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Ottawa’s natural assets



Dear Candidate,

This presentation provides an overview of the issues affecting Ottawa’s urban natural areas, their economic, 
environmental and social value, and how we can best preserve and protect them.

In an increasingly densified Ottawa, without healthy greenspaces, local temperatures will continue to rise. Ottawa will 
need to meet that challenge using other, often energy-consuming solutions such as opening up additional cooling centres, 
retrofitting buildings, or upgrading equipment.

Without the healthy, mature trees that produce the most oxygen and remove the most pollutants, Ottawa’s air will 
deteriorate. Poorer air quality often leads to a corresponding increase in emergency room visits and early deaths.

Without urban natural areas and supportive green infrastructure, like permeable paving, to soak up excess water, 
Ottawans will experience more localized flooding. 

And without healthy natural areas for Ottawans to go to, we run the risk of harming our own physical, mental and 
emotional health.

Our urban natural areas have a wide range of quantitative and qualitative benefits. If we protect them, they’ll continue to 
protect us. 

Naturally yours,
Friends of Hampton Park, Friends of Carlington Woods, Tree Fest Ottawa 
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What is an Urban Natural Area (UNA)?
Urban natural areas include woodlands, urban forests, 
wetlands, meadows, or a combination of them. They 
offer ecosystem services such as stormwater and 
temperature control, carbon and other pollutant 
sequestration, and provide habitat and food for a 
diverse number of native wildlife species. Open 
grassed areas in urban areas, such as parks and 
parkettes, soccer fields, and ball diamonds, also 
provide a level of protection against localized flooding.

UNAs will play a key role in adapting to and mitigating 
climate-induced impacts. 

The City of Ottawa has 187 UNAs that were assessed in 2005. 
https://app06.ottawa.ca/calendar/ottawa/citycouncil/pdc/2
005/05-24/Final Report_UNAEES.htm

Natural areas also offer educational, 
relaxation and recreation opportunities, 
which promote greater physical and 
mental health, and can serve as safe 
spaces to promote a greater sense of 
inclusion in our communities.

Friends of Hampton Park volunteers get to know each other while 
clearing invasive Japanese knotweed. Time spent outdoors and with 
friends, new and old, are important elements to good mental and 
emotional health.



The Urban Heat Island Effect
An urban heat island is an area of a city that 
is warmer than the surrounding areas. The 
buildings and roads that dominate a city 
absorb more heat from the sun. That heat 
gets trapped inside the city creating higher 
local temperatures.

In Ottawa, urban heat islands exist in many 
areas where the tree canopy is below 30%, 
where investment in greenspace has been 
historically lacking, and/or where there has 
been an increase in development, which has 
removed trees and other greenspace.

Urban natural areas help absorb excess heat. 
If you’ve ever walked through the woods of 
Vincent Massey, the Hunt Club Forest, or Mer 
Bleu on a hot and humid day, you’ve 
probably felt the difference.

Using air quality monitors supplied by the Sierra Club, volunteers 
have been taking temperature and particulate matter readings from 
various Ottawa locations for the past two years. Temperatures inside 
the 10-ha Hampton Woods were often virtually the same as the 
temperature readings taken beside the Queensway, which could be 
an early sign that the woods are taking on too much local pollution.



Sustained campaigns to protect the Hunt Club Forest, opposition to 
the removal of trees for the Civic Hospital parking garage, and the 
plan to allow embassies to be built along the Ottawa River Parkway 
all show that Ottawa residents value and care about their urban 
natural areas. But it’s not just for aesthetic reasons.

The Insurance Bureau of Canada estimates that responding to the 
costs of extreme weather will rise from the current $5-6 billion per 
year to more than $40 billion by 2050.

In the last five years, the Ottawa-Gatineau Region has seen 
tornadoes (2018), record floods (2017 and 2019), and several 
damaging wind storms including the most recent derecho of 2022. 
Responding to these climate-induced natural disasters is already 
stretching municipal resources and capacity.

These events have uprooted thousands of trees, and damaged or 
destroyed critical infrastructure including the electrical grid, 
highways, buildings, water and wastewater systems, and homes.

Why should you care?

Carlington Woods tree uprooted during the May 12, 
2022 derecho storm

Adapting to our climate reality now will reduce 
future capital investment and operating costs. 
Ottawa-Gatineau is fortunate to be rich in 
natural resources but this green infrastructure 
will only protect us if we protect it.



Beware “greenwashing”
Many developers promise to plant a certain number of replacement trees for every 
one they remove, often at a 2:1 or 3:1 ratio. This is not sustainable and shows a lack 
of understanding of the value of mature trees.

