
THE WAY
FORWARD
THE MUSKOKA LAKES ASSOCIATION
STRATEGIC PLAN 2021-2026



A MESSAGE FROM THE BOARD
The Muskoka Lakes Association (MLA) has been looking out for Muskoka since 1894 “to protect and promote the interests 
of property owners, cottagers and tourists, preserve the safe, healthy and sanitary condition and scenic beauty of the lakes 
and to encourage skill in aquatic sports”. As we look back on some of our history, many of the issues tackled by the MLA 
over the past 127 years have been remarkably similar to those on our horizon today. 

To look after Muskoka today means a bigger view – a watershed view 
where what happens upstream affects us downstream, where what 
happens in other municipalities can influence policy in ours and the 
concerns the MLA raise are applicable to other shoreline residents. 
So while our functional boundary for the MLA is focused on the 
watersheds and lakes in the Towns of Gravenhurst and Bracebridge 
and the Townships of Muskoka Lakes and Seguin, it is by necessity 
fuzzy around the edges. 

Muskoka has changed a lot since the association was formed and like 
all good organizations, once in a while we must step back and examine 
what we do, how we do it and who we do it with. 

Over the years, members and non-members alike have asked us to 
define our primary purpose and sometimes criticized us for not being 
quick enough to respond or for not taking the right side of an issue. We 
will never be able to satisfy everyone, of that we are sure. And we are 
only as good as the volunteers on our board and on our committees – 
your neighbours who step up to do their best for the Muskoka we all 
love. But just imagine what we could accomplish if almost every person 
who lives on, works on, or enjoys the lakes was a member of the MLA. 
We would have the resources to act swiftly, the technical support to 
address the issues of concern and we would have the voice to be heard. 

Thank you to so many who contributed your perspectives by 
participating in our questionnaire or in conversations about the MLA 
as we developed the strategy. 

This is not the first time we have done strategic planning, but usually we 
spend a day or so discussing issues and solutions which we keep for our internal use to inform the work of our committees. 
We have never truly communicated our plans in a comprehensive way to the membership. 

For the first time in our collective memory, we have committed our deliberations to paper and are proud to present The 
Way Forward: The Muskoka Lakes Association Strategic Plan for 2021-2026 where we envision the future of Muskoka and 
our role in it. 

Deborah Martin-Downs, President 

INDIGENOUS LAND 
STATEMENT
In the spirit of reconciliation, we wish to 
acknowledge the enduring relationship 
between Indigenous Peoples and the 
territories they traditionally occupied.

We recognize and deeply appreciate 
the historic connection they have to 
this place –both the land and the water.

We thank all the generations of 
Indigenous Peoples who have taken care 
of this place and continue to care for it 
– and we want to show our respect.

Hundreds of years after the first 
treaties were signed, they remain 
relevant today. May they guide our 
decisions and actions.

We commit to learn, to educate, to 
honour sacred places and to take actions 
toward real Truth and Reconciliation. 
(District of Muskoka 2021) 

SETTING THE STAGE
This strategic plan examines the future of Muskoka and 
the role of the MLA. We have been leaders here for 127 
years and will continue to address issues of our times 
with the passion and commitment that have driven the 
boards and volunteers before us.

The strength of Muskoka is in its people and the vibrant, 
diverse and inclusive communities here seasonally or 
permanently, along the shorelines or in the towns. 
Muskoka’s water, natural shorelines and forests are 
the source of everything good, providing the engine to 
Muskoka’s appeal, economy, prosperity, and sustained 
success.  However, we have seen unprecedented flooding, 
severe weather and more frequent blue green algal blooms 
attributed to climate change, as well as over development 
of the waterfront that pose escalating threats to the 
quality of the very environment that sustains us.  

We asked our members, non-members and partners what 
they value about Muskoka, what they are concerned about 

happening here and the MLA activities that they value. 578 
individuals and organizations responded, their answers 
informing this strategy and the priorities we have placed 
on the actions we will undertake in the coming years. 

We heard consistently that water quality and over 
development on the shorelines were of highest concern 
(over 80%-90%) and that the greatest value the MLA 
provides is in its advocacy role for promoting protection 
of the environment and water quality and responsible 
development of the waterfront.  These should be Job 
1. Respondents also identified taxation, boating safety 
and noise, communications and political activities as 
important topics to take action on. Youth involvement 
and engagement were also supported as important to 
ensuring the future of Muskoka and the next generation 
of MLA members.  Fortunately, our members also 
recognized that the MLA has limited resources and 
therefore must focus our efforts to be effective. 

