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1.0 Purpose, Scope, Background and Context 

1.1 Purpose of this Guide 

This guide has been created to:  

• help clients better understand their obligation to gather information and complete a 

preliminary screening for species at risk before contacting the ministry,   

• outline guidance and advice clients can expect to receive from the ministry at the 

preliminary screening stage, 

• help clients understand how they can gather information about species at risk by 

accessing publicly available information housed by the Government of Ontario, and  

• provide a list of other potential sources of species at risk information that exist outside 

the Government of Ontario.   

It remains the client’s responsibility to: 

• carry out a preliminary screening for their projects, 

• obtain best available information from all applicable information sources, 

• conduct any necessary field studies or inventories to identify and confirm the presence 

or absence of species at risk or their habitat,  

• consider any potential impacts to species at risk that a proposed activity might cause, 

and 

• comply with the Endangered Species Act (ESA). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

1.2 Scope 

This guide is a resource for clients seeking to understand if their activity is likely to impact 

species at risk or if they are likely to trigger the need for an authorization under the ESA. It is not 

intended to circumvent any detailed site surveys that may be necessary to document species at 

risk or their habitat nor to circumvent the need to assess the impacts of a proposed activity on 

species at risk or their habitat. This guide is not an exhaustive list of available information 

sources for any given area as the availability of information on species at risk and their habitat 

varies across the province. This guide is intended to support projects and activities carried out 

on Crown and private land, by private landowners, businesses, other provincial ministries and 

agencies, or municipal government.  

 

To provide the most efficient service, clients should initiate species at risk 

screenings and seek information from all applicable information sources 

identified in this guide, at a minimum, prior to contacting Government of 

Ontario ministry offices for further information or advice.    
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1.3 Background and Context 

To receive advice on their proposed activity, clients must first determine whether any species at 

risk or their habitat exist or are likely to exist at or near their proposed activity, and whether their 

proposed activity is likely to contravene the ESA. Once this step is complete, clients may 

contact the ministry at SAROntario@ontario.ca to discuss the main purpose, general methods, 

timing and location of their proposed activity as well as information obtained about species at 

risk and their habitat at, or near, the site. At this stage, the ministry can provide advice and 

guidance to the client about potential species at risk or habitat concerns, measures that the 

client is considering to avoid adverse effects on species at risk or their habitat and whether 

additional field surveys are advisable. This is referred to as the “Preliminary Screening” stage.  

For more information on additional phases in the diagram below, please refer to the 

Endangered Species Act Submission Standards for Activity Review and 17(2)(c) Overall Benefit 

Permits policy available online at https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-overall-benefit-

permits. Please note: any reference to MNR in the diagram is replaced by MECP.  

 

mailto:SAROntario@ontario.ca
https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-overall-benefit-permits
https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-overall-benefit-permits
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2.0 Roles and Responsibilities  

To provide the most efficient service, clients should initiate species at risk screenings and seek 

information from all applicable information sources identified in this guide prior to contacting 

Government of Ontario ministry offices for further information or advice.  

 
Step 1: Client seeks information regarding species at risk or their habitat that exist, or are likely 
to exist, at or near their proposed activity by referring to all applicable information sources 
identified in this guide.   
 
Step 2:  Client reviews and consider guidance on whether their proposed activity is likely to 
contravene the ESA (see section 3.4 of this guide for guidance on what to consider). 
 
Step 3:  Client gathers information identified in the checklist in section 4 of this guide. 
 
Step 4:  Client contacts the ministry at SAROntario@ontario.ca to discuss their preliminary 
screening. Ministry staff will ask the client questions about the main purpose, general methods, 
timing and location of their proposed activity as well as information obtained about species at 
risk and their habitat at, or near, the site. Ministry staff will also ask the client for their 
interpretation of the impacts of their activity on species at risk or their habitat as well as 
measures the client has considered to avoid any adverse impacts.  
 
Step 5:  Ministry staff will provide advice on next steps. 
 

Option A: Ministry staff may advise the client they can proceed with their activity without 
an authorization under the ESA where the ministry is confident that: 

• no protected species at risk or habitats are likely to be present at or near the 
proposed location of the activity; or 

• protected species at risk or habitats are known to be present but the activity is 
not likely to contravene the ESA; or  

• through the adoption of avoidance measures, the modified activity is not likely to 
contravene the ESA.   

 
Option B: Ministry staff may advise the client to proceed to Phase 1 of the overall 
benefit permitting process (i.e. Information Gathering in the previous diagram), where: 

• there is uncertainty as to whether any protected species at risk or habitats are 
present at or near the proposed location of the activity; or  

• the potential impacts of the proposed activity are uncertain; or  

• ministry staff anticipate the proposed activity is likely to contravene the ESA.   

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:SAROntario@ontario.ca
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3.0 Information Sources  

Land Information Ontario (LIO) and the Natural Heritage Information Centre (NHIC) maintain 
and provide information about species at risk, as well as related information about fisheries, 
wildlife, crown lands, protected lands and more. This information is made available to 
organizations, private individuals, consultants, and developers through online sources and is 
often considered under various pieces of legislation or as part of regulatory approvals and 
planning processes.  
 
The information available from LIO or NHIC and the sources listed in this guide should not be 
considered as a substitute for site visits and appropriate field surveys. Generally, this 
information can be regarded as a starting point from which to conduct further field surveys, if 
needed. While this data represents best available current information, it is important to note that 
a lack of information for a site does not mean that species at risk or their habitat are not present. 
There are many areas where the Government of Ontario does not currently have information, 
especially in more remote parts of the province. The absence of species at risk location data at 

or near your site does not necessarily mean no species at risk are present at that location.  On‐
site assessments can better verify site conditions, identify and confirm presence of species at 
risk and/or their habitats.  

 
Information on the location (i.e. observations and occurrences) of species at risk is 
considered sensitive and therefore publicly available only on a 1km square grid as opposed 
to as a detailed point on a map.  This generalized information can help you understand 
which species at risk are in the general vicinity of your proposed activity and can help 
inform field level studies you may want to undertake to confirm the presence, or absence of 
species at risk at or near your site.   
 
Should you require specific and detailed information pertaining to species at risk observations 
and occurrences at or near your site on a finer geographic scale; you will be required to 
demonstrate your need to access this information, to complete data sensitivity training and to 
obtain a Sensitive Data Use License from the NHIC.  Information on how to obtain a license can 
be found online at https://www.ontario.ca/page/get-natural-heritage-information.  
 
Many organizations (e.g. other Ontario ministries, municipalities, conservation authorities) have 
ongoing licensing to access this data so be sure to check if your organization has this access 
and consult this data as part of your preliminary screening if your organization already has a 
license.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/get-natural-heritage-information
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3.1 Make a Map: Natural Heritage Areas 

The Make a Natural Heritage Area Map (available online at https://www.ontario.ca/page/make-

natural-heritage-area-map provides public access to natural heritage information, including 

species at risk, without the user needing to have Geographic Information System (GIS) 

capability. It allows users to view and identify generalized species at risk information, mark 

areas of interest, and create and print a custom map directly from the web application. The tool 

also shows topographic information such as roads, rivers, contours and municipal boundaries.  

Users are advised that sensitive information has been removed from the natural areas dataset 

and the occurrences of species at risk has been generalized to a 1-kilometre grid to mitigate the 

risks to the species (e.g. illegal harvest, habitat disturbance, poaching). 

The web-based mapping tool displays natural heritage data, including: 

• Generalized Species at risk occurrence data (based on a 1-km square grid), 

• Natural Heritage Information Centre data. 

 

Data cannot be downloaded directly from this web map; however, information included in this 

application is available digitally through Land Information Ontario (LIO) at 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/land-information-ontario. 

 

3.2 Land Information Ontario (LIO) 

Most natural heritage data is publicly available. This data is managed in a large provincial 

corporate database called the LIO Warehouse and can be accessed online through the LIO 

Metadata Management Tool at 

https://www.javacoeapp.lrc.gov.on.ca/geonetwork/srv/en/main.home. This tool provides 

descriptive information about the characteristics, quality and context of the data. Publicly 

available geospatial data can be downloaded directly from this site.  