When you remove a mature tree (defined as 40+ years for most species), you cannot 
plant a mature one in its place. If a sapling is planted in its place, or even two, they 
still will not do the work of the lost mature tree for several decades. It’s like asking a 
toddler to do the work of an adult.

During that time, the chances of those trees surviving decreases tremendously. Most 
developers do not maintain trees for the number of years required after planting, 
leaving it to new residents or ignoring the issue entirely until the trees die and they 
replace them. Rather than cut down mature trees, Ottawa will need to find more 
creative ways to ensure that they live to their fullest while still meeting other 
municipal priorities.

Trees are one of only a few municipal assets that increase in value as they age. A 
University of Hamburg study found that the older the tree, the better it absorbs 
carbon and other atmospheric pollutants. The research also suggests that almost 
70% of all the carbon stored in trees is accumulated in the last half of their lives. 
Reported at: https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/how-old-trees-help-climate-1.4252888

“For municipal asset managers, the 
assumption is that assets will 
devalue with time. Sidewalks 
crumble, roads pothole, and bridges 
need replacing. So says the asset 
manager as they put forward the 
various arguments to their line 
managers for the budget, to provide 
for maintenance or replacement. 
Yet no matter which way you 
look at it, trees only increase in 
value." 

Trees: The Miracle Municipal Asset 
https://treecanada.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2019/11/Trees-
and-Asset-
Management_RosenLane-002.pdf



What is Green Infrastructure?
The Green Infrastructure Ontario Coalition defines green infrastructure as the natural vegetative systems and green 
technologies that collectively provide society with a multitude of economic, environmental, health, and social benefits. 
This includes:

It also includes soil in volumes and qualities adequate to sustain green 
infrastructure and absorb water, as well as technologies like porous pavements, 
rain barrels and cisterns, which are typically part of green infrastructure support 
systems. 

The green technologies in this definition replicate the functions of ecosystems, 
such as stormwater storage and filtration.
https://greeninfrastructureontario.org/what-is-green-infrastructure/

• Urban forests and woodlots
• Bioswales, engineered wetlands and stormwater ponds
• Green roofs and green walls
• Parks, gardens and grassed areas
• Natural heritage systems, such as as interconnected 

meadows, wetlands, ravines, waterways, and riparian zones
• Urban agriculture

A once functioning creek that was fed by 
underground rivers, still serves as excess stormwater 

retention in Hampton Park, protecting residents 
from localized flooding, and providing habitat and 

food for wildlife.



Urban natural areas are not “nice to haves,” like a granite countertop, they are “must 
haves” like a roof and walls. Historically, the value of a municipality’s natural assets are 
not included in accounting methods, but with an increased understanding of their 
worth, that is changing.

Each UNA offers different levels of quantifiable ecosystem services. The National 
Capital Commission (NCC) conducted an economic analysis of its green spaces and 
discovered that its wetlands, such as Mer Bleue, are the most valuable, providing close 
to $3 million a year in ecosystem services. 

On an annual basis, the NCC assessed each ecosystem type and calculated the 
economic benefits:

Wetlands $59,394 ha/yr (hectare per year)
Urban forests $9,352 ha/yr
Rural forests $4,183 ha/yr
Prairies and grasslands $3,338 ha/yr
Croplands $1,363 ha/yr
Freshwater systems $137 ha/yr

https://ncc-ccn.gc.ca/news/natural-capital-the-economic-value-of-ncc-green-spaces-1

The Value of UNAs

Fruit and nut trees, like this black walnut, 
not only offer food for wildlife but can 

increase community resiliency by reducing 
food insecurity in some neighbourhoods.



Health and Social Benefits
Think about the last time you took a walk in a natural area. Chances are you 
had a positive experience and left feeling better than you did when you 
arrived.  It may not seem like much, but that difference in mood has real 
consequences to health care and social costs.

Urban natural areas offer places where we can exercise and take a break. 
They are where communities gather, where the young and the young at heart 
can play and learn, and where all residents can and should feel safe. Just 
being in nature has been proven to offer a multitude of physical, mental and 
emotional benefits.  Research has shown that taking even a short walk can 
improve short term memory.

