
The Long Point Causeway: 

a history and future

for reptiles

Scott Gillingwater





Environmental Effects



Long Point World Biosphere 

Reserve

• UNESCO designated the Long Point World 
Biosphere Reserve in April of 1986.

• Long Point was designated as an example of the 
Great Lakes coastal habitats - long 
uninterupted beaches, undisturbed sand dunes, 
grassy ridges, wet meadows, woodlands, 
marshes and ponds, all of the shallow Inner 
Bay. Also, the finest examples of Canada's 
remaining Carolinian forest are found within 
the watershed of Long Point Bay.



Two of the largest and most significant 

protected natural areas remaining in 

southwestern Ontario occur within the 

boundaries of the Biosphere Reserve:  

Long Point National Wildlife Area

Big Creek National Wildlife Area

• In Canada there are 51 National Wildlife Areas, 
10 of which occur in Ontario.  National Wildlife 
Areas are managed by the Canadian Wildlife 
Service, part of Environment Canada. 

• Staff of the Canadian Wildlife Service manage 
and maintain the lands, conduct and oversee 
research efforts, and enforce environmental laws.



•Southern Ontario maintains the highest diversity of 
wildlife in Canada, yet also maintains the highest 
human population, rate of development and network 
of roads.

• Many reptile species do not occur beyond southern 
Ontario due to temperature restrictions, and are 
limited here by their need for specific wetland 
habitats.

•Areas such as the Big Creek National Wildlife Area  
serve as islands of habitat within the matrix of 
development, roads and land alteration in southern 
Ontario.

• In order for the protected areas to be effective for 
wildlife survival, road mortality must be dealt with.



Long Point and Big Creek
• The Long Point/Big Creek area provides some of the 
most significant wildlife habitat in Canada and is part of 
the increasingly small Carolinian Life Zone.

•The area is especially rich in reptile, amphibian and bird 
diversity with an exceptionally large number of at-risk 
species utilizing the wetland complexes.

• Some protection is afforded through federal and 
provincial legislation (including habitat), but threats 
outside of these boundaries may negate their 
effectiveness.

• One of the primary threats for reptiles, is the Causeway, 
a 3.5 km stretch of road bisecting the Big Creek National 
Wildlife Area and Long Point Bay
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Causeway 

Construction

• Constructed in 1926 - 1927

• Facilitate development of 
beach community

• Improve access and 
movement of materials

• Connected the small 
“islands” that spread across 
the wetland sites leading to 
Long Point
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Negative Environmental Effects of 

the Causeway Include

• High rates of wildlife mortality –
especially of Reptiles and 
Amphibians

• Water circulation has been 
significantly reduced

• Fish movement has been reduced

• Wetlands are aging prematurely 

• Long Point Bay water quality is 
likely compromised without the 
filter action of the wetland













With only limited habitat remaining, road 
mortality is one of the most significant threats to 

the long-term survival of reptiles
Roads:

•Directly impact populations through 
road mortality (population losses, 

skewing sex ratios)

•Can isolate and degrade habitat

•Contribute to pollution through gas, 

oil and salt runoff

•Attract snakes for thermoregulation
•Continue to be built or “enhanced” 

throughout southern Ontario, the 

most significant area in Canada for 

reptiles



Solutions are Difficult
• Development will not 

end

• Subsidized predators 
adapt easily to new 
challenges

• The human population 
in southern Ontario 
continues to grow

• Out of sight, out of 
mind – not enough 
education or funding 
opportunities exist



Turtles are especially 

vulnerable to population 

decline due to:

- Low reproductive 

success (egg to adult); 

- Late age of maturity (up 

to 18 years);

- Turtles have evolved to 

have a long lifespan, few 

young that survive to 

adulthood and only 

limited adult mortality







Road Mortality Studies 
Ashley and Robinson 1996

• Walked causeway 3 times 
per week, May to October 
1979-1980, 1992-1993 

• 100 vertebrate species, 7 
amphibians, 10 reptiles, 
21 mammals, 62 birds

• > 32 000 road-kills over 
study period

• Fifth worse documented 
road mortality world-wide

• Were some of these 
mortalities intentional?





The reality for the future 

of turtles living adjacent 

to the Causeway



Long Point Causeway Steering 

Committee
• A group comprised of 

government employees, NGOs, 
biologists, community 
members, recreation groups, 
naturalist groups, stakeholders, 
municipal and county members.

• Have, within a year’s time, held 
a number of meetings, gained 
local government support, 
raised funding and hired a 
consultant to prepare a 
feasibility study, to help guide 
appropriate actions for the area.



Beyond Just Turtles and Snakes
The Feasibility Study

• Pedestrian and cyclist 
safety

• Driver Safety

• Access to Port Rowan

• Recreational Limitations

• Wildlife Mortality Along 
Causeway

• Water Circulation

• Fish Movement

• Wetland Disturbance -
Aging

• Long Point Bay water 
quality



Long Point Causeway Feasibility 

Study

1) History of causeway development and redirection of the 

outflow of Big Creek

2) Importance of the causeway to Long Point area 

community, business, commerce and tourism

3) Biological features and importance of Big Creek wetlands

4) Issue statement

--safety – vehicle pullovers, narrow shoulders, bicyclists, 

trees in shoulder of road, enforcement

--altered hydrology – effects on water quality, fish access, 

wetland integrity

--road mortality – cite CWS road mortality studies and 

population impacts of roads on wildlife



Goals of the Report

Require options of how to deal with the issues 
ranging from do nothing to major re-engineering of 
the causeway. 

Goals of Mitigation – mitigation work should:

• be neutral or positive with regard to the economic 
impact on the local community

• improve the hydrological function of the Big Creek 
marsh 

• reduce wildlife road mortality

• create safer highway conditions for motorists

• improve access between Long Point and Port Rowan

• improve recreational opportunities ( e.g. biking, 
birding, fishing)



Reaching Goals

• Community engagement – the consultant will engage the 
communities regarding their views on the issues and the 
possible mitigation alternatives.

• The consultant will identify and detail various short and 
long term alternatives to address the issues taking into 
consideration biological and hydrological effectiveness, 
as well as economic constraints , transportation, and 
safety concerns. 

• Consultant will provide Recommendations based on the 
above findings

• Consultant must take into account the aesthetics of any 
“ecopassage” approach

• List of relevant literature









Can an Ecopassage approach 

be implemented to:

• Effectively re-establish hydrological 

function of Big Creek Marsh?

• Provide effective long-term wildlife passage 

corridors (Install culverts / bridges etc.) at 

a site that may experience a range of lake 

levels, large influxes of sediment, thick ice 

in the winter and heavy traffic in the 

summer?



• Create a barrier wall that will pass 
through private lane ways and parking 
lots (the parking lots account for some of 
the access wildlife have from wetland to 
road)?

• Allow for an aesthetically pleasing final 
product, that will not limit the “vista” 
(this will likely be an issue with the 
community that have grown to love the 
marsh and bay view, as well as the large 
trees along the Causeway)?



Solutions?
• What are the characteristics of the funnel walls that have 

been employed (such as height, materials, orientation, 
installation experience, costs) and are they working for the 
target species (especially for snakes and turtles).

• What are the characteristics of crossing structures being 
employed (such as height, width, materials, substrates and 
other habitat elements, drainage) and how are they working 
for target species.

• What are peoples’ experiences with various forms of public 
education, signage, and other forms of getting the message 
out concerning wildlife and roads.

• What are thoughts on possible hydrology changes (water 
quality and/or quality) that might occur when hydrological 
connections are improved (between the wetland and the 
bay), in the context of implications (if any) on turtle habitat.



Lake Erie

Long Point Bay

Big Creek 

National 

Wildlife Area



Big Creek 

National Wildlife 

Area

Long Point 

Bay

Lake Erie



Long Point Bay

Big Creek 

National 

Wildlife 

Area

Big Creek



Big Creek 

National 

Wildlife Area

Long Point Bay

Lake Erie



Big Creek 

National 

Wildlife Area

Long Point Bay

Private Property Along Causeway


