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Summary
Many Ontarians are unaware 
that, in the mid to late 1800s, 
human activities turned large 
swaths of Southern Ontario 
into semi-arid desert. This 
ecosystem shift was largely due 
to rampant and uncontrolled 
deforestation. It had the effect of 
devastating rural communities 
and livelihoods across the region. 
The ‘cure’ for this socio-economic 
and ecological disaster was an 
extensive and on-going investment 
in reforestation. Reforestation 
programs helped restore the 
viability of agriculture and rural 
communities through their impact 
on soil and water resources.

Introduction/Background
By 1850 the forests in Southern 
Ontario had been largely cleared 
through processes of unrestricted 
logging and fire. Governments 
of the time put a priority on 
settlement and agricultural 
development, both objectives to be 
accomplished through deforestation 
and conversion of the land to a 
farming economy. These activities, 
however, left the lands susceptible 
to extensive wind erosion often 
stripping away the fertile soils, 
leaving only sands with no fertility. 

In Southern Ontario, this practice 
had serious implications for the 
livelihoods of the predominantly 
rural, agricultural communities. In 
the mid- to late 1800s and early 
1900s, the scope and scale of 
the environmental degradation 
caused by clearing land by fire and 
unsustainable logging practices were 
such that many formerly fertile areas 
had become semi-arid deserts, that 
were “irredeemable for agriculture” 
(Kelly, 1975, p. 69; Figure J-1). These 
problems re-emerged in Southern 
Ontario during the Great Depression 
(1929-1939) when forest regulations 
and programming were weakened. 

Soil erosion and blow sand were 
serious issues, and the loss of 
soil fertility reduced yields and 
diminished the ability of the land 
to sustain livestock and crops 
(Niewojt, 2007). Without trees to 
buffer the wind, heavy snowdrifts 
blocked roadways and made winter 
driving even more treacherous, 
while unimpeded gusts of wind also 
dispersed topsoil and leaf litter, 
preventing seeds from germinating. 
In some places, farmhouses, 
fence rows and even roads were 
partially buried by sand and dark 
clouds of airborne sand could 
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Figure J-1. Soil eroded from underneath the roots of 
white pine after deforestation (1905) Source: https://
springwaterparkcitizenscoalition.wordpress.com/tag/dr-john-bacher/



Regional Forest Restoration: Environmental Degradation, Unsustainable Livelihoods and Population Health in Southern Ontario  |  2

be seen on the horizon (Figure 
J-2). The degraded landscape 
contributed to serious downstream 
flooding, particularly in the spring. 
Groundwater retention was 
affected, causing a loss of soil 
moisture and reduced stream 
baseflows and summer droughts. 
For example, in the 1908 Report 
on Reforestation of Wastelands in 
Southern Ontario, Francis Squair 
warned that streams flowing 
from the Oak Ridges moraine had 
“almost ceased to exist, except 
for a short time during spring 
freshets” (Bacher, 2011, p.80). 
Shallow wells were contaminated 
by erosion and runoff and ghost 
towns were created across the 
region. Farmers began to notice 
changes in the local climate – for 
example, the fruit tree industry 
was “on the verge of collapse” as 
farmers found it more difficult to 
grow fruit in a harsher local climate 
with strong winds sweeping along 
unimpeded by forests. In other 
areas, such as Prince Edward 
County, orchards were being 
“entombed” by blowing sand dunes 
(Bacher, 2011, p. 9 7).  Indeed, the 
Ontario Fruit Growers Association, 
formed in 1892, was one of the 
early advocates of reforestation.

Health and Well-being 
Health issues related to a lack 
of forests included threats to 
physical well-being from flooding, 
infrastructure damage, a harsher 
climate (e.g. wind and sunburn, 
hypothermia, frostbite) and 
degraded drinking water quality 
and quantity. Threats to social and 
family health came from population 
dislocation as well as food and 
livelihood insecurity. Mental health 
challenges were linked to the loss 
of livelihoods and (for some) the 
loss of contact with nature and 
the aesthetic values of forests.

Actions
In response to concern over the 
degradation of the landscape in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
extensive reforestation measures 
were undertaken by the provincial 
government. They included new 
regulations, by-laws and policies, 
tree planting and soil cover (e.g. 
sweet clover) programs, investments 
in forest husbandry and nurseries 
as well as water towers, investments 
in fencing to prevent the spread of 
sand dunes, demonstration sites 
and the creation of extensive forest 
reserves. Trees help purify polluted 
runoff and wellhead plantings were 
encouraged to protect sources of 
drinking water from contamination. 
These programs were implemented 
differently in each county, and 
some regions lagged behind others. 
Due to on-going settlement and 
land clearing for agriculture, and 
despite decades of concerted effort, 
the percentage of forest cover in 
Southern Ontario in 1943 was the 
lowest ever recorded (9.7%). As the 
benefits of reforestation became 
more apparent, however, the 
situation improved, and in 1963, the 
forests covered 25.2% of the region 
(Bacher, 2011, p. 199). The current 
percentage remains around 25%, 
although in some predominately 

agricultural counties, such as Essex, 
the percentage remains extremely 
low at 5 - 7% (See also Box J-1).