Some of the most common benefits derived from having access to natural 
areas include:

• Lower blood pressure
• Reduced stress, anxiety and depression
• Improved concentration
• Access to free Vitamin D
• Stronger immune systems
• Better overall physical and mental health

Research by Clemson University, a leading public 
research institute in South Carolina, suggests that 
health care systems may spend hundreds of dollars 
less per person per year on medical care for people 
living in neighborhoods with the most green space. 
The annual average health care cost was $374 USD 
lower per person per year for those living near the 
most green space than it was for those living near 
the least green space.
https://news.clemson.edu/research-finds-
neighborhood-green-space-tied-to-lower-health-
care-costs/



The medical costs associated with a hospital admission for respiratory 
illness is, on average, approximately $3,000. But the typical 
respiratory illness hospital admission might also result in 
approximately an extra $1,000 in lost wages and worker production. 

However the social cost of a respiratory hospital admission is even 
greater than $4,000, because this figure does not account for the pain 
and suffering that accompanies such illness. The additional social cost 
of illness is measure based on the willingness of individuals to pay to 
avoid the illness, either through a direct payment, or through making 
choices in their life that represent trading off material consumption 
for improved health.

When the social welfare impacts of illness and mortality related to air pollution are considered, the benefits of reducing air 
pollution are substantial. For a 10 percent reduction in PM2.5 and ozone levels, the net social welfare benefit for 
Canadians would be in excess of $4 billion. Roughly $500 million of these benefits would be direct financial benefits, and 
the remaining $3.5 million or more is an expression of how much more Canadians would be willing to pay to avoid the health 
impacts associated with the change in PM and ozone levels.

Air pollution: human health costs, Health Canada, 2013 https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/air-pollution/quality-
environment-economy/economic-issues/human-health-costs.html

Health Impacts of Air Pollution in Canada: Estimates of morbidity and premature mortality outcomes – 2021 Report
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/publications/healthy-living/2021-health-effects-indoor-air-pollution.html#a3.4



The Good News Many future climate-related costs can be reduced or avoided 
entirely if UNAs are properly supported and valued. 

The Not-so-Good News
Many UNAs are not being pro-actively valued or supported and, to a 
greater or lesser extent, all are being challenged by:

• Urban development pressure
• Rapid population and traffic increases
• Increases in invasive plant, insect, and fungi species that are impacting 

native species
• Increases in noxious plants and disease-carrying insects, such as poison 

ivy and ticks (Lyme disease)
• Insufficient action by land authorities to identify, target, and prepare for 

emerging threats (e.g., beech bark disease)
• Climate-induced impacts such as drought, extreme heat, severe storms, 

and flooding
• Competing priorities and a lack of capacity and resources among land 

authorities and community groups and community associations

Some impacts, like the next derecho 
or ice storm, we have no control over 

but many are caused by human 
behaviours. To make a cycling berm, 

this 4-ft hole was dug in the Hampton 
Park Woods, exposing mature tree 

roots and posing a safety issue. 



Behaviour Impacts

These are the most 
common types of 
behaviours in urban 
natural areas and 
their consequences.

Tramples, 
damages, or 
extirpates 
vegetation, 
including 
exposing tree 
roots

Prevents 
new 
growth

Erodes 
/compacts 
soil

Allows 
easy 
access for 
invasives

Disturbs 
wildlife

Pollutes soil 
& vegetation

Safety issue Reduces 
biodiversity

Increases 
municipal 
costs

Disturbs 
other park 
users

Making new or illegal 
trails in UNAs

X X X X X X

Cycling or motorized 
wheel use

X X X X X X X

Using lights at night X

Dumping garden, 
construction, or 
hazardous waste

X X X X X X

Spreading invasive or 
noxious species 
(accidentally or on 
purpose)

X X X X X

Illegal/unethical foraging 
and plant theft

X X X

Digging holes or making 
structures (e.g., cycling 
berms and stick forts)

X X X X X X X X X

Illegal fire pits X X X X X

Off-leash dogs X X X X X X X X X X



A Tale of two UNAs
Hampton and Carlington are approximately seven kilometres west of downtown, and within two kilometres of 
each other; many local residents visit both.

Hampton Park Woods

10 hectares

Kitchissippi Ward 15

Part of an old Rivershore 
escarpment

Remnants of a swamp 
deciduous forest

Carlington Woods

22 hectares

River Ward 16

Alvar-like environment 
with rocky and thinner soil

Increasingly scarce 
ecosystem type that 
supports threatened or 
endangered species

Both Woods were last assessed in 2020. The report is available at: 
https://carlingtonpark.home.blog/2021/02/03/ecological-study-carlington-woods-and-hampton-park-woods/. 

City of Ottawa 2005 assessments are available at: https://sharonboddy.wordpress.com/2020/07/31/unas-121-and-122/

Combined, the two UNAs provide almost 
$300,000 in ecosystem services annually.



