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13th floor, 777 Bay Street,
Toronto, ON
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Canada
PlanningConsultation@ontario.ca

Consultation on simplifying and standardizing official plans 

On October 23, 2025, the Consultation on Simplifying and Standardizing Official Plans was posted to the Environmental Registry of Ontario (ERO number 025-1099) with a 30-day commenting period (comments due by November 22, 2025).  

The City generally supports the Province’s intent to improve clarity, consistency, and efficiency in land use planning across Ontario however, care and refinement in the approach is required to ensure that local context and strategic planning objectives continue to be effectively represented. Creative solutions that look at the whole of the system that produces Official Plans are also relevant considerations and have been included in this submission. 

The consultation document included themes and associated discussion questions.  Staff feedback and suggestions are provided below. 

A  Official Plan Structure and Contents
 
1. [bookmark: _Hlk214538662]What is your perspective on the changes being considered to simplify and standardize the structure and contents of official plans? 

While standardization can enhance transparency and comparability, caution must be taken to preserve the ability of Official Plans to reflect local context, unique growth pressures, and community-specific priorities. Staff remain concerned about imposing overly prescriptive structures that could limit the ability to incorporate locally relevant objectives and policies. In fact geographic or feature specific distinctions across the province necessitate an appropriate degree of flexibility. For instance, certain municipalities are subject to additional provincial land use plans such as the Greenbelt Plan, Niagara Escarpment Plan, Oak Ridges Moraine, and the Parkway Belt Plan, which can materially influence the structure and content of their Official Plans. Similarly, some municipalities might have to prioritise the protection of prime agricultural lands, while others are predominantly built out and lack rural lands altogether. These fundamentally different planning contexts must be accommodated to ensure the Official Plan remains relevant, effective and responsive to local contexts and conditions.  

Moreover, the “How to Read the Provincial Policy Statement, 2024” section of the PPS contains language that supports this approach, for instance, the PPS states: 
· Consider Specific Policy Language – “The choice of language is intended to distinguish between the types of policies and the nature of implementation. There is some discretion when applying a policy with enabling or supportive language in contrast to a policy with a directive, limitation or prohibition.” 
· Geographic Scale of Policies – “The Provincial Planning Statement recognizes the diversity of Ontario and that local context is important. Policies are outcome-oriented, and some policies provide flexibility in their implementation provided that provincial interests are upheld.” 

While the PPS is to be read as a whole, not all policies will be applicable to every site, feature or area. The PPS applies at a range of geographic scales. Certain policies refer to specific areas or features and can only be applied where these features or areas exist. Other policies address broader planning objectives that need to be considered in the context of the municipality or planning area as a whole and may not necessarily be applicable to a specific site or development proposal. The PPS states: 

· Policies Represent Minimum Standards – “The policies of the Provincial Planning Statement represent minimum standards. Within the framework of the provincial policy-led planning system, planning authorities and decision-makers may go beyond these minimum standards to address matters of importance to a specific community, provided doing so does not conflict with any policy of the PPS.” 

Staff recommend a flexible approach in which a standardized core structure is supplemented with locally tailored sections, secondary plans, or appendices, enabling municipalities to address site-specific considerations and coordinate cross-boundary matters with neighbouring jurisdictions and upper-tier plans to achieve outcomes consistent with PPS objectives and the Planning Act. 

2. What distinctions should be made between the content of upper and lower-tier official plans? What considerations should apply in municipalities where the upper-tier official plan acts as the lower-tier official plan? 

Under the Planning Act, both upper-tier and lower-tier municipalities may adopt Official Plans, but the role and function, scale and level of detail at which these matters are addressed differ. An upper-tier municipality adopts an Official Plan that provides a regional framework for planning. It addresses matters that cross lower-tier boundaries or require coordinated management at a regional scale.

