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May 31, 2021                   Project #: AA21-116A 
                           Sent by Email: kevinm@wellington.ca 
 
Kevin Mulholland GSC  
Construction & Property Manager  
County of Wellington  
 
      
Triton Engineering Services Limited 
The Old Post - 39 Elora Street South, Unit 7, 8 & 9  
P.O. Box 159  
Harriston, ON N0G 1Z0 

 
Re: Hillsburgh Dam Turtle Assessment  

Hillsburgh, Ontario, Town of Erin 
 
Dear Mr. Mulholland: 

 
The County has retained Triton Engineering and Aboud & Associates Inc. to 
review the finished Hillsburgh dam structure and complete an assessment 
of the features of the structure to determine if they are an impediment to the 
seasonal movement of common snapping turtle. Several concerns have 
been raised by area residents, including entrapment within the floodway 
feature and inability to cross the dam structure due to the placement of rip 
rap along the embankments. 
 
This letter report will review the existing policy for the protection of these 
species, their habitat and seasonal movement requirements, identify why 
turtles move seasonally and whether the new structure has created a new 
impediment or new risk for these species seasonal movements and policy 
protected habitat features identified in the Environmental Assessment.
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1.0 Existing Regulations 

1.1 Endangered Species Act, 2007 
 
The provincial Endangered Species Act, 2007 (ESA) provides protection to species 
designated as Threatened or Endangered on the Species at Risk in Ontario list (MNRF 
2019). The habitat of Species at Risk is also generally protected under the Endangered 
Species Act. Protected habitat is habitat identified as essential for life processes 
including breeding, rearing, feeding, hibernation, and migration. 
 
Common Snapping Turtle is listed as "Special Concern". This means the species lives 
in the wild in Ontario, is not endangered or threatened, but may become threatened or 
endangered due to a combination of biological characteristics and identified threats. As 
a result, their habitat is not protected under the Endangered Species Act. 
 
1.2. Provincial Policy Statement, 2020 
 
The Provincial Policy Statement ([PPS] OMMHA 2020) provides policy direction on 
matters of provincial interest related to land use planning and development. Under the 
Provincial Policy Statement, development and site alteration are not permitted in 
Significant Wildlife Habitat, unless it has been demonstrated that there will be no 
negative impacts on the natural features or their ecological functions. 
 
Per the Natural Environment Report completed under the Environmental Assessment 
process for the Hillsburgh Dam reconstruction (Aboud & Associates, 2016), Significant 
Wildlife habitat for Common Snapping Turtle has been identified in the vicinity of the 
dam in the form of overwintering habitat within the ponds. Nesting habitat was not 
confirmed in the direct vicinity of the dam, as municipal or provincial road embankments 
and shoulders are not considered candidate significant wildlife habitat (MNRF, 2015). 
However, it is likely that nesting habitat is present outside of the dam structure and 
earthen berm, along the edges of the ponds and along the nearby Elora Cataract 
Trailway. 
 
  



Kevin Mulholland, GSC  May 31, 2021 
Hillsburgh Dam, Turtle Habitat Assessment  AA21-116A 
 

ABOUD & ASSOCIATES INC. 3 

2.0 Existing Conditions 

2.1 Natural Heritage Site Conditions Summary 
 
The Natural Environment Report completed in 2016 as part of the Environmental 
Assessment, and approved by all authorities having jurisdiction, identified several 
potential impacts which were evaluated against several alternative solutions in the 
Environmental Assessment. While the Natural Environment Report conclusions 
identified that the decommissioning of the dam and creating an offline pond was the 
preferred solution from a natural heritage perspective, natural heritage is one of many 
deciding factors in determining the overall preferred solution in the Environmental 
Assessment process. Of the seven options evaluated in the Environmental Assessment, 
rehabilitation of the dam and reconstruction of the bridge was the preferred solution 
selected.  
 
The Natural Environment Report identified that the rehabilitation dam and reconstruction 
of the bridge would not have an impact on the life processes of any turtle species 
present in the vicinity of the dam, so long as water levels in the pond were maintained 
and any dewatering or reduced water levels of the ponds occurred outside of the 
overwintering period. Since no candidate significant turtle nesting areas were identified 
within the work area, turtle nesting impacts were not identified as a potential impact of 
the work.  
 
Riparian conditions east and west of the dam were characterized by grass and forb 
vegetation. Trees and shrubs were generally absent from the banks in a large area 
upstream and downstream of the bridge but did occur at the edges of the former 
floodway (figures 1 & 2). The previous floodway feature consisted of concrete block 
walls with stop logs, that was accessible from below the bridge (figure 3). 
 