Land ownership

The Hampton Park Woods are 
owned by the NCC and abut the 
City-owned Hampton Park, which 
includes the ball diamonds, 
playground, wading pool, and dog 
run. The NCC contracts 
maintenance to the City. 

The Carlington Woods are owned 
mostly by the NCC, with a small 
portion owned by the City. Unlike 
in Hampton, the city-owned 
portion of the Carlington Woods is 
physically separated from the NCC 
portion by the Experimental Farm 
multi-use pathway. Carlington 
Park is a city park and includes 
ball diamonds, a mountain bike 
pump track, a city pumping 
station, and a snow dump.



The Hampton Park Woods and Carlington Woods are a microcosm for what is happening in 
other urban natural areas in Ottawa. 

In 2015, Hampton lost 400 trees to the emerald ash borer. By 2022, only about half the 
trees lost have been replaced. In their place, more invasive species have found a foothold, 
or increased their existing footprint. 

A poor choice of location for a pump track in Carlington and inadequate follow up work on 
the facility has led to new and widened trails into the forest, more garbage, and vegetation 
damage to name only a few impacts.

In both areas, there has been a marked increase in dog walkers, many of whom do 
not obey posted leash laws. Even when bylaw is called, some will simply accept the 
fine and be back the next day with their dog off leash.  Both Hampton and 
Carlington have experienced some dangerous encounters with dogs off leash that 
have resulted in leashed dogs being badly injured. 

The pandemic added to the already significant climate-related impacts and 
exacerbated the existing situation as more people sought new outdoor spaces for 
their physical and mental health over the last two and half years.

A Perfect Storm

Above: Damage from the emerald 
ash borer. Below, an Eastern 
White Pine downed in a 2018 
storm.



Population Pressure
Kitchissippi and River Wards are experiencing population increases but at different rates. Much of this increase has been 
driven by development. Along a two-kilometre stretch of Carling Avenue, the closest main arterial to both Woods, several 
new towers have already been built and at least 17 tower developments have been approved for construction over the 
next 20 years.

Hampton and Carlington Park offer amenities valued by many residents so the increase in use has not been limited to 
residents of the immediate neighbourhoods. These users often come by car, increasing local traffic and traffic emissions. 

Population 2011-2021
Statistics Canada Census Data

Kitchissippi Ward
2011: 37,920 (17,595 households)
2021: 47,330 (22,980 households)

River Ward
2011: 45,795 (19,230 households)
2021: 49,400 (21,950 households)

Estimated Tree Loss 2011-2021*

Hampton 600+ trees from emerald ash borer, storms, age, 
human damage

Carlington 200+ from invasive species, storms, age, human 
damage

*Estimates are based on numbers provided for Hampton by the 
NCC (2015), resident knowledge, and historical observations



Community Actions
In 2019, Friends of Hampton Park and Friends of Carlington Woods combined forces to make more efficient 
use of time, volunteers, funding opportunities, and other resources. In 2021, Tree Fest Ottawa was 
awarded a Healthy Communities, Healthy People grant from Infrastructure Canada, which allowed for even 
greater cooperation and reach among the Friends groups.

✔ Arranged for an updated assessment of the Hampton Park Woods and Carlington Woods
✔ Organized more than 40 guided walks, including customized walks for groups
✔ Offered fun and educational webinars (storytelling, trivia, bats, foraging)
✔ Ongoing public educational efforts through a newsletter, social media, and other 

communications
✔ Ongoing work to control invasive species including dog strangling vine, Japanese knotweed, 

buckthorn, and spongy moths
✔ Planted 400+ native plants in Hampton
✔ Supported the Clyde Bee & Butterfly Patch pollinator garden and Staircase Meadow garden in 

Carlington
✔ Partnered with the Sierra Club, Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society, Nepean High School, 

Canterbury High School, Hilson Avenue Public School, Hampton-Iona Community Group, 
Carlington Community Association, other NGOs and individuals on a variety of projects and to 
share resources and expertise

✔ Worked with the City and the NCC for resources, support, and expertise
✔ Keep current species inventories as updated as possible
✔ Awarded four grants for stewardship-related work in the past 5 years (TD Park People (2), City 

of Ottawa Community Environmental Protection Grant Program, Invasive Species Council)

Top: Owen Clarkin, Ottawa Field-Naturalists’ 
Club leads a Carlington ramble. Middle: 
Marie-Eveline Bélinga delights kids and adults 
online with her stories of the baobab tree. 
Bottom: Local resident Vanda Ferrao shares 
her evergreen knowledge in Hampton.



The Community in Action

Top: Native species plant identification signs in 
Hampton Park. Line drawings were done by 
Canterbury High School students. The 
colourful sign at the Clyde Bee & Butterfly 
Patch was made by some of the local children.

