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Fiscal Tool Brief:

Property Tax Incentives
for Conservation

Property tax incentives for conservation
reduce landowners’ tax costs to encourage
voluntary protection and stewardship of
ecologically important lands.

Property tax incentives for conservation are programs
that reduce or exempt property taxes for landowners
who agree to protect ecologically significant areas
on their property. The mechanism is simple: by
lowering the tax burden, municipalities make it more
affordable for landowners to conserve forests,
wetlands, riparian zones, or other sensitive habitats,
rather than converting them to other uses. In
exchange, landowners commit to maintaining the
ecological value of the land, often through conservation
agreements, easements, or official designations.
While the legislative framework is set at the
provincial level, municipalities administer property
assessments and apply the exemptions or credits
locally. The approach is different across provinces,
some offer full tax exemptions, others provide

Local Governments

for Sustainability
Les gouvernements locaux
pour le développement durable

partial rebates or credits, but the aim is similar:
to use the property tax system as a fiscal tool to
encourage voluntary land stewardship.
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Beyond the conservation outcomes, these programs also function
as a mechanism for mobilizing private capital toward ecosystem
protection. By lowering the ongoing cost of land ownership,
municipalities create financial conditions that encourage private
landowners to retain and actively manage natural areas rather than
selling or developing them. In practice, this shifts part of the financial
responsibility for ecosystem protection from the public sector to
private landowners, who continue to pay for land acquisition,
management planning, and stewardship activities on conserved
lands. For example, many programs require participating landowners
to undertake specific management actions or develop long-term
stewardship plans. These activities often involve direct private
expenditures, such as hiring forestry professionals to prepare
management plans, conducting ecological monitoring, or undertaking
habitat restoration and invasive species management. In this way,
municipal tax incentives act as a catalyst that unlocks private spending
on conservation that would otherwise be unlikely to occur.

Examples

Under Ontario’s Conservation Land Tax Incentive Program (CLTIP),
municipalities may apply 100% property tax exemptions to
properties that protect provincially significant natural areas such
as wetlands, woodlands, or endangered species habitat. While the
program is provincially legislated, municipalities like Hamilton
Township (ON), Tay Valley Township (ON) and others, administer
it through local tax rolls, reducing carrying costs for landowners who
conserve ecologically valuable land. Another Ontario-based program,
the Managed Forest Tax Incentive Program (MFTIP), reduces
property tax assessments to 25% of the residential rate for landowners
with at least four hectares of forest and an approved 10-year

management plan. The plan builds landowners’ understanding

of their forests and engages them more directly in management,
encouraging stronger stewardship of Ontario’s private woodlands.
Participation in MFTIP requires landowners to hire certified
Managed Forest Plan Approvers to develop management plans
and periodically report on forest management activities. These
plans involve forest inventories, mapping, and long-term management
strategies, representing direct private investment in sustainable
land management. Between 2004 and 2024, the number of
properties enrolled in the CLTIP and MFTIP programs grew by
93% to more than 46,000, while the land conserved increased by
32% to nearly 1.2 million hectares, protecting forests, wetlands,
and other natural habitats.! Because these lands remain privately
owned, the majority of stewardship costs, including management
planning, monitoring, and maintenance, are borne by participating
landowners rather than municipalities, representing substantial
private investment in conservation.

In British Columbia, West Vancouver (BC), Abbotsford (BC) and
other municipalities use Permissive Tax Exemptions to provide
property tax relief to lands and organizations that contribute to
community well-being, including conservation purposes. Council
grants these exemptions a bylaw, often for terms of up to 10 years,
directly lowering municipal property tax bills for eligible properties.
Within the Islands Trust (BC) a federation of independent local
governments, municipalities participate in the Natural Area Protection
Tax Exemption Program (NAPTEP), which grants a 65% property tax
exemption to landowners who register permanent conservation
covenants. This municipal-provincial partnership has conserved
sensitive ecosystems across participating islands, with exemptions
applied annually to local tax bills.
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https://www.ontario.ca/page/conservation-land-tax-incentive-program
https://www.hamiltontownship.ca/living-here/property-taxes/property-tax-incentive-programs/
https://www.hamiltontownship.ca/living-here/property-taxes/property-tax-incentive-programs/
https://www.tayvalleytwp.ca/living-here/property-taxes/tax-rebates/
https://www.ontario.ca/page/managed-forest-tax-incentive-program-guide

