
Wetlands for Water
Wetlands are natural filters that improve water quality. They help remove a number of contaminants 
such as phosphorus and nitrogen. In addition, some wetlands in Prince Edward County are connected, 
by water pathways, to underlying groundwater – with water moving into the ground from the wetland 
(recharge) or moving out of the ground into the wetland (discharge). In this way, those wetlands perform 
a vital function as guardians of groundwater, protecting both its  quantity and quality. That’s especially 
important given that many rural residents and farmers in the County have limited potable water supplies, 
with some relying on trucked-in water. 

Prince Edward County is 
blessed with abundant 
wetlands of all shapes and 
sizes that provide many 
benefits to residents and 
visitors alike (whether 
human, fish, fur, or ‘fowl). 
What makes them so 
valuable and unique is the 
topic of this brochure.
For protecting and maintaining the 
water supply wetlands play a critical 
role. For wetland dependent wild-
life, like waterfowl, certain fish, and 
amphibians, the abundance and 
variety of wetland types and adja-
cent natural areas creates optimal 
habitat conditions. And for upright 
bipeds (like you and I) looking for 
an invigorating outdoor experience, 
wetlands are hard to beat. 

Prince Edward County Wetlands
Great for Water, Wildlife, and Wandering!

Beaver Meadows Conservation Area



Wetlands for Wildlife
Wetlands are crucial for maintaining the biodiversity of plants 
and animals in the County, including many species-at-risk 
and migratory birds like waterfowl. The County has one of the 
highest breeding waterfowl densities in southern Ontario (at 
8.1 breeding pairs per sq. km).  This is attributed to an abun-
dance of different wetland types (large, permanently-flooded 
wetlands and small, seasonally-flooded wetlands) and quality 
nesting habitat that meet the different needs of waterfowl 
throughout the breeding season. 

The County also boasts an abundance of coastal wetlands 
such as Weller’s Bay which are crucial for waterfowl, shore-
birds and other migratory species as they pass through in 
the spring and fall.  Prince Edward Point on the County’s 
south shore, is especially productive, with over 300 species 
of birds having been recorded there.

Did you know?
The Prince Edward County South Shore  has been recognized as a significant Important Bird 
Area because of the huge numbers of migratory birds that congregate there (eg waterfowl, 
raptors, landbirds). It encompasses approx. 30 kilometres of shoreline, the only lengthy, 
undeveloped strip of shoreline remaining in Prince Edward County – and one of a very few 
stretchs like that on Lake Ontario.

Wetlands (and their 
inhabitants) thrive within a 
Natural Heritage System

More and more, the importance 
of a system of connected cores 
and corridors is being recognized 
by municipalities.  As opposed 
to a series of isolated ‘islands of 
green’, a natural heritage system 
is more productive, more diverse, 
and more resilient to stresses.  
Wetlands can function as cores 
or connecting corridors, enhanc-
ing the health and function of 
the wetlands and the adjoining 
natural features.

Wetlands for Exploring, 
Learning, and Healthy Living
Publicly-accessible wetlands provide 
all manner of recreational and learning 
opportunities, for residents and visitors 
to PEC.  Whether it’s a fishing excursion 
in the Bay of Quinte alongside a marsh 
for walleye or bass in the Bay or paddling 
your canoe through a riverine wetland 
like Sawguin Creek Marsh, or birdwatch-
ing at any number of local wetlands 
like Beaver Meadows, the rewards 
of exploring wetlands are many. Other 
popular wetland-based activities in PEC 
are hunting, outdoor education or just a 
leisurely stroll down a quiet trail or along a 
floating boardwalk. Recreational uses also 
bring local economic benefits too when 
the wetland ‘users’ purchase local goods 
and services.

Black tern

Green-winged teal
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Coastal Wetlands in PEC
The Bay of Quinte has a complex shoreline, with 
extensive marshes situated in the many sheltered 
bays, around islands and at creek mouths.  In fact, the 
shoreline from Presqu’ile Point to the mouth of the 
St. Lawrence River contains 85% of the entire wetland 
area along Lake Ontario (on the Canadian side).  Not 
surprisingly, these marshes and other coastal wetlands 
have unique values and benefits for people.  

Big Island Marsh:  At 858 hectares, this coastal marsh is 
the second largest marsh in the County (after Sawguin 
Creek Marsh), stretching the full length of Big Island, 
along the south side.  Primarily a cattail marsh, it boasts 
a diversity of habitat types such as grassy meadow, 
thicket fringe, and small ponds with abundant aquatic 
vegetation.  Streams entering mainly in the west supply 
additional nutrients.  Wetlands like Big Island Marsh 
adjacent to lakes and rivers are particularly important for 
protecting shorelines and reducing erosion.  



As of 2002, approximately one-third of the pre-
settlement wetland area in PEC had been lost or 
converted to other uses, based on a 2010 DUC 
study. While this amount of loss is relatively low 
for southern Ontario (some municipalities have 
lost 90% or more of their historic wetland area), 
it is cause for concern. Figure 1 indicates where 
those losses have occurred.

In addition, some of the remaining wetlands have 
suffered degradation and loss of their important 
ecological functions (i.e. water filtration, ground 
water recharge and wildlife habitat). 