Lower-tier municipalities on the other hand adopt Official Plans that implement direction from both the upper-tier Official Plan and provincial policy. Lower-tier plans establish detailed local land use designations, community structure, and intensification frameworks, along with implementation measures for zoning, subdivisions, and municipal works. They also address land use compatibility, built form and design excellence, sustainability, and local economic activity, as well as the planning and management of municipal-scale infrastructure, transportation networks, and utilities, while broader regional infrastructure remains the responsibility of the upper-tier municipality. 

While both upper-tier and lower-tier municipalities play complementary roles in Ontario’s planning framework, the distinction in scale, scope, and detail of their Official Plans ensures that regional priorities are coordinated while local needs are addressed in a targeted and implementable manner. Upper-tier plans should focus on strategic, region-wide policies and coordination, while lower-tier plans should provide detailed, local-level policies and implementation measures. This distinction ensures that regional priorities are guided at a strategic level, while local needs are addressed with actionable, site-specific direction, supporting integrated and effective municipal planning in alignment with provincial policy and direction. 

In the City of Burlington, the current state of having three applicable Official Plans, the Halton Regional Official Plan, 1995, the Burlington Official Plan, 1997 and parts of the Burlington Official Plan, 2020 highlights the importance of a cohesive integration. The City is undertaking a targeted realignment exercise aimed at streamlining its suite of land-use planning policies and ensuring alignment with updated provincial and regional planning frameworks. Staff agree that this integration presents a valuable opportunity to reduce duplication, eliminate redundant layers and clarify policy direction.  

In municipalities where the upper-tier Official Plan is deemed to function as an Official Plan of the lower-tier municipality under Bill 23, the standardized Official Plan structure will likely not exactly resemble a lower-tier official plan, an upper-tier official plan or even a single tier official plan. For example, while Bill 23 removed planning responsibilities from upper-tier municipalities, key servicing functions such as water, wastewater, waste management, and transportation still operate at the regional scale. Thus, lower tier municipalities such as Burlington must maintain strong coordination with the Region and ensure that the Official Plan continues to reference and align with regional servicing strategies despite the absence of an upper-tier Official Plan framework. 

3. What is your perspective on limiting development standards in official plans? To what extent should development standards be set out in official plans vs in zoning by-laws?

Staff are generally supportive of the limiting detailed development standards in Official Plans to maintain the plan’s role as a high-level policy framework while ensuring clarity and flexibility for implementation. Staff also note that appendices together with guidance documents, master plans, and strategic plans offer additional mechanisms to achieve this intent, provided they are clearly distinguished from the statutory components of the Official Plan. This clear separation between statutory and non-statutory materials would help reduce strain on municipal and provincial resources by limiting the extent to which non-policy documents become subject to costly and time-consuming litigation before the Ontario Land Tribunal. 

Within this structure, Official Plans should focus on setting out strategic objectives, general urban design principles, and broad performance standards that establish direction for zoning or other regulation and policies that guide growth, intensification, and ensure the consideration of land use compatibility. This approach allows the plan to remain concise, readable, and adaptable over time while offering clear direction to support consistent and informed decision-making. 

Detailed development standards, including specific building heights, setbacks, lot coverage, parking requirements, and floor area ratios, are more appropriately addressed in zoning by-laws. Staff acknowledge that the Burlington Official Plan 2020 contains detailed development standards; however, this is gradually shifting as the City moves toward a more flexible implementation approach. An example of this can be found through Official Plan Amendment No. 2, which establishes high-level policy direction for Major Transit Station Areas (MTSAs), and sets strategic outcomes in the Official Plan while placing the detailed built form standards, performance measures, and implementation requirements within the Community Planning Permit By-law. 

This structure ensures the Official Plan remains focused on clear, outcome-oriented policy direction, while the regulatory tools carry the specific, adaptable standards required to achieve those outcomes. Zoning by-laws are also statutory tools that can be used to implement Official Plan policies at the site-specific level and can be updated more easily to respond to changing market conditions, technological innovations, or community priorities without requiring an amendment to the Official Plan. Other regulatory tools, such as site-plan control and tree by-laws, can also support municipalities in addressing more detailed, site-specific considerations. 