Nova Scotia’s Conservation Property Tax Exemption allows
private landowners to eliminate property taxes on lands legally
protected for ecological values, helping to support conservation
efforts of the province where 70% is privately owned and 95%

of the coastline falls into that category. Since the land remains
privately owned and managed, conservation outcomes depend
heavily on private landowner investment in maintaining ecological
values, effectively leveraging private capital to protect landscapes
that would otherwise require public acquisition. In Prince Edward
Island (PEI), municipal properties designated under the province’s
Natural Areas Protection Act are exempt from municipal property
taxes, unless the land is developed or subdivided. Municipalities
apply these exemptions through their assessment rolls, ensuring
that private conservation efforts on ecologically important lands
are recognized and financially supported. This mechanism is
highlighted in Charlottetown’s Official Plan,? which identifies
Natural Areas as sites of ecological or geological importance to be
protected through provincial designation and municipal planning
policy.® In Québec, designated natural reserves on private land are
exempt from municipal and school property taxes under the Loi
sur la fiscalité municipale, art. 204.* The exemption takes effect
automatically once a notarial agreement is registered with the
Ministry of Environment, with an estimated fiscal impact of
$500,000 in 2019. Two approaches contrast: automatic exemption
by provincial law in some jurisdictions, municipal autonomy in others.

Relevance to Advancing Adaptation

Property tax incentives for conservation help municipalities protect
ecosystems such as wetlands, forests, and coastal habitats that
act as cost-effective natural infrastructure for climate resilience.
For example, a study conducted by Ming and colleagues (2007)
found that restoring one hectare of wetland in British Columbia
cost about CAD $73,000 in 2016, yet it could prevent an
estimated CAD $7,600 in flood damages each year, meaning it
pays for itself within a decade and generates significant long-term
savings.® A municipality that exempts 1,000 hectares of riparian
forest or wetlands could help absorb millions of litres of stormwater
annually, significantly reducing infrastructure costs and flood risk.
By using property tax exemptions to protect such ecosystems,
municipalities invest in durable, nature-based solutions that stabilize
local climates and safeguard communities.
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https://novascotia.ca/nse/protectedareas/docs/Conservation.Property.Tax.Exemption.Backgrounder.pdf
https://www.princeedwardisland.ca/en/legislation/natural-areas-protection-act
https://climateeconomics.pressbooks.tru.ca/chapter/can-we-mitigate-the-costs-of-flood-damage-through-wetlands/
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Figure 1. Visual representation of how Property Tax Incentives for Conservation work
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Accessibility

Property tax incentives for conservation are accessible through
dedicated enabling legislation in five Canadian provinces, though
the scope, eligible land categories, exemption rates, and
administrative arrangements differ substantially. In Ontario, two
programs operate through the interaction of the Assessment Act
and Ontario Regulation 282/98, made thereunder.®” The Conservation
Land Tax Incentive Program (CLTIP) operates through paragraph
25 of s. 3(1) of the Assessment Act, which exempts “conservation
land” from property taxation; O. Reg. 282/98 (ss. 24-27) defines
eligible conservation land to include provincially significant wetlands,
areas of natural and scientific interest, endangered species habitat,
Niagara Escarpment Natural Areas, and lands owned by registered
charities or conservation authorities meeting specified ecological
criteria. The exemption is administered by the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Forestry, which approves eligibility, and applied by
municipalities through their assessment rolls. The Managed Forest
Tax Incentive Program (MFTIP) operates through a separate
mechanism: O. Reg. 282/98 creates a Managed Forests property
class (ss. 8.2-9.7) conditional on a 10-year managed forest plan
approved under the Ontario Managed Forest Tax Incentive Program
Guide, with the class taxed at a provincially-set ratio of 25% of the
residential rate under the tax-ratio provisions of the Municipal Act.

