City of Niagara Falls’ Comments on Ontario’s Special Economic Zones Act, 2025
Key Facts
Ontario’s Special Economic Zones Act, 2025 provides the authority to designate Special Economic Zones (SEZs) that are of critical or strategic importance to Ontario’s economy and security.
For an SEZ to be prescribed it must meet the following criteria
1. The area is a single area in the province (i.e. a geographically bounded area).
2. Activities being proposed within that area in the opinion of the Lieutenant Governor are economically significant or strategically important to the Ontario economy.
3. The area is no larger than necessary for its purpose.
Further to designate a trusted proponent must be the proponent of a designated project and can be either the Crown in the right of Ontario, a Crown agency, a municipality or a for profit or not-for- profit entity who meets various other criteria, including having a good record of compliance with legal requirements. 
City of Niagara Falls’ Comment Matrix on Special Economic Zone Criteria 
	Proposed Project Criteria

	Planning Staff Comments
	Economic Development Staff Comments

	Significant and Long-Term Economic Benefits for Ontario. This could look like:
 • Strong positive impact on job creation, critical supply chains, economic resilience, provincial security, GDP, wages, taxes, workforce and skills development, technology and innovation, etc.
 • Using Ontario-made goods and services to provide broader economic benefit and create more jobs.
	The criteria as written are vague and would be challenging to address without the provision of some form of metrics to help determine what is a “strong positive impact”.  As well, how does one measure a “high likelihood of success.”  In Niagara Falls’ potential SEZ request for a new southern strategic employment area, without the knowledge as to who would be manufacturer/s to locate on these lands, the City may have difficulty in quantifying the significance of the SEZ project (i.e. job creation, GDP increase etc.).  These metrics are required to be quantified and known ahead of time to justify the SEZ designation and approach.  

Beyond the manufacturing sector that creates goods some consideration should be given for tourism related jobs and attractions as these create long term economic benefit for Ontario and they create jobs, foreign investment, increased GDP, taxes, and create spin off jobs such as transportation related jobs, entertainment and restaurants, spas etc. 


	

	Strengthening local communities. This could look like: 
• Leveraging the resources of local businesses. 
• Benefit to communities within the zone and in the broader area. 
• Specific benefits to Indigenous peoples and communities in Ontario.
 • A plan to engage and consult with public stakeholders and Indigenous communities.
	
	

	High Likelihood of Success. This could look like: 
• Positioned to move forward quickly once appropriate approvals have been secured and consultation completed, demonstrating a high likelihood of success in achieving the objectives listed above. 
• Plans that address strategy, finance and communications.
 • Analysis that identifies potential impact on the environment and risk mitigation.
	If a project is economically viable and could be ‘shovel ready’ but missing 1 key component such as a key piece of infrastructure would the Province advance that infrastructure investment. 

If minor environmental features were impacting the launching of a successful project would the Province entertain an opportunity for environmental offsetting. 
	Environmental regulations should be streamlined or reduced to the fullest extent possible in order to maximize the development and economic output of land that is uniquely situated for economic development.



	Proposed Proponent Criteria
	
	

	Necessity 
• Proponent Necessary to Advance Project.
	A proponent should not be necessary to be consider for an SEZ, as to attract a proponent you need to have areas to highlight and showcase and to assure them that the red tape will be reduced in these areas and there is a commitment from the government to attract these types of investments in these particular areas. 
	Special Economic Zones should be considered even in situations where a proponent is not yet identified.

	Team Composition 
• Will demonstrate their team will include individuals with a history of working successfully with Indigenous communities on projects.
	While a successful history of working with the Indigenous community is important, this could also limit potential proponents that want to expand their operations into the Canadian market who have never had to deal with Indigenous communities in their home country. The engagement plan is sufficient to ensure the proponent will work with and appropriately factor into their work plans the engagement and where necessary the accommodation of the Indigenous communities.   
	

	Reputable Compliance Record 
• Health and Safety
 • Environmental
 • Financial
 • Employment
 • Regulatory
	No comment
	

	Duty to Consult and, where Appropriate, Accommodate 
• Designations will be made in a manner consistent with the recognition and affirmation of existing Aboriginal and treaty rights in section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, including the duty to consult and, where appropriate, accommodate
	Concerned that this requirement could stall a project of significance. Perhaps the government should consider early negotiations with Indigenous groups especially when a proponent has been identified. These negotiations take time and effort and the purpose of this SEZ is to speed up development and cut red tape. 
	

