
Rural and 
Agricultural 

Land 
Designation



Ontario’s land use planning system is diverse by design. Planning tools are 

tailored to local needs, including Zoning and Area Designations.

Planning Authorities are required to enact:

• Official Plan: Including prime agricultural areas

• Land use regulations: Zoning By-Law (ZBL) or 
Community Planning Permit System (CPPS)

• The province also has its own planning instruments

Important! 

• All these planning instruments are different 
between neighbouring planning authorities

• ZBLs and CPPSs are meant to be more flexible

• Official Plans are time and money intensive to amend

• Provincial Plans (NEP, GBP, ORMCP) are rarely 
amended

About Zoning and the Regulation of Farmland
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• Updated on a 5-year basis

• Defines long-term goals for the community

• Provides a policy basis for land use and population growth

• Will not include (many) site-specific details
• May include some specifics: setbacks around features, etc.

• Official plans are a municipal or planning board’s instrument
• You can have an official plan at any municipal tier

• What you need to know: In almost all cases at least one official 
plan will be in effect and apply to your property

• Unless you live in: Remote and North Ontario, which have 
exceptions to this rule

Official Plans

1. Most 
private land 
is subject to 
an official 
plan.

&

2. All by-laws 
must be 
consistent 
with the 
official plan.

Your planning authority will have an official plan for its 

jurisdiction as required by Section 16 of the Planning Act
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1.1

• Rural Areas
• For lack of a better definition, places that 

are “not urban”

• Or perhaps urban areas are “not rural”

• Agriculture, forestry, aggregates, 
hunting and natural recreation, etc.

• Includes prime agricultural areas

• Land with the fewest impediments to 
productive agriculture

• Settlement areas
• Denser residential areas

• Employment areas

• Commercial

• Industrial

Official Plans:
Rural Areas & Prime Agricultural Areas

Official Plans designate different kinds of areas. 
These are nested definitions.

Rural SettlementPrime

Nowhere Street

Fort Madeup
Fictional Township
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1.2

• Prime Agricultural Areas

• Designated through LEAR or ALES

• In combination with an agricultural 
system approach, protects agriculture 
long-term

• Settlement Areas

• Historically, designated at the time of a 
municipal comprehensive review 
(MCR)

• MCRs are no more

• New frameworks for settlement area 
expansion appearing at local level

Official Plans:
Rural Areas & Prime Agricultural Areas

Official Plans change over time. Change is done 
through official plan amendments (OPAs)

Rural SettlementPrime Expansion

Nowhere Street

Fort Madeup
Fictional Township
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1.3

• Prime Agricultural Areas, 
“Prime Ag”
• Major component to the agricultural 

land base and the agricultural 
systems approach

• Purpose:
• To protect lands “for long-term 

use for agriculture”
• Methods:

• Limited to agricultural use and 
uses secondary thereto

• New residential lots (usually) 
prohibited

• Agricultural Impact Assessments

• Composed of:
• Predominantly prime agricultural 

lands, CLI 1-3 Soil Areas
• CLI describes what 

impediments to agriculture are 
present on site

• Associated rural lands, CLI 4-7 
Soil Areas
• Agricultural activity is present
• Limited non-agricultural uses

• Agricultural System 
Approach
• Agri-food network
• Agricultural Land Base

Official Plans:
Planning for Agriculture

What does it mean to be prime?
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1.4

• Official Plan Amendment (OPA)
• Pre-consultation

• Describe to staff what applicant wants

• Provide sketches/drawings

• Strongly recommended

• Submission of Application

• 30 days to mark as in/complete

• Payment of all fees

• Circulation of Notice of Application

• 15 days to circulate

• 120 m radius plus relevant public 
bodies

• Public Notice Sign must be posted

• Review of Application

• 120 days to undertake review

• Staff planners and partner agencies 
will exchange notes

• At least one public meeting is held at 
20 days’ notice; applicant may present 
at the public meeting

• A staff report will be drafted

• Motion at Municipal Council

• It is council that approves OPAs

• 15 days to issue notice of decision or 
a notice of refusal

• 20 days for proponent to appeal notice

Official Plans:
Amending the Official Plan

What is the OPA process?
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1.5.1 Official Plans:
Example from the City of Hamilton

Hamilton recently refused proposed urban boundary expansions (UBEs)

https://www.hamilton.ca/build-invest-grow/planning-

development/planning-applications/urban-boundary-expansion 

https://pub-

hamilton.escribemeetings.com/Meeting.aspx?Id=85b6550c-

0fa0-4688-8485-

250239593ec0&Agenda=Merged&lang=English&Item=20&Tab

=attachments 

1

4
5

https://www.hamilton.ca/build-invest-grow/planning-

development/planning-applications/urban-boundary-

expansion/ube-2 

https://pub-hamilton.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=457508 
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1.5.1.1 Official Plans:
Navigation (1)

How do you find this information? Look for a search function online.

www.hamilton.ca
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1.5.2.1 Official Plans:
Navigation (2)

