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Toward Safe Harbours 2002 Report Card

The Bay Area Restoration Council Toward Safe Harbours 2002
Report Card summarizes the state of Hamilton Harbour and the
status of the Hamilton Harbour Remedial Action Plan (RAP). In
essence, it is a “snapshot” of the overall health of the harbour and
its watershed today.  

Since 1994, the Bay Area Restoration Council (BARC), through its
Monitoring Committee, has published an annual Toward Safe
Harbours report, highlighting Hamilton Harbour clean-up
activities and commenting on its progress.  The data were obtained
from the Hamilton Harbour stakeholders directly involved in
implementing the RAP recommendations.  

This report card presents the seven categories of the Hamilton
Harbour RAP: (1) water quality and bacterial contamination; (2) toxic substances and
sediment remediation; (3) research and monitoring; (4) fish and wildlife; (5) watershed
management (urbanization and land management); (6) education and public information; 
(7) public access and aesthetics.

BARC’s Monitoring Committee has graded the progress being made in reaching the RAP goals
for cleaning up the harbour by giving letter grades to show how much has been accomplished.
The trend arrows show the direction in which the restoration is going. 

Hamilton Harbour
Hamilton Harbour, also known
as Burlington Bay, lies at the
western tip of Lake Ontario,
and is separated naturally from
the Great Lake by a sandbar
through which only the
Burlington ship canal offers
access. It is the largest naturally
protected harbour on western
Lake Ontario. Some 46 per cent
of the harbour's 45-kilometre
shoreline is given to industrial
uses; 10 percent is residential, while 44 per cent is private, institutional or public open
space. Its watershed is larger than 500 square kilometres and is fed by three major
tributaries—the Grindstone, Spencer and Red Hill creeks. The cities of Hamilton and
Burlington, representing a population of nearly 650,000 people, are located in urban and
rural areas within and around the watershed.

Remedial Action Plan
In the 1980s, Hamilton Harbour was identified as an “Area of Concern” by the provincial
and federal governments. Industrial activity and residential sewage had polluted the water
and the bottom sediments and most of the marshes were filled in—the ecosystem was
severely degraded. To address these issues, the Hamilton Harbour Remedial Action Plan
(RAP) was developed, then published in 1992.  The RAP identifies what types of pollution
enter the harbour, how that pollution will be cleaned up, who is responsible for the clean-
up, and prevention measures so that pollution does not continue to affect the harbour.  The
Hamilton Harbour RAP is based on the stakeholder approach, now adopted as a model by
groups with similar concerns worldwide.   

Bay Area Restoration Council
The Bay Area Restoration Council is a confederation of community stakeholders devoted to
revitalizating Hamilton Harbour and its watershed. Formed in 1991, BARC was established
to monitor, assess and promote the Hamilton Harbour Remedial Action Plan. BARC
members represent organizations from the private, public and not-for-profit sectors, and
citizens from the Bay Area communities. 

The production of the BARC 2002 Report Card
was possible through the generous support of the
TD Friends of the Environment Foundation,
Dundas-Ancaster Chapter.

The Toward Safe Harbours 2002 Report Card illustrates the
significant progress achieved to date in restoring Hamilton Harbour
and its watershed. At the halfway point, the goal of restoring Hamilton
Harbour is now, more than ever, within the community's reach.

Grading:
A+ Exceptional

A Excellent

B+ Very good

B Good

C+ Competent

C Adequate

D+ Passing

D Barely Passing

F Failure

905-527-7111
barc@hamiltonharbour.ca
www.hamiltonharbour.ca



Reduce
contaminant levels
in fish and wildlife C+

• Ontario Guide to Eating Ontario Sport Fish indicate some improvements in
contaminant levels in fish over the past five years, but contaminants remain in the
majority of fish found in the harbour.

• Obvious abnormalities in the fish and wildlife are now seldom seen.

• Fisheries and Oceans Canada have begun a study to monitor
contaminant levels in the harbour’s fish and wildlife community. 

• Government standards to protect fish and wildlife from
contamination need to be clarified.

CATEGORY
DESIRED
OUTCOMES GRADE PROGRESS TO DATE TREND THREATS AND FUTURE ACTIONS NEEDED

Beaches open at
west end of
harbour C

• A significant reduction of bacterial contamination at beaches occurred after 1994 due to
pollution control measures.

• Pier 4 Park and Bayfront Park beaches were open more than half the swimming days
until recently.

• A study by the City of Hamilton Public Health Department and
Environment Canada to identify bacterial sources is underway. 

TOXIC
SUBSTANCES AND
SEDIMENT
REMEDIATION

Reduce and
eliminate
discharges and
spills

C+
• Municipalities and other public landowners have reduced their use of pesticides.
• Steel industries are complying with pollution abatement regulations.
• Reported spills are investigated by government agencies but limited documentation is

available.

• Reduce cosmetic use of pesticides on privately owned lands.
• Compile spills data annually from the Ontario Ministry of

Environment.

Clean up
contaminated
sediments in
harbour

D
• Areas of highly toxic contaminated sediment were identified. 
• Studies and identification of options continue. 
• Existing old Confined Disposal Facilities at Piers 26 & 27 were found to be a source of

contamination to wildlife.

• Remediation of the highly contaminated areas of Randle Reef and
Dofasco boat slip needs to start.  

• A management strategy to minimize wildlife uptake is needed.

FISH AND
WILDLIFE

Restore fish and
wildlife habitat
and populations B+

• Work activities at six of nine restoration sites created 340 hectares of new habitat. 
• 170 hectares of aquatic vegetation were re-established within the harbour.
• Improvements in fish numbers and diversity were observed at the restoration sites, but

not in the harbour itself.
• Illegal fishing may be causing a reduction in top predator fish populations.
• Stewardship and monitoring of Cootes Paradise marsh is maintained by the 

Royal Botanical Gardens.

• Development and ongoing maintenance of the nine sites is needed. 
• Current water quality conditions limit the recovery of fish and

wildlife populations.  
• The restricted fishing zone at the Cootes Paradise fishway needs to

be enforced.
• Increased public access and wildlife feeding may overwhelm

restoration sites.

RESEARCH AND
MONITORING

Monitor harbour
environmental
conditions B

• Several harbour studies are on-going.  Annual workshops are held to discuss findings
and identify gaps.

• Sufficient and reliable funding is needed. 
• Improved co-ordination of activities required.  

Monitor
environmental
conditions in the
watershed

D+
• Limited watershed monitoring activities are underway. • Funding is needed for consistent stream monitoring.

Investigate new
and emerging
remediation
technologies and
techniques

C
• Federal and municipal governments provided significant funding to develop

technologies for remediating contaminated sediments and sewage treatment.
• To ensure the most appropriate technologies are implemented,

continued funding is needed.

Report Card continued on back

WATER QUALITY
AND BACTERIAL
CONTAMINATION

Healthy harbour
water quality C

• Water quality shows measurable improvement, but several key indicators still do not
meet initial RAP targets.

• Skyway Wastewater Treatment Plant (WWTP) and industrial dischargers meet initial
RAP targets.

• Nuisance aquatic plant growth caused by excess nutrients is a problem.
• Total volume of effluent from all sources continues to dominate the aquatic ecosystem.
• Several tanks were built in Hamilton to prevent raw sewage overflows from entering the

creeks and harbour.

• A study of the potential impacts of pharmaceutical products and
hormone disrupters is needed.

• As population grows, the ability of wastewater infrastructure to
meet RAP targets is threatened.

• Appearance of toxic blue-green algae points to need for improved
water quality. 

• Woodward WWTP needs to met RAP targets before 2015.
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EDUCATION AND
PUBLIC
INFORMATION

Increase the
public’s
understanding and
appreciation of the
harbour and
watershed and its
effect on quality of
life

C
• The essential role of Hamilton Harbour in the well-being of our community is not

generally recognized.
• The Bay Area Restoration Council (BARC) promotes the revitalization of Hamilton

Harbour and its watershed; programs include public meetings, the Classroom Mini
Marsh Program and Volunteer Planting days in co-operation with other stakeholders.