For more information on the impacts of wetland 
loss, and the benefits of wetland conservation, 
see these reports and other resources available at 
www.ducks.ca:  
A Business case for Wetland Conservation, The 
Black River Subwatershed, 2011, Ducks Unlimited 
Canada.

The Value of Natural Capital in Settled Areas of 
Canada.  2004, by N. Olewiler, Published by DUC 
and the Nature Conservancy of Canada.

Benefit Description of the Wetland Benefit
Types of Wetlands that 
Provide This Benefit

Shoreline 
Protection

Marshes and swamps along the edge of lakes and rivers break the impact of waves and currents when they 
reach the shore, and help to reduce shoreline erosion, protecting buildings and other structures.  

Wetlands along Lake Ontario coast 
and inland rivers (e.g., Big Island 
Marsh)

Flood Protection Wetlands located upstream in a watershed can significantly moderate downstream flows.  Some swamps 
along rivers, for example, can hold water for days or weeks, thereby protecting downstream urban areas and 
infrastructure from flooding.    

Large swamps and marsh basins 
(e.g., Big Swamp and Little Swamp)

Groundwater 
Recharge

When water in wetlands percolates down into the ground, the local water table (groundwater) is ‘recharged’, 
increasing the supply for future use.  When and where this recharge occurs is influenced by many factors, 
such as the underlying soils, the wetland’s position in the watershed, and time of year. 

Inland swamps and marshes on flat 
terrain or within a shallow basin.  

Water Quality 
Treatment

Wetland plants and tiny organisms filter out a variety of contaminants, including sediments, nitrogen and 
phosphorous and pathogenic microbes. 

Swamps and marshes of all shapes 
and sizes.

Wildlife Habitat Wetlands provide many different habitats that support a variety of mammals, birds and amphibians during 
different parts of their lifecycles, including species that are rare and/or endangered.  Small wetlands are 
crucial habitats for breeding waterfowl and some amphibians and reptiles.    

Swamps and marshes of all shapes 
and sizes, including very small and 
seasonal wetlands.  

Recreation and 
Tourism

Wetlands are ideal for many outdoor activities, like canoeing, hiking, passive wildlife enjoyment (photog-
raphy), fishing and hunting.  Many of these activities attract visitors who contribute to the local economy.  
Land ownership and access, proximity to urban areas and marketing/awareness are key factors that deter-
mine the recreational use of wetlands.   

Primarily large swamps and 
marshes.  

• Poorer water quality and increased water 
   treatment costs
• Decreased property values due to the loss of natural    
   land and the associated aesthetic appeal

• Irrigation water shortage
• Water hauling and deeper wells
• Decreased fish stocks
• Tourism losses

Table 1:  Common Benefits of Wetlands in Prince Edward County

Figure 1:  Wetland loss in Prince Edward County over three time peri-

ods compared to pre-settlement wetland area ( DUC, 2010)

Wetland Loss and Impacts

What are some of the potential impacts of wetland loss? 
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Figure 1: Wetland loss in Prince Edward County over three time 
periods compared to pre-settlement wetland area (DUC, 2010)



Point Petrie Wetland

This brochure is brought to you by:  DUC’s Municipal Extension program, which aims to support municipalities 
in their efforts to conserve wetlands.  For more information, contact our Barrie office at 1-888-402-4444 or at du_barrie@ducks.ca.

Funding for this brochure provided by Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources through the Canada-Ontario Agreement 
Respecting the Great Lakes Basin Ecosystem and Ducks Unlimited Canada

Did you know?
Wetlands in the Lake 
Simcoe basin are estimated 
to provide $435M of 
economic value to that 
watershed, every year.

What’s the solution to wetland loss?  
The fact that wetland loss in PEC is relatively low represents a golden opportunity for PEC that few municipalities have, to protect the remaining wetlands. 
It’s well-documented that protecting wetlands is cheaper and more effective than trying to restore these natural gems after they’ve been lost or degraded.

DUC believes we need an integrated approach to wetland conservation that includes:
• Education for the public and landowners, on the benefits of wetlands and ways to conserve them
• Effective policies to  ensure minimum standards for conservation are met
• Incentives for landowners to go beyond the minimum standards.

Given that about half the land in the County is farmed, farmers have and will continue to play a crucial role in wetland stewardship and conservation. 
While many coastal wetlands in the County are on Crown land (eg. the beds of lakes and rivers), the lands adjacent to these wetlands are usually privately 
owned. Appropriate land uses and effective stewardship programs and supports (eg. best management practices) on those adjacent lands are vital to 
ensure that coastal wetlands remain healthy and capable of providing the full range of benefits described in this brochure.

DUC’s Work in Prince Edward County
DUC’s conservation work in the County dates back to 1982.  Since that time, we’ve worked with 89 private landowners to complete 33 conserva-
tion projects representing over 3,600 acres of habitat. DUC also works with key partners such as Quinte Conservation and the Prince Edward County 
Stewardship Council on a number of conservation programs and initiatives. As a private non-profit organization, DUC receives funding from a variety of 
supporters including a committee of volunteers that run a fundraising event held annually in PEC.