You can also navigate the website by internal links
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1.5.2.2 Official Plans:
Navigation (2)

You can also navigate the website by internal links
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1.5.2.3 Official Plans:
Navigation (2)

You can also navigate the website by internal links
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1.5.2.4 Official Plans:
Navigation (2)

You can also navigate the website by internal links

…
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1.5.3.1 Official Plans:
Navigation (3)

Official Plan? Never heard of it.
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• Updated within 3 years of an official plan update

• Legally enforceable, like a law

• Regulates site-specific details
• Setbacks and building/structure placement;

• Building Dimensions;

• Permitted Uses & Prohibited Uses;

• Tends not to regulate building appearance
• But not always

• CPPS and zoning by-laws function in very similar ways

Zoning By-Laws

Your planning authority will usually have a Zoning By-Law to regulate land uses 

and the placement of structures. Alternatively, there may be a Community Planning 

Permit System (CPPS) in place.

[1] The official 
plan handles 
policies

&

[2] The zoning 
by-law 
handles site-
specifics.
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2.1

• Rural Zone (R, R#, RR, RU, etc.)

• The zoned area outside of an urban boundary

• (Prime) Agricultural Zone (A, AG, A#, etc.)

• Dedicated to agricultural uses, agriculture-
related uses, and on-farm diversified uses

• Residential Zone (R, RR, R#, RL, RH, etc.)

• Dedicated to dwellings and living spaces

• Other Zones

• Rural Open Space (OS), Natural Protection 
(NP), Industrial (I, E, B, etc.), and so on

• Zoning Overlays (N, NP, AL, etc.)

• Adds zoning provisions and regulations

Zoning By-Laws:
Rural & Agricultural Zones, Permitted Use

Zoning By-Laws list the permitted uses for zones. What the zone is 
named may vary greatly between planning authorities

Nowhere Street

RR
AG

RR

OS,NP

OS,NP

RL

RL
RH

Fort Madeup
Fictional Township
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2.2

• Zoning by-laws are divided into sections and follow 
some conventions regarding structure and contents

• General Provisions

• Zones and sections

• Compiled provision tables

• Interpreting your ZBL may be time intensive

Zoning By-Laws:
Permitted Land Use

Zoning by-laws have some common structures
“One zone one section,” Municipality of 

Marmora and Lake

“Compiled provision table,” 

City of Greater Sudbury

“General Provisions,” 

Haldimand County
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2.3

• Zoning by-laws regulate
• Land Use

• Permitted uses

• Uses permitted as-of-right

• Prohibited uses

• Buildings and structures

• Types of building allowed

• Building dimensions and area

• Lot coverage or “footprint”

• Density or intensity

• Setbacks

• Note: ZBL is not the Building Code

• Lot survey characteristics

• Minimum lot size

• Minimum lot dimensions

• Lot geometry

• Usually requiring “regular” geometry 
(square, rectangle, etc.) where 
possible

Zoning By-Laws:
Permitted Land Use

Zones permit land uses, sometimes “as-of-right” but often 
subject to regulations and permitting.
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2.4

• Municipalities are instructed to use the 
definition provided by the MMAH in the 
Provincial Planning Statement (2024):
• Agricultural uses:

• the growing of crops, including nursery, 
biomass, and horticultural crops;

• raising of livestock;

• raising of other animals for food, fur or 
fibre, including poultry and fish;

• aquaculture; 

• apiaries; 

• agro-forestry; 

• maple syrup production; 

• and associated on-farm buildings and 
structures, including, but not limited to 

• livestock facilities,

• manure storages, 

• value-retaining facilities, 

• and housing for farm workers, when 
the size and nature of the operation 
requires additional employment. 

• But your municipality may have local 
regulations and policies that restrict upon 
this definition

Zoning By-Laws:
Permitted Land Use

We keep mentioning that agricultural use is permitted in 
certain zones. So, what is an agricultural use?
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2.5

• Zoning By-Law Amendment (ZBLA)
• Pre-consultation

• Describe to staff what applicant wants

• Provide sketches/drawings

• Strongly recommended

• Submission of Application

• 30 days to mark as in/complete

• Payment of all fees

• Circulation of Notice of Application

• 15 days to circulate

• 120 m radius plus relevant public 
bodies

• Public Notice Sign must be posted

• Review of Application

• 90 days to undertake review

• Staff planners and partner agencies 
will exchange notes

• At least one public meeting is held at 
20 days’ notice; applicant may present 
at the public meeting

• A staff report will be drafted

• Motion at Municipal Council

• It is council that approves OPAs

• 15 days to issue notice of decision or 
a notice of refusal

• 20 days for proponent to appeal notice

Zoning By-Laws:
Amending the Zoning By-Law

What is the ZBLA process?
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2.6.1 Zoning By-Laws:
Fictionalized Example #1

The Fictional County of Outtatheway does not allow 
agricultural use in its Rural-General Zone

• