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Driving along a rural road in central Ontario, it’s easy to feel immersed in the
forests of the Canadian Shield. Surrounded by tall pines, one could forget that
you’re on a road, built by humans to get between destinations, winding and
connecting our towns across the landscape.
Roads are incredibly useful, but as industrial activities and development progress,
we may be missing what we can’t see ourselves – the value of intact ecosystems or
“roadless areas” that harbour thriving forests, waters and wildlife at a safe distance
from human disturbances.
Roadless areas are of global and local importance. Roads fragment landscapes and
lead to further human developments and environmental impacts, usually to the
detriment of biodiversity and ecosystem functions such as carbon storage and
sequestration. A 2016 study found that only about 7% of lands globally remain in
patches larger than 10,000 hectares. More attention is needed to limit road
expansion in our efforts to combat biodiversity loss and achieve landscape
sustainability.
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According to Ancient Forest Exploration & Research (AFER), roadless areas in
Ontario decreased by 3.1 million hectares between 2005 and 2020, or an annual
loss of roughly 207,000 hectares/year. The vast majority of our roadless areas are
given no protection on unceded Crown lands, where logging or mining exploration
activities are facilitated by new road development. In the case o f logging, these
roads are subsidized with public funds at a cost of about $60 million per year.
Even in the iconic Algonquin Park, of which 18% is roadless (i.e., areas that are
over 1 km from a road), 40,000 hectares remain unprotected from logging.
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Roadless areas are an important indicator of ecological integrity and are
associated with other ecosystem benefits such as wildlife refugia, carbon storage
and carbon sequestration. AFER has further found that there are more old-growth
forests left in roadless areas than in fragmented landscapes (e.g., old -growth
forests cover approximately 20% more area within roadless areas than outside of
them in one forest management unit in central Ontario).
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AFER is currently working on a provincial dataset of roadless areas to build a
comprehensive inventory for the province. “Parks legislation in Ontario identifies
‘ecological integrity’ as the most important criterion for selectin g and maintaining
protected areas. Roadless areas represent the portions of the province with the
highest degree of ecological integrity and therefore could provide the foundation
or source for many of the new protected areas that are required to meet fede ral
land protection goals”, says Dr. Peter Quinby, chief scientist at AFER and forest
ecologist of 40 years. As Canada, and hopefully Ontario, continues the work
to achieve 25% of protected lands and waters by 2025, roadless areas are a prime
opportunity for further protection and conservation.
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Some actions are irreversible, and fragmenting a pristine forested landscape is one
of them. We need to think long and hard about how we treat our remaining
natural intact ecosystems, particularly in the face of global biodiversity loss and
climate change crises.
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