 

Fact Base 

H.20 To maintain an appropriate balance between the ecological integrity and function of a natural 
shoreline and built form within the waterfront designation, shoreline activity areas should be 

focused within a defined area of the shoreline frontage of a lot and limited in extent. The extent of 
shoreline activity areas will be based on achieving the following targets, wherever possible:  

a) 25% of the shoreline frontage or up to 23 metres (76 feet), whichever is the lesser;  
b) 33% of the shoreline frontage for resort commercial and institutional accommodation and 

waterfront landings;  
c) 50% of the shoreline frontage for marinas; and  
d) in the case where a waterfront residential lot which has a frontage in excess of twice that 

which would generally be required for the relevant category of lake, consideration may be 
given to increasing the number and extent of shoreline activity areas, provided that no 

single shoreline activity area exceeds 23 metres in frontage (76 feet) and that the additional 
shoreline activity areas are not distributed and situated in areas according to additional 

required frontages 
e) shoreline activity areas will be designed and planned to balance development with the 

conservation of the shoreline riparian and littoral areas; consequently, such activity areas 

should be directed to less ecologically sensitive reaches of the shoreline. The removal of 
vegetative cover in shoreline activity areas will be minimized. 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 

 
 

 
Shoreline Activity Areas 
Shoreline buffers 

H.21 The shoreline frontage other than the shoreline activity areas should be retained, restored or 
enhanced as a natural vegetative buffer, which is at least 15 metres (49 feet) in depth from the 

normal or controlled high water mark. The preservation, restoration or enhancement of natural 
vegetated shorelines will be undertaken through the use of development agreements, 
development permits, zoning and other by-laws to: 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
 
 



 

 85 

a) protect the riparian and littoral zones and associated wildlife and fish habitat and fish and 
wildlife corridors; 

b) prevent erosion, siltation and nutrient migration; 
c) maintain the shoreline’s natural character, definition and appearance; 

d) minimize the visual impact of development including the faceprint and building height of 
buildings and structures 

e) maintain, restore or improve the biodiversity and connectivity of the natural heritage; 
f) control or prohibit the use of fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides and the storage of fuels and 

hazardous materials, and 

g) requiring alternative means of access to docks and boathouses through the use of ramps or 
bridges or other means where these abutting structures would otherwise detract from 

retaining the shoreline in a naturalized state. 

 
Shoreline buffers 

 

H.22 Within the natural vegetative buffer, meandering natural pathways or access points to the 
shoreline that are constructed of permeable material, selective pruning of trees for viewing 

purposes, or the removal of trees for safety reasons may be permitted. 

Implementation  
Shoreline buffers 

H.23 Waterfront design principles, limits of shoreline activity areas and natural vegetative buffers will be 

implemented through the Development Permit By-law. 

Implementation  

Shoreline buffers 
Development Permits 

H.28 Mainland parking and docking facilities for water access properties including islands may be 
provided through commercial marinas, private individual access points serving a maximum of 
three properties, or waterfront landings serving four of more properties. 

 

H.29 New lot creation of residential back lots will only be permitted where the lot fronts on and is 
accessible directly from a year-round maintained public road. 

Internal Consistency 

H.34 Development in the waterfront area will generally be serviced by private individual water and 
sewage systems, except as provided for in Section C.58 of this Plan. Bioengineered sewage 

disposal systems designed for phosphorus removal are strongly encouraged. 

Policies 

H.35 A boat impact assessment undertaken in accordance with Section J.16 will be required prior to the 
approval of an application for an official plan or development permit by-law amendment, or upon 

the request of the Township, where the establishment of a significant boat docking or mooring 
facility is proposed. A boat impact assessment is intended to evaluate the suitability of the land-

water interface of a site and the immediate area to accommodate a significant boat docking or 
mooring facility and its associated boat traffic. 

Implementation  
 

Boat Impact Assessment 

H.39 All lots will be of sufficient size and dimension and possess terrain suitable to appropriately 
accommodate the use proposed. Among other matters, this should include consideration of the 
following:  

Goals and Objectives 
Implementation 
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a) environmental concerns and development constraints such as steep slopes, flood prone 
lands and sensitive habitat areas;  

b) provision of water supply and sewage disposal;  
c) provision of appropriate access and a safe road entrance; and 

d) provision of a sufficient area to accommodate buildings and structures without substantial 
alteration of the natural landscape and vegetative cover 

H.41 Unless otherwise specified, new lots should be no smaller than 0.4 hectares (1 acre) in area with 60 
metres (197 feet) of water frontage. 

Minimum lot requirements 

H.42 A site evaluation may be required by the Township to determine lot or site suitability, and to identify 

any necessary mitigation measures. 

Site evaluation report 

H.43 Within the waterfront designation, residential uses will be limited to single detached dwellings in the 

form of shoreline development and back lot development. 

 

H.44 Shoreline development consists of a single detached dwelling and accessory buildings and 
structures located on an individual lot, which are situated in a linear fashion along the shoreline. 

Fact Base 

H.45 Back lot development consists of a single detached dwelling on an individual lot, which are 
physically separated from the shoreline by a legally conveyable parcel of patented land that has 

development potential. Back lots are usually located in a linear fashion along a road which 
generally is parallel to the shoreline, but back lots may also be located on a road which runs 

perpendicular to the shore. 

Policies 

H.46 Residential development will only be permitted on islands, where: 
a) the island is greater than 0.2 hectares (0.5 acres) in area;  

b) it has been demonstrated to the satisfaction of the Township that the physical and natural 
characteristics, shape and size of the island make it suitable for the development proposed  

c) site conditions are suitable for the long-term provision of private water and sewage services, 
and pump-out services are available; 

d) the setback requirements and design principles of the plan will be satisfied;  
e) the development and shoreline structures in particular will not be located on a narrow 

waterbody 

f) water quality of the adjacent waterbody will not be compromised;  
g) the visual impact of development will be minimized through maintenance or restoration of 

vegetation and limits on shoreline structures. 

Implementation 
 

Minimum lot requirements 
Setbacks 

 

H.47 New residential shoreline lots located on an island, which is less than 4 hectares (10 acres) in area, 

will have a minimum lot area of 0.8 hectares (2 acres). 

Implementation 

Minimum lot requirements 
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H.48 New lots on Category 2 and 3 lakes as identified on Schedule C3, or on lakes specified below will 
have the following minimum water frontages: a) Category 2 lakes and Peninsula Lake – 122 metres 

(400 feet); and b) Category 3 lakes – 152 metres (499 feet). 

Implementation 
Minimum lot requirements 

H.49 Crown land with water frontage that has been released for private development will not be 

divided, unless to alleviate problems associated with existing development. 

Policies 

H.50 Wherever possible, existing, undersized shoreline lots should be merged to create larger parcels. 

Development of existing undersized lots for residential use may be permitted where it has been 
demonstrated to the satisfaction of the Township, that the lot is suitable for development and any 
other applicable polices of this Plan are satisfied. 

Internal Consistency 

Increased lot sizes 

H.52 Wherever possible, existing, undersized back lots should be merged to create larger parcels. 
However, development of existing undersized back lots for residential use may be permitted 

where:  
a) it has been demonstrated to the satisfaction of the Township that the lot is suitable for 

development;  

b) the lot satisfies the applicable requirements respecting lot frontage and access;  
c) the lot is greater than 0.8 hectares (2 acres) in area and has at least 60 metres (197 feet) of 

lot frontage; and  
d) in the case of a lot in an old reference plan, consideration has been given to the potential 

cumulative impact on the surrounding area and water body 

Policies  

H.54 Where more than one dwelling exists on a property in a residential compound type situation, the 
existing development may be permitted, but the addition of any further dwellings on the property 

will not be permitted. Expansion of existing buildings or structures or the addition of accessory 
structures should only be permitted where the intent and principles of the plan will be addressed. In 

addition to the tests outlined in Section J.52 for separation of existing uses, lot creation will only be 
permitted where the entire shoreline remains in one parcel and the requirements of Section H.20 

are met. 

Policies  

H.55 Setbacks will be established through the Development Permit By-law:  
a) to establish vegetative buffers for shoreline protection and the protection of habitat, 

wetlands, flood prone areas or other sensitive natural areas;  
b) to maintain a natural area between buildings, reduce the dominance of built form, ensure 

compatibility, maintain privacy and attenuate noise; and 
c) in the case of shoreline structures, to allow for the movement of boats to boathouses and 

docks while generally maintaining views and privacy between neighbouring properties. 

Development Permit By-law 
Setbacks 

Vegetative Buffers 
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H.56 Standards will be established in Development Permit By-law respecting the type, location, mass, 
coverage, maximum floor area, and height of primary and accessory structures, in order to 

address the intent, principles and policies for shoreline residential development. 

Implementation 
 

Development Permit By-law 

H.59 A balance will be sought between ensuring the health and survival of the tourism sector in the 

waterfront area and preserving the resources upon which this sector depends, the natural 
environment, and the character of the area. 

Goals and Objectives 

H.66 All waterfront commercial development will require development permit approval. Implementation 
 
Development Permit  

J.21 The following areas are described as proposed development permit areas and will be designated 
as such by a Development Permit Bylaw passed by Council pursuant to the provisions of the 

Planning Act and associated regulations: a) the Waterfront designation; b) the Community 
designation; and c) the Rural designation. 

Implementation 
 

Development Permit By-law 

J.45 The adherence to coverage provisions, careful siting of development and maintenance or 

restoration of vegetation on existing undersized lots, particularly in the waterfront and rural areas, 
will be required and implemented through the Development Permit By-laws, conditions of 

approval for the development permits, or through zoning and site plan control to ensure the intent 
and policies of the plan are satisfied. 

Implementation 

Internal Consistency 
 

Development Permit By-laws 
Development Permits 

Zoning 
Site Plan Control 
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Table 10:  Township of Muskoka Lakes Official Plan Document Analysis  

Policy 

Number 

Policy Characteristics/Tools 

B2.1 The Waterfront setting consists of open space and low density residential land uses on mainland 

and island shorelines; interspersed with some commercial development, primarily resorts and 
marinas; amongst a predominantly forested landscape. This character is recognized and all 

development shall have regard to such character. 

Fact Base 

B2.2 The Waterfront is a unique resource and land asset. As such, development, including lot creation, 
should occur only after careful consideration of those recreational, environmental, socio-

economic, and aesthetic qualities which contribute to the attraction of the waterfront and shared 
enjoyment of its lakes and rivers. 

Goals and Objectives 

B2.4 Limiting density of buildings and structures in the Waterfront area is important in protecting the 
character of the Waterfront area. Many factors affect Waterfront character such as number of 

structures, setbacks, shoreline vegetative buffers, height, built size, built form, shoreline structures 
and the historical lake development. Strict adherence to policies limiting density related to these 
factors is paramount. 

Implementation 
 

 
Limiting density 

B3.3 To ensure that development is suited to its site and that appropriate access and services are 
provided. 

Goals and Objectives 

B3.4 To encourage optimal growth while taking into consideration the lake system health of the 
Township’s lakes and rivers. 

Goals and Objectives 

B3.5 To preserve and enhance the high quality of the recreational and biological aspects of the 
Waterfront. 

Goals and Objectives 

B3.6 To ensure growth is compatible with and has regard for the overall physical, environmental, social, 

and economic aspects of the waterfront. 

Goals and Objectives 

B4.1 To recognize and protect the character of waterbodies within a single tier of development around 

the shoreline with limited, low density backlot development where access permits. 

Goals and Objectives 

B4.2 To ensure that built form does not become concentrated or dominate the Waterfront to the 
detriment of natural form. 

Goals and Objectives 

B4.3 To maintain or restore the majority of all developed and undeveloped shorelines in their natural 
state and promote stewardship of their biological benefits. 

Goals and Objectives 

B4.4 To identify the character of individual lakes through a classification system and assign appropriate 
limitations in an effect to protect this character. 

Goals and Objectives 
 

Lake Classification System 
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B4.9 To support the District of Muskoka’s water quality program, which provides one measure of a 
waterbody’s capacity to sustain development. 

Goals and Objectives 
Interorganizational Coordination 

B4.10 To ensure that development does not occur beyond the threshold set for each waterbody as 
detailed in the District of Muskoka Lake System Health program. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
Goals and Objectives 

Lake System Health Program 

B4.11 To maintain a high level of biodiversity by protecting natural areas and the connections between 

them. 

Goals and Objectives 

B4.12 To ensure that the environment is protected from negative impacts of development. Goals and Objectives 

B4.13 To protect and, where possible, enhance water quality. Goals and Objectives 

Fact Base 

B4.14 To ensure that development in areas of use limitation does not result in any of the following 

situations:  
a) a building hazard; 
b) a hazard to navigation; 

c) a risk to life and property; 
d) significant environmental degradation; or 

e) significant detraction from the natural landscape. 

Policies 

B4.18 To control development on the waterfront such that it does not dominate the natural shoreline. Goals and Objectives 

B4.25 To ensure development of undeveloped lakes is sensitive to the existing natural setting, has 
adequate access, and incorporates traditional modest cottage development. 

Goals and Objectives 

B5.1 The Waterfront character differentiates the waterfront area from an urban or rural setting. 

Waterfront character is linked to the natural and built form which is oriented toward the lakes and 
rivers in the Township. Natural form includes predominantly vegetated shorelines with thin soils over 

the granite bedrock of the Precambrian shield. Built form includes mostly residential development 
interspersed with some commercial development, primarily resorts and marinas. The Waterfront is 

the focus for recreation, spiritual relaxation, water supply, and support for fisheries and wildlife 
habitat, among others. Where development occurs in the Waterfront, it should enhance and 
protect, where possible, those qualities that contribute to character. 

Fact Base 

B5.2 Natural form should dominate the character of the Waterfront. Natural shorelines may visually 
screen development viewed from the water and buffer uses. Shorelines shall be encouraged to be 

maintained in a predominantly natural state with tree cover and ground vegetation retained as 
development occurs. 

Implementation 
 

Shoreline buffer 

B5.3 Waterfront character evolves over time. Traditionally, tourist commercial as well as residential 
development has contributed to the character and economic viability of the Township of Muskoka 
Lakes. This development, dating back to the steamship era of over a century ago, remains a part 

Fact Base 
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of the present character of the waterfront. Development shall be encouraged to maintain and 
improve the historic connections of the waterfront. Resorts and marinas shall be encouraged to 

develop and expand in a manner that complements the Township. 

B5.4 Where development occurs in the Waterfront, it should complement the natural and built form and 

should enhance and protect those qualities that contribute to character. 

Fact Base 

B5.5 The Township recognizes that different lakes have different character. The three (3) large lakes, 

Muskoka, Rosseau, and Joseph, generally exhibit larger built forms and building types which are 
generally not in character with the smaller lakes. 

Fact Base 

B5.6 The categorizing of lakes by the Township appears in Schedule J to the Official Plan. A river 

identified in Schedule J shall be subject to the same policies as those lakes in the same category 

Internal Consistency 

Lake Categories 

B5.8 Waterfront lots should be of sufficient dimension and size to accommodate the use proposed, 

related structures, and services within acceptable standards. As such, a variety of lot sizes, water 
frontages, setbacks, and structural limitations are expected in recognition of the natural and built 
influences in the Waterfront. 

Goals and Objectives 

B5.9 All major development and redevelopment shall be subject to site plan control, including all 
commercial, industrial and institutional uses, as more specifically described in an implementing site 

plan control by-law. 

Policies 
Site plan control 

B5.10 The following shall constitute minimum lot requirements, unless otherwise specified:  

a) a lot area of 0.4 hectares (1 acre); and,  
b) a water frontage of 60 metres (200 feet). 

