
Mayor Guthrie and Members of Guelph City Council: 
 
I am attaching the results of an FOI I filed with the GRCA last year around the MNR grant 
received for the purchase of the former Kortright Waterfowl Centre. 
 
I am also attaching a copy of an archival news clipping from the Guelph Mercury from 
February 2, 1977. 
 
I would ask that the Clerks include these 10 pages of documents in the agenda for this 
meeting so they are part of the official record. 
 
The GRCA Strategic Plan includes "Asset Management".  GRCA assets include 
infrastructure like the Guelph Dam, as well as land assets.  In Guelph, those land assets 
are around 1,100 acres. 
 
Just over a year ago, the GRCA approved the "Niska Management Plan" for the former 
Kortright Waterfowl Park land.  The plan includes a recommendation to declare some of 
the lands surplus and to sell them.  This plan has never come before Guelph City 
Council or staff for review and consideration.  It needs to do so at the earliest 
opportunity. 
 
The GRCA recommendation to declare some of the Niska lands surplus and to sell them is 
based on a false acquisition history - that these lands were acquired for the Hespeler 
Reservoir Project which was eventually cancelled, so therefore the lands are no longer 
needed.  There is nothing on the historical record to support this narrative.  Persistent 
efforts by Guelph citizens to have this narrative corrected have fallen on deaf ears.  The 
true acquisition history of these lands for the Hanlon Creek Conservation area and Guelph 
Valley Lands project is on the public record in historical documents which include GRCA 
and City of Guelph minutes, newspaper clippings and correspondence with the MNR.  Dr. 
Hugh Whiteley has compiled many of these documents. 
 
Over time, Guelph citizens have invested hundreds of thousands of tax dollars in the 
acquisition of conservation lands within Guelph to be safeguarded by the 
GRCA.  Significant funding was also provided by grants from the Ministry of Natural  
Resources, with the understanding that the land acquisition was for the Hanlon Creek 
Conservation Area. 
 
On page 2 of the FOI documents I have attached is a letter from then Minister of Natural 
Resources Leo Bernier.  You will see in the subject line that the project is: "Valley Land 
Acquisition - Hanlon Creek Conservation Area". 
 
Minister Bernier's letter is dated January 31st, 1977.  Clearly, phone calls were exchanged, 
as 2 days later, on February 2, 1977, an article appeared in the Guelph Mercury, 
announcing receipt of the grant and completion of the purchase of the Kortright Waterfowl 



Park.  The quotes in the article express the intention that the lands would be protected 
from development in perpetuity.  A copy of that newspaper article is also attached to this 
email. 
 
You can imagine my surprise when GRCA CAO,  Ms. Samatha Lawson, told a meeting of 
the GRCA that the letter they had retrieved for me from Minister Bernier did not in fact 
pertain to the former Kortright Waterfowl lands.  Ms. Lawson based her assertion on the 
entry in the ledger on page 9 of the FOI documents - that the purchase price in the 
Minister's letter - $320,000, did not exactly match the purchase amount in the ledger of 
$300,000.  However, the only other entry for 1977 was for a land purchase price of 
$206,028.00 which is also not an exact match. 
 
The historic Guelph Mercury article unequivocally establishes that the grant outlined in the 
Minister's letter was for the purchase of the Kortright Waterfowl Park, for the establishment 
of the Hanlon Creek Conservation Area. 
 
At the same meeting that Ms. Lawson made this assertion, Councillor Billings asked if the 
letter provided to me was NOT regarding the grant for the Kortright Waterfowl Park, then 
where was that letter?  Ms. Lawson stated that they were "unable to find it." 
 
Section 1.4 of the GRCA's own acquisition and disposition policies require that, "The 
terms of the original acquisition shall be reviewed for compliance and consideration." 
 
https://www.grandriver.ca/media/gesfq0eu/gm-08-24-70-b_land-disposition-
policy_2024.pdf 
 
I will flag that I also attempted to file an FOI for the "conditions of approval" that were 
attached to Minister Bernier's letter, but the GRCA was unable to locate them in their 
files.  Perhaps they may be retrievable from the Archives of Ontario. 
 
So at this point, if the grant letter IS for the former Kortright Waterfowl Park lands - the 
GRCA cannot insure compliance with the terms of the original acquisition, because they 
do not have that attached document. 
 
And if the letter retrieved by my FOI is NOT for the former Kortright Waterfowl Park lands, 
then they do not have that letter in their possession and under that scenario, the GRCA is 
also not able to ensure compliance with the terms of the original acquisition. 
 
It's a travesty that 116 acres of beautiful conservation land in Guelph has sat idle for more 
than a decade and is technically off-limits to Guelph citizens, with "No Trespassing" signs 
posted. 
 

https://url.ca.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/FrknCXLKg2uX1qY8t6fziWsOvb?domain=grandriver.ca
https://url.ca.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/FrknCXLKg2uX1qY8t6fziWsOvb?domain=grandriver.ca


These lands were purchased with citizen tax dollars - both through a local tax contribution 
and Provincial tax dollars through the grants. That original investment is now worth 
millions. In the face of a looming parkland deficit, the value of that land is priceless. 
 