In the 1960s, as the immediate 
threats to livelihoods and health in 
the region diminished and public 
awareness of ecological issues 
increased, attention was directed 
more to enhancing the ecological 
integrity of these restored forest 

Figure I-2. Springwater Park, 
Simcoe County, after clear 
cut and before replanting in 
1922. Photo taken in 1926 by 
Edmund Zavitz. Source: https://
springwaterparkcitizenscoalition.
wordpress.com/tag/

Box J-1. Environmental 
Canada Forest Threshold 
Recommendations 
Environment Canada 
recommends a minimum 
threshold of 30% forest cover 
in a watershed, although this 
is a ‘high-risk’ approach that 
should be considered a lower 
limit (Ontario Nature, 2004). 

The department points out 
that the “target 30% forest 
cover at the watershed scale 
is the minimum forest cover 
threshold. This equates to a 
high-risk approach that may 
only support less than one 
half of the potential species 
richness, and marginally 
healthy aquatic systems; 40% 
forest cover at the watershed 
scale equates to a medium-
risk approach that is likely to 
support more than one half of 
the potential species richness, 
and moderately healthy 
aquatic systems; 50% forest 
cover or more at the watershed 
scale equates to a low-risk 
approach that is likely to 
support most of the potential 
species, and healthy aquatic 
systems”. Thus, a minimum 
50% cover is needed to ensure 
healthy natural landscapes. 

Environment Canada, 2004, 
internet pagination



Regional Forest Restoration: Environmental Degradation, Unsustainable Livelihoods and Population Health in Southern Ontario  |  3

landscapes and to connecting them 
to local communities through, 
for example, the establishment 
of recreational trails. The region’s 
county forests and reforested 
private lands were recognized as 
prime habitat for a wide range of 
species, and the main source of 
the remaining Carolinian forest. 
Work continues on enhancing the 
economic, social and biodiversity-
related benefits that can be 
obtained from these large tracts 
of forest. Their contributions 
to the stabilization of soils and 
to the protection of surface 
and groundwater resources 
are well-recognized (although 
perhaps still undervalued). The 
forests contribute to provincial 
carbon sequestration efforts 
and reduce albedo, thus helping 
mitigate global climate change.

Discussion
The magnitude of the damage done 
to the Southern Ontario landscape 
by uncontrolled deforestation is 
difficult to imagine today, thanks 
to the heroic actions of legions of 
foresters and forestry advocates, 
such as Edmund Zavitz (1875-
1969), Trees Ontario (now Forests 
Ontario), the Ontario Conservation 
Authorities, community forest 
managers, the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forests, many 
producer groups (such as the 
Ontario Fruit Growers Association) 
and individual landowners. This 
case illustrates the power of the 
link between the Southern Ontario 
ecosystem and human health and 
well-being. Where the ecosystem 
is severely degraded, the resulting 
semi-arid landscape is a difficult 
one for human populations 
to thrive in. Where the forest 
ecosystem is sustainably managed, 
water resources, soil quality and 
functioning rural settlements 
can eventually be restored. 

There are many parallels between 
Ontario’s past experience of 
deforestation, and our current 
concern over global climate change. 
The need for proactive measures to 
sustain functioning ecosystems, as 
well as remedial efforts to restore 
degraded ones, are complicated by 
uncertainty over the scope and scale 
of climate change and its impacts on 
social and ecological systems. Ontario 
has direct experience dealing with 
some of the major socio-ecological 
challenges currently plaguing many 
developing countries (for example, 
desertification, population migration 
linked to ecosystem degradation). 
Nonetheless, we rarely think of 
these as issues of provincial concern, 
thanks to the decades of action taken 
to restore our own severely degraded 

landscapes. We are also increasingly 
aware of the protection our large 
tracts of forest continue to provide, 
in terms of carbon sequestration, 
albedo and biodiversity protection. 

In 2015, the Ontario legislature 
unanimously approved a motion 
to support a new Green Legacy 
Program which aims to celebrate 
Ontario’s entry into Confederation 
(with Nova Scotia, New Brunswick 
and Quebec) in 1867 by planting 
150 million trees (one for each 
year of Confederation) beginning 
in 2017. This initiative highlights 
the continuing need to invest in 
the sustainable management 
and restoration of our forests, in 
order to protect the health and 
well-being of current and future 
generations of Ontarians. 

Discussion Questions
1. Is deforestation really a ‘health’ issue? Would it have 

been perceived as one in the late 1800s? Now?

2. What other benefits can be realized from the protection 
and restoration of large forests, in addition to reducing 
flooding and drought and protecting biodiversity?

3. What are the social determinants of health and 
how are they linked to this case study?

4. What would Southern Ontario look like now if the reforestation 
initiatives of the early 1900s had not been undertaken? 

5. Given what the agency itself has written, is Environment 
Canada’s 30% minimum target for forest cover in a watershed 
adequate to protect the health and well-being of current 
and future generations of Ontarians? Is 50% forest cover 
feasible throughout the province? How could it be achieved? 

6. What parallels can be drawn between regional 
deforestation in the 1800s and climate change today?

For More Information about the Case, See: Bacher, J. 2011. Two Billion 
Trees and Counting: The Legacy of Edmund Zavitz. Toronto: Dunburn.