Interorganizational Coordination 

Minimum lot requirements 

B5.11 In recognition of the character of Lake Joseph, and in accordance with Sections B.6.17 and B.6.18, 

the following shall constitute minimum lot requirements on Lake Joseph, unless otherwise specified:  
a) the minimum lot area of 0.8 hectares (2 acres); and, 

b) the minimum water frontage of 90 metres (300 feet). 

Internal Consistency 

Implementation 
Minimum lot requirements 

B5.12 Shorelines of all lakes listed in Schedule J to the Official Plan are considered significant within the 

context of Section 34(1) of the Planning Act. As such, the locating or using of buildings or structures 
is generally prohibited in such areas. The front yard setbacks, as detailed in an implementing 
comprehensive zoning by-law, are established in recognition of: 

a) Requirement of a shoreline vegetative buffer; 
b) Minimizing the dominance of the built form on the natural environment; 

c) Maintenance of privacy and noise attenuation especially on properties 
d) fronting onto a narrow waterbody; 

e) Maintenance of aesthetic qualities of the waterfront; and, 
f) e) Protection of natural habitat and minimizing environmental impact in the foreshore area. 

Implementation  

 
Shoreline buffers 
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B5.13 Land based buildings and structures (unless otherwise specified in the Plan) shall be located a 
minimum of 20 metres (66 feet) from the normal or controlled high water mark of a waterbody with 

the exception of the following:  
a) minor accessory buildings or structures and marine related facilities, which shall be located 

as detailed in an implementing comprehensive zoning bylaw; 
b) septic tile bed and mantle, which shall not be permitted within 30 metres (100 feet) of the 

waterbody; 
c) buildings and structures proposed on vacant lots that abut or are adjacent to Natural Areas 

described in Section B.7, which shall be located as detailed in an implementing 

comprehensive zoning by-law; 
d) existing development as defined in an implementing zoning by-law; and, 

e) consideration may be given to alternatives where such setbacks are not possible due to 
terrain or other constraints and where on site phosphorus management is implemented. 

Implementation 
 

Shoreline setbacks 
 

B5.14 Sideyard setbacks shall be established in an implementing comprehensive zoning by-law in 

recognition of the following:  
a) in the case of land structures, to maintain a natural area between buildings so as to reduce 

the dominance of the built form on the natural environment, maintain privacy, attenuate 
noise, connect habitat, ensure compatibility, and contribute to the aesthetic qualities of the 

waterfront; 
b) in the case of shoreline structures, to allow for the ingress and egress of boats to dock 

spaces and boathouse slips, while maintaining reasonable views and separation for privacy 

between neighbouring properties; and, 
c) consideration may be given to alternatives where such setbacks are not possible due to 

terrain or other constraints. 

Implementation 

 
Setbacks 

B5.15 All waterfront areas shall be subject to a Tree Preservation By-law and any development or 

redevelopment of this area may be permitted in accordance with the By-law. 

Implementation  

 
Tree Preservation By-law 

B5.16 All waterfront areas shall be subject to a Site Alteration By-law and any development or 

redevelopment of this area may be permitted in accordance with the By-law. 

Implementation 

Site Alteration By-law 

B5.18 Redevelopment of existing properties shall be encouraged to follow current development 

standards, as closely as possible, to be compatible with and consistent with sound planning 
principles including environmental considerations. In addition, encouragement shall be given to 

restoring and preserving natural shorelines. 

Policies 

B5.19 The preparation of an Environmental Impact Study (EIS) shall be required for all major development 
in waterfront areas. Requirements of an EIS are detailed in Section F. 

Internal Consistency 
Environmental Impact Study 
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B5.21 The following shall generally constitute minimum lot sizes for new lots with water access only, unless 
otherwise stated:  

a) a lot area of 0.8 hectares (2 acres); and, 
b) a water frontage of 90 metres (300 feet). 

Implementation 
Minimum lot requirements 

B5.22 Due to concerns of character, visual impact, environmental impact, access, and service provision, 
islands less than 0.8 hectares (2 acres) shall not be developed for residential purposes and shall be 

limited to a picnic shelter and a dock, or existing development as of the date of adoption of this 
Plan. 

Issue Identification 
Minimum lot requirements 

B5.23 Where development is being considered for islands slightly less than 0.8 hectares (2 acres) in size, 

the following matters shall be examined in an Environmental Impact Study accompanying a 
Zoning By-law Amendment application:  

a) retention of tree cover; 
b) protection of critical fish and wildlife habitat; 
c) adequate soil depth and site suitability for a septic system; 

d) satisfactory long term access and service delivery; and, 
e) subdued visual impact and appropriate location of building envelopes. 

Implementation 

Environmental Impact Study 
Zoning by-law 

Tree cover retention 
 

B5.29 Boat impact assessments shall be prerequisite for development or redevelopment where boating 
may be concentrated for the following situations:  

a) the cumulative establishment of docking or mooring facilities from the date of adoption of 
this Plan, accommodating fifteen (15) or more boats; 

b) commercial docking or mooring facilities on a narrow waterbody; or, 

c) the establishment of any use governed or to be governed under the boat livery provisions of 
the Municipal Act, S.O. 2001, c25 or similar provisions.  

Terms of Reference for Boat Impact Assessments can be found in Implementation Section F.23. 

Implementation 
Boat impact assessments 

B5.31 It is not anticipated that the Waterfront will be serviced by municipal water and sewer systems. 

Therefore, private individual on-site sewage and water systems will be utilized where on-site 
conditions are suitable for the long term provisions of such services and where they do not service 
more than one legally conveyable lot. 

Implementation 

Policies 

B5.46 The preservation and protection of the appearance of the shoreline in a natural vegetated state 
shall be encouraged. 

Shoreline buffer 

B5.47 Structurally, high profile development shall generally not be permitted. The height of any structure 
should be appropriate to its setting and terrain, including slope, tree cover, setbacks, and 

architecture and generally not exceed the height of the tree canopy. 

Goals and Objectives 
 

B5.48 Architectural designs which soften the appearance of two storey structures will be required in a Site 
Plan Control by-law to minimize the prominence of structural development along the shoreline. 

Implementation 
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Walkout lower levels will be permitted but will be encouraged to be generally less than one half of 
the width of the structure (dwelling). 

B5.51 The retention of trees and native vegetation shall be encouraged through site plan control to 
uphold the visual and environmental integrity of the Waterfront. Where development is proposed, 

a natural undisturbed buffer is required at the water’s edge to generally meet a target of 15 
metres (50 feet) in depth from the high water mark. Where little or no natural buffer exists, 

renaturalizing will be required, where possible. Minor accessory structures and an access pathway 
to the shoreline are permitted. 

Implementation 
 

Site plan control 
Shoreline buffer 

Renaturalization 

B5.52 New uses or interests in land shall be compatible with other legally existing land uses in the vicinity 

so as to ensure the continued operation of such uses and to allow expansions where feasible and 
appropriate. The category and character of the lake in which the new use is proposed, and the 

historical use of the area, shall also be considered to ensure land use compatibility. 

Goals and Objectives 

B6.1 Limits to development on lakes may be based on social, physical, biological and other measures 
of capacity. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 

B6.2 The District of Muskoka, through its Lake System Health Program, classifies lakes based primarily on 
water quality and the environmental wellbeing of our lake system. The Township also classifies lakes 

based on lake character, settlement history, and lot development. Both Classification systems 
apply to all lakes in the Township. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
Lake System Health Program 

Township Lake Classification system 

B6.3 The District of Muskoka will maintain a recreational water quality model and monitoring program 
and will review it on an ongoing basis. This model has been designed to address recreational water 
quality only and does not include factors to address fisheries values. 

Implementation 
Recreational Water Quality Model and 
Monitoring 

B6.4 Through the review of the District of Muskoka recreational water quality program, it has been 
determined that the overall health of lakes and rivers in Muskoka is very good to excellent and that 

the cautious approach to development taken in Muskoka has been beneficial. This cautious 
approach will be continued. In this regard, new lot creation, development or redevelopment will 

only be permitted where it is determined that phosphorus impacts on water quality can be 
effectively eliminated. 

Interorganizational Coordination 
Fact Base 

B6.5 The role of natural vegetated shorelines in buffering waterbodies from erosion, siltation and nutrient 

migration adjacent to the sensitive littoral zone is critical to the protection of water quality. 
Preservation and restoration, where appropriate, of shoreline buffers is therefore required. The 

frontage of a lot will be maintained in a natural state to a target depth of 15 metres (50 feet) from 
the shoreline where new lots are being created and where vacant lots are being developed. 

Where lots are already developed and further development or redevelopment is proposed, these 
targets should be achieved to the extent feasible. Where these targets cannot be met, a net 
improvement over the existing situation is required. 

Fact Base 

Implementation 
Shoreline buffers 
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B6.6 The sensitivity of lakes and rivers in the Township of Muskoka Lakes and potential development in 
waterfront area is established by the District of Muskoka Official Plan Amendment #32 (Lake 

System Health program). The Lake System Health program focuses on determining limits on growth, 
facilitating remedial action programs to enhance water quality, developing a program to address 

stormwater management, continuing the enhanced water quality monitoring program, and 
continuing to develop and implement related education and stewardship programs. 

Fact Base 
 

Lake System Health Program 

B6.7 All waterbodies have been classified by the District of Muskoka Official Plan, as having high, 
moderate or low sensitivity to additional phosphorus loading. This classification is based on the 
responsiveness of a waterbody to phosphorus and its mobility within the watershed. Schedule J2 

lists the classified lakes and rivers. If a lake or river is not on the list, it is assumed that it is a moderate 
sensitivity waterbody unless otherwise identified by the District of Muskoka. 

Fact Base 
 
Phosphorus Sensitivity categorization 

B6.8 Site Plan Control is required for all waterfront development. Where a waterbody is highly sensitive 
or over old, as defined by the Township of Muskoka Lakes and/or District of Muskoka, no new lot 
creation, re-zonings, or granting of additional development rights beyond those permitted in this 

Plan at the time of its adoption shall be permitted that would further negatively impact water 
quality. 

Implementation 
Site Plan Control 

B6.9 Construction mitigation measures, storm water management, or other techniques must minimize 
negative impacts on water quality. 

Implementation 
Construction Mitigation measures 

Stormwater management 

B6.10 The Township encourages the preparation of Remedial Action Plans for all lakes and rivers listed as 
over threshold. Remedial Action Plans are further defined in the Implementation Section F.17 of this 

document. 

Policies 
Internal Consistency 

Remedial Action Plans 

B6.11 When redevelopment of an existing property is proposed on a lake or river listed as having high 

sensitivity it shall be demonstrated that water quality will not be adversely affected. Opportunities 
to improve existing situations should be considered and can be implemented through site plan 

control. 

Goals and Objectives 

Site Plan Control 

B6.12 The Township shall require site plan approval for substantial development on lots abutting low 
sensitivity waterbodies. In addition, the Township shall require site plan approval for all shoreline 

and non-shoreline commercial, institutional and industrial development in order to ensure that 
stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques are implemented. 

Implementation  
Site plan control 

B6.13 In order to ensure no negative impact on recreational water quality, all substantial development 
on a lot within the waterfront designation (including backlots), of moderate and high sensitivity 

and Over Threshold waterbodies will be subject to site plan control. 

Conformity 
Site plan control 

B6.14 Where site plan control is required, or where on-site phosphorus management is required, the 
following matters will be addressed:  

Monitoring and Evaluation 
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a) appropriate location of buildings, structures and sewage disposal systems; 
b) retention or restoration of a natural vegetative buffer in accordance with Section 6.5 to 

prevent erosion, siltation and nutrient migration; 
c) maintenance or establishment of native tree cover and vegetation on the lot wherever 

possible; 
d) appropriate location and construction of roads, driveways and pathways, including use of 

permeable materials; and 
e) implementation of stormwater management and construction mitigation techniques, 

including proper re-contouring, discharging of roof leaders, use of soak away pits and other 

measures to promote infiltration. 

Site plan control 
Shoreline buffers 

Stormwater management 
Construction mitigation techniques 

B6.17 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being of high sensitivity 

unless the lot is connected to municipal water and sewer services. 

Policies 

B6.18 Notwithstanding Section 6.17, lot creation on private services may be permitted where the 
Township has the resources and tools in place and is prepared to implement the following 

requirements: 
a) The lot creation may only proceed where a water quality impact assessment undertaken 

and implemented to the satisfaction of the District of Muskoka and the Township of Muskoka 
Lakes demonstrates that the development can proceed without negatively impacting 

water quality and which outlines the circumstances under which development should 
occur. 

b) The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a 

minimum: 
Phase 1 

i. Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site so that 
development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality and 

shall include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and 
vegetation cover. The Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the 
District of Muskoka and the Township of Muskoka Lakes before proceeding to Phase 2. 

Phase 2 
i. Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching bed) 

envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 
mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for protecting natural 

vegetation, and stormwater management; 
ii. Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 

mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and an 

Implementation 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
Water Quality Impact Assessment 

Shoreline setbacks 
Shoreline buffers 

Monitoring 
Site plan control 
Zoning by-law 

Official plan amendments 
Development permits 

Development agreements 
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occupancy permit is issued and at a time approximately two years following the 
issuance of an occupancy permit; 

iii. The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 
phosphorus will be required; and 

iv. The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 
requirements are required to be implemented through an official plan or zoning 

amendment and in Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium or consent) and site plan 
agreements or development permits. 

A detailed terms of reference is contained in Appendix J of the District of Muskoka Official Plan. 

B6.19 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 
through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 

together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 
mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 
requirements are implemented in site plan agreements. 

Implementation 
Internal Consistency 

 
Water Quality Impact Assessments 
Construction Mitigation 

Shoreline Setbacks 
Shoreline buffers 

Site plan control 

B6.20 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively bind 

phosphorus will be required. 

Policies 

Approved septic systems 

B6.21 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where mitigation measures are 
implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including phosphorus 

management measures. 

Policies  
Phosphorus management measures 

B6.22 Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot depth or the existence of 

terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more suitable, or where existing 
buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the requirements outlined in this Plan, 

an overall net improvement shall be achieved through on-site phosphorus management 
measures. 

Internal Consistency 

B6.23 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the lake will be required for commercial redevelopment. Policies 

B6.24 In general, no lot creation will be permitted on waterbodies identified as being Over Threshold 
unless the lot is connected to municipal water and sewer services. 

Policies 

B6.25 Notwithstanding Section 6.24, lot creation on private services may be permitted on waterbodies 
identified as being of moderate or low sensitivity where the Township of Muskoka Lakes has passed 

a municipal site alteration and tree preservation by-law and is prepared to implement the 
following requirements:  

Implementation 
 

 
Official Plan Amendments 
Water Quality Impact Assessment 
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a) An amendment to the Official Plan will be required to implement specific development 
policy. 

b) Lot creation may only proceed where a water quality impact assessment, undertaken and 
implemented to the satisfaction of the District of Muskoka and the Township of Muskoka 

Lakes demonstrates that development can proceed without impacting water quality and 
which outlines the circumstances under which development should occur. 

c) The water quality impact assessment shall consist of the following main elements at a 
minimum:  
Phase 1 Site condition analysis to determine if the required conditions exist on site so that 

development can occur in a manner that will ensure the protection of water quality and 
shall include analysis of the site and surrounding area, soil characteristics, and vegetative 

cover. The Phase 1 report must be completed to the satisfaction of the District of Muskoka 
and the Township of Muskoka Lakes before proceeding to Phase 2. 
Phase 2 

i. Identification of recommended building and septic system (including the leaching 
bed) envelope and mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed 

construction mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers, measures for protecting 
natural vegetation, and stormwater management; 

ii. Monitoring will be required to confirm that the vegetative buffer and stormwater 
mitigation measures are in place until such time as construction is complete and an 
occupancy permit is issued, and on an annual basis until such time as the waterbody 

is no longer considered to be Over Threshold; 
iii. The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively 

eliminate phosphorus; and 
iv. The recommendations of such a report and the monitoring and septic system 

requirements will be implemented through the official plan amendment and in the 
zoning amendment and Section 51(26) (subdivision, condominium or consent) 
agreements and site plan agreements. 

A detailed terms of reference is contained in Appendix J of the District Plan 

Shoreline setbacks 
Shoreline Buffers 

Stormwater management 
Approved septic systems 

Monitoring 
Development agreement 

Development permit 
Site plan control 
Zoning by-law 

 

B6.26 Development of a vacant lot on private services will only be permitted where it is demonstrated 

through a Phase 2 Water Quality Impact Assessment that building and septic system envelopes, 
together with appropriate mitigation measures, including but not limited to, detailed construction 

mitigation plans, shoreline setbacks and buffers will protect water quality and where these 
requirements will be implemented in site plan agreements. 

Water Quality Impact Assessments 

Construction mitigation measures 
Shoreline setbacks 

Shoreline buffers 
Site plan control 
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B6.27 The use of a septic system with soils that have a demonstrated ability to effectively eliminate 
phosphorus will be required. 

Approved septic systems 

B6.28 Redevelopment on private services will only be permitted where phosphorus mitigation measures 
are implemented in order to prevent negative impacts on water quality, including measures such 

as setbacks, vegetative buffers and stormwater management. 

Phosphorus mitigation measures 
Shoreline setbacks  

Shoreline buffers 
Stormwater Management 

B6.29 Where the setback requirements cannot be met due to insufficient lot depth or the existence of 
terrain or soils conditions which make other locations on the lot more suitable, or where existing 
buffers or stormwater management practices do not satisfy the requirements outlined in this Plan, 

an overall net improvement should be achieved through the use of phosphorus management 
techniques. 

Policies 
On-site phosphorus management 

B6.30 A net reduction of phosphorus loading to the waterbody will be required for commercial 
redevelopment. 

Implementation 

B6.31 Site plan agreements will be required to implement buffers, stormwater and phosphorus 

management and building and septic system (including the leaching bed) envelopes. 

Implementation  

Site plan control 

B10.2 When determining the historical lake development, the following factors shall be considered: 

i) development trend over the past 50 years or more, 
ii) access, 

iii) building size, 
iv) lot size, 
v) shoreline structures. 

Fact Base 

Policies 
Monitoring and Evaluation 

B10.5 In recognition of the built character of a waterbody, the density of development on lots shall be 
limited based on a lot frontage and lot area criteria, as detailed in an implementing 

comprehensive zoning by-law. 

Implementation 

B10.6 More specifically, the density shall be controlled by limiting lot coverage to a maximum 

percentage of that portion of the lot area within 60 metres (200 feet) of the normal water’s edge. 

Policies 

B10.7 The maximum gross floor area of a dwelling shall be 696 square metres (7500 square feet). Policies 

B10.8 The maximum permitted development on the lakes depends on the category of lake and must 

comply with Sections B.9.2 to B.9.5. 

Internal Consistency 

B10.9 The policies and implementing zoning by-law provisions regarding density shall be strictly adhered 

to in accordance with Section F.1.6 of the Official Plan. 

Implementation 

B10.10 Residential development shall generally take one of two forms: 

a) linear development, consisting of individual dwellings situated along the shoreline which 
constitutes traditional development form; and, 

Fact Base 
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b) backlot development, consisting of individual dwellings within the Waterfront designation, 
separated from a waterbody by a legally separate developable piece of patented land. 

B10.11 Linear development shall occur within a single-tier surrounding a waterbody and meet the 
following minimum lot requirements, unless otherwise stated: a) a lot area of 0.4 hectares (1 acre); 

and, b) a water frontage of 60 metres (200 feet). 

Implementation  

B11.15 All resort development or redevelopment shall meet the following siting requirements: 

a) a minimum setback of 20m (66 feet) from the normal or controlled high water mark of a 
waterbody for all structures except shoreline and minor non-habitable structures;  

b) the provisions of Section 5.51; 

c) increased setbacks related to the height of buildings shall be encouraged; 
d) tree cover and vegetation is encouraged to uphold the visual and environmental integrity 

of the shoreline; 
e) e) A minimum of 30 metre setback from any shoreline will be required for leaching beds. 

Where this is not feasible, on-site phosphorus management will be required. 

Goals and Objectives 

Implementation  
Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

 
Shoreline setbacks 

 

B11.16 New resorts shall meet the following minimum lot and siting requirements: 
a) generous amount of open space; 

b) on a mainland property; 
c) a lot area of 2 hectares (5 acres); 

d) on appropriate water supply and sanitary sewage disposal systems;  
e) a water frontage of 150 metres (500 feet); and, 
f) a natural buffer to ensure compatibility with adjacent residential uses. 

Goals and Objectives 
Implementation  

Monitoring and Evaluation 

B13.3 Buildings, structures, or works extending beyond the normal or controlled high water mark or 
located at the shoreline shall be designed and located in a suitable manner so as to have regard 

for the following matters: 
a) critical fish and wildlife habitat; 

b) the natural flow of water; 
c) potential damage from flood and ice heaving; 
d) privacy; and, 

e) other shoreline, resource development, and environmental policies. 

Goals and Objectives 

B14.1 The Township supports the creation of Lake Plans and encourages them for all lakes and rivers. Goals and Objectives 

Lake Plans 

B14.2 Land use aspects of such Lake Plans in accordance with the Planning Act may be incorporated in 

the Official Plan by way of an Official Plan Amendment. 

Implementation 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
Lake Plans 

B14.3 The following matters, amongst others, should be identified in a Lake Plan: Implementation 
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i. Location and access, 
ii. Location within the watershed, 

iii. Size and shape of lake, 
iv. Distinct character areas for large lakes, 

v. Number and location of islands, 
vi. Locations of areas of steep slopes and narrow waterbodies, 

vii. Topography, landscape, and shoreline features, 
viii. Wetlands and identified natural heritage lands (i.e. ANSI’s, Conservation Reserves, etc.) 

and locations of species of conservation concern (i.e. Endangered, Threatened and/or 

provincially significant), 
ix. Water quality and the relationship to development capacity, 

x. Historical development and cultural heritage, 
xi. Existing land use, 
xii. Existing built form, 

xiii. Development trends, 
xiv. Boating capacity, 

xv. Open space, recreational areas, trails, 
xvi. Public access points, 

xvii. Development potential and capacity,  
xviii. Specific policies and standards for development. 

Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

Lake Plans 

B14.4 A lake can be changed in character category as identified in Section B.9 following the submission 

of a satisfactory Lake Plan and an amendment to this Plan. 

Implementation 

B16.1 Small lots are defined as an individual property or island that has less than 61 metres (200 feet) of 

frontage and 1 acre in area. 

Fact Base 

B16.4 Any development of a small lot shall be subject to Site Plan Control requirements and may be 

required to prepare an Environmental Impact Study. 

Implementation 

Environmental Impact Study 
Site plan control 

B17.1 Any development of an undeveloped lake shall be subject to Site Plan Control requirements. Implementation 

Site plan control 

F7.2.9 To preserve and restore natural features and vegetation where required. In the case of waterfront 

residential lots this shall include an undisturbed Shoreline Vegetative Buffer across the entire 
frontage of the subject lot for the protection of the lake system health. Minor accessory structures 

are permitted. 

Implementation 

Shoreline buffer 
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5.1.1 Water Quality Protection and Land Use Policy 
 

As a result of the evaluation of four municipal official plans (District of 

Muskoka, Town of Bracebridge, Township of Lake of Bays, and the Township of 

Muskoka Lakes), it is clear that the land use policies in the District of Muskoka are 

very supportive of water quality protection relating to inland lakes. Each Official 

Plan includes measures including specific setbacks, best practices for 

stormwater and phosphorus management, and general policies that indicate a 

high level of support for the maintenance and improvement of inland lake 

water quality. Unlike other areas of the province, the policies in effect at the 

District include an approach developed on the basis of Muskoka-specific studies 

completed as part of the newly updated Muskoka Official Plan and the locally 

based Lake System Health Program. The plans also include general goals and 

objectives related to the preservation of the waterfront area, protection of 

water quality, and the continued growth of the region in a respectful manner. 

Waterfront policies in all of the four plans are generally specific, with a large 

number of policies including strong wording such as “will”, “shall”, and 

“prohibited” as demonstrated in the policies detailed in Tables 7 through 10 of 

this report. Similarly, the plans all generally allow, encourage or require the 

submission of additional site-specific studies for waterfront development, 

including Environmental Impact Studies, Water Quality Impact Assessments, Boat 

Impact Assessments, Causation Studies, Remedial Action Plans, Lake Plans, and 

other planning tools such as those found in Table 7 (Policies C2.6.6.1 c) and f), 
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and J4.3 k) and l)); Table 8 (Policies B14.1.3); Table 9 (Policies D.30, D.43 and 

H.35) and Table 10 (Policies B6.18, B5.29, B6.10 and B14.1) among others.  

However, there are some discrepancies among the plans related to clarity 

of issue identification, desired outcomes, and definitions. None of the plans 

included specific timeframes, ranked priorities, or reference to regular and 

ongoing updates based on monitoring and evaluation (beyond the required 5- 

or 10-year Official Plan update requirement for all policies). While the visuals that 

were provided in the form of schedules and appendices were relatively clear, 

some of the older schedules were out of date and hard to read for the Official 

Plans for Bracebridge, Lake of Bays, and Muskoka Lakes as found on their 

respective websites. The biggest issue in external characteristics was that very 

few of the plans included a glossary of terms, and that none of the lower-tier 

plans would currently conform to the updated Muskoka Official Plan (upper-tier 

document). However, given the requirements of the Planning Act, conformity to 

the upper-tier plan is required to be addressed relatively quickly through the 

required review of the lower-tier municipal Official Plans and is not considered to 

be an urgent concern at this time.  

It is clear that the District of Muskoka is largely focused on the natural 

environment and waterfront as its main economic driver (see Table 9, Policy H.4 

and H.5 and Table 10, Policy B5.3) and encourages responsible shoreline 

development. Compared to the Official Plans examined from Renfrew County in 

Appendix C, Tables 8-11 detailed by Rueckwald (2016) , the District and its Area 

Municipalities contain a high number of waterfront/shoreline development-
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specific policies. The plans include entrenched policies to implement a very 

different approach to recreational water quality in comparison to the long-lived 

Lakeshore Capacity Model: the Lake System Health Program, which is unique to 

Muskoka in comparison to the County of Renfrew, as detailed in the “Discussion 

and Recommendations” section of Rueckwald’s report (2016). In this way, it 

appears that the District is heeding Rueckwald’s suggestion that “[…] planning 

practice should strive to adopt local solutions for water resource planning” 

(Rueckwald, 2016, p. 27). While the Area Municipal plans continue to reference 

the old classification system of “Sensitive” or “Over-Threshold” based on 

phosphorus levels, the new amended Muskoka Official Plan implements an 

updated approach to recreational water quality including standard protection 

policies for all waterbodies, with enhanced protection policies for specific 

waterbodies on the basis of more specialized science-based indicators. These 

indicators include spring phosphorus sampling and other chemical parameters 

such as alkalinity, dissolved carbon, colour, conductivity, pH and nitrogen; 

secchi depth measurements; and temperature and dissolved oxygen 

measurements, among other measures (District of Muskoka, 2020). It is expected 

that at the time that each of the area municipal plans are updated, increased 

conformity will assist in achieving the desired results of the Lake System Health 

Program. Additional policies relating to quantitative measurement of indicators 

or achievements could also assist in this regard. While the plans were all close in 

terms of “score” (checkmarks), there is still room for improvement. The District of 

Muskoka, the newest plan, was the most successful in meeting the criteria of the 
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evaluative framework; this was to be expected. The lower tier plans will have the 

opportunity to improve and to address conformity during their current review 

cycle.  

5.1.2 Land Use Planning Tools  
 

There is a large concentration of land use and watershed planning 

practices, programs and policies in place in the District at both the upper- and 

lower-tier level to support the implementation of land use policies respecting 

recreational water quality and shoreline development. In addition to the ability 

to require a wide variety of studies in support of development applications, the 

Official Plans examined through this research permit and/or require the use of 

site plan control, zoning by-laws, development permits (now known as 

community planning permits), and septic re-inspection programs to control 

shoreline development and to implement best management practices as 

discussed earlier in this report. Official plan policies are used to direct shoreline 

development and, ultimately, to implement the Lake System Health Program. A 

wide variety of best management practices including setbacks (see Policy B5.13 

in Table 10; Policy B14.2.4 in Table 8, and Policy C2.6.4.2 f) in Table 7), vegetative 

buffers (see Policy C2.6.5.2 a) in Table 7, Policy F2.4.2.2 in Table 8, Policy H.18 in 

Table 9, and Policy B5.52 in Table 10), phosphorus management, construction 

mitigation, and other measures are also heavily featured in the studied plans or 

associated guidance documents. Policies to this effect can be found in Tables 

7-10, which offer a detailed description of the Official Plan policies of each 

municipality.  
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The Muskoka Official Plan also permits and encourages the completion of 

“causation studies” to determine whether increased phosphorus is a result of 

development – if yes, limited lot creation would be permitted, and a remedial 

action plan would be required to address this issue. At this time, a number 

causation studies are currently underway; one which was recently completed 

on Peninsula Lake in Huntsville, and five others to be completed in 2021(DMM, 

n.d.).  This is a very unique tool and will likely be evaluated for impacts as the 

program continues to be developed and implemented.  

Specific setbacks for various aspects of new development or redevelopment 

of lands can be found in the three lower-tier Official Plans examined as part of 

this research, including building and leaching bed setbacks found in Section 

B14.2.4 of the Town of Bracebridge Official Plan (see Table X), Section H.55 of 

the Township of Lake of Bays Official Plan (see Table X), and Section B5.13 of the 

Township of Muskoka Lakes Official Plan (see Table X). However, in consideration 

of the wide variety of BMPs for shoreline development, it is also notable that the 

District of Muskoka has chosen to apply 8 specific practices for all lakes, with an 

additional 7 measures for “enhanced” BMPs, for a total of 15 BMPs contained 

within the Official Plan ( see Section C2.6.4.2 e) and f) of the MOP as detailed in 

Table 7 and shown in Figure 10, below. The Official Plans for Bracebridge, Lake of 

Bays and Muskoka Lakes, contained fewer options for monitoring and water 

quality management, with less of a focus on long-term evaluation and more of 
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a focus on construction mitigation and additional controls through zoning, site 

plan, and development permits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Comparison Chart of 
the “standard” and 
“enhanced” best management practices in the Lake System Health Program and 
the MOP.  

Source: HESL, 2016, p.79.  

Beyond the creation of the Lake System Health Program, the District of 

Muskoka is also distinctive in several other respects. As previously mentioned, the 

District does not have a Conservation Authority (CA) located within its 

boundaries; this is very similar to the County of Renfrew, as identified in 

Rueckwald’s work (2016). As a result, there is no authority or public body which 

issues permits for shoreline works; rather, each official plan includes mandatory 

setbacks from the shoreline and minimum standards regarding leaching beds, 

septic systems, and setbacks from other environmental features including 

streams and tributaries. However, there are also implementation tools found in 
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Muskoka that are generally quite different from those that may be used in other 

jurisdictions. Implementation tools, programs, and other strategies that were 

found to be in use throughout the District of Muskoka during the comprehensive 

literature completed as part of the current research, as well as the lead 

organization(s) can be found in Table 11 below.  

Table 11: Table of policy implementation tools and programs as well as the lead 

agency/organization found in the District of Muskoka. 

Program/Tool Description Lead Stakeholder(s) 

Site Plan Control Agreements registered on title 
and requiring the 
implementation of specific 

measures to address concerns 
such as: 

• stormwater management 

• construction mitigation 

• setbacks 

• monitoring 

• the appropriate location 

of buildings, structures, 
and septic systems, and  

• shoreline buffers.  

• Can also be used to 

require securities. 

Lower-tier municipalities 

Community/ 

Development 

Planning Permit 

System 

A land use planning tool that 

streamlines development 
applications. CPPS replaces the 
traditional Zoning By-law and 
Site Plan processes. 

Lower-tier municipalities 

Development 

Agreements 

Agreements through Section 51 

of the Planning Act (consent 
agreements, 
subdivision/condominium 
agreements) registered on title 
and requiring the 
implementation of specific 

measures to address concerns 
such as: 

• stormwater management 

• construction mitigation 

Municipalities (upper 

and lower tier) 
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• setbacks 

• monitoring 

• the appropriate location 

of buildings, structures, 

and septic systems, and  

• shoreline buffers.  

• Can also be used to 

require securities. 

By-laws (Zoning, 

Tree Cutting, Tree 

Preservation, Site 

Alteration) 

Used to control specific 
provisions (lot requirements, 
setbacks, lot coverage) and to 
prevent total lot clearing  

Lower-tier municipalities 

Septic Re-

inspection 

Programs 

A voluntary program permitted 

through the Ontario Building 
Code to allow municipalities to 
inspect Class I – V on-site 
sewage systems to identify 
maintenance concerns as 

required. 

Lower-tier municipalities 

Revised Water 

Quality Model 

and Lake System 

Health Program 

A variant of MECP’s “Lakecap” 
model created and used by the 
District of Muskoka in order to 
guide planning policies in the 

area. Lake System Health 
policies are included in the 
Official Plans and annual testing 
occurs through various other 
partner programs.  

District Municipality of 
Muskoka, in consultation 
with MECP and MWC.  

Causation 

Studies 

A waterbody-wide study to 

determine cause of increased 
indicator measurements (i.e., 
why a lake is flagged for 
Enhanced Protection policies) 
and to understand the causes 

and contributing factors.  

District Municipality of 

Muskoka, with 
consultant  

Compliance 

Audits 

Ongoing audits of registered 
site plan agreements in order to 
ensure long-term compliance 

Lower-tier municipalities 

Love Your Lake 

Program 

Program to evaluate and assess 

private shoreline properties 
(with owner’s permission) for tips 
to improve shoreline and lake 
health 

Canadian Wildlife 

Federation and 
Watersheds Canada,  
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Muskoka 

Watershed 

Report Card 

Reports once every 4 years on 
overall watershed health in 
Muskoka 

Muskoka Watershed 
Council, in partnership 
with the District of 

Muskoka, DESC, MECP, 
and MNRF 

Lake Partner 

Program 

Annual reports of Phosphorus, 
Calcium and Water Clarity 
measurements based on 

volunteer-led testing. These 
results are also used in the 
Muskoka Watershed Report 
Card.  

Government of Ontario, 
in partnership with FOCA 
and local lake 

associations 

Technical Studies 

(Boat Impact 

Assessments, 

Water Quality 

Impact 

Assessments, Fish 

Habitat 

Assessments, Site 

Evaluation 

Reports, etc.) 

Technical studies that can be 
submitted in support of site-

specific development 
applications in order to address 
ongoing issues or identified 
concerns, and to recommend 
mitigation measures to be 

implemented through other 
tools.  

Completed by qualified 
professionals in support 

of development 
applications. Submitted 
to municipalities; may 
be peer reviewed. 

Lake 

Plans/Remedial 

Action Plans 

Plans developed by Lake 
Associations to guide the 

stewardship of the lake. Any 
policies arising from a lake plan 
must undergo a municipal 
planning process to be 
included/enforced in municipal 

plans.  

Completed primarily by 
individual 

lake/cottagers’ 
associations 

Algae Monitoring 

Program 

A 2019 pilot program to collect 
information on all algae 
blooms, but particularly 
cyanobacteria (blue green) 
algae.  

Muskoka Watershed 
Council with citizen 
volunteers 

 

5.1.3 Potential Gaps and Implications 

 

While the policies and implementation tools evaluated as part of this research 

are comprehensive and far-reaching, there are certain potential gaps and 

resultant implications. Firstly, it would appear that there could be more concrete 
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and specific implementation timeframes, even related to goals and objectives. 

Each plan has a planning timeframe associated with the document, however 

there are no tangible targets proposed related to water quality. This is hard to 

implement when the Lake System Health Program is based on maintaining or 

improving the current situation rather than correcting a negative status but 

would be useful in creating more progressive policies and facilitating more 

frequent updates to policies and programs. Regular monitoring and evaluation 

of the plans is also not contemplated within the plan document in the context of 

lake system health policies or recreational water quality (see Recommendations 

1, 3 and 4 in Section 5.2 of this report).  

Secondly, as addressed above in Section 5.1.1, due to the structure of the 

municipal governance model in Muskoka, it is clear that there will always be a 

“lag” when it comes to the compliance of lower- and upper-tier municipal 

documents (i.e., Official Plan and Zoning By-law/Community Planning Permit By-

law), as is happening now (see Recommendation 2 in Section 5.2 of this report). 

Local municipal planners must be aware that there will likely be a delayed 

uptake in policy while the lower-tier documents have not yet been updated to 

conform to the upper-tier plan, which could also result in confusion among 

stakeholders and potential applicants or residents.  

Similarly, there would appear to be a gap in certain implementation tools. 

Specifically, while the District of Muskoka has taken lead on the Lake System 

Health Program, it would appear that almost all of the implementation tools are 

the responsibility of the lower-tier municipalities or partner organizations. Having 
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one centralized location for this information would also be useful, as currently 

each organization has their own information available but has limited 

information about other programs, even if related (see Recommendations 5, 6 

and 7 in Section 5.2 of this report).  

 

5.2 Recommendations  

Through this research, it is clear that the District Municipality of Muskoka has 

placed an enormous value on the water resources within its boundaries, largely 

due to the economic and environmental value of its natural environment. The 

volume and depth of the Official Plan policies examined as part of this research, 

as well as the adoption and continual updating of a Lake System Health 

program, has clearly allowed the District to adopt a truly made-in-Muskoka 

approach to preserving and improving the water quality of its inland lakes. 

However, it would appear that more remains to be done. The 

recommendations provided below in this report are entirely voluntary, and may 

be chosen to be implemented, adapted, or disregarded, partially or in their 

entirety. However, if implemented in conjunction with the existing policies, tools, 

and general practices, it is likely that the District will continue to build upon its 

success in improving water quality over time in spite of the ever-increasing 

shoreline development pressure. As the results of this report can also be 

compared to the findings of similar regions across Ontario and beyond, it is also 

hopeful that results, recommendations and best practices can be more openly 

shared among other municipalities. This will allow for knowledge-sharing, 
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dissemination of best practices and cautionary tales, and could assist both 

Muskoka municipalities and other Ontario municipalities and organizations in the 

creation of policies and tools to best protect their own water quality. 

The following 7 recommendations have been developed for the District of 

Muskoka in order to further promote recreational lake water quality as a result of 

the completed research:  

1. That additional work be done to respond more quickly to rapidly changing 

water quality conditions. Based on the evaluation of the official plans, it is 

clear there is a delay between the release of updated Lake System Health 

Program policies in the Muskoka Official Plan and the updating of relevant 

policies in the lower-tier plans. Similarly, understanding that regular testing 

is occurring on many of the lakes in Muskoka and that the water quality 

can change very quickly, the requirement for Official Plan Amendments to 

update these policies and schedules can lead to delays in responding to 

changes and implementing the required programs, tools and mitigation 

measures.  

2. That the lower-tier municipalities (including those not looked at through this 

research) should ensure that their Official Plans are updated to ensure 

conformity with the upper-tier Muskoka Official Plan. It was apparent 

based on the classification of lakes within the District that the upper-tier 

Official Plan has adopted a new standard/enhanced program, while the 

lower-tier plans still reference the original highly sensitive/over threshold 

classifications from the previous Lake System Health Program. Due to the 
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recent update to the Muskoka Official Plan, it is expected that the lower-

tier documents will be brought into conformity at the time of their next 

update, in accordance with the Planning Act, R.S.O. 1990, c. P. 13.  

3. That the results of “Causation Studies” as contemplated in the Muskoka 

Official Plan to identify the most effective best management practices on 

a lake-by-lake basis. Along these lines, more frequent updating of official 

plans based on feedback processes through other programs and 

implementation tools could also be used to strengthen policy even further.  

4. That more frequent monitoring of plan efficiency and effectiveness be 

implemented through an expansion of the existing water testing program 

to cover more lakes on an annual basis. This could be extremely useful in 

determining the year over year impacts to water quality of inland lakes. 

Due to the perceived constant development pressure in the highly 

desirable waterfront areas, increased regular monitoring is recommended, 

as well as more outreach regarding responsible stewardship in order to 

better educate residents.   

5. That the District and/or its partner organizations create and promote an 

educational campaign. While an extensive variety of local programs exist 

and are led by the Muskoka Watershed Council, such as the Love Your 

Lake Program, the MWC Algae Monitoring Program, the Natural Edge 

Program, and the Best Practices Program, additional municipal-led 

educational materials would assist in creating a stronger link between the 

best practices that are available and the level of participation, particularly 
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if some of these programs were detailed in policy. This would also assist in 

addressing water quality protection on lots with existing development, as 

many land use policies are applicable only at the time that an application 

is made for a change in use or redevelopment. Many best practices (e.g. 

revegetation, increased setbacks, etc.) can be implemented on lots with 

existing development and can be widely shared through education.  

6. That the District ensure that all stakeholders (Area Municipalities, Lake 

Associations, Planners, Residents, and Members of Council) are clear on 

the goals and objectives of the Lake System Health Program in order to 

better understand what should be considered through development 

application approval processes. 

7. That the municipalities studied in this report assist other Ontario 

municipalities in developing programs and tools to address water quality 

on a local level, particularly given the current proposed legislation to limit 

the mandate and appeal potential of Conservation Authorities. The 

Muskoka approach, although it was developed as a region-specific 

method, is an approach that can be shared, particularly in areas like 

Renfrew County that also do not have a Conservation Authority.  

5.3 Challenges and Limitations 

There were a number of challenges and limitations to the research 

presented in this report. Firstly, a number of lower-tier municipalities as well as the 

upper-tier municipality were all in the midst of Official Plan reviews at the time 
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this report was being written. As a result, many of the relevant policies within the 

plans may have changed or may not have been in effect for any significant 

amount of time, and therefore would have a lesser impact on development 

patterns. While the relatively small number of case studies made it possible to 

become familiar with relevant policies and the general geographic area, it also 

significantly limited the generalizability of the findings, particularly given the 

unique character of each Town/Township within the District, as well as those 

municipalities beyond the limits of Muskoka. 

Time, budget, and degree program constraints also limited the number of 

researchers, the scope of the research, and the type of research conducted. 

Confirmation interviews with municipal and provincial contacts, as well as a 

quantitative analysis of scientific data on water quality and lake health in the 

District could have further validated key findings and also informed more 

background behind policy documents. Additionally, the potential for research 

bias could have been reduced through additional evaluation of each official 

plan and each evaluative checklist by multiple researchers to obtain an 

average score and account for any additional bias.  

This research also occurred in a timeframe spanning the publication of 

two updates of key planning documents - the District’s Muskoka Official Plan 

update via Official Plan Amendment 47 (OPA 47) (DMM, 2019), and the 2020 

update to the Provincial Policy Statement in the spring of 2020 (MMAH, 2020). As 

a result, it is likely that the current policies and plans may not have yet had the 

opportunity to impact on current water quality indicators; additional monitoring 
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and research in the future would provide a more comprehensive indicator of 

lake system health.  

 

5.4 Future Research 

There are great possibilities for future research on this topic. As the 

qualitative framework used to examine policies in the District of Muskoka was 

largely the same as the framework used in Megan Rueckwald’s research from 

2016, the possibility of future comparative research exists moving forward. The 

collection of such data would allow for even broader future comparisons 

between those areas of Ontario that fall under the scope of Conservation 

Authorities, and those that do not. Research could also be done to determine 

the most effective approaches to water management and water quality 

programs delivered by municipalities, and when and how such programs are 

optimized.  

Other avenues for future research exist in expanding the regionally 

specific science-based approach to evaluating water quality used in the 

District, as ample data exists in the form of water samples collected by the 

Dorset Environmental Science Centre (DESC) and the Muskoka Watershed 

Council (MWC) (MECP, 2014; MWC, 2018). This could prove particularly 

interesting as the policies of newly approved District of Muskoka Official Plan 

age and have a more discernable impact on development in the area. 

Additional research could incorporate interviews with municipal representatives, 

land use planners, and provincial employees to further discuss the strengths and 
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weaknesses in the District’s approach to shoreline development planning and 

development patterns, as well as environmental protection across Ontario and 

beyond.  

Similarly, future research related to the ongoing monitoring of the 

effectiveness of land use planning policies would provide a more fulsome 

understanding of the interrelation between policy development, 

implementation and actual outcomes. The research of Laurian et al (2004) 

provides an interesting possibility for collaboration between planning staff at the 

upper- and lower-tier levels; use of their plan implementation evaluation (PIE) 

methodology would allow municipal planners to determine whether (and to 

what extent) plan policies are implemented using an examination of plan 

policies and municipally available permit data.   

It should be noted that the approval of OPA 47 included updates to the 

District’s Lake System Health policies (DMM, n.d.), which now include the 

undertaking of causation studies on lakes determined to be “vulnerable” based 

on recreational water quality indicators – these lakes are identified on Schedule 

“E” of the Muskoka Official Plan. Peninsula Lake in the Town of Huntsville was 

chosen as the pilot project for this program, with the report in the process of 

being finalized. The causation studies are intended to determine what has 

resulted in a lake being labelled as “vulnerable” in the Muskoka Official Plan 

based on water quality criteria results, which may include natural 

processes/human activities. Further data and conclusions provided in these 

studies will result in a more fulsome understanding of the pressures on Muskoka’s 
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inland lakes, and aid in implementing more effective processes and policies in 

the future (DMM, n.d.). 

5.5 Conclusion 
 

Shoreline development and land use planning can severely impact 

recreational water quality. Higher development pressures, such as those that 

occur in “cottage country” can increase the risk to water quality and create a 

need to develop strong policy and implementation measures to mitigate 

negative impacts. This report attempted to provide insight into the unique 

environment of the District of Muskoka, including a very different structure 

consisting of both upper and lower tier municipal governments, no conservation 

authority, and very strong activism and stewardship amongst residents, as well 

as specific government programs directed towards this issue. Based on the 

analysis and evaluation of policy and implementation tools above, it would 

appear that the District Municipality of Muskoka, Town of Bracebridge, Township 

of Lake of Bays, and the Township of Muskoka Lakes have developed a very 

unique, made-in-Muskoka approach to recreational water quality. While there 

remains room for improvement, the region has clearly put a great deal of 

scientific research and cooperative efforts to create a program that addresses 

the unique environment, population and governance model that exist in the 

area. Common issues found Province-wide, including a lack of monitoring and 

adaptive approaches to the ongoing improvement of the comprehensive plans 

themselves, still exist but the current policies and tools are oriented in the local 

context and have the support of many stakeholders. Each of the plans scored 
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fairly high in the evaluative framework, although there is room for improvement 

in all of the documents.  

In conclusion, this report has found that all local plans examined strongly 

relate shoreline development policies to recreational water quality. 

Recommendations based on identified policy gaps or perceived issues with 

implementation tools have been provided to improve upon the recent updates 

or proposed review of the various official plan documents and will hopefully 

inform further research on this topic in the future.  
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