VISION

The Muskoka Lakes are preserved and enhanced for all generations 
to enjoy and value.

MISSION

We are a volunteer membership-based organization advocating for 
responsible stewardship and enjoyment of the unique environment of the 
Muskoka Lakes.



OUR STRATEGY
The MLA board, armed with input from members, non-
members and partners, has defined the outcomes we 
seek to advance through our strategies and actions.  The 
MLA is presenting our diverse portfolio of activities to 
reflect the layering of importance to our members and 
to Muskoka:

 1. environment first, 

 2. responsible land use, 

 3. supporting community and honouring our 
  Muskoka culture, 

 4. working with partners and 

 5. increasing the resources and capacity of the 
  MLA to support our members. 

By laying these strategies out explicitly, members will know 
where our emphasis lies and the committees of the board 
will align their work and budgets to achieve the actions 
outlined over the next 5 years.  Working with partners and 
increasing resources of the MLA are largely operational, 
upon which the remaining core activities depend.

OUR VALUES

COLLABORATION: We leverage the 
passion, expertise and resources of volunteers, 
members, partners and the wider Muskoka Lakes 
community to achieve our shared goals.

INTEGRITY: We conduct ourselves in 
accordance with the highest standards of professional 
and personal behaviour and ethics.

RESPECTFUL: We are responsive and profes-
sional in our interactions with volunteers, mem-
bers, employees, partners, political representatives 
and the wider Muskoka Lakes community.

INCLUSIVENESS: We value the diverse 
perspectives and cultures that together create the 
Muskoka Lakes community. 

DEDICATION: We give freely of our time 
and expertise to provide leadership as advocates 
for Muskoka. 

ENVIRONMENT

OUTCOME: Healthy Forests, Shorelines and Waters

STRATEGY: Monitor, communicate and advocate for 
Muskoka’s natural environment.

KEY ACTIONS:
 • Continue the MLA water quality monitoring  
  program, mining the data for trends and issues and 
  incorporating new science and emerging issues  
  into the program, such as algae and chloride. 

 • Communicate, educate and support members  
  on issues facing shorelines and forests including  
  their relationship with water quality, flooding,  
  climate change mitigation and property values 

 • Obtain a seat at the table for updates to the  
  Muskoka River Water Management Plan and the  
  new Muskoka Watershed Management Plan

 • Monitor and engage with municipalities on 
  developing effective environmental policy,  
  including the District Lake Health 
  Policy implementation

 • Work with partners to help identify and educate 
  members on the impacts of climate change  
  actions to improve readiness and resilience to the 
  new climate reality

RESPONSIBLE 
DEVELOPMENT

OUTCOME: Responsible Development and Re-
sponsive Government

STRATEGY: Advocate on behalf of all Muskoka property 
owners for responsible land use and reasonable taxation

KEY ACTIONS:
 • Monitor and identify land use activities, especially 
  those that have precedent setting implications,  
  and intervene for better outcomes for lake health, 
  lake capacity for boating, natural shorelines,  
  forests and ultimately property values

 • Participate in municipal policy and by-law  
  development to ensure objectives and values of  
  the MLA are reflected and protected for the long 
  term environmental and economic health of 
  the region.

 • Inform members of decisions and activities of  
  municipal governments that impact them

 • Work with municipal treasurers and finance 
  committees on municipal spending and capital  
  budgets to influence how tax dollars are spent to 
  address priorities.

 • Identify and assess candidates for municipal  
  elections who are aligned with the MLA’s vision

CULTURE AND 
COMMUNITY

OUTCOME: Vibrant Communities and Muskoka 
Lakes Culture

STRATEGY: Promote the Muskoka Lakes culture and 
give back to the greater Muskoka community

KEY ACTIONS:
 • Promote and educate lake users on responsible,  
  safe and courteous waterfront activities, boating  
  and living.

 • Support the greater Muskoka community through 
  Shop Local, Hire Local and Give Local initiatives

 • Promote and educate members on Muskoka’s rich 
  natural, indigenous, and cultural heritage and  
  traditions through programs and events such 
  as the MLA’s regattas and antique boat show

 • Recognize and encourage community through
  youth initiatives such as the Bursary, Summer  
  Student programs and opportunities to volunteer 
  with the MLA

 • Maintain Muskoka connections year-round with
  a number of member programs, webinars and  
  other events 



PARTNERS

OUTCOME: Partnering to Expand our Strengths 
and Reach

STRATEGY: Increase partnerships with like-minded 
organizations throughout Muskoka to advocate and educate 
collectively on important Muskoka matters

KEY ACTIONS:
 • Nurture existing and develop new partnerships  
  and working relationships with many lake, island  
  and road associations, and other organizations (e.g. 
  Muskoka Discovery Centre, Watershed Council,  
  Muskoka Conservancy), to unify and expand our  
  voice and impact

 • Formalize a partnership with Safe Quiet Lakes  
  (SQL) to support member interests in advocating 
  for safe and respectful boating activities 
 • Formalize partnership with Friends of Muskoka 
  to align positions and resources toward 
  shared activities

 • Maintain membership and an active role with 
  the Federation of Ontario Cottagers 
  Association (FOCA)

CORPORATE 
SUSTAINABILITY

OUTCOME: Increased operational resources, effi-
ciency and long-term sustainability 

STRATEGY: Build Membership and Corporate Capacity 
of the MLA

KEY ACTIONS:
 • Double membership in the MLA to represent a  
  greater proportion of Muskokan’s who live on,  
  work on, or enjoy the lakes 

 • Articulate clearly and concisely the value 
  proposition of MLA membership for current and 
  prospective members.

 • Retain and recruit volunteers and board   
  members able and willing to give back to their  
  Muskoka community, with an emphasis on  
  providing opportunities for youth

 • Enhance the quality, reach, coordination and 
  effectiveness of our communications by expanding 
  platforms and media, developing compelling  
  content and campaigns with increased staff capacity 
  to support creation and distribution to like- 
  minded organizations

 • Increase the MLA’s operational resources and  
  efficiency through a digital transformation
  including significant investments in modern, 
  technology-based customer management 
  and marketing tools

 • Expand the technical resources of the MLA  
  to better support members facing legal, planning  
  and environmental issues

 • Conduct a review of the MLA brand to improve  
  integration, effectiveness and impact of all aspects 
  of marketing and communications.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR OUR VOLUNTEERS AND MEMBERS?
This plan will now guide the work of the MLA’s staff and four committees to align and carry out the actions 
through annual workplans and budgets. To achieve this plan will require focused efforts and resources that need to 
be tracked and reported on annually to the members.  

But it will not get done without our members. Members support the work of the MLA by their fees, donations 
and volunteering.  The work we have identified needs not only sustained but increased financial support.  To have 
the kinds of resources that our members want from us we need more members – to represent more individuals 
and more Muskokans who live on, work on or enjoy the lakes.  You can help by maintaining your membership and 
encouraging your neighbours and family members to join.   Together we have an important voice and it will ensure 
our investment in Muskoka remains as valuable tomorrow as it is today. 

BACKGROUND TO THE MUSKOKA LAKES 
ASSOCIATION STRATEGY 
Founded in 1894 by a group of 22 summer cottagers, the Muskoka Lakes Association (“MLA”) is Canada’s oldest 
cottage association. 

The MLA has had a major influence on the history of the lakes since the early 1900’s. On behalf of our members we 
have advocated for better planning policy and zoning, improved transportation to Muskoka, policing, fire protection 
and navigation, action on acid rain, water levels and invasive species, among other things. Because of our efforts 
over the years Muskoka is a more accessible, cleaner, and safer place to spend time. 

Today the MLA has approximately 2,000 member families who are permanent or seasonal residents in the Townships 
of Muskoka Lakes and Seguin and Towns of Gravenhurst and Bracebridge. Most members represent a family of one 
or more generations on the lakes, estimated at 11,500 individuals.

The MLA’s volunteer team includes an 18-member Board of Directors, 6 of whom are officers (Past-President, 
President, Vice-President, 2nd Vice President, Treasurer, and Secretary). The MLA office is located in Port Carling, 
where two full time staff, the General Manager and Administrative Coordinator are based. 

We currently operate with 4 committees – Government and Land Use, Environment, Community Programs, 
and Communications and Membership – who carry out the activities of the association.  The MLA often works 
alongside other organizations who we consider our partners in preserving and protecting Muskoka, including 
Friends of Muskoka, Safe Quiet Lakes, and many lake and island associations. 

TM



WHERE DOES THE MLA 
WORK AND WHOM DO 
WE REPRESENT?
The MLA represents anyone who works on, lives or 
enjoys the lakes.  But defining the physical boundaries 
for these members has always presented a challenge. 
The work of the MLA, whether with lake communities, 
municipalities or partners, is relevant and applicable 
anywhere within and beyond Muskoka.

