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The Federal 
Government is 
responsible for ~10%? 
of critical habitat 
(excluding marine 
waters) in Canada

…But the federal 
government has a role 
in assessing whether 
species are protected 
by the provinces and 
territories.

The provinces and territories 
are primarily responsible for 
the majority of Canadian 
lands that affect species at 
risk

The Context: 
SARA 101
The Canadian Species at 
Risk Act or “SARA” 
came about from the 
Canadian Biodiversity 
Strategy, developed 
from Canada’s 
commitments to the 
United Nations 
Convention on 
Biological Diversity. The 
Act provides federal 
legislation to prevent 
species (wildlife and 
plants) from becoming 
extinct and approaches 
to ensure they recover. 
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Critical Habitat & Effective Protection

*The focus of SARA on private 
lands is voluntary efforts to 
attain effective protection for 
critical habitat



At the provincial level: Endangered times in BC



A Decision Tool for Critical 
Habitat Protection on Private 
Land:

Project Objectives:

1. Use existing critical habitat (CH) 
suitability tools to create a decision 
‘matrix’ to be made available 
through local government ‘front 
counters’ to assist private 
landowners with land use practices 
and development activities. 

2. Provide clarity to landowners (and 
local governments) around 
development permitting and 
approvals for activities on 
properties affected by defined 
critical habitat in recovery strategies 
(e.g. PWS 2014) 



Pilot Species – Pacific Water
Shrew: No tool would be effective for 

making informed, conservation-based 
choices around land use activities and 
critical habitat without using a locally 
relevant species at risk.

American Watershrew
Ken Catania Vanderbilt University
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A Decision Process to Get Started: Consider this your initial step to help determine if 
critical habitat may be an issue. Taking this approach is a proactive way to avoid surprises 
and frustration during development, redevelopment or other changes or activities you may 
wish to undertake on your property: 



Summary Decision Tool: Let’s take a look at how the process might work using the question 

and answer approach from page 2, in this case we are using the Pacific Water Shrew as an 
example. On the following pages you will find more detailed information about this species 
at risk and why it serves as a useful example for dealing with critical habitat on private land



Considerations for determining whether a land use activity may be a threat 
to critical habitat for Pacific Water Shrew

Threat Type
Example Disturbance      

Activity
Effects on Pacific Water Shrew

Example Ways to Avoid Harm to 

Critical Habitat

Changes to 

streamside areas

Disturbances to riparian vegetation 

(e.g., forest harvesting, clearing for 

urban or agricultural uses, building 

right up to the edge of the riparian 

area, livestock grazing/trampling).

Removal of large, downed wood, 

shrubs and leaf litter/organic 

material from the riparian 

understorey.

Vegetation removal (tree/canopy removal, 

understory alteration) leads to elimination of cover 

needed for nesting and dispersal. Removing cover, 

especially during colder periods, or during the time 

pups are being born and reared can result in 

mortality. Shrews must eat continuously to maintain 

energy and body temperature, succumbing easily to 

starvation and hypothermia when deprived of food 

and cover                                                                           

Warming/drying of the microclimate, debris 

deposition, and bank erosion (causing 

sedimentation of the water course) lead to loss of 

water quantity/quality required to support foraging 

on aquatic invertebrates.                      

Removal of woody debris leads to loss of nesting, 

foraging, and cover structures which in turn can 

lead to increased vulnerability to predation (e.g. 

domestic pets such as cats, as well as native wildlife 

that naturally prey on small mammals), 

abandonment of young and decreasing breeding 

success

Maintain and protect the physical integrity of 

existing habitat (restrict or avoid activities that 

may alter the vegetation, or soils, particularly the 

upper soil layers.). 

Retain downed wood, especially large diameter 

logs or rootwads (e.g., stems ≥ 6 cm diameter 

minimum, but preferably logs ≥ 12 cm diameter 

with bark still attached)                          

Retain important “microclimate” features such as 

understory vegetation, leaf litter and moderate to 

high closed canopy cover through coniferous, 

deciduous, or mixed stands                                         

Fence off important habitat features to reduce 

access.                    





 Addressing concerns (and 
misinformation) about unfair burden 
on landowners and compensation.

 Conservation agreement 
opportunities. 

 What do landowners do when their 
local government cannot provide 
expertise or direction, or they 
cannot reach a provincial or federal 
lead?

 What is the SCCP’s responsibility for 
providing direction of this nature?

Issues that we still need to have 
on the table if we want to be 
‘effective’ at effective protection:



SARA applies to all lands in Canada. But does that 
mean critical habitat for species like Pacific Water 
shrew is effectively protected in BC? Yes - and no…

In the absence of clear direction 
(and action), the SCCP is working 
to provide better clarity for 
private land owners and 
decision-makers
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Questions?
Download the document at: 
sccp.ca>>for local governments
Comments: pamela@sccp.ca

Thank you to the following 
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contributions in shaping the 
guide:
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Heather Hoskins Landowner 
Surrey BC