Staff recommend that any changes to requirements for Official Plans must allow latitude to establish the framework for these standards by articulating the intent and objectives behind them, such as promoting pedestrian-friendly streets, ensuring compatibility between uses, or supporting complete communities. This ensures that the lower-tier statutory instruments, like zoning by-laws and community planning permit systems, deliver outcomes that remain aligned with broader policy goals while retaining the flexibility necessary for practical application. 

4. What is your perspective on the changes being considered regarding secondary plans and site-specific policies? Are there other ways to address these policies? 

Staff do not support prohibiting the use of secondary plans or site-specific policies altogether as this could limit the City’s ability to address localized or complex planning issues. Secondary plans and site-specific policies are important tools for managing large development areas, planning for and delivering infrastructure, reflecting unique characteristics, guiding intensification and phasing.  They provide flexibility to respond to circumstances that cannot be anticipated at a municipality-wide scale. Without secondary plans, municipalities will be faced with significant challenges in effectively planning areas that have not been fully studied or are undergoing significant change. 

Staff recommend that secondary plans be retained as they are an essential component of the land use planning framework.  Staff would offer that secondary plans do not need to be embedded within the main Official Plan. Allowing them to remain standalone documents or addendum chapters within the Official Plan structure, while ensuring they are fully conforming and statutory, enables the Official Plan to maintain strategic and city-wide focus while providing flexibility to prepare, update, and refine detailed area planning as conditions evolve. 

This approach maintains clarity in the primary Official Plan while ensuring municipalities retain the tools necessary to implement growth, infrastructure, and a wide range of other objectives effectively. To support this, the Planning Act must continue to provide explicit enabling mechanisms for adopting, updating, and implementing secondary plans, ensuring they remain a legally effective and enforceable component of the planning framework. The City’s experience also indicates that modifying the OLT rules and procedures to minimize appeals related to broader policy changes would further support efficient resolution and help planning initiatives move forward more effectively.

5. What is your perspective on the number and types of standardized schedules, overlays and data proposed to be required? Should any be removed, or are there any other schedules that could help improve official plans? 

Staff are generally supportive of promoting consistency, transparency, and clarity across municipalities. Standardized naming conventions and alignment with provincial datasets present an advantage of improving usability, facilitating comparisons, and supporting evidence-based planning decisions. 

Staff also note that while the proposed table of contents and standardized schedule list addresses important planning topics such as settlement structure, natural heritage, infrastructure, and community design, several key areas are not explicitly captured for local municipal needs. For example, there is also no dedicated section for rural area policies, which are essential for managing agricultural lands, rural settlements, and infrastructure outside urban boundaries.

Staff recommend allowing local flexibility to supplement the table of contents, schedules and data, supported by a base Province-wide consistent guideline. 

[bookmark: _Hlk214546562][bookmark: _Hlk214546622]B  Limiting Length of Official Plans

1. What is your perspective on the changes being considered to limit the length of official plans?
Staff recognize the value in simplifying and streamlining Official Plans to improve readability, accessibility, and usability for both municipal staff and the public. Limiting the length of Official Plans could help reduce redundancy, focus content on policy rather than background material, and make plans more user-friendly and avoid time consuming litigation. 

Strict page or word limits may inadvertently restrict the ability of municipalities to include essential local context, detailed policies, and area-specific guidance. Municipalities like Burlington, which have inherited the former regional Official Plan and must integrate both strategic regional direction and detailed local policies, and require additional content to ensure clarity, ease of implementation, and alignment with provincial requirements. 

The City of Burlington is committed to streamlining and reducing the length of the Official Plan as evidenced by a recent staff report presenting the City’s approach to evolving the targeted realignment work plan. The objective is to develop a single Official Plan that acts as a streamlined strategic level document reframed related to outcomes, supported by modern tools, and allowing appropriate tools and strategies to implement policy direction.

Staff recommend that any approach to limiting length should allow flexibility to accommodate local context, maps, schedules, and supporting documentation, rather than imposing rigid limits that could compromise the completeness or usability of the plan. Consideration should also be given based on municipality size, complexity, and growth pressures, ensuring that larger or fast-growing municipalities can adequately address planning objectives. 

2. Should there be different limits placed on different types of municipalities (e.g., based on population size)?

[bookmark: _Hlk214546589]Staff advise that a strict approach to word and size limits is inappropriate and any approach should embed flexibility to respond to local context and policy complexity. 

3. Are there other approaches that could be used to limit the length of official plans?

Staff recommend that new, flexible guidelines related to Official Plan contents (i.e. a focus on directive land use planning policy to achieve compliance, conformity or consistency with provincial requirements), be supported by the complementary suggestions noted below related to the OLT and approving Official Plan or the removal of requirements for OP policies to implement matters reflected in the statute and requiring adoption of an appealable by-law (parkland, minor rezoning, H-Removal, etc.).

[bookmark: _Hlk214546923]C  Creating Permissive Land Use Designations

1. What is your perspective on the changes being considered to standardize the number and type of land use designations?

Standardized designations could limit the ability to reflect local conditions, integrate inherited upper-tier policies, or address complex areas such as waterfronts, or historically significant neighborhoods. This could oversimplify planning frameworks, reduce responsiveness to local needs, and create challenges in implementation or interpretation. While some standardization can improve clarity and comparability, it is important to maintain sufficient flexibility to support context-sensitive and effective planning outcomes.

Staff recommend new, flexible guidelines related to the basic number and type of land use designations that can be supplemented to support local context, which may support the development of some consistency among municipal Official Plans.  

2. Would standardized land use designations between upper-tier and lower-tier official plan improve clarity? Where are the opportunities to reduce duplication between the upper and lower-tier official plans in land use designations?

This is not applicable in the case of the City of Burlington.  As noted above, the City will be pursuing opportunities to move from three Official Plans to a new strategic Official Plan which is compliant, consistent and in conformity with the revised Provincial framework, supported by appropriate tools and technologies.  Latitude for supporting municipalities who have inherited Regional Official Plans through this transition will support better planning outcomes. 

3.  Are there additional designations that would be required? Are there opportunities to streamline or further combine some of the proposed designations (e.g. Residential I and II, and Mixed Use I and II)?

Staff recommend new, flexible guidelines related to the basic number and type of land use designations, which may support the development of some consistency among municipal Official Plans.  

4.  Are there implications to making land use designations more streamlined and permissive?

Yes there is value in making land use designations more streamlined and permissive, but in order for it to be implemented the enabling policies, required by the Planning Act to use a tool such as CPPS, should not be subject to appeal.  An instructive example in Burlington is Official Plan Amendment No. 2, the OPA implementing the City’s 3 PMTSAs.  OPA 2 establishes a streamlined and permissive policy framework which was approved by the Minister with modifications.  

Municipalities face additional complexity in the Ontario Land Tribunal (OLT) context, where developing and implementing the Official Plan is further complicated by appealable enabling policies required by legislation and regulation. For instance, OPA 2 was approved by the Minster with modifications, yet the enabling provisions for the CPPS (among other policies) remain appealable, constraining the City’s ability to apply Planning Act tools effectively. 

Staff recommend that enabling policies for the broad range of tools set out in the Planning Act and its associated regulations be made non-appealable. This would reduce procedural delays, allowing the benefits of more streamlined and permissive land use designations to be realized on the ground in a timely manner.  

5.  Are there land use designation terminology or descriptions that would be easier to understand?

Staff note that while the proposed designations include descriptions referencing both building form and density (e.g., “Designated for low-rise/density residential buildings”), the terminology is not consistently applied across all categories. Official Plans should adopt a consistent approach, describing each designation either by density (low, medium, high) or by building form/height (low-rise, mid-rise, high-rise), but not both.  

For example, a stacked townhouse development may be low-rise (3-4 storeys) but high-density (50–60 units per hectare), which could be misinterpreted if both height and density are not clearly defined. Clear, consistent designations are essential to ensure the scale and intensity of development are understood and implemented effectively. 

Official Plan Amendment No. 3 (in force and effect) is an amendment to increase housing options in the City of Burlington provides a practical example of how consistent, form-based designations can be applied to advance housing objectives while maintaining clarity. The amendment establishes built form as the primary metric to describe the degree of development within Residential Neighbourhood Areas, supported by Zoning By-law provisions. It implements permissions for a broader range of low-rise, ground-oriented housing types, including duplexes, triplexes, and fourplexes, creating flexibility to increase housing options without compromising compatibility with existing neighbourhood character.  

By focusing on built form rather than density, the City has clarified expectations for developers and the public, reduced ambiguity in policy interpretation, and ensured alignment with the Housing Action Framework and broader Housing Strategy initiatives. This approach demonstrates how clear, consistent designations can facilitate effective implementation, support strategic housing objectives, and maintain public confidence in planning outcomes. 

D  Transitioning to a New Framework

1. What is your perspective on the changes being considered to transition to a standardized official plan framework? 

Staff are generally supportive of transitioning to a standardized Official Plan framework, as it could improve consistency, clarity, and usability across municipalities, and better align local plans with provincial policy objectives. However, several practical considerations must be addressed. Official Plans that are currently under appeal, partially in force, or subject to existing site-specific or secondary plan provisions present challenges, as imposing a strict compliance deadline could create legal and procedural conflicts. 

Similarly, municipalities that have inherited upper-tier responsibilities, like Burlington, may face additional complexity in integrating both strategic and detailed local policies within the new framework. Flexibility in timelines, phased implementation, and clear guidance from the Province will be critical to allow municipalities to update their Official Plans without undermining ongoing approvals, statutory obligations, or the integrity of existing planning tools. 

Overall, as noted throughout this submission there are opportunities to improve efficiency by limiting appeals.  The move toward standardization is positive in principle, however careful consideration of local context, plan status, and transitional arrangements is essential to avoid disruption and ensure that plans remain implementable and legally sound.

2. What is a realistic implementation timeline for your municipality to update its official plan to comply with a standardized framework (e.g., structure, land use designations, page/word limits), and why? Please consider staffing, council cycles, data/mapping updates, public engagement, and statutory review requirements in your response. 

A clearer understanding of the framework and its flexibility will be required to present a realistic timeline.  Transition needs to be considered for ongoing new Official Plans or Reviews in progress or under appeal. It is recommended that the Province provide immediate guidance as to whether municipalities should continue with the considerable resources being invested in these current processes warrant continued efforts.

For context, Council has endorsed the general approach for streamlining and bringing a singular Official Plan that is consistent, conforms to or complies with all relevant Provincial legislation, policies and plans.  The delivery of an Official Plan that complies with the new Official Plan framework will be complicated by the appeals to the BOP,2020 as well as the need to incorporate relevant regional official plan policies and outstanding former regional level policies not yet completed.  The City is committed to developing a singular Official Plan to reflect local vision and provincial interests as soon as possible, and, under the current framework, within 2 years (exclusive of appeals to the OLT).

The current proposal does not provide sufficient information about the intended framework to similarly estimate the timeline in a realistic manner.  

3. How can the province best support municipalities in transitioning to a simplified and harmonized official plan framework? 

The single most impactful thing to support the transition and implementation of simplified and harmonized Official Plans is to eliminate or scope appeal rights as set out in this submission.     

Flexibility in timelines, especially for municipalities with partially in-force or appealed plans, would reduce legal and operational risks. Building in flexibility to allow for local context considerations such as unique community areas, or special precincts, would ensure that standardized frameworks remain adaptable and relevant. Constant communication and ongoing opportunities for municipal feedback are essential to identify challenges, refine processes, and ensure that the framework is practical, adaptable, and aligned with both provincial objectives and local planning priorities.

E Submission of Official Plan through Online Portal 

Staff are supportive.  

Clear guidelines on submission standards will be essential, as will training for staff to manage digital workflows effectively. Consider establishing requirements related to original electronic files be required, with limited exceptions. 

E-signature is an effective replacement for files which are otherwise printed, signed, scanned and uploaded. Scanned files generally restrict the use of many assistive technologies, such as screen readers, and are less user-friendly overall.  The system must also be capable of handling large-format files, complex datasets, and a high volume of submissions from across the province without performance issues. Large and complex documents, including maps, schedules, and supporting studies must be organized, linked, and version-controlled properly to avoid errors. Timely technical support will be critical to prevent delays in statutory review timelines. Ensuring the portal is user-friendly and accessible to the public is also necessary to minimize additional staff effort in responding to questions or requests for clarification. Finally, a phased implementation approach will be important to ensure a smooth transition.  

Other relevant City of Burlington suggestions for consideration

Looking beyond the Official Plan document itself, please find below a number of other suggestions that would complement standardization efforts by streamlining approvals and reducing costly and time-consuming efforts of defending Ministerial decisions at the Ontario Land Tribunal (OLT).

Staff support complementary reforms to both appeal rights under the Planning Act, and to the OLT Rules of Practice and Procedure.  Where appeal rights exist for Official Plans, staff recommend strengthened provisions which only allow appeals on a site-specific basis.  This change would provide greater certainty, minimize duplication, and facilitate more decisive implementation, while avoiding costly delays. 

Staff suggest that the impact of standardized Official Plan requirements would be enhanced if paired with complementary reforms to appeal rights. Portions of an Official Plan which have been deemed by the province as in compliance/conformity/consistency with all provincial requirements (including standardized content requirements) should be protected from appeal under the Planning Act or, appeal rights to an Official Plan should be limited to site-specific by default, with limited broad appeals being permitted only subject to appropriate justification. 

Staff recommend that, to derive maximum benefit from this overall initiative, a similar level of standardization should be applied to the submission of appeals to the OLT. Appellants should be required to demonstrate the validity of their appeals by completing standardized notice of appeal forms, which require references at the level of individual policies and/or mapping and explicitly state which provincial requirements have not been met. Further, appellants should be required to scope their issues to the level of proposed modifications to individual policies and/or mapping within a set amount of time, or else have the appeal dismissed by the Tribunal.  

The City of Burlington adopted a new Official Plan in April of 2018, which was modified and approved by Halton Region in November of 2020. Despite provincial limitation on whole plan appeals, the City’s new Official Plan was appealed almost in its entirety by 48 appellants. Many appeals were broad and encapsulated entire chapters, on the basis of general conformity/consistency questions in relation to the Regional Official Plan and provincial policy, but often without actionable proposed modifications to individual policies and/or mapping.  

Further, a number of appeals were “protective”, pertaining to existing applications/appeals under the City’s 1997 Official Plan, despite those applications being subject to clergy principle and being processed under the policy framework that was in place at the time the application was deemed complete. These protective broad appeals have contributed to the effective freezing of a substantial portion of the City’s new Official Plan, as appellants await site-specific decisions under the 1997 Official Plan in multi-year City or Tribunal processes.  
In the five years that have passed since the Region’s approval of the City’s new Official Plan, there have been substantial changes to the land use planning framework in Ontario, including numerous Planning Act changes, the revocation of the Growth Plan, and the introduction of the new Provincial Planning Statement. Yet the City’s new Official Plan remains largely caught up in appeals and unable to respond to changes in provincial direction.  

In some cases, this has necessitated the statutory review of individual policy sections to reflect key shifts in provincial direction. However, since the corresponding policy sections remain broadly appealed and not in effect, these types of amendments can only be implemented after the City has undertaken an additional administrative process to amend the Official Plan’s adopting by-law to withdraw the impacted policies and replace them- whereby they may again be appealed.  

Next Steps
Please accept this letter as the City of Burlington’s submission on ERO posting 025-1099. Given the short period for consultation the attached comments have not been approved by City Council. This letter will be shared within a Council Information Package at the earliest opportunity. Should Council determine any additional comments or refinements to these comments are required the Province will be advised at the earliest opportunity.  
Sincerely,
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for
Jamie Tellier, MCIP, RPP
Director of Community Planning
Community Planning Department
City of Burlington
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