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STAFF REPORT
DEPARTMENT:
Planning and Building Services
TO:  
Mayor Strathearn and Council



DATE:        

February 11, 2019
REPORT NO.:
PL-2019-7
Proposed Growth Plan Amendment #1 to 2017 Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe

RECOMMENDATION:     
That Staff Report No. PL-2019-7 dated February 11, 2019 regarding Proposed Growth Plan Amendment #1 to the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2017 be received for information and Administration be directed to submit comments to the Environmental Registry Posting #013-4504 in keeping with the Staff Report; and
That Staff Report No. PL-2019-7 dated February 11, 2019 regarding Proposed Growth Plan Amendment #1 to the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2017 be forwarded to the County of Simcoe for information.
BACKGROUND:     
By letter dated January 15, 2019 the Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing advised that the Province is proposing changes to the Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe, 2017 (Growth Plan 2017) and its transition regulation.  Comments are encouraged to be submitted by the deadline of February 28, 2019.
Attached to this report are the following documents:

1. Minister’s letter dated January 15, 2019

2. Proposed Growth Plan 2017 Amendment #1 (GPA#1)
3. Tracked Changes version of Growth Plan 2017

4. Amended copy of Growth Plan 2017 incorporating the proposed GPA#1 changes.

Summary of Proposed GPA#1

The proposed GPA#1 would make a number of changes to the Growth Plan 2017.  The major focus of the proposed changes relates to the following six policy areas; Employment Planning, Settlement Area Boundary Expansions, Small Rural Settlements, Agricultural and Natural Heritage Systems, Intensification and Density Targets, and Major Transit Station Areas.  The following briefly outlines the changes proposed under these six policy areas.
Employment Planning 
· Introduction of a policy permitting the identification of provincially significant employment zones by the Minister and protecting same through the Municipal Comprehensive Review (MCR) process.  The Minister has since released the proposed zones on the Environmental Bill of Rights (EBR) website; only one of which is located in Simcoe County (Alliston).

· Policy that permits conversions prior to the County MCR, subject to certain criteria.
· Policy that permits the County to designate local employment areas prior to its MCR.

Settlement Area Boundary Expansions 

· Clarifying policy to focus on outcomes rather than listing required studies to justify the feasibility and location of settlement area boundary expansions.
· Policy that allows municipalities to adjust settlement area boundaries prior to the MCR where there is no net increase in lands within settlement areas.
· Boundary expansions no larger than 40 ha permitted prior to the MCR, subject to criteria.
· Removal of the policy that required the de-designation of excess lands when undertaking boundary expansions.
Small Rural Settlements

· Adding the term ‘Small Rural Settlement’ and settlement area type to urban structure typology but confirming these settlement types are not expected to face significant growth pressures.
· New policies that rural settlements are not part of greenfield areas but allows minor rounding out, subject to criteria.
Agricultural and Natural Heritage Systems

· Province is maintaining provincial mapping systems without changes but delaying application and implementation until mapping has been implemented into County Official Plan.
· Policy would permit provincial Agricultural and Natural Heritage Systems (NHS) to be refined and implemented in advance of the County MCR, but once implemented in Official Plans (OPs), further refinement can only occur through MCR.
· GP policies regarding Provincial Agricultural and NHS systems would apply to local mapping until provincial mapping implemented into County OP.
Intensification and Density Targets

· Revised policy that will require Simcoe County to establish a minimum intensification target based on maintaining or improving on the current approved targets (current County-wide target is 32% and Midland specific target is 40%).
· Revised density policy that will require Simcoe County to achieve 40 residents and jobs per hectare at time of next MCR.  County will be permitted to apply for alternative targets, subject to criteria (current County-wide target is 39 residents and jobs per hectare, with the Midland target being 50 residents and jobs per hectare).
Major Transit Station Areas (MTSAs)
· A streamlined process that permits the identification of station areas quicker so that zoning and development that is supportive of higher order transit can happen sooner. There are only 2 MTSAs in the County; the GO Station in Bradford and the proposed Innisfil GO station.
ANALYSIS:

