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Environment 
Background 

East Hants is fortunate to enjoy the benefits of many natural resources which add to the physical, 

cultural and economic environment of the Municipality.  Along with such benefits, there is a community 

wide responsibility to act as stewards for the environment to ensure the sustainability of this valuable 

resource.   

 

The consequences of unplanned community growth and development can include a wide range of 

impacts on the natural environment and the natural resources that the environment provides.  

Communities that experience rapid growth in the absence of strong environmental protection policies 

can create needless harm to the environment.  The Municipality is faced with the challenge of 

establishing policies and development regulations that achieve a balance between environmental 

protection and the growth and development needs of the community.  With reasonable planning 

measures, East Hants should be committed to protecting its environment from the impacts of 

unchecked growth and fulfilling its role as environmental stewards.   

 

In addition to acting as a steward for the environment the Municipality also has a responsibility to 

protect property and people from risks associated with the environment and this is also discussed 

further in this report. 

 

The preservation and enhancement and impact from water resources have been discussed in or will be 

discussed in other background papers including the background papers on Floodways; Source Water 

Protection; Coastal Erosion; and Municipal Services and Infrastructure.  Renewable energy is also 

covered by another background paper.  These issues will not be discussed further in this background 

paper. 

 

Wetlands 

The current MPS has a section on Environmentally Sensitive Lands and the policy goal states that 

‘Council recognizes the important contribution of environmentally significant areas to the ecological 

integrity of the Municipality.  Council is committed to exploring ways to protect areas that may contain 

rare or endangered species or plant populations, habitats for rare or endangered species, exceptionally 

productive habitat, and other areas of natural significance.’  This goal was previously complimented 

with policy statements and regulations dealing with environmentally sensitive lands which included 

wetlands, bogs, and swamps.  Within the Environmentally Sensitive (ES) Zone, permitted uses were 

restrictive and included public open spaces, nature reserves, conservation related projects and public 

works necessary for flood control.   

 

Data for the original ES zones came from Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources (NSDNR). To 

create the wetland inventory, NSDNR combined 1:10,000 aerial photos taken in 1992 with forest cover 

data, soil data from Agriculture Canada, and peatland information from the Nova Scotia Peatland 

Inventory. Satellite imagery and some field and helicopter surveys were used for accuracy analysis. The 

mapping accurately indicated the presence of a wetland, but occasionally misidentified wetland 
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boundaries (NSDNR, Wetlands and Coastal Habitats Program. Metadata for Nova Scotia Wetlands 

Vegetation and Classification Inventory.)  

 

In 2011 Council decided to remove the Environmentally Sensitive Zone and Designation.    NS 

Environment has existing regulations to protect wetlands whereby approval is required to drain, fill, 

flood or excavate in a wetland.  All approvals to alter wetland require compensation.  Types of 

compensation include restoration of a wetlands, enhancement of a wetland, creation of a wetland and 

expansion of a wetland.  Septic systems must be located at least 30.5 metres from all wetlands.  In 

addition to the Provincial regulations regarding wetlands the Municipality has required setbacks from 

watercourses, the definition of which includes any lake, river, stream, pond, bog, marsh, ocean, or 

other body of water located within the Municipality.  As discussed later in this report, the 

recommendation is to retain the setbacks from watercourses.  Although the previous ES Zone provided 

a level of protection for identified wetlands, existing Provincial and Municipal regulations protect 

existing wetlands and if the decision is made to alter a wetland, compensation is required.  Council 

removed the ES Zone in 2011 and staff are not recommending that this zone be returned into the new 

planning documents. 

 

Environmental Risk  

The current Municipal Planning Strategy has identified an Environmental Risk designation where there 

is significant risk posed to development due to the presence of certain natural features within the 

Municipality.  The goal of this designation is to ensure that development is not exposed to undue risk 

from these natural hazards.  The Environmental Risk (ER) future designation is carried out and 

implemented by the Environmental Risk (ER) Zone.  Within the ER Zone permitted uses are restricted 

to Single Unit Dwelling (R1) and Two Unit Dwelling (R2) uses, agricultural (except intensive 

agricultural) uses, forestry uses, and flood control or other public works.  Areas that may be identified 

as Environmental Risk include: areas that are subject to flooding or subsidence; have steep slopes (15% 

or greater); are low-lying, marshy, or unstable; are hazardous for development due to soil condition, 

undermining, topography, or geological conditions; or are known to be contaminated within the 

meaning of the Environment Act.  Currently though there is no land which has been designated and 

zoned as Environmental Risk.   

