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. CRITICAL LEGISLATIVE UPDATE — February 2026

Ontario's Endangered Species Act, 2007 (ESA) has been fundamentally amended by Bill 5 (Protect
Ontario by Unleashing our Economy Act, 2025), which received Royal Assent on June 5, 2025. The
ESA has been amended immediately and will ultimately be repealed and replaced by the new
Species Conservation Act, 2025 (SCA) once proclaimed in force.

Key changes now in force under the amended ESA:
» The Act's purpose now includes social and economic considerations alongside species protection
* The definition of 'habitat' has been narrowed significantly
« 'Harassment' has been removed from the list of prohibited activities

» The government now has discretion to add or remove species from the protected list, overriding
the independent COSSARO process

+ Almost all activities formerly requiring a permit now require only online registration
*» The Species at Risk Conservation Fund is being wound down

IMPORTANT: Federal SARA protections for the grey ratsnake remain fully in force and are
unaffected by Ontario's changes. This brief updates the analysis to reflect the changed provincial
landscape while noting that SARA provides a critical backstop.

ALTO public consultation is open until March 29, 2026: alto.ca/consultations

Executive Summary

The southern corridor through Eastern Ontario proposed by ALTO (within which a high-speed
rail route may be chosen) would traverse directly through the core of the Frontenac Arch
Biosphere Reserve, a UNESCO-designated protected area that represents one of Canada's
most critical ecological corridors. This corridor poses severe — and likely irresolvable —
conflicts with the conservation of the grey ratsnake (Pantherophis spiloides), a federally
Threatened species identified as a characteristic species of the Biosphere.

The grey ratsnake's legally protected critical habitat is bounded by Highway 7 to the north and
the St. Lawrence River to the south. Any route chosen within the southern corridor would bisect



the heart of this protected area. ALTO should reject the southern corridor and explore route
options outside this ecologically sensitive region that avoid these irresolvable conflicts.

The legislative picture has changed significantly since this brief was first prepared. Ontario's Bill
5 (June 2025) has substantially weakened provincial endangered species protections by
narrowing the definition of habitat, removing harassment prohibitions, and shifting to a
registration-first model that allows development to proceed with reduced regulatory oversight.
Environmental groups and legal experts have characterized these changes as 'gutting' the ESA.

However — critically for this analysis — the grey ratsnake's federal protections under the
Species at Risk Act (SARA) remain entirely intact. Federal SARA protections are the primary
legal backstop for the southern corridor's incompatibility with grey ratsnake conservation, and
they cannot be overridden by provincial legislation.

Key Findings
* The southern corridor bisects core federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat

+ Ontario's ESA has been significantly weakened by Bill 5 (June 2025), reducing provincial
protections

* Federal SARA protections remain fully in force — they are the controlling legal constraint
» The narrowed provincial habitat definition may reduce protections for movement corridors
* The 'registration-first' model under the amended ESA may facilitate construction approvals

* The availability of other route options as a reasonable alternative makes SARA Section 79
compliance harder to demonstrate for the southern corridor

WHY BIODIVERSITY MATTERS: THE CASE BEYOND ONE SPECIES

It is tempting to view the fate of a single snake species as a narrow or peripheral
concern — one that can be weighed against the scale of a national infrastructure
project and found wanting. This brief asks readers to resist that temptation, because
the evidence does not support it.

Biodiversity — the variety of life within an ecosystem — is not an aesthetic
preference or a luxury of prosperous societies. It is the operating system on which
all life, including human life, depends. Ecosystems provide services that no
technology can fully replicate: clean water filtration, flood regulation, climate
stabilization, soil regeneration, pollination, and disease regulation. These services
function because of the complex relationships between thousands of species, most
of them invisible to daily human life.

Ecologists describe this as ecosystem resilience: the capacity of a natural system to
absorb disturbance, adapt, and continue functioning. Resilience depends on
redundancy — on many species performing overlapping roles so that the loss of
any one does not trigger collapse. But redundancy has limits. When species are lost
faster than ecosystems can adapt, resilience erodes. The system becomes brittle.
The consequences are rarely visible until they are irreversible.