There are three scales that are important for the MLA 
and for the lake environment: 

 • the watershed scale for it influences all that 
  happens in the lake environment as spectacularly 
  demonstrated by the recent years of flooding; 

 • the lake environment scale in the area more  
  directly influenced by shoreline activities around  
  the 3 big lakes, rivers and many other lakes feeding 
  into the big 3 lakes or located within the towns 
  and townships boundaries. Collectively we refer 
  to all these waterbodies as the Muskoka Lakes 
  for ease of reference; and

 • the political scale in the District of Muskoka, and 
  lower tier municipalities of the Towns of 
  Gravenhurst and Bracebridge, and the Townships 
  of Muskoka Lakes and Seguin, and occasionally at 
  the Provincial scale.

WATERSHED
The Watershed covers an area of 5,100 square kilometres, 
has over 2000 lakes and is divided into three main drainage 
areas: the North Branch, South Branch, and Lower Muskoka 
(Figure 1) Rivers. Originating in the highlands 
of Algonquin Park they flow southwesterly 
until converging south of Bracebridge and 
then flow into Lake Muskoka. The Lower 
Muskoka subwatershed receives the inflow 
from the North and South Branches as well 
as Lakes Joseph and Rosseau. This combined 
flow passes through the Moon and Musquash 
Rivers and discharges into Georgian Bay. 
Portions of the Black-Severn River Watershed are partially 
within the Towns of Gravenhurst and Bracebridge adding 
a further 1,212 km2 of watershed area. 

With the interest in the Muskoka River Watershed by the 
Province and support for the activities of the Muskoka 
Watershed Council, the MLA is represented at the table, 
planning for the future of the watershed and water 
management activities that impact downstream users. 

A WATERSHED IS THE AREA OF LAND 
(CATCHMENT AREA) THAT CAPTURES 
RAIN AND SNOW, AND THEN STORES, 
FILTERS, SEEPS OR DRAINS THIS WATER 
INTO A COMMON WATER BODY 
(WETLAND, STREAM, RIVER, OR LAKE).



LAKE ENVIRONMENT  
The MLA has been focused on the waterfront environment 

and will continue to have this focus for it is our primary 

reason for being. Hundreds of volunteers across the  

lakes collect water quality samples to augment those 

collected by the District. The actions of property owners 

on the lands draining to the lake, the shoreline and in the 

water have the potential to affect water quality, habitats 
for wildlife, safety on the water and enjoyment of our 
lake culture.  

We will continue to focus our work on the shorelines 
and waters of the lakes and rivers within the watersheds 
contained in each political area as shown on Figure 1.  

  FIGURE 1. MLA POLITICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL AREAS OF INTEREST

POLITICAL  
At its core, the MLA is advocating for its members and 
much of our time is spent engaged with local politicians 
and councils.  We live in a democracy and the best way 
to have a greater voice is to engage more voters in the 
area we cover.

Traditionally, the MLA represented seasonal residents that 
owned lakefront cottages.  Times have changed.  Many 
‘cottagers’ live year-round or most of the year in Muskoka 
and spend a few winter months somewhere warmer.  Given 
the cost of waterfront properties, a cottage for many is 
not even on the waterfront, yet they access and enjoy the 

same recreational activities and amenities as waterfront 
owners. Many full-time residents live in houses, condos 
or townhouses attached to or near the lake (e.g.Taboo, 
Muskoka Bay Resort).  Further, there are many who work 
on the lakes or in the industries that support the property 
owners. Therefore, the MLA welcomes members who live 
on, work on, or enjoy the lakes. 

We will focus our political efforts on the four lower 
tier municipalities of the Town of Bracebridge, Town of 
Gravenhurst, Township of Muskoka Lakes, and Township 
of Seguin and the District of Muskoka. 



BOARD MEMBERS 2020-21 
Deborah Martin-Downs, President
Lawton Osler, Past President
Susan Eplett, Vice-President, 
  Chair Government and Land Use Committee
Jane Armstrong, Secretary
Larry Johns, Treasurer
Kate Mostowyck, Treasurer
Chris Cragg, Chair Environment Committee
Susan Benson, Chair, Communications and Membership 
Penny Middleton, Chair Community Programs
Stephen Sims
Dayle Hogg
Liz Lundell
Geoffrey Goad
Walter McCormick
Sandy McNair
Sam Daviau
Frank Pottow

2021-22
Ken Pearce, Secretary
Paul Hendrikse
Gordon Dorrett
Scott Ferguson

Box 298, 65 Joseph St.
Port Carling, Ontario, Canada  POB 1J0

Phone 705-765-5723 
Email info@mla.on.ca 

Website www.mla.on.ca


