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The GRCA operates seven major dams and 
reservoirs in the Grand River watershed. 
These were built between 1942 
and 1976 to solve serious water 
problems before the dams. 
During the spring or after 
a heavy rain the Grand 
became a raging torrent 
of flood water. During 
the dry summer months 
there was little more 
than a tiny trickle of 
wastewater passing 
along this stretch of  
the river. The dams  
have changed this.

Where are the  
Grand dams?

Reservoir Lake
A reservoir is created when a dam is built A lake is a natural body of water

Laurel Reservoir is very shallow: it is no more than 
three metres at it’s deepest point when it is full

Lake Erie is the smallest of the Great Lakes and 
averages approximately 19 meters in depth and  
is 64 meters at its deepest

The levels in a reservoir fluctuate more than a lake,  
so plants, fish and wildlife need to be able to adapt

Lake levels do not fluctuate as much as reservoirs, 
therefore they provide a more stable environment  
for plants, fish and wildlife

This reservoir nearly empties in the winter  
in preparation for spring

Lakes are more consistent in volume through  
the seasons

What is the difference  
between a reservoir and a lake?

A great place for recreation
 Thousands visit Laurel Creek every year!

Canoe
Swim
Hike
Cycle

Ski 
Birdwatch 

Camp 
Fish

Relax

Budgeting water  
like money
Water is an important resource that is managed 
sustainably by the GRCA, just as we all do our best to 
save money some times and spend it when we need to.

Saving water:
During the winter and spring, the dams hold back 
water from melted snow and rain to help reduce 
flooding. The water is stored in the reservoirs, just 
like people put money in a bank account. By early 
May, the reservoirs are filled to capacity.

Releasing water: 
In June, July and August, water 
is released from the reservoirs 
as it is needed downstream. 
In the same way, a university 
student works during the 
summer and then spends the 
money to go to school during 
the fall and winter.

•	 Laurel	Creek	starts	in	a	swampy	area	 
in Wellesley Township, flows through 
Waterloo and Bridgeport, then enters  
the Grand River

•	 	It	is	21	km	long

•	 Because	the	city	of	Waterloo	has	 
grown up close to Laurel Creek, parts  
of the creek are buried underground

•	 Laurel	Creek	Dam	stops	regular	flooding	 
of basements and roads along  
Laurel Creek in Kitchener and Waterloo

•	 The	dam	was	built	in	1966,	 
allowing the urban areas to grow

•	 Although	it	is	the	GRCA’s	smallest	
reservoir, Laurel  is essential for 
flood control in the City of Waterloo

•	 The	reservoir	holds	only	1.35	%	of	
the GRCA’s total capacity, yet it still 
holds enough water to fill 1,000 
Olympic-sized swimming pools

Laurel Dam and Reservoir

In the winter, nearly  
all of the water is 
drained out of the 
Laurel Reservoir to 
provide room for 
melting snow in the 
spring and decrease 
chances  of flooding

About Laurel Creek

Dam Watercourse In serviceCapacity
(cubic metres)

Shand (Belwood Lake) Grand River     63.9 million 1942

Luther Black Creek     28.0 million 1952

Conestogo Conestogo River     59.5 million 1958

Laurel Creek Laurel Creek      2.5 million 1967

Shade’s Mills Mill Creek      3.2 million 1973

Woolwich Canagagigue Creek      5.5 million 1974

Guelph Speed River     22.4 million 1976

Why the stumps?
The land under Laurel Reservoir was once a forest. The forest was 
clearcut in 1966 when the dam was constructed. Many tree stumps 
remain. These provide some habitat for fish and other aquatic 
life, but canoeists need to take care as they paddle these waters.

Laurel Dam and Reservoir
About This sign has been sponsored by:



Visit the platforms  
around the reservoir  
to discover insects, birds,  
fish and plants that call  
Laurel Creek their home!

Wetlands in Ontario are evaluated based on 4 components:  
biological, social, hydrological & special features.

Each of these four areas receives a maximum of  
250 points, or 1,000 in total. A provincially significant 
wetland has received 600 or more points, or 250 in one area. 
All wetlands are protected by the law.

Laurel Creek is part of a wetland complex 
that is 1.1 square kilometres and 

consists of 82% swamp and 
18% marsh.
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How wetlands work

•	 Hold	water,	reducing	the	severity	of	flooding.

•	 Act	as	a	natural	filtration	system,	absorbing	nutrients	 
and contaminants.

•	 Essential	to	the	life	cycle	of	many	species.	Many	animals	spend	
part of their lives in wetlands — birds use them for nesting  
and fish use them for spawning. 

•	 It	is	estimated	that	wetlands	provide	about	$22,000	of	ecosystem	
services each year per hectare. All of this value is provided by the 
biodiversity of the wetlands — the combination of all the plants, 
fish, insects, amphibians, birds and mammals that do a job that 
we hardly notice. 

Why are wetlands important?

Please respect wetland areas

Laurel Creek is a provincially significant wetland.  
What does that mean?

Red Winged    
     Blackbird

The males have a red and 
yellow wing bar on an all 
black body. Females are dark 
brown with white streaks. 
While still plentiful, this 
species is in decline. 

Never release aquarium plants,  
water or animals in the reservoir  
or any other waterway.

 Canada Goose
Canada geese were nearly wiped out of southern Ontario 
by	1900	and	then	reintroduced	by	the	Ministry	of	Natural	
Resources in the 1960s. They have adapted very well to 
the current conditions created by humans and climate 
change. They live in Laurel Creek park year-round and 
most don’t migrate, or if they do, they don’t go far. 
They mate for life and are very family oriented. Canada 
geese are largest in southern populations and become 
progressively smaller in northern areas, where they also tend 
to migrate further. 

Snapping  
  Turtles

These live in ponds, lakes  
and slow moving rivers.  
Be careful because they cross 
roads to lay eggs.

Migrating waterfowl such as ducks, egrets, great blue heron 
and osprey frequently use the reservoir as a staging area during 
spring and fall migration seasons. Please do not feed them.

Spring Peepers
A small frog that is heard in  
early spring. They live in  
wetlands and moist forests  
and are very tiny – only  
about an inch long.

Muskrats
Medium-sized	rodents	with	
an adaptable lifestyle that are 
often found in the water. They 
eat both plants and animals.

What creatures live in a wetland?

Special Concern in  
Ontario & Canada

Wetlands are the most 
diverse of all habitats because 
they are the meeting place  
of land and water.

In	the	past,	wetlands	were	
considered by some unusable 
and were often degraded 
or	destroyed.	Now	we	know	
wetlands benefit both  
people and wildlife.

Wetlands

Water and  wetland habitat
at the Laurel Creek Conservation Area
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Early history

Big urban parks are really 
important for many reasons:
•	 People	benefit,	because	when	we	enjoy	nature,	we	also	clear	

our minds

•	 Natural	areas	are	home	to	plants	and	animals,	allowing	them	 
to	eat,	reproduce	and	play	a	role	in	improving	the	environment

•	 They	also	reduce	air	and	water	pollution	and	keep	cities	cooler	

•	 They	help	prevent	flooding	of	nearby	urban	areas	by	slowing	
down	water	after	a	storm		

•	 They	offer	many	recreational	opportunities

•	 Connecting	natural	areas	is	important,	since	these	are	the	
“travel corridors” that	allow	animals	to	move	safely	from	one	
area	to	another.	Large	natural	areas	help	to	protect	local	
populations	against	disease,	inbreeding	or	being	overtaken	 
by	invasive	species	(for	plants).	

People	started	coming	to	Laurel	
to	see	the	lake	as	it	was	forming.	This	

was	before	the	park	gates	were	opened.	
Originally	there	were	not	many	trees	and	it	

was	a	pretty	barren	landscape.	Trees	were	gradually	
planted	and	facilities	were	added	to	make	it	the	
oasis	within	the	city	that	it	is	today.	

The dam under construction

The	forest	is	home	to	many	interesting	animals

White-tailed deer Red fox Eastern red-backed salamander Wild turkey

Did you know?
People sometimes find fawns in a 
secluded hiding place and believe they 
have been abandoned, but a doe will 
rarely abandon a fawn. Young deer should 
not be touched, because human scent on 
a fawn may cause the mother to desert it.

Did you know?
Young foxes travel widely during the 
fall as they look for new territories. 
They have been traced as far as  
250 km from their birth sites.

Did you know?
Salamander breeding takes place in June and 
July. About 4 to 17 eggs are laid under rotten 
logs and hatch in 6 to 8 weeks. 

Did you know?
Turkey hens lay a clutch of 10 to 12 eggs. 
Turkeys can run up to 40 km/h and can fly 
as fast as 90 km/h.

The	graceful	white-tailed	deer	
(Odocoileus virginianus),	is	found	in	
many	parts	of	Canada	and	the	United	
States.	It	is	recognized	by	its	habit	of	
waving	its	tail	over	its	back.	The	tail	is	
often	glimpsed	as	the	deer	dashes	away	
after	being	startled.	Male	deer	grow	

antlers.	A	newborn	fawn	can	get	to	its	feet	within	minutes,	 
and	very	soon	takes	its	first	nourishment	 
from	the	doe’s	rich	milk.	But	it	remains	
relatively	feeble	during	the	first	week	 
or so of its life.

Although red fox 
(vulpes vulpes) is the 
accepted	common	
name for this shy  
dog-like	creature,	
not all foxes are 
red.	There	are	many	
colour	variations	and	some	local	foxes	are	brown	and	
black.	They	are	recognized	by	their	bushy	tail.	Pairs	of	
adult	foxes	may	separate	during	the	winter,	especially	if	
hunting	is	poor,	but	they	come	together	again	in	the	later	
winter	or	early	spring	for	breeding.	Fox	dens	have	been	
found	at	Laurel,	although	they	are	well	hidden.	

(Plethodon cinereus) is a 
small,	hardy	woodland	
salamander	that	live	in	
forests	and	are	common	
in	Ontario.	They	are	
the only salamander 
in Ontario that are 
terrestrial and don’t 
need	ponds	or	wetlands	
during	any	part	of	their	life	cycle,	but	they	
live	in	moist	places.	They	need	the	moisture	
because	they	don’t	have	lungs	and	breathe	
through	their	skin.	They	are	about	10	cm	long,	
and	eat	mostly	insects.	

Eastern	wild	turkeys	(Meleagris 
gallopavo)	were	wiped	out	of	this	
area	by	1904	because	of	over	hunting	
and	deforestation.	But	in	1986	they	
were	reintroduced	to	the	Grand	
River	watershed.	Now,	turkeys	live	in	
the	park	and	the	young	families	can	
be seen here during early summer. 
Turkeys	spend	their	summers	in	
forests	living	as	individuals	or	a	
mother	and	her	hatchlings.	But	
during	the	winter	they	wander	the	
countryside	in	groups	looking	for	
food and shelter. 
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Have	you	had	a	forest	bath	today?
Researchers	in	Japan	say	that	we	all	benefit	from	a	
“forest	bath”	which	means	spending	time	in	a	forest.

Nearly	40	years	of	research	shows	that	the	 
experience	of	nature	is	very	important	to	human	
health	and	well-being.	Step	into	the	woods,	 
	take	a	deep	breath	and	enjoy	nature.

Your body and mind will benefit!

Laurel Creek facts:
•	 Three	square	km	in	size,	 

that is approximately  
147	city	blocks.

•	 40%	of	this	is	covered	by	 
the	reservoir	which	holds	
1,000	Olympic-sized	
swimming	pools	of	water.

•	 This	urban	green	space	
is	now	surrounded	by	
residential	areas	and	receives	
more	than	75,000	visitors	 
per year.

A park within a city
Laurel Creek Conservation Area

This	sign	has	been	sponsored	by:



Natural succession 
of a forest
Forest succession is the natural  
process of change that a forest undergoes  
as it matures. Over many decades, a field will become 
a forest as different species of grasses, shrubs and trees 
replace each other.

It can take 150 years for a field to become a mature forest. 
When we plant trees, we kick-start this natural process. 

Shrubs like red-osier dogwood  
and willow may start growing  
on the site to begin with and  

represent the shrub stage.

A site left to mature naturally may not follow the same process as shown in the diagram below. Each site and situation is different.

Pioneer forests typically contain  
fast-growing species such as  

cottonwood poplar, trembling aspen, 
and white cedar.

The forest would then likely move to 
the climax hardwood forest stage. Then 

it would be made up of sugar maple, 
beech, hemlock, basswood and perhaps 

some red oak and bitternut hickory.