The grey ratsnake is not peripheral to this system. As a large predator in its food
web, it regulates small mammal populations — including rodents that carry Lyme
disease and other zoonotic pathogens transmissible to humans. Its presence in an
ecosystem is an indicator of habitat integrity: where ratsnakes survive, the broader
web of species they depend on is also intact. Where they disappear, it signals
degradation that affects the entire community of life in that landscape.

The Frontenac Arch — the ancient granite bridge connecting the Canadian Shield
to the Adirondacks — is one of the most ecologically significant corridors in eastern
North America. The Nature Conservancy of Canada describes it as one of the most
important forest corridors east of the Rocky Mountains. The grey ratsnake is not
merely present in this corridor; it is a characteristic and indicator species of its
ecological health. Protecting it is inseparable from protecting the corridor itself.

There is also a harder argument, one that does not depend on utility at all. Canada
has made binding international commitments — under the Convention on Biological
Diversity and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (2022) — to
halt and reverse biodiversity loss. These commitments reflect a growing scientific
consensus that species extinction is not a reversible or manageable event: once a
population is gone from a landscape, the ecological relationships it sustained are
gone with it. The grey ratsnake’s Frontenac Axis population exists nowhere else on
Earth. It cannot be relocated. It cannot be replaced.

The question this brief asks is not whether a snake matters more than a train.
It is whether a nationally significant infrastructure project can be designed to
avoid destroying an irreplaceable ecological corridor — when an alternative
route exists that does exactly that.

1. Introduction

The ALTO High-Speed Rail project proposes to connect Ottawa and Toronto via Peterborough.
The southern corridor option traverses the Frontenac region including Stone Mills, South
Frontenac, and Rideau Lakes townships, including the UNESCO-designated Frontenac Arch
Biosphere Reserve. This brief examines why that corridor must be rejected on environmental
grounds, and calls on ALTO to identify route options that avoid these irresolvable ecological
conflicts.

This policy brief examines the compatibility of the southern corridor with conservation
obligations for the grey ratsnake (Pantherophis spiloides), Ontario's largest snake and a
federally Threatened species under the Species at Risk Act (SARA). The analysis has been
updated to reflect Ontario's Bill 5 legislation (Royal Assent June 5, 2025), which has materially
changed the provincial endangered species framework.

The analysis demonstrates that the southern corridor creates irreconcilable conflicts with:

+ Federal SARA critical habitat protection (unchanged by Bill 5)
* UNESCO Biosphere Reserve conservation commitments



* Reduced but still operative provincial protections under the amended ESA
+ Canada's international biodiversity obligations

2. Grey Ratsnake Conservation Status

2.1 Federal and Provincial Listings

The grey ratsnake exists in only two disjunct populations in Ontario: the Carolinian population
along Lake Erie's north shore, and the Great Lakes/St. Lawrence population (also known as the
Frontenac Axis population) in southeastern Ontario.

Conservation status designations:

* Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Population: Listed as Threatened under the federal Species
at Risk Act (SARA) since 2007 and Ontario's Endangered Species Act (ESA) since 2009
(Government of Ontario, 2023a; COSEWIC, 2018)

« Carolinian Population: Listed as Endangered under both federal and provincial
legislation

Note on Provincial vs. Federal Listing Status

Under Bill 5's amendments to the ESA, the Ontario government has acquired discretion to add or
remove species from the provincial protected list, overriding the previously independent COSSARO
scientific process. This creates uncertainty about the long-term strength of provincial listing.

However, the grey ratsnake's federal Threatened listing under SARA is governed by COSEWIC
assessments and federal law, which are entirely unaffected by Ontario's legislation. Federal
protections are the primary legal basis for this analysis.