Bottom: Celebrating Earth Day in Carlington 
with a free painting lesson.  Some of the 
native species planted in Hampton Park were 
donated by local residents or seeded by 
Nepean High School students.  The “buckthorn 
buckaroos” at Carlington tackle an invasive 
species.



Community volunteers also deal with a number of other issues that aren’t as pleasant.

• After an incident with a smouldering fire not far from the City of Ottawa pumping station 
in Carlington, a volunteer mapped as many of the illegal fire pits as she could find and 
passed the information to the city’s Emergency Services via the Carlington Community 
Police Office. 

• During an Earth Day litter clean up, volunteers discovered a dead python in the Hampton 
Park Woods. Volunteers have also dealt with other dead animals that people have buried 
or dumped in the woods.

• People using Morisset Avenue in Carlington to change their motor oil routinely dump the 
oil in the woods. 

• Volunteers, park users, and residents routinely deal with aggressive dogs and/or dog 
owners. Park users have been yelled at or worse for asking that dogs be leashed 
according to the posted bylaw. Some leashed dogs have been badly injured by unleashed 
or uncontrolled dogs.

• Homeless encampments have become more common place during the pandemic, 
highlighting the need for additional social services in some areas. Our groups will 
continue to work with the city’s community services, and with the community police unit 
on these issues. In some cases, the encampments are accompanied by open drug use, 
violent or other anti-social behaviour, and an increase in garbage. 



We know we can’t stop the city’s population growing or stop development 
projects from happening. 

But what we must do is recognize that greenspace in Ottawa is shrinking and 
put plans in place to protect what is left. Urban natural areas play a key role 
in our city’s response to climate change and we can no longer afford to 
ignore the issues facing them.

It will take a combination of education and enforcement so that all residents 
can take advantage of our urban natural areas as well as take care of them.

Community groups cannot do this alone.



We propose a Co-Stewardship Model, one that is place- and science-based, and responds to the needs of each urban 
natural area. Although many issues are similar across all UNAs, a co-stewardship model would eliminate a “cookie 
cutter” approach.  Co-stewardship means that all stakeholders would have equal input into what happens to these 
areas and in planning how best to protect and preserve them. 

Some features of the model could include:

  Setting a realistic budget for conservation that is shared among the city and the NCC, 
with in-kind resources coming from the community (i.e., labour, research, local 
expertise, donations)

  Setting out the specific roles and responsibilities of all the parties

  Setting annual planting targets to increase canopy and understory coverage

  Offering training in best practices for landscape maintenance, invasive removal, and 
other skills needed

  Offering educational and research opportunities

  Planning for the short-, medium- and long-term with respect to regeneration, recreation, 
trail management, etc.

  Creating community signage that speaks to each UNA’s characteristics and value

Stakeholders would include all those 
below but not be limited to them. 

Ideally, each UNA plan will ensure 
inclusivity and identify all of the local 
groups that should be canvassed for 
their ideas and input.

❑ City of Ottawa
❑ National Capital Commission
❑ Stewardship & naturalist groups
❑ Community associations
❑ Community groups
❑ Schools, from elementary to 

university
❑ Utilities



ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

All URLs listed in this presentation are hyperlinked so you can click on them directly from the document. Every 
effort has been made to ensure that the links are current.  Some additional resources are listed below.

Natural assets bolster climate resilience. A primer on managing green infrastructure. 
https://fcm.ca/en/resources/mcip/natural-assets-bolster-climate-resilience

Integrating Natural Assets into Asset Management. This series is designed for local government staff. Because asset 
management is an inherently multidisciplinary process, the content is relevant for all departments / disciplines 
involved in asset management.
https://www.assetmanagementbc.ca/wp-content/uploads/Integrating-Natural-Assets-into-Asset-Management.pdf

Municipal Natural Capital Valuation. Clean Air Partnership Briefing Note September 2021. 
https://www.cleanairpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Municipal-Natural-Capital-Assessment-
Final.pdf



Thank you for your time!

With the issues presented here in mind, we urge 
you to visit an urban natural area near you. Think 
about what it means to your own and your family’s 
health, and what it would mean if it were gone.

If you would like  a personal tour of the Hampton 
Park Woods or the Carlington Woods please do not 
hesitate to get in touch: 
CarlingtonHampton@gmail.com

Friends of Hampton Park www.facebook.com/Friends-of-
Hampton-Park-105498545119641/

Friends of Carlington Woods 
www.facebook.com/groups/1105428122826947/

Tree Fest Ottawa https://treefestottawa.org/