In Nova Scotia, s. 45B of the Assessment Act,® as added by the
Conservation Property Tax Exemption Act,® exempts qualifying
“conservation property” from all taxation authorized under any
public or private Act of the Legislature, encompassing both municipal
and school property taxes. Eligible categories include land subject

to a conservation easement held by an eligible body under the
Conservation Easements Act (primarily dedicated to native
biodiversity protection and prohibiting industrial, commercial,
forestry, agricultural, or quarrying uses), land designated as an
ecological site under the Special Places Protection Act, and land
designated permanently as a Wilderness Area under the Wilderness
Areas Protection Act; the Minister of Environment and Climate
Change Canada determines conservation property status annually
on September 30 for the following municipal taxation year."

In Quebec, the Natural Heritage Conservation Act (ss. 56-70)
enables the responsible Minister to recognize private lands as
“nature reserves” through a formal agreement with the owner that
specifies conservation objectives, management arrangements, and
use restrictions; the agreement is registered in the land register
under ss. 58-59 and is binding on subsequent acquirers.” The

tax exemption flows through a separate statute: paragraph 19

of s. 204 of the Act respecting municipal taxation exempts from
municipal and school taxation any immovable recognized as a
nature reserve under C-61.01."2 The combined effect is that qualifying
lands are removed from the municipal tax base for the duration of
the recognition.

In British Columbia, the geographic scope is limited to the Islands
Trust area on Vancouver Island and the Gulf Islands. Part 7.1 of
the Islands Trust Act (ss. 49.1-49.8), establishes a framework
for tax exemption certificates for “eligible natural area property”:
land subject to a conservation covenant under s. 219 of the Land
Title Act in favour of the Islands Trust Conservancy, a local trust
committee, or the trust council, and meeting prescribed natural
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area values.™ The Islands Trust Natural Area Protection Tax
Exemption Regulation, B.C. Reg. 41/2002, s. 3, sets the tax
exemption at 65% of the assessed value of the covenanted land,
exempting that portion from taxation under the Local Government
Act, Community Charter, Taxation (Rural Area) Act, School Act,
and other listed property taxation statutes."™ The program is
administered as the Natural Area Protection Tax Exemption
Program (NAPTEP) by the Islands Trust Conservancy.

In Prince Edward Island, the exemption operates through the
interaction of two statutes: s. 3 of the Real Property Tax Act exempts
from provincial and municipal real property taxation any real
property designated as a natural area under the Natural Areas
Protection Act as well as any real property designated as a wildlife
management area under the Wildlife Conservation Act.'>'®

Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, New Brunswick, and
Newfoundland and Labrador currently lack enacted province-
wide statutory conservation property tax exemption programs;
landowners in those provinces may access federal tax benefits
through the Ecological Gifts Program but realistically cannot rely
on provincial property tax relief.”

Feasibility

The feasibility of these programs is fundamentally dependent

on provincial legislative frameworks, as municipalities cannot
independently authorize property tax exemptions without enabling
provincial legislation. For example, Ontario’s CLTIP and MFTIP

are provincially legislated, with municipalities administering
exemptions through property tax rolls. Therefore, these programs

indicate a clear and tested division of responsibilities that allows
municipalities to implement the incentives using existing assessment
and taxation systems. From an administrative perspective, the
feasibility is relatively high because these incentives rely on existing
property tax infrastructure, and thus, the need is low for new
staffing or implementing technical systems. However, feasibility is
constrained by municipal fiscal capacity, since tax exemptions
reduce local revenue and may be difficult to absorb in communities
with narrow tax bases or high service demands. This fiscal trade-
off means that while conservation outcomes may be attractive, some
municipalities may hesitate to fully promote or expand participation
without provincial backstopping or compensation mechanisms.

Risk

A key risk of Property Tax Incentives for Conservation is that
participation is entirely voluntary, meaning conservation outcomes
depend on landowner willingness to enroll eligible lands.” Therefore,
if the landowners are uninterested, unaware, or concerned about
long-term restrictions, municipalities may see limited ecological
gains despite having the program in place. In addition, there is
also an equity risk, because benefits tend to accrue to landowners
with large or ecologically significant properties, while other
residents continue contributing through regular property taxes
without access to comparable incentives. Moreover, in programs
that rely on time-limited agreements, such as permissive tax
exemptions granted for fixed terms that are often up to 10 years in
British Columbia,™ there is a risk that conserved lands may later
be developed if agreements are not renewed.