2.2 Species Characteristics

The grey ratsnake is Canada's largest snake, reaching lengths exceeding 2 metres. The
species exhibits biological characteristics that make it particularly vulnerable to population
decline:

+ Late maturity: Individuals do not reach sexual maturity until approximately 7 years of age
* Low reproductive rate: Females reproduce only every 2-3 years
* Longevity: Can live 25-30 years

+ Site fidelity: Adults return to the same hibernation, nesting, and basking sites year after
year

These life history traits mean that even small increases in adult mortality can cause population
declines. As noted by The Canadian Encyclopedia (2024): "Because of their slow growth and
reproduction at northern latitudes, the death of even a small number of adults on roads each
year can cause population declines."



3. The Frontenac Arch Biosphere Reserve

3.1 UNESCO Designation and Significance

The Frontenac Arch Biosphere Reserve was designated by UNESCO in 2002 as one of 19
biosphere reserves in Canada. The reserve operates primarily within a 2,700 km? region from
Brockville to Kingston, extending north to Verona and Perth, with a total surface area of 220,973
hectares.

The Frontenac Arch represents an ancient granite bridge connecting the Canadian Shield in
Algonquin Park to the Adirondack Mountains in New York State. The Nature Conservancy of
Canada describes the Arch as forming "a critical habitat linkage between the northern hardwood
and mixed forests of Ontario and the Appalachian Mountain chain of eastern North America,"
calling this corridor "one of the most important forest corridors east of the Rocky Mountains."

3.2 Grey Ratsnake as Characteristic Species

The grey ratsnake is specifically identified as a characteristic threatened species of the
Frontenac Arch Biosphere. The region "is perfect for this snake, as it prefers hardwood forests
in close proximity to water" and relies heavily on rocky outcroppings where snakes "frequently
find cracks and crevices to escape the heat of the day" and establish communal hibernation
sites.

4. The Regulatory Framework: ESA, SCA, and SARA

4.1 Ontario's Changed Legislative Landscape (Bill 5, June 2025)

Ontario's Bill 5 — the Protect Ontario by Unleashing our Economy Act, 2025 — received Royal
Assent on June 5, 2025, making immediate amendments to the Endangered Species Act, 2007
(ESA). The ESA will subsequently be repealed and replaced by the new Species Conservation
Act, 2025 (SCA) once proclaimed in force, after supporting regulations are developed.

The changes now in force under the amended ESA are substantive and represent a significant
weakening of provincial habitat protections:

Impact on Grey Ratsnake Protections

Revised purpose clause ESA now explicitly balances species protection against 'social and
economic considerations including the need for sustainable economic
growth.' Courts interpreting the Act will be directed toward economic
balancing.

Narrowed habitat definition The previous broad habitat definition — which included areas within
1,000 metres of known grey ratsnake locations — has been replaced
with a narrower definition focused on 'core protections.' Movement
corridors may no longer receive the same protection.



Harassment removed from
prohibited activities

Registration-first approach

Government discretion over
SARO List

Species Conservation Fund
wound down

Previously illegal to disturb a snake in ways that disrupt feeding,
reproduction, or movement. This prohibition has been removed,
reducing protection during construction activities.

Most activities formerly requiring a full ESA permit now require only
online registration, allowing construction to proceed more quickly and
with less regulatory oversight.

The independent COSSARO scientific process no longer fully controls
which species are listed. The government can override scientific
recommendations, creating political risk for species listings.

Fund that required developers to invest in beneficial species activities
is being eliminated, removing a key tool for offsetting construction
impacts.

term economic gain.'

known.'

Conservation Experts' Assessment of Bill 5

Ontario Nature, Ecojustice, and the Canadian Wildlife Federation have characterized Bill 5 as 'gutting’
the Endangered Species Act. Legal experts at Olthuis Kleer Townshend have noted that Bill 5 'seems
to indicate a willingness to lose Species at Risk and their habitats where it may be beneficial for short-

Ecojustice described the legislation as adopting 'a register-first, ask-questions-later model for
species-at-risk permits, allowing developers to proceed before environmental implications are fully

4.2 Federal SARA — The Critical Legal Backstop

The federal Species at Risk Act (SARA) provides protections that are entirely independent of —
and unaffected by — Ontario's Bill 5 amendments. These federal protections are now the
primary legal constraint on the southern corridor. Key SARA provisions:

+ Section 58: Prohibits destruction of critical habitat for listed Threatened and Endangered
species. The grey ratsnake's critical habitat is legally defined in the federal recovery
strategy and cannot be destroyed without federal authorization.

+ Section 79: Requires that federal authorities ensure their actions (including infrastructure
approvals and funding) do not jeopardize a species' survival or recovery. Any federal
approval for ALTO would trigger this requirement.

» Critical habitat boundaries: The federal recovery strategy (Environment and Climate
Change Canada, 2017) defines critical habitat for the Frontenac Axis population as the
area roughly bounded by Highway 7 in the north, the St. Lawrence River in the south,
Highway 38 in the west, and Highway 29 in the east. The southern corridor traverses this

core area.




SARA Section 79: Reasonable Alternatives

Under SARA, federal authorities must demonstrate that reasonable alternatives have been
considered when approving projects that may affect Threatened species. The southern corridor's
traversal of the core of grey ratsnake critical habitat means ALTO would face an extremely high
burden to justify this choice. SARA Section 79 effectively requires that ALTO identify and
demonstrate it has genuinely considered route options that avoid this protected area — including
corridors not currently under consideration, such as alignment with existing transportation
infrastructure south of the Frontenac Arch.

This is the single most significant legal constraint on the southern corridor that Bill 5 cannot affect.

4.3 Geographic Boundaries of Protected Habitat

The geographic definition of critical habitat remains unchanged. As stated in Environment and
Climate Change Canada's recovery strategy (2017): the Frontenac Axis critical habitat is
'roughly bordered by Highway 7 in the north, the St. Lawrence River in the south, Highway 38 in
the west and Highway 29 in the east.’

This means:

* The southern ALTO corridor would traverse directly through the CORE of federally
protected critical habitat (between Highway 7 and the St. Lawrence)

* The northern boundary of this federally protected area is Highway 7 and the southern
boundary is the St. Lawrence River — the southern corridor runs directly through this
core zone

« Bill 5's narrowing of the provincial habitat definition does not change the federal critical
habitat boundaries

4.4 What Bill 5 Changes and What It Does Not

What Bill 5 Changes (Provincial)

What Bill 5 Does NOT Change

Habitat definition — now narrower Federal SARA critical habitat boundaries

provincially

Harassment prohibition — removed SARA's prohibition on critical habitat destruction

from ESA

Permit requirements — replaced with Federal Section 79 'reasonable alternatives' obligation

registration

Government can override COSSARO COSEWIC's independent federal assessment of grey

listings ratsnake as Threatened

Species Conservation Fund — wound UNESCO Biosphere Reserve conservation obligations
down

ESA purpose now includes economic Federal recovery strategy requirements

balancing



5. Southern Route: Geographic Conflict Analysis

The southern ALTO corridor, as proposed, would encompass a zone through South Frontenac
and Rideau Lakes including the Westport and Opinicon Road areas, within which a specific
route would be chosen. Any route within this alignment would:

+ Traverse the geographic center of federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat

+ Cross maximum density areas of suitable rocky outcrop habitat and hibernacula (a
hibernaculum is a sheltered site, such as a rocky crevice or underground cavity, where
snakes and other animals overwinter communally)

» Bisect the UNESCO Biosphere core and buffer zones
* Fragment the narrowest point of the Frontenac Arch ecological corridor

There is no mitigation or regulatory pathway that can reconcile a high-speed rail line through
this zone with the survival of the grey ratsnake population that depends on it. Any responsible
route selection must avoid this area entirely.

6. Road and Railway Mortality: The Primary Threat

The Canadian Encyclopedia (2024) identifies road mortality with unambiguous clarity: "The
death of snakes on southern Ontario's busy roads is the most significant threat to gray
ratsnakes in Canada."

High-speed rail would create mortality risks that exceed those of conventional highways: train
speeds of 200-300 km/h provide zero opportunity for snakes to detect and escape; frequent
service multiplies collision probability; year-round operation continues year-round; and required
safety fencing creates impermeable barriers to movement.