 

The Land Use By-law does include regulation regarding natural hazards and yard requirements.  This 

regulation requires the required yard setback to be from the nearest main wall of the building, or 

structure on the lot to the edge of the natural hazard (water, marsh, cliff, embankment), if the natural 

hazard is closer than the lot line.  It is suggested that a similar approach be taken in the new planning 

documents as these natural hazards pose a risk to the proposed uses, structure(s), or inhabitants.   

 

Karst Topography is a landscape formed from the dissolution of soluble rocks including limestone and 

gypsum.  It is characterized by underground drainage systems with sinkholes, dolines, and caves.  ‘The 

development of karst occurs whenever acidic water starts to break down the surface of bedrock near 

its cracks, or bedding planes.  As the bedrock (like limestone or dolostone) continues to break down, its 

cracks tend to get bigger.  As time goes on, these fractures will become wider, and eventually, a 

drainage system of some sort may start to form underneath.’1  The visible evidence of this is the 

                                                           
1 En.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karst 
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abundance of sinkholes which provides a natural hazard.  The current MPS contains a policy for a study 

to be undertaken to more accurately locate, map, and designate sites of karst topography which are 

potentially prone to sinkhole formation.  A study of this nature has not been completed.  However, 

Nova Scotia Department of Natural Resources (DNR) are currently undertaking a study to identify areas 

of karst topography.  This study will be partly completed by March 2016 with preliminary maps and 

completed using GIS models by March 2017.  DNR will be preparing a karst risk susceptibility map of the 

province and will be providing information on how to mitigate risk.   

 

As enabled under the MGA, the Municipality could include regulations in the Land Use By-law to 

prohibit development on land that is otherwise hazardous for development because of its soil 

conditions, geological conditions, under-mining or topography.  Therefore if karst topography is a risk, 

the municipality could prohibit development.  Staff suggest 

waiting until information on the extent of the risk of karst 

topography is identified, before deciding whether to regulate 

development.  At the very least however, staff suggest that karst 

topography risk maps, when available, be provided in the Official 

Community Plan. 

 

Retention of Trees and Vegetation, and Street Trees 

Provisions under the MGA enable a Municipality to adopt a bylaw 

requiring that existing trees or vegetation be retained or only 

removed pursuant to a municipal permit.  This does not apply to 

(a) land used for agricultural or forestry purposes; (b) land that is 

in a serviced area and is only capable of being subdivided into 

three or fewer lots of a size that could be used for development; 

and (c) land that is in a unserviced area and is only capable of 

being subdivided into ten of fewer lots that could be used for 

development.  In principle, requiring the retention of trees and 

vegetation is a good idea and is generally supported.  Staff 

suggest however that this is an onerous requirement for property 

owners and is not suggested as this time.  

 

The MGA enables a subdivision by-law to require that prior to the 

approval of a final plan of subdivision the applicant shall install 

trees for streets, bus bays, sidewalks and pathways.  Currently 

the subdivision bylaw does not require street trees.  Street trees 

have obvious visual benefits. ‘There are few streetmaking 

elements that do as much to soften wide, grey visual wastelands 

created by wide streets, parking lots and massive, but sometimes 

necessary blank walls than trees’.2  Dan Burden notes 22 benefits 

of urban trees which includes street trees create slower and more 

appropriate urban traffic speeds, lower urban air temperature, 

reduce harm from tailpipe emissions, added value to adjacent 

                                                           
2 Urban Street Trees – 22 Benefits, Specific Applications; Dan Burden, Senior Urban Designer; summer 2006  
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homes, businesses and tax base, and obviate increments of costly infrastructure.  One of the most 

persuasive reasons for street trees is the connection to nature and the human senses.  He states that 

‘street trees so well establish natural and comfortable urban life it is unlikely we will ever see any 

advertisement for any marketed urban product, including cars, to be featured without street trees 

making the ultimate dominant bold visual statement about place.’3 

 

The argument for street trees is very persuasive and the cost in the grand scheme of a subdivision is 

fairly minimal.  It is suggested that street trees be a requirement of new subdivisions.   

