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Caring for Our Coast: Envisioning a Lake Erie Community Stewardship Trail Network

By Megan Ihrig and Michelle Kanter

Imagine travelling on picturesque coastal trails from Essex to Niagara, enjoying diverse terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and species, including globally rare habitats. Join us in making the Lake Erie Community Stewardship Trail Network a reality.

Can conservation, recreation and tourism work together to make a difference on a significant landscape? Join Carolinian Canada Coalition in exploring eco-friendly ways to link these sectors and recover species at risk on Canada’s southernmost coastline.  

On October 22-23, 2009, Carolinian Canada Coalition is partnering with Parks Canada to host a two-day “Caring for Our Coast” Forum 2009 at Point Pelee National Park and the Pelee Days Inn, in Leamington, Ontario. This event will launch a major new initiative, the Lake Erie Community Stewardship Trail Network, to promote enjoyment, understanding and stewardship of the diverse coastal zone, from Essex to Niagara.

Communities across southwestern Ontario face unique challenges for balancing multiple interests on a landscape that has among the highest concentration of rare species in Canada. Lake Erie’s Carolinian Coast is a 592 kilometre mosaic of ecosystems and habitats, urban and rural neighbourhoods, and diverse agriculture and industry. This coast is home to Canada’s southernmost National Park, the Long Point UNESCO World Biosphere Reserve, and is a hotspot for biodiversity in Canada. Here, within a relatively small area, are fascinating natural, cultural and historical features, interspersed with trails for walking, biking, birding, driving, sailing, geocaching and more. Intriguing and enjoyable examples of the historic interactions between nature and human activity, and their effects on landscapes can be seen at many places along the coast. Many coastal communities are developing interesting and innovative programs to manage these varied landscapes. 

The “Caring for Our Coast” Forum aims to identify and map possible trails or a trail network, along the north Lake Erie Coast which will offer awareness building and educational opportunities for biodiversity, species at risk, and other conservation challenges. The forum will address innovative approaches to ecosystem and species recovery that will engage residents, communities and visitors in harmony with local working landscapes. Nature-based recreation is one of the most popular forms of activity in any community; it is also a highly cost-effective opportunity to address many community issues including health and quality of life, education, water and air quality, climate change, and local heritage. 
Lake Erie’s Carolinian Coast offers a fantastic array of existing and potential recreational and educational experiences with the greatest variety of habitat types in the province, from cliffs, estuaries and rare beach dunes to waterfalls, lush old growth forests, alvars and ravines. By focusing on the Lake Erie Coast, communities can highlight their role in stewarding unique geologic features, rare habitats and fascinating ecosystems, many found nowhere else on earth.

Carolinian Canada Coalition’s new program will connect sectors, link existing and developing trails with recovery initiatives and develop a strong stewardship force for the coast. Lake Erie's Carolinian Coast is an ecosystem in urgent need of attention. This innovative strategy has great potential to engage coastal communities in a positive way, to jointly promote a community stewardship ethic. It will focus on shoreline municipalities and watersheds from Essex to Niagara, with community partners advising on the location of the trail network. Since similar issues face others across the region, expanding this program into a Carolinian trail network is a future possibility, depending on initial results and interest from potential partners.  

“Caring for Our Coast” will investigate how trails and outdoor recreation can protect and restore the unique nature of southwestern Ontario. With two days of international speakers, local experts, in-depth outdoor workshops, community mapping and round table sessions, there will be many opportunities to offer your perspective, learn, connect, network, gain insight and get inspired. Enjoy the hospitality and support of world-class Point Pelee National Park and the Essex Region Conservation Authority. Don’t miss this unique event, your opportunity to discuss and shape the future of Lake Erie’s Carolinian Coast.

More information about the “Caring for Our Coast” Forum, including registration form and Early Bird discounts can be found at www.carolinian.org or by calling 1-519-433-7077.
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