Note that Bill 5's removal of the harassment prohibition from the ESA reduces one layer of
regulatory protection against construction-phase disturbance of snakes — though SARA
harassment protections at the federal level remain operative.

7. Habitat Fragmentation and Hibernacula Destruction

7.1 Movement Corridor Disruption

Grey ratsnakes have large home ranges and may travel up to 4 km between hibernation sites
and summer habitat. The southern ALTO corridor would create a permanent barrier across
these movement corridors through relatively intact forest habitat that is critical to the long-term
viability of the Frontenac Axis population.

7.2 Impact of Narrowed Habitat Definition

Under the previous ESA, habitat protection extended to all areas within 1,000 metres of any
location used by a grey ratsnake — a radius specifically designed to protect movement corridors



between hibernacula and summer habitat. Bill 5's narrowed habitat definition reduces this
provincial protection.

However, the federal SARA recovery strategy and critical habitat designation continue to protect
the broader landscape connectivity within the critical habitat boundaries. Federal protections do
not depend on the provincial 1,000-metre radius.

7.3 Hibernacula Destruction Risk

In the Frontenac Axis, grey ratsnakes "hibernate communally in rocky outcrops." These
hibernacula are critical population bottleneck features — destroying them can eliminate entire
local populations, as individuals return to the same site year after year.

The southern corridor traverses terrain with extensive rocky outcrops — precisely the landscape
that provides optimal hibernacula. Construction activities would pose direct destruction risks
through blasting and excavation, vibration impacts, altered drainage, and barrier effects
preventing snake access.

Under the amended ESA, hibernacula retain some protection, but the regulatory framework for
seeking authorization has changed from a permit requirement to a registration model in many
cases. The federal SARA prohibition on critical habitat destruction remains the strongest
protection.

8. Regulatory Compliance Assessment Under Updated
Legislation

8.1 Amended ESA and the New SCA Framework

Under the amended ESA (immediately in force) and the forthcoming SCA, the process for
authorizing activities that impact species at risk has shifted from a permit-based model to a
registration-first model. This means ALTO could, in principle, register construction activities
under the new framework rather than seeking full permits.

However, the registration model still requires compliance with species-specific rules set out in
regulation, engagement of qualified professionals to develop site-specific conservation plans,
and adherence to activity conditions designed to avoid or mitigate impacts. For a project of
ALTO's scale crossing core grey ratsnake habitat, these requirements would be extensive.

Furthermore, the SCA has not yet been proclaimed in force — enabling regulations are still
under development (as of February 2026). The amended ESA remains operative in the interim.

8.2 Federal SARA Compliance — The Binding Constraint

SARA Section 58 prohibits the destruction of critical habitat without federal authorization. Any
federal involvement with ALTO — including funding, approvals, or the project's status as a
federal Crown corporation initiative — triggers SARA Section 79, requiring federal authorities to
ensure the project does not jeopardize grey ratsnake survival or recovery.

SARA requires that reasonable alternatives be considered for any project affecting Threatened
species habitat. Given that the southern corridor runs through the core of federally protected
grey ratsnake critical habitat, the burden on ALTO to demonstrate it has genuinely explored all



alternatives — including corridors and routes entirely outside the protected area — is extremely
high. The southern corridor cannot meet the SARA Section 17/79 requirements without a
credible demonstration that no ecologically acceptable alternative exists. That demonstration is
not possible.

8.3 UNESCO Biosphere Reserve Obligations

The Frontenac Arch's UNESCO designation creates international conservation commitments
that exist independently of both federal and provincial law. The reserve's Ten Year Biosphere
Review for UNESCO requires ongoing demonstration of biodiversity conservation. A major
linear infrastructure project bisecting core conservation areas — regardless of what Ontario's
provincial legislation permits — could jeopardize the designation.