2.2 Current Site Conditions 
 
An updated site assessment was completed on May 26, 2021, by Cheryl-Anne Ross 
(Wildlife Ecologist, Aboud & Associates) to investigate the current conditions of the new 
structure, and to determine whether the new design or materials may pose an 
impediment to turtle seasonal movement. Changes from the previous dam include the 
addition of riprap to the embankments to stabilize the banks (Figure 4) and an open 
floodway feature that is significantly larger and is now readily visible from Station Street 
(Figure 5 & 6). The dam itself continues to include a stop log feature and concrete walls 
similar in structure and height to what was previously in place. 
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Figure 1. earthen dam, west side, looking south 2012 

 
Figure 2. Earthen Dam, east side, looking north, 2012 
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Figure 3. Floodway, looking west from below the bridge, 2012 

 
Figure 4. riprap along eastern embankment, 
looking south, 2021 
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Figure 5. Flood control structure and bridge, looking east, 2021 

 
Figure 6. flood control structure, looking south, 2021 
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3.0 Habitat for Snapping Turtle 

Common Snapping Turtle has been listed as special concern under the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA). Special concern species are not afforded general habitat protection 
under the ESA (2007) However, habitat that is considered essential to their life process 
is protected under the Provincial Policy Statement as Significant wildlife Habitat. This 
includes areas for overwintering, breeding and nesting.  
 
3.1 General Habitat Requirements 
 
Common Snapping Turtle is associated with slow-moving water with a soft mud bottom 
and dense aquatic vegetation, this habitat is present in both ponds to the east and west 
of the Station Street Dam. The biggest threat to Snapping Turtle populations has been 
identified as anthropogenic activities that result in increased adult mortality. Including 
habitat loss and degradation, accidental mortality, legal and illegal harvesting, pollution, 
disturbance or harm (persecution) and changes in ecological dynamics or natural 
processes, such as increase in human-subsidized predators (Environment and Climate 
Change Canada, 2016). 
 
The most significant threats to snapping turtle success have been identified as road 
mortality and conversion of aquatic or riparian habitats for agriculture and urban 
development purposes that are incompatible with the species needs.  
 
Habitat that is essential to their life processes and required for the continued success of 
the species includes habitat for hibernation (overwintering), reproduction, foraging, 
thermoregulation and movement, requirements for each are described below in detail. 
 
Hibernation requirements of the Snapping Turtle include waters that are shallow enough 
for turtles to access the surface to breathe, but deep enough that the water does not 
freeze to the bottom and includes a thick layer of mud in which the turtles can bury 
themselves with submerged vegetation cover present. Snapping turtle typically 
hibernate from October to April. Snapping turtles have shown site fidelity to hibernation 
sites, moving up to 3.9km annually to return to the previous year hibernacula 
(Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2016). 
 
Reproduction of snapping turtle occurs throughout the active season with females 
typically laying eggs from late May to Late June. Eggs are usually laid in locations 
where vegetation is sparse, and soils are easily dug into, including sand, gravel, beaver 
and muskrat lodges, roadsides, artificial dams and railway embankments, cracks in 
rocky banks, disturbed soil, gardens, lawns, forest clearings and farm fields. Females 
exhibit strong site fidelity and return to the same site annually. Anthropogenic nesting 
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areas are not typically considered significant wildlife habitat, as they often do not result 
in high nesting success rates due to road mortality and predation. Eggs hatch from 65-
95 days after they are laid (Environment & Climate Change Canada, 2016). 
 
Snapping turtle are omnivorous and opportunistic feeders, including everything from 
algae and plants to birds and small mammals in their diet, consuming both live and 
dead prey as opportunities is presented. Food resources are not considered limiting for 
this species.  
 
Snapping turtle thermoregulate by basking at the water surface or remaining stationary 
in shallow water, occasionally using rocks and logs or stream banks. 
 
The home range of snapping turtle in Ontario, where seasonal movement occurs, has 
been identified as ranging from a few hectares to several dozen hectares in size, with 
females having a larger home range than males, attributed to movement related to 
nesting. Several studies have also observed that female snapping turtles will travel up 
to 2km from their residence to nesting sites (Environment & Climate Change Canada, 
2016). 
 
3.2 Habitat Assessment on site 
 
During the site investigations completed for the Natural Heritage Report (2016), 
potential significant wildlife habitat for common snapping turtle was evaluated. While 
Snapping Turtle generalized habitat is not protected under the ESA, turtle overwintering 
habitat is protected under the PPS as significant wildlife habitat. Overwintering habitat 
was identified on site for snapping turtle in the pond features, nesting habitat is 
assumed to occur in the study area, but was not confirmed outside of anthropogenic 
features, such as trails and roadsides, which are not considered significant wildlife 
habitat. 
 