	Engagement Plan 
• Develop and implement an engagement plan for working with Indigenous communities.
	This should be developed by the Province in advance so that proponents know what type of engagement they need to consider as part of their pro forma. 
	

	Proposed Zone Criteria
	
	

	Geographic Boundaries 
• A geographically bounded area within the province.
	The Province should consider that a SEZ boundary may extend beyond municipal boundaries as it may focus on a corridor (i.e. QEW corridor) that may encompass multiple municipalities.
	

	Contains strategic economic activities 
• Has significant economic activities taking place (or planned to take place) that are of strategic benefit to Ontario
	The Province will need to further define what is meant “by significant economic activities that are of strategic benefit to Ontario.”
	

	Duty to Consult and, where Appropriate, Accommodate • Designations will be made in a manner consistent with the recognition and affirmation of existing Aboriginal and treaty rights in section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982, including the duty to consult and, where appropriate, accommodate.
	Concerned that this requirement could stall a project of significance. Perhaps the government should consider early negotiations with Indigenous groups especially when a proponent has been identified. These negotiations take time and effort and the purpose of this SEZ is to speed up development and cut red tape. 
	

	Discussion Questions – Special Economic Zones Act, 2025
	
	

	Project Criteria
	
	

	· Creating a new Special Economic Zone is meant to be used only for a narrow set of circumstances when it is of the utmost importance to Ontario’s economy and/or security. What criteria could be considered to ensure designation is only used in the most appropriate cases?
· The importance of a zone or project is not always measured only in size or dollar value. How else should the impact of a zone or project be considered? 
· Should potentially important ‘moon-shot’ projects be put forward if they could have enormous impact, even if they have a low likelihood of success?
· Which should be weighted more heavily when considering benefits – the benefit to the province as a whole or the benefit to local communities? Or should they be treated as equally important and essential?
· Designating a zone, project, and proponent requires specific new regulations. Furthermore, any regulatory modifications or exemptions that may be made for projects and proponents in a designated zone will also require a new regulation. Normal regulatory processes will be followed, including posting on the ERO and Regulatory Registry. What else could be considered to provide greater transparency? 
· Are any criteria missing? Should any be added, removed or modified?
	





[bookmark: _Hlk212013086]If the proposed project is deserving of a SEZ designation will the Province provide the necessary critical infrastructure improvements that may be needed to bring the project to market?

Moon shot projects can be put forward however, should only be considered after those that meet the criteria are considered or advanced.

Benefit to the Province should be weighted more heavily but some weight should still be allocated for benefits to the local or Regional areas.    

There should be added criteria:

1) Along or near major transportation corridors, facilities or waterways; or
2) Near critical minerals or resources; or
3) Near and support major tourist destinations; or
4) Near border crossings.

	The relevance of a strategic project to an established or growing local industry cluster should be considered. For instance, tourism and hospitality in the Niagara Falls context has a disproportionate economic impact on local employment, tax revenues, business counts, etc.  

In the event that a moon-shot project is approved for a proponent that does not move forward with the investment, the new SEZ regulations should remain in effect for a new proponent to implement a project.

	Proponent Criteria
	
	

	· What should be used to determine whether compliance standards are met? Which compliance records from Ontario, Canada, or internationally should be provided as evidence? 
· Over what time period? What other requirements should there be for proponents? 
·  What, if any, special considerations should be given to whether companies from other jurisdictions can be designated as trusted? 
·  Are any criteria missing? Should any be added, removed or modified?
	

	Regarding team composition, the proponent should demonstrate that they have engaged a qualified team of necessary consultants (i.e. architects, engineers, etc.) to support project readiness.

	Zone Criteria
	
	

	· Are any criteria missing? Should any be added, removed or modified?
	Another potential criteria is that the proposed SEZ to be requested takes advantage of existing transportation infrastructure thereby, maximizing existing infrastructure investments and requiring no capital transportation investments.

	The draft policy currently indicates that “all three elements (zone, project, and proponent) should be in place in order to make regulatory modifications or exemptions.”

This may unnecessarily limit the effectiveness of Special Economic Zones for investment attraction. In the event that a proponent and/or project has not yet been identified but a defined zone exists, it would still be valuable to achieve some degree of preliminary regulatory exemption/modification within the zone to promote the site as a unique investment opportunity. 