Creatures like the swallow and tree frog will  
change over time. Some species remain during  
one stage, while others stay throughout the process.

Pioneer Species Climax Species

Old growth forestPioneer forestShrubsFlowers & grasses
Pioneer species include a variety  
of goldenrods, asters, fleabanes  

and grasses.

 Reforestation started at Laurel 
Creek even before it opened 

its park gates and it continues 
today. Many community groups, 

individuals and families come to help 
plant trees each spring.

Some of the many ecological 
benefits of trees:

Clean water

Clean and produce oxygen

Store carbon

Stop erosion

Provide shade and  
wind protection

Offer food and 
homes for insects, 
birds and other 
animals

Moderate  
stream flows  
and storm water

Provide materials 
for products such as 

furniture and paper

FACT: Green infrastructure (trees, forests, 
wetlands and biodiversity) save money that 
would otherwise need to be spent on services 
such as erosion control, air conditioning and 
flood control. Some economists are starting to 
calculate a dollar value (in the thousands) for 
these ecological goods and services.  

A COOL FACT: Trees act as natural 
air conditioners to help keep cities cooler, 
mitigating the effects of buildings and 
pavement. Evaporation from one large tree can 
produce the cooling effect of ten room-size air 
conditioners operating 24 hours a day.

A plantation forest is planted evenly in rows and 
usually contains only one or two types of tree 
species such as red pine, white pine or white spruce

A mixed forest is a variety of native species such as 
white pine, sugar maple, white cedar, silver maple, 
bitternut hickory, silky dogwood and red oak

The fastest, easiest and least expensive way  
to plant a forest

More expensive than a plantation forest  
and it takes longer to establish

They can be devastated by invasive pests  
which can travel easily between trees

A big variety of tree species gives the forest a better 
chance of withstanding pests and diseases

Plantation forests don’t support a diverse  
                community of plants, insects and animals

A wide variety of plants, insects and animals thrive 
due to the mix of trees and vegetation

                             Does not handle climate change  
                              as well as a mixed forest

More resilient to climate change, because some 
species will handle the changing temperatures 
better than others 

Plantation Forest Mixed Forestvs 
Between 1965 and 1970, 50,000 trees were 
planted here. These first forests were planted 
with a mechanical tree planter. In fact, Canada’s 
first mechanical planter was built in a shop in 
Fergus in 1946 based on a U.S. prototype. By the 
time it came to planting Laurel Creek, the GRCA 
had lots of experience with these planters. 

The trees planted at Laurel were ones that 
would grow fast. Over the decades these trees 
grew and more were 
planted, gradually 
turning fields and 
lawns into forests 
and natural 
areas. 

Mechanical tree planter

forest cover in the Grand 
River watershed until 1820

forest cover in the Grand River 
watershed by 1900 due to the 
arrival of European settlers 
who cleared the land

forest cover in the Grand 
River watershed today,  
thanks to reforestation  
and natural regeneration

forest cover recommended 
by Environment Canada as a 
minimum level for a healthy 
and sustainable watershed

of Laurel Creek Conservation Area 
land is forested, but previously  
it was mostly potato fields

5-7%

20%

30%

85%

75%

Many people don’t 
realize that forest 
cover has gone 
up dramatically 
in the Grand River 
watershed, but there 
is still a lot of planting 
that needs to be done.

C 223-3-0-0-4, Archives of O
ntario

Past & present forest cover in 
the Grand River watershed

The pine shoot beetle can  
kill native pines in only two 

years and will attack both 
healthy and stressed trees  

by tunneling through healthy 
shoots, ending new growth. They  

also bore under the bark of the tree where they mate  
and lay eggs.  The larvae burrow between the bark  
and the wood to feed on the cambium, killing the tree.

In 2007, two hectares of dying plantation forest were 
removed due to an infestation of pine shoot beetles.  
Other than tree removal, there are no effective mechanisms 
to slow down the spread of the infestation. Nine more 
hectares of red pine had a low level infestation, but they 
have since been removed. 

Many local residents have been helping to replace these trees 
with native species on Earth Day and during other events. 

An invasive pest – The pine shoot beetle

Grand River Watershed
Changing forest cover in the This sign has been sponsored by:
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