
Location, location, location
RESTORING WETLANDS THAT WORK FOR FARMERS, THEIR FAMILIES AND WILDLIFE

By Julielee Stitt 

“Location is everything.” 

Real estate agents may use this phrase when selling prime commercial space, but it’s an expression that can apply to farms 
too, says Ducks Unlimited Canada (DUC) director Phil Holst.  

Holst is a dedicated volunteer and travels throughout southern Ontario, meeting with farmers to talk about the value of 
wetlands. He’s having conversations that would have been impossible 50 years ago. 

“Back in the 1970s, wetlands were viewed as wastelands,” says Holst, a fifth-generation farmer who grew up on a farm in 
New Hamburg, Ont. and now owns a 50-acre (20-hectare) farm in Woodstock and a 200-acre (80-hectare) farm in Grey 
County.

Today, more producers appreciate the value wetlands add to their farms, he notes. 

“Farming is big money these days and producers aren’t interested in something that’s not viable,” says Holst.  “Wetlands—
they’re extremely viable.” 

Research shows that wetlands store water in wet years, which makes them highly valuable during periods of drought. They 
also filter sediment and support fertile soil. 

In his conversations with fellow farmers, Holst says one of the first things that comes up is where a wetland could be 
restored.  

That’s where DUC’s expertise comes in.

According to DUC conservation specialist Jeff Krete,  DUC field staff try to restore wetlands in areas that are not in conflict 
with the business of farming.  These could be referred to as “orphaned piece of property.” These are tracts of land that are 
difficult (or impossible) to cultivate and are appropriate for wetland restoration.  

By restoring a wetland in an area with unproductive farmland, Holst says it’s more likely to stay there for future generations. 
“We need to build projects that reflect today’s needs and will be there 100 years from now and beyond,” he says.

Since the wetland on their farm was 
restored, the Danens have noted an 
increase in biodiversity.



Ed and Julie Danen, the owners of Danzel Holsteins Limited, in Tavistock, Ont., are testing this theory on their own farm.

In 2013, the couple signed an agreement with DUC to have a wetland restored along their property line. 

Previous landowners attempted to empty the wetland using tile drainage, a system that removes water from the soil. “And no 
matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t make it productive land,” says Ed.

That’s when the family was approached by Holst and learned DUC could restore their wetland. 

It was an easy decision, says Ed. “It wasn’t going to cost us a whole lot…and that helped make it more attractive,” he says.  
According to Krete, DUC generally covers 50 to 75 per cent of the cost of restoration work.  Partner and landowner funds 
cover the balance. 

Since the wetland’s been restored, the Danens have noted an increase in biodiversity. “Before the restoration, it was all cattails. 
Now there’s insects and frogs in there, a variety of different birds and ducks,” says Ed. 

Just as important to the busy farm family is how the wetland has become a recreational spot for their family. 

“Farms are busy places. You don’t get regular weekends and trips to the cottage. You have to find your own little breaks at 
home,” says Ed.  A couple winters ago, the Danens cleared a section of the wetland of snow, and hosted a skating party for 
family. “We even got a game of hockey going,” says Ed. 

While the location wasn’t ideal for cropping, it’s now the perfect spot for a wetland and for family fun.  “It use to be two 
acres of cattails and weeds,” says Ed. “Now it’s creating habitat for wildlife and memories for our family.”

When the wetland freezes, the Danen family lace-up their skates 
and enjoy a favourite winter pastime.