9. Mitigation Feasibility Assessment

While mitigation technologies exist for reducing snake road mortality (ecopassages, barrier
fencing, wildlife underpasses), the southern corridor presents unique implementation
challenges:

+ Scale: Would require 100+ km of specialized fencing through wilderness

+ Terrain: Extensive rocky outcrop habitat makes fence installation across the full corridor
extremely difficult

* Multiple hibernacula: Ecopassages must connect dozens of rocky outcrop sites

* Maintenance: Remote locations make required 'intense yearly maintenance' logistically
challenging

+ Effectiveness uncertainty: Highway 69 study showed limited ecopassage use despite
installation

Research consistently emphasizes that mitigation success depends on perpetual maintenance,
with Colley et al. (2017) specifying that effectiveness requires 'intense maintenance of the
fencing conducted yearly.' Even with best-practice mitigation, the scale and terrain of the
southern corridor make effective mitigation practically unachievable.

Under the amended ESA, proponents may have more flexibility in designing conservation plans
through the registration process rather than via prescribed permit conditions. However, this
flexibility does not eliminate the underlying biological impossibility of maintaining habitat function
through core grey ratsnake territory with a 300 km/h rail line.

10. Environmental Impacts of the Southern Corridor:
Summary

Across every environmental dimension assessed, the southern corridor presents irresolvable
conflicts with grey ratsnake conservation and the ecological integrity of the Frontenac Arch
Biosphere Reserve. The following summarises those impacts.



Environmental Factor Impact of the Southern Corridor

Critical habitat position Bisects the core of federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat — the
area between Highway 7 and the St. Lawrence River designated under
SARA.

Snake mortality risk High-speed rail operating at 200—300 km/h provides zero opportunity for

shakes to detect and escape. Frequent service multiplies collision
probability year-round. Road and rail mortality is already identified as the
primary threat to grey ratsnake survival in Canada.

Hibernacula destruction The corridor traverses terrain with extensive rocky outcrops that provide
critical communal hibernation sites. Construction through blasting,
excavation, and drainage alteration would directly destroy these
irreplaceable population bottleneck features.

Habitat fragmentation Creates a permanent barrier across movement corridors in relatively
intact forest habitat. Grey ratsnakes travel up to 4 km between
hibernation and summer habitat — a rail line through this core area
severs those connections.

UNESCO Biosphere Traverses the core and buffer zones of the Frontenac Arch Biosphere
Reserve, risking the UNESCO designation and directly undermining the
conservation mandate that underpins the reserve.

Federal SARA compliance | Effectively impossible to satisfy — the southern corridor runs through the
heart of federally protected critical habitat. SARA Section 58 prohibits
destruction of this habitat without federal authorization that could not
credibly be granted.

Mitigation feasibility Practically unachievable at the required scale. Would require 100+ km of
specialized fencing through wilderness terrain with dozens of hibernacula
to connect, subject to mandatory intensive annual maintenance. Existing
research shows limited ecopassage effectiveness even under best-
practice conditions.

11. Economic and Tourism Considerations

The Frontenac Arch's UNESCO Biosphere designation provides significant economic value
through ecotourism, water-oriented recreation, and the natural heritage character of the region.
The designation attracts visitors specifically for wilderness character, species at risk viewing,
and protected area conservation values.

Conservation investments by the Nature Conservancy of Canada, the Leeds-Grenville
Stewardship Council, and other organizations have established a Stewardship Endowment
Fund, grey ratsnake nesting box programs, habitat enhancement initiatives, and ongoing
research. The southern ALTO corridor would undermine these investments by fragmenting the
habitats these programs aim to protect and connect.



12. Conclusions and Recommendations

12.1 Summary of Key Findings

This updated policy analysis confirms that the southern ALTO corridor is incompatible with grey
ratsnake conservation in the Frontenac Arch Biosphere Reserve. Ontario's Bill 5 has weakened
provincial protections, but the federal legal framework remains binding and represents the
primary legal constraint on the southern corridor.

Geographic conflict Southern corridor traverses core federally protected critical habitat
(between Hwy 7 and St. Lawrence). Northern corridor follows the
northern boundary. Unchanged by Bill 5.

Federal SARA compliance Southern corridor creates a virtually insurmountable SARA compliance
problem — it runs through the core of federally protected critical habitat
and no credible justification exists for choosing a route through this
area. Unchanged by Bill 5.