  

areas are not typically considered significant wildlife habitat, as they often do not result in high 
nesting success rates due to road mortality and predation. Eggs hatch from 65- 95 days 
after they are laid (Environment & Climate Change Canada, 2016).
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4.0 Potential Impacts To Snapping Turtle 

When comparing the previous structure to the current structure, the floodway, while 
occupying a larger area on the west side of the dam, is functionally the same barrier as 
was previously present, including high walls adjacent to the stop log structure, it is likely 
that turtles have always been able to move into the structure, but were not as easily 
observed in the past. The flood control structure may also be providing a new function 
as a basking area, due to its large flat open surface that is typically dry and likely 
provides significant warmth on sunny days for basking.  
 
The installation of riprap, while not as easily navigable as the previous forb and grass 
slopes, was observed to be a stable and navigable surface for a mature snapping turtle 
to climb, based on the onsite observation of a snapping turtle navigating down the slope 
during our site assessment (Figure 7). Based on the observed changes to the 
embankments and the floodway, and on-site observation of a mature snapping turtle 
moving from the Station Street bridge, across the rip rap and down the embankment to 
the lower pond, the changes to the Hillsburgh dam do not pose any new impediment to 
the seasonal movement of mature snapping turtles when moving out of the ponds to 
nesting habitat.  
 
The rip rap on the eastern side of the embankment may pose issues for the movement 
of juvenile snapping turtles, as they move from nests to seasonal residences and 
overwintering. it is recommended that a barrier is placed at the bottom the rip rap on the 
east side, to encourage young turtles to move to the grassed embankments at either 
end prior to moving up the slopes.  
 
Additionally, the total length of area that includes large rip rap is less than 100m in width 
north to south. It is unlikely that any mature breeding snapping turtle, which are typically 
17-19 years old and of a larger overall size, would have issues navigating the riprap, 
any additional distance required to travel around the riprap, in such an instance that it 
may be required for smaller individuals, is not considered an impediment.  
 
The new bridge structure has been paved from edge to edge and no longer includes 
suitable habitat for snapping turtles to attempt nesting. Roadside areas are not 
considered significant wildlife habitat for nesting, as they encourage turtles onto 
roadways for nesting, and increase the risk of mortality on roads. The paving of the 
edges will discourage turtles from using this area for nesting, and over time, may reduce 
the total number of turtles accessing the road during nesting season once it has been 
established that nesting cannot take place in this area. Thus, reducing the risks of 
roadside mortality for snapping turtles in the area. 
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                                 Figure 7. Snapping turtle observed moving down riprap, 2021 
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5.0 Conclusion & recommendations 

In conclusion our assessment has determined that the rehabilitation of the dam and 
reconstruction of the bridge has not resulted in any new impacts to snapping turtles or 
limiting access or movement of nesting snapping turtles. Additionally, the installation of 
rip rap has not resulted in an inability of mature snapping turtle to complete seasonal 
movements across the dam to nesting areas.  
 
A turtle ramp is not required for the seasonal movement of snapping turtles and poses 
an additional risk of turtles crossing directly into the adjacent pond and being swept over 
the dam and back downstream, due to the proximity to the stop logs and dam. It is 
recommended that the turtle ramp be removed to limit movement of turtles near the stop 
logs and dam, discourage the use of the floodway for seasonal movement, and reduce 
the risk of turtles falling over the stop logs into the floodway feature. 
 
It is recommended that the following mitigation measures be considered for 
implementation, several of which would require implementation by the Town of Erin, as 
they occur within the road right of way: 
 

• Permanent turtle crossing signs be installed to indicate that turtles are crossing 
Station Street in this location to increase driver awareness and reduce the risk of 
road mortality. 
 

• Seasonal traffic calming, using temporary speed bumps during the seasonal 
movement period. 
 

• Public awareness and education campaigns, which could include informational 
signage and generating awareness about turtles in the community.  

 
• Habitat creation, in the form of turtle nesting areas be installed adjacent to the 

pond features, if possible, to reduce the need for turtles to cross Station Street to 
complete nesting. 
 

• Installation of vertical barriers at the base of the rip rap on the east side, to 
encourage turtles to move north and south along the lower bank and up using 
the vegetated embankments at either end of the rip rap for movement across the 
dam. 
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Please contact the undersigned should you require additional information of the above. 
 
 
Yours truly, 

 
ABOUD & ASSOCIATES INC.  

 
Cheryl-Anne Ross, B.Sc., F.W.T. 
Ecology Lead & Wildlife Ecologist 
OMNRF Certified Ecological Land Classification 
OMNRF Certified Wetland Evaluation     
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