While most data are publicly available, some data may be considered highly sensitive (i.e. 

nursery areas for fish, species at risk observations) and as such, access to some data maybe 

restricted.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/make-natural-heritage-area-map
https://www.ontario.ca/page/make-natural-heritage-area-map
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3.3 Additional Species at Risk Information Sources 

• The Breeding Bird Atlas can be accessed online at 
http://www.birdsontario.org/atlas/index.jsp?lang=en  

• eBird can be accessed online at https://ebird.org/home 

• iNaturalist can be accessed online at https://www.inaturalist.org/ 

• The Ontario Reptile and Amphibian Atlas can be accessed online at  
https://ontarionature.org/programs/citizen-science/reptile-amphibian-atlas 

• Your local Conservation Authority. Information to help you find your local Conservation 

Authority can be accessed online at https://conservationontario.ca/conservation-

authorities/find-a-conservation-authority/  

Local naturalist groups or other similar community-based organizations 

• Local Indigenous communities  

• Local land trusts or other similar Environmental Non-Government Organizations 

• Field level studies to identify if species at risk, or their habitat, are likely present or 

absent at or near the site. 

• When an activity is proposed within one of the continuous caribou ranges, please be 

sure to consider the caribou Range Management Policy. This policy includes figures and 

maps of the continuous caribou range, can be found online at 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/range-management-policy-support-woodland-caribou-

conservation-and-recovery 

 

 

 

3.4 Information Sources to Support Impact Assessments  

• Guidance to help you understand if your activity is likely to adversely impact species at 

risk or their habitat can be found online at https://www.ontario.ca/page/policy-guidance-

harm-and-harass-under-endangered-species-act and 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/categorizing-and-protecting-habitat-under-endangered-

species-act 

• A list of species at risk in Ontario is available online at 

https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-ontario.  On this webpage, you can find out 

more about each species, including where is lives, what threatens it and any specific 

habitat protections that apply to it by clicking on the photo of the species. 

 

 

 

http://www.birdsontario.org/atlas/index.jsp?lang=en%20
https://ebird.org/home
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://ontarionature.org/programs/citizen-science/reptile-amphibian-atlas
https://conservationontario.ca/conservation-authorities/find-a-conservation-authority/
https://conservationontario.ca/conservation-authorities/find-a-conservation-authority/
https://www.ontario.ca/page/range-management-policy-support-woodland-caribou-conservation-and-recovery
https://www.ontario.ca/page/range-management-policy-support-woodland-caribou-conservation-and-recovery
https://www.ontario.ca/page/policy-guidance-harm-and-harass-under-endangered-species-act
https://www.ontario.ca/page/policy-guidance-harm-and-harass-under-endangered-species-act
https://www.ontario.ca/page/categorizing-and-protecting-habitat-under-endangered-species-act
https://www.ontario.ca/page/categorizing-and-protecting-habitat-under-endangered-species-act
https://www.ontario.ca/page/species-risk-ontario
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4.0 Check-List 

Please feel free to use the check list below to help you confirm you have explored all applicable 

information sources and to support your discussion with Ministry staff at the preliminary 

screening stage.  

✓ Land Information Ontario (LIO)  

✓ Natural Heritage Information Centre (NHIC)  

✓ The Breeding Bird Atlas  

✓ eBird  

✓ iNaturalist  

✓ Ontario Reptile and Amphibian Atlas  

✓ List Conservation Authorities you contacted:___________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________ 

✓ List local naturalist groups you contacted:_____________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

✓ List local Indigenous communities you contacted:_______________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

✓ List any other local land trusts or Environmental Non-Government Organizations you 

contacted:______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

✓ List and field studies that were conducted to identify species at risk, or their habitat, likely 

to be present or absent at or near the site: ____________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

✓ List what you think the likely impacts of your activity are on species at risk and their 

habitat (e.g. damage or destruction of habitat, killing, harming or harassing species at 

risk):__________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________ 
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