• Several organizations and groups contribute to public education on environmental and
harbour issues. BARC has been a source of information since 1991.

• “Bring Back the Bay” and “Restored Shores” bus and walking tours co-ordinated by
BARC and the Hamilton Conservation Authority are available.

• Sustained funding is necessary for continuation of environmental
and outdoor education programs.

• Increased support from local media is needed to inform the public
about harbour issues, ecosystem health and restoration efforts.

• Parks Canada Discovery Centre on Marine Conservation at Pier 8
to open in 2003. 

Educate the public
to reduce the use
of harmful
products

C+
• The need to reduce use of products and practices harmful to the environment is being

recognized. 
• Municipalities have household hazardous waste depot services.

• Funding is needed for the Yellow Fish Storm Drain Marking
Program or similar program. 

• Public education initiative on cosmetic use of pesticides is needed.

Educate watershed
residents regarding
land stewardship B

• Hamilton-Halton Watershed Stewardship Program protects 6,600 hectares of land
through stewardship agreements with local landowners.

• The agricultural community has implemented the Environmental Farm Plan.
• A “Healthy Creeks” educational program was recently established in the City of

Burlington.

• Expansion of stewardship programs is essential to protect and
enhance waterways and significant natural areas. 

• Sustained funding for stewardship programs is needed. 

WATERSHED
MANAGEMENT
(URBANIZATION
AND LAND
MANAGEMENT)

Set firm boundaries
to discourage
urban sprawl;
preserve natural
spaces and rural
areas

Hamilton

D+
Burlington

B

• The City of Hamilton established a firm urban boundary in its Official Plan, but
recently extended this boundary.

• The City of Burlington incorporated policies in its Official Plan to keep growth within
the urban boundary.

• Hamilton’s rural watershed is becoming urbanized.

• Increasing pressure from developers in both Hamilton and
Burlington.

Complete and
implement
watershed plans;
encourage water
conservation

B
• Watershed plans are complete for Grindstone, Red Hill and Spencer Creeks.
• Water conservation in urban areas partially implemented through metering and other

conservation measures; Halton is fully metered, Hamilton is completing the process.

• Monitoring of groundwater needs to be implemented.
• Water and sewer rates need to cover cost of upgrading and

maintaining sewer infrastructure and to encourage water
conservation.

Increase public
access to 35% of
harbour shoreline
(formerly 25%)

B+
• Since 1990, public access to the harbour shoreline has increased from 5% to 21%.
• Trails were created at Bayfront and Pier 4 Parks, LaSalle Park, the Northeast Shoreline

and the West Harbour Waterfront.
• The newly created Hamilton Waterfront Trust has a $6-million fund for a Beach Strip

trail and an extension of the west harbour trail from Pier 4 Park to Pier 8.

• Increased public access at the east end of the harbour is needed. 
• Linkages from the waterfront to the Bruce Trail and downtown

Hamilton are the next opportunities.

PUBLIC ACCESS
AND AESTHETICS

Protect and
enhance views and
vistas D+

• A condominium development in Burlington has altered the natural shoreline. • Views may be lost; municipalities need to identify, enhance and
protect views and vistas.

CATEGORY
DESIRED
OUTCOMES GRADE PROGRESS TO DATE TREND THREATS AND FUTURE ACTIONS NEEDED

Hamilton

Burlington

Control erosion;
implement storm
water management

Urban

C
Rural

B

• Watershed stewardship and other programs encourage best management practices on
agricultural lands to reduce erosion.

• Guidelines developed for sediment and erosion control during construction and land
clearing.

• Lack of commitment by agencies to implement and enforce
sediment control plans. 

• No current research on sources and loadings of sediments to
harbour. 

Urban

Rural

TOWARD SAFE HARBOURS 2002 Report Card

Layout design: Page One Services©2002 Bay Area Restoration Council


