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Why identify areas of high 
ecological value?

• A commitment by Canada and 
the US under Annex 2 of the 
2012 Great Lakes Water Quality 
Agreement 

• Support priority setting for the 
nearshore zone
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 Identify pristine areas that 

should be protected

 Identify ecologically important 

areas that should be restored

Source: Lake Huron LAMP 2017-2021



Hasn’t that already been done?

• Yes! But this work differs in three 
important ways:

• It updates existing information

• It’s multi-disciplinary and multi-perspective

• It’s designed to support priority-setting for 
nearshore protection and restoration 
measures

3
Source: wildlife-species.canada.ca



Literature Review
• 31 international initiatives but no universal 

definition

• Six criteria commonly used:
• Unique or rare features 

• Important for species life history

• Species at risk and their habitats

• Vulnerable, fragile, sensitive

• Biodiverse

• Natural, pristine 

• More recently:
• Physical considerations (e.g., geodiversity, coastal 

processes), seen as increasingly important in a 
changing climate

• Scientific value (research, monitoring)

• Socio-economic value

• Cultural and spiritual value 4



Individual input from 45 experts
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 Experts were chosen for their individual expertise; drawn from 
government agencies, First Nations, CAs, academics, NGOs

 No guidance on scale

 No scoring or ranking; this was a value-driven, not data-driven, 
exercise



Virtual workshop for 
each lake

• Expert input for each lake 
compiled 

• Much overlap but also 
considerable new information, 
diverse perspectives

• Round table discussion, including 
comparison with previous studies

• Summaries of each proposed 
area circulated for review
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Closeup of example 

table (Mississagi River 

Delta)
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Overall Conclusions

• Most/all sites had:

• Unique/rare features, often habitat

• Importance for species life cycles

• Species at risk

• Socio-economic importance

• Cultural/historic importance

• Coastal features and processes are 
vulnerable to climate change

• Potential impacts on coastal habitat, 
human use, structural integrity

• Relative importance of considerations 
varied from expert to expert
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Results
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Lake Superior
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 13 HEV areas identified

 Long stretches of natural 

shoreline

 Much pristine habitat but 

cold, deep waters make 

the area naturally less 

biodiverse than farther 

south

 Key threats:

 Invasive species

 Recreational (over)use

 Climate change and 

associated water level 

changes

 Commercial shipping

 Past and present 

industrial activities
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Lake Huron

 15 HEV areas identified

 Extensive natural shoreline in the 

northern portion; development pressure 

and habitat disturbance increases 

southward

 Key threats:

 Invasive species

 Recreational (over)use

 Climate change and associated water 

level changes

 Shoreline development; dredging

 Dams, barriers to fish passage

 Agricultural drainage (sediments, 

nutrients)

 Localized fecal bacteria pollution



Lake Erie
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 14 HEV areas identified

 Little natural shoreline 

 Southern location 

confers naturally high 

biodiversity

 Key threats:

 Invasive species

 Recreational (over)use

 Climate change and 

associated water level 

changes (flat 

topography)

 Agricultural drainage 

(sediments, nutrients)

 Shoreline development; 

hardening; structures

 Dams, barriers to fish 

passage



Lake Ontario
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 22 HEV areas; many 

small

 Little natural shoreline

 Key threats:

 Invasive species

 Recreational (over)use

 Climate change and 

associated water level 

changes

 Urban and agricultural 

runoff

 Industrial and municipal 

discharges and legacy 

contamination

 Extensive shoreline 

development; 

hardening; habitat 

fragmentation



Conclusion

• This was a qualitative, screening level assessment

• These are expert opinions, not official designations!

• Different users of this information will assign different weights 
and priorities depending on their interests

• Results should be reviewed and revisited periodically, as 
conditions change
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Isobel.Heathcote@gmail.com
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Questions?