Fiscal Tool Brief: Property Tax Incentives for Conservation 6



Scalability

The scalability of these programs is limited by the fact that these
programs are legislated at the provincial level (e.g., Ontario’s
CLTIP, Nova Scotia’s Conservation Property Tax Exemption).
Therefore, the expansion in scope or eligibility requires provincial
amendments, which can limit municipal flexibility. Despite this
constraint, scalability is strong over time because property tax
exemptions are ongoing rather than time-limited expenditures,
allowing conservation benefits to accumulate as long as lands
remain designated. In a report from the Ontario Biodiversity Council,
between 2004 and 2024, enrollment in CLTIP and MFTIP increased
substantially.?’ The combined number of properties participating in
CLTIP and MFTIP increased by 93% (from approximately 24,000 to
46,500 properties) and the area of the properties enrolled in both
programs increased by approximately 32% (906,000 to 1,198,000
hectares).?’ The protection of nearly 1.2 million hectares of private
land demonstrates the capacity for gradual, durable expansion. In
addition, scalability can be further enhanced when municipalities
layer tax incentives with complementary tools, such as green
infrastructure programs or land acquisition trusts, creating mutually
reinforcing protection mechanisms. By embedding conservation
incentives within routine taxation systems, municipalities can scale
climate-resilient land protection without relying on finite grant
budgets, allowing this tool to be a useful strategy for advancing
climate adaptation in the long term.

Evaluation Matrix

Scoring: High = +1 [ Medium = 0 [ Low = -1

Criterion

Effectiveness
&
Performance

Economic
Efficiency

Equity &
Fairness

Political
Acceptability

Feasibility
(Admin/Legal)

Coherence
(Portfolio Fit)

Rating

Medium

High

Low

Medium

Medium

High

Score Key Evidence

0

+1

+1

Supports
ecosystem
protection via
tax incentives

Uses existing
tax systems
with low
administrative
burden

Benefits
concentrated
among eligible
landowners

Voluntary
participation
with visible
environmental
benefits

Requires
provincial
enabling
legislation

Integrates
with property
tax and land-
use planning
systems

Assessment

The tool advances
adaptation indirectly
through nature-based
conservation, but does not
generate direct revenue or
capital financing.

It is efficient to administer
and leverage private
stewardship with limited
municipal cost beyond
foregone revenue.

Benefits accrue
disproportionately to
eligible landowners,
creating regressive
distributional effects across
the wider tax base.

The tool is generally
acceptable, but fairness
concerns and foregone
municipal revenue can limit
support.

Administration is
straightforward, but
implementation depends
on provincial authority and
limited municipal autonomy.

The tool aligns strongly
with land-use planning,
conservation policy, and
nature-based adaptation
strategies.
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Best Use Context Recommended Citation

This tool is most effective in municipalities with significant
ecological assets under developmental pressure, where
conserving natural infrastructure can produce long-term resilience
benefits. It is particularly suitable where municipalities can absorb
modest reductions in property tax revenue.

Toth, A., Ma, K., Meaney, M., Jackson, E., Tremblay-
Racicot, F., Couture, J., Duguay, V., Henstra, D.,
Thistlethwaite, J., Ewart, T., & Stein, N. (2026). Property
Tax Incentives for Conservation. In Catalogue of Fiscal
Tools to Advance Adaptation. In collaboration with the
Centre de recherche sur la gouvernance of the Ecole

Context Factor Relevance | Notes nationale d’administration publique. ICLEI Canada.

https://icleicanada.org/project/fiscal-tools-catalogue/

Municipal Size Medium Applicable across sizes, but fiscal
impact more manageable in larger tax © ICLEI Canada. 2026
bases. !
Administrative Low Implemented through existing
Capacity Required tax systems with minimal added
complexity.
Development High Most effective where land conversion
Pressure pressure threatens ecological assets.
Climate Risk Targeting | Medium Supports adaptation indirectly through
ecosystem protection.
Fiscal Flexibility Medium Requires tolerance for reduced
Required property tax revenue.
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