Guelph City Council needs to urgently swing into action both to protect the financial 
investment of Guelph citizens, but more importantly to fulfill the vision of the legacy that 
former Mayor Norm Jary and the late Ken and Eileen Hamill worked so hard to leave for 
future generations. 
 
Sincerely, 
Susan Watson 
 



 

 

 

 

  
 

 
   

  
 

 
 

 
    

 

 

 
    

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 
  

October 21, 2024 

Susan Watson by email: susanejwatson@gmail.com 
RE: Freedom of Information Request 2024-02 

As noted in the decision letter regarding the above-mentioned Freedom of Information Request, 
your fee for receiving copies of our records has been waived. 

Our file search identified eight (8) pages of documents and maps in response to your request, 
and we determined that your request identified two separate matters as described below: 

One, being a purchase of property in 1977 in the amount of $320,000 with a 50% Provincial 
Grant. 

Two, being a copy of the application made to the Ministry of Natural Resources by the GRCA for 
Provincial funds towards the purchase of the 116 acres of the former Kortright Waterfowl Park 
property (Ontario Waterfowl Research Foundation) in Guelph. 

We were unable to locate an original grant application, however, we did locate a Minister’s 
Approval from 1977 for a land acquisition related to Hanlon’s Creek Conservation Area in the 
dollar amount you identified in your request. A map or description of the property was not 
located with respect to this file. A map showing the boundary of the lands identified in the 1982 
Hanlon’s Creek Conservation Area Master Plan has been provided to illustrate the large area of 
related lands acquired throughout the 1970s. 

Additionally, we located confirmation of the 116-acre property acquired in 1977 from the Ontario 
Waterfowl Research Foundation and the financial details of that process. A map has been 
provided to illustrate the properties. 

All records noted above are enclosed. 

Should you have any further questions, please reach out to me directly. 

Kind regards, 

Eowyn Spencer 
Supervisor of Administrative Services 

mailto:susanejwatson@gmail.com
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Dear Mr . Fox: 
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Project: Valley Land Acquisition - Hanlon 
... ........ 

Creek Conservat"t-011 .. Area 
""""-

I am pleased to inform you that I have approved the above-mentioned 
project in accordance with Section 23 and have authorized a grant 
under Section 39 of The Conservation Authorities Act, R.S.O. 1970, 
as shown below. 

Date of letter of request for grant November 4, 1976 

Grant authorized under CM/A SS/70 
Total cost $ 320,000.00 

Rate of grant 

Grant not to exceed 

50 per cent 

$160,000 .00 

Please refer to the attached copy of the Report to Management Board 
for further particulars and conditions of approval. 

You are advised, however, that before any work is proceeded with, 
the instructions on page C-2 of the Manual of Information regarding 
plans and specifications and tenders for contracts must be complied 
with. 

The amount of regular grant payable by the Ministry on this and other · 
projects in any year will be subject to the limitations imposed by the 
fun ding allocati on to th e Au thority for that year. Should there be 
any conflict be tween fun di n g requirements for grant ap provals and 
fun ding allocations in any year, the latter will app ly. 

Yo u rs s i n ce re l y , 
\: . -, ~ --

,,--:c<. -c ...,, 
( __, __ ' . . 

Leo Bernier 
Minister 

Attach. 
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GRCA
“Asset Management”: 
Niska Landholdings

Susan Watson
Guelph



 The City of Guelph has invested hundreds of 
thousands of tax dollars in the acquisition of GRCA 
land assets, including the purchase of the Niska 
lands.

 Today that investment is worth millions of dollars.

 In the face of looming parkland deficits, that 
investment is priceless.



 The “Niska Management Plan” adopted by the GRCA just over a year 
ago recommends selling off part of the former Kortright Waterfowl 
Park/Niska lands.

 The Niska Management Plan needs to come before Guelph City 
Council for consideration and examination.

 The Kortright Waterfowl Park purchase was funded with an MNR grant 
and tax dollars from Guelph citizens with the intent that the land 
would be part of a Hanlon Creek Conservation Area and be protected 
in perpetuity.  

 The GRCA only contributed 10% of the purchase price. 



MNR Letter
Jan 31, 1977



Guelph Mercury 
– Feb 2, 1977



“City of Guelph pays 40 per cent 
($128,000) while the GRCA picks up the 
remaining 10 per cent ($32,000) under a 
GRCA purchase formula.”

Guelph Mercury

February 2, 1977



Hanlon Creek
Flood Plain
Ledger



Hanlon Creek Conservation Area Master Plan, 1982



“The main uses are to be walking trails 
and recreational fields with limited 
camping.”

Progress Report on the Hanlon’s Creek Master Plan

GRCA Minutes: April 16, 1975



Guelph City Council needs to act to 
protect the historic investments of 
Guelph citizens and champion the 
fulfillment of the original vision of 
the Hanlon Creek Conservation Area.
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