 

Riparian Buffers and Setbacks from Watercourses 

Retaining riparian buffers around watercourses is important for the protection of water quality, 

wildlife and the protection of property from the natural hazards of flooding.  Riparian buffers reduce 

the impact of sedimentation, erosion and nutrient loading on watercourses, regulate the temperature 

of adjacent watercourses, provide important wildlife habitat and add aesthetic value.   

 

As discussed within the Floodways background paper, the Watercourse Greenbelt is proposed to be 

established within 100 feet of rivers not covered by the floodplain mapping study which includes, 

amongst others, the Sackville River and sections of the Nine Mile River and Shubenacadie River.  The 

policy goal of the WG zone is “Council recognizes the beneficial nature of maintaining vegetated 

riparian buffers around watercourses.  Council is committed to establishing greenbelts to protect and 

enhance water quality, to control sedimentation and erosion, and to maintain East Hants’ rural 

character.”    

 

In addition to the WG Zone the current MPS has a policy goal to ensure that development adjacent to, 

or near watercourses within the Municipality, does not have detrimental impacts on the water quality 

or aquatic environment.  This is carried out within the general provisions in the LUB.  The setbacks vary 

depending on the watercourse type: 

 

Watercourse Type Setback 

1.6 feet (0.5m) or greater width* 66 feet (20m) 

1.6 feet (0.5m) or less in width 20 feet (6.1m) 

Intermittent or seasonal 20 feet (6.1m) 

*Watercourse Greenbelt (WG) Zone applies to all major watercourses.  See background paper on 

Floodways. 

 

The setback from a lakeshore, as required in the general provisions section of the current LUB, is 100 

feet.  Under certain specific circumstances the 100 feet can be reduced to no less than 50 feet, where 

all other requirements of the LUB are met. 

 

Both the WG Zone and the setbacks from watercourses require any development to be a minimum 

distance from watercourses.  Within the WG Zone there is a requirement to maintain a vegetation 

buffer (riparian buffer) and where it is not practicable to maintain existing vegetation, a landscaped 

buffer shall be substituted.  An environmental study is required to be completed to demonstrate the 

                                                           
3 Urban Street Trees – 22 Benefits, Specific Applications; Dan Burden, Senior Urban Designer; summer 2006 
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ability of the substituted landscaped buffer to provide sedimentation and erosion control and 

management of subsurface and surface runoff.  These requirements do not extend to the watercourse 

setback.  The current policy goal of the watercourse setback is to ensure that developments adjacent 

to, or near watercourses within the Municipality, does not have detrimental impacts on the water 

quality or aquatic environment.  To maintain a vegetation buffer (riparian buffer) would help to 

achieve this policy goal. The use of watercourse setback is recommended for the proposed MPS and 

LUB for the same reasons as the watercourse setback is used currently.  It’s also recommended to 

include the requirement for maintaining a vegetation buffer in the watercourse setback. 

 

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

The preservation and enhancement and impact from water resources have been discussed in or will be 

discussed in other background papers including the background papers on Floodways; Source Water 

Protection; Coastal Erosion; and Municipal Services and Infrastructure.  The policy approach for these 

environmental issues are not covered in this report.  The proposed policy approach associated with this 

report is as follows: 

 The Land Use By-law should include regulation regarding natural hazards and yard requirements 

as these natural hazards pose a risk to the proposed uses, structure(s), or inhabitants;  

 Staff suggest waiting until information on the extent of the risk of karst topography is 

identified, before deciding whether to regulate development.  At the very least however, staff 

suggest that karst topography risk maps, when available, be provided in the Official Community 

Plan; 

 It is suggested that street trees be a requirement of new subdivisions; 

 The use of watercourse setback is recommended for the proposed MPS and LUB for the same 

reasons as the watercourse setback is used currently.  It’s also recommended to include the 

requirement for maintaining a vegetation buffer in the watercourse setback. 

 

 