Provincial ESA protections WEAKENED by Bill 5: narrower habitat definition, removal of
harassment prohibition, shift to registration model. Remaining
protections are reduced but still operative.

UNESCO obligations Southern route conflicts with Biosphere conservation mandate.
Unchanged by Bill 5.

Mortality risk High-speed rail through core habitat multiplies the primary threat to
grey ratsnake survival. Unchanged by Bill 5.

Mitigation feasibility Practically impossible at required scale and terrain. Unchanged by Bill
5.

12.2 Policy Recommendations

Recommendation 1: REJECT THE SOUTHERN CORRIDOR ON CONSERVATION
GROUNDS

The southern corridor is fundamentally incompatible with federal SARA critical habitat
protection, UNESCO Biosphere conservation obligations, and Canada's international
biodiversity commitments. Any route chosen within this corridor would bisect the core of
federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat, destroy irreplaceable hibernacula, fragment the
Frontenac Arch ecological corridor, and create permanent barriers to the movement of a
species whose survival depends on landscape connectivity. While Bill 5 reduces some
provincial protections, the federal framework is the controlling legal constraint and it is fully
operative. This corridor must be rejected.



Recommendation 2: IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE ROUTES OUTSIDE ECOLOGICALLY
SENSITIVE AREAS

ALTO must actively identify corridor and route options that avoid the Frontenac Arch Biosphere
Reserve and federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat entirely. This should include
corridors not currently under consideration. SARA Section 79 requires that federal authorities
demonstrate reasonable alternatives have been genuinely explored before approving any
project affecting Threatened species habitat — that obligation demands a serious and
documented examination of routes that do not traverse this protected area.

Recommendation 3: DO NOT INTERPRET BILL 5 AS CLEARING THE PATH FOR THE
SOUTHERN CORRIDOR

Some may argue that Bill 5's weaker provincial ESA makes the southern corridor more legally
viable. This interpretation is incorrect. The federal SARA protections — which are the binding

legal constraint — are completely unaffected by Ontario's legislation. If anything, the reduced

provincial protections increase the importance of federal SARA compliance and make it even

more essential that ALTO's route selection avoids protected habitat entirely.

Recommendation 4: COMMISSION INDEPENDENT CONSERVATION IMPACT
ASSESSMENT

Any route selection must be based on a comprehensive Environmental Assessment including
detailed analysis of impacts on grey ratsnake and other species at risk in the Frontenac Arch
Biosphere and adjacent protected areas, conducted under both the federal and amended
provincial frameworks. This assessment must be completed before any route selection is made,
not after.

Recommendation 5: ENGAGE CONSERVATION STAKEHOLDERS

Consultation must include the Frontenac Arch Biosphere Network, Nature Conservancy of
Canada, federal and provincial species at risk recovery teams, and Indigenous communities
with traditional territories in the area.

Recommendation 6: MONITOR BILL 5§ REGULATORY DEVELOPMENTS

The Species Conservation Act, 2025 implementing regulations are still under development.
Stakeholders should monitor the Environmental Registry of Ontario and engage in regulatory
consultations to ensure grey ratsnake habitats receive adequate protection under the new
framework.



Final Statement

Route selection for ALTO High-Speed Rail represents a defining choice for Ontario's approach to
balancing infrastructure development with conservation obligations. Ontario's Bill 5 has weakened
provincial endangered species protections — but it has not changed the geography, the federal legal
framework, or the biological reality.

The southern corridor would still place any chosen route through the core of federally protected grey
ratsnake critical habitat.

Federal SARA still requires demonstration that reasonable alternatives were genuinely considered —
alternatives that avoid this protected area entirely.

The southern corridor must be rejected. ALTO must seek a route that does not traverse the
Frontenac Arch Biosphere Reserve or the core of federally protected grey ratsnake critical habitat.

Whether that means a route within an existing corridor or one not yet under consideration, the
ecological constraint is clear: no route through the Frontenac Arch Biosphere Reserve can be
reconciled with Canada's conservation obligations.

ALTO public consultation is open until March 29, 2026: alto.ca/consultations
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