Are the proposed changes to the Growth Plan 2017 favourable to Midland?
Generally, yes. The Province is proposing to relax the density and intensification standards for Midland and the other municipalities in the County of Simcoe.  The relaxed targets should result in built form and density proposals that are generally in keeping with the range and form of existing development in the Town and not introduce development forms that are significantly out of character with the surrounding neighbourhoods or policy framework.  The positive news is local demand will become the larger driver in the built form.  The current Growth Plan 2017 density and intensification targets for 2041, being 80 residents and jobs per hectare and 60% of all residential growth within the delineated built up area, if left un-altered through a request from the County, could lead to fundamental shifts in the nature of growth and development in the Town in the long term. 
The proposed Growth Plan amendment, if approved, would introduce a degree of flexibility in how the Town manages its urban structure and manages change and conversion from one major land use category to another.  Introducing an objective based process that focuses more on outcomes rather than studies and strict compliance with numbers policies is consistent with the Town’s current and proposed policy approach to managing growth and development within our fully defined Primary Urban Settlement.
Some of the proposed changes as they apply to the County and how the County manages its regional settlement structure, could have an impact on Midland and the County’s ability and commitment to directing the “vast majority of growth” to its Primary Settlement Areas (PSAs).  The introduction of the opportunity for settlement area boundary expansions ahead of the MCR, removal of the requirement to de-designate excess lands, and the introduction of “rural settlements” will place pressure on the County to allocate population and employment growth to settlement areas other than PSAs, like Midland, that have a delineated built boundary, existing and planned municipal water and wastewater systems with capacity, existing and expanding transit systems, and is already a complete community.  
One of the major complaints or concerns with the Growth Plan 2017 was the obligations that it imposed on the County in how it would be required to undertake its growth management planning through a Municipal Comprehensive Review (MCR).  By requiring the County to combine all required components of the MCR into a single comprehensive exercise, the existing Growth Plan 2017 was committing the County to a multi-year, multi-million-dollar planning study that would not deliver a new growth and settlement structure for at least five years, and potentially longer.  The proposed changes to the Growth Plan 2017 included in GPA#1 will simplify the MCR for the County and allow it to undertake components of the work in a sequential fashion rather than require all elements of the MCR to be “bundled” into a complex and burdensome single study.  These changes, such as those permitting employment area conversions and designating employment areas prior to the next MCR, and permitting implementation of the Provincial Agricultural and Natural Heritage Systems in advance of the MCR, would introduce greater flexibility into the Growth Plan and greater County control over the design and structure of its MCR process.  Once and if approved, the County should be encouraged to set an aggressive planning program to meet its obligations under the amended Growth Plan 2017 to plan for the growth and expansion of its settlement areas to accommodate the forecasted population of 81,000 and employment growth of 20,000 expected between 2031 and 2041.
Do the proposed amendments fundamentally change the 2017 Growth Plan approaches?

No. The Growth Plan 2017 establishes a strong upper-tier/regional planning model for the Plan area, placing the majority of growth and settlement planning roles and functions clearly in the jurisdiction of the County of Simcoe.  The direction and allocation of forecasted population and employment growth, the identification of an overall urban and settlement structure for the County, the identification and protection of employment areas, determining the density of greenfield development and the percentage of residential development to occur as intensification, and the protection of a broad regional agricultural and natural heritage system are all fundamental roles that the Growth Plan 2017 has established for the County and those have not been significantly diminished by the proposed GPA#1.  More  flexibility has been proposed to be introduced into the Growth Plan and more local control would be created in how the County maps out its planning program; but the Growth Plan will still require the County to undertake a comprehensive MCR to  address the major land use and urban structure policy matters identified in the Growth Plan and how it undertakes its planning for the next 20 years of growth and change in Simcoe County.   
Midland, as one of 16 lower tier municipalities in the County, will be subject to this greater level of involvement and control by the County in its local land use and growth planning activities.  Midland benefits significantly from many of the earlier growth planning decisions by the Province and County, including having the whole Town identified as a “Settlement Area” and a “Primary Settlement Area”.  While these previous planning decisions ensure an element of local control over planning matters, the Growth Plan 2017 even as proposed to be amended by GPA#1, continues the establishment of a strong regional planning framework in the County of Simcoe.   

How will this impact our Official Plan Review?

The Province has released proposed Amendment #1 to the Growth Plan 2017 and consultation closes on February 28, 2019.  The Province has not provided any indication on the process or timing following its public consultation and engagement process and how long it will take for the approval of GPA#1 or the effective date of the amendments.  Staff expect that the time frame of approval will be reasonably short.
Based on Staff review and discussions with The Planning Partnership, it is expected that the proposed GPA#1 will require few and limited changes to the Town’s new Official Plan and that these can be incorporated into the final public consultation and review process leading to Council adoption.  Depending on the timing of the approval of GPA#1, the Town should be able to address the revised polices either prior to adoption of the new Official Plan or through modifications negotiated with the County of Simcoe. 
CONCLUSIONS:

The proposed amendments to the Growth Plan 2017 are generally good for Midland as a Primary Settlement Area.  The proposed amendments relax the intensification and density targets to levels that are more reasonable and manageable in our small urban context.  The amendments permit the Town greater flexibility to manage our urban structure with the Town’s Settlement Area boundary and to better balance our need and desire to protect our significant environmental areas while at the same time providing adequate land to plan and accommodate the future growth and development of the community.  The Growth Plan 2017, even as proposed to be amended by GPA#1, maintains the significant County control over growth management matters at the local level and requires that it undertake a large, complex and comprehensive review to plan for growth in the County, and Midland, to 2041.  While the proposed amendments to the Growth Plan relax and clarify the timing and content of required growth planning review (MCR), it has not returned the fundamental control for growth within Midland’s boundaries back to the Town.
The Town’s consideration of the proposed changes to the Growth Plan 2017 must also be mindful of the Regional Government Review (RGR) announced by the Minister on January 15, 2019.  Changes in municipal governance and decision making between the County of Simcoe and its lower tier municipalities as recommended by the RGR could have a significant impact on the nature, form and content of planning between the two tiers of government.  The Town, through its Mayor and CAO, will monitor and participate in the RGR and provide updates to Council as the review proceeds through its six-month mandate and work program.
The Province is also undertaking consultation meetings regarding GPA#1 and has scheduled a meeting for February 21, 2019 for Simcoe County and area.  At the time of this report the details of the meeting (venue and time) had not yet been released.  If, as a result of the consultation meeting on February 21, additional comments and or concerns are identified, staff will include those in the comments submitted to the Province by the February 28th deadline and report to Council those additional concerns.
FINANCIAL IMPACT:

This report has no direct budget or financial impacts.
Prepared by:
W. Crown, Director of Planning and Building Services
Reviewed by:
J. Skorobohacz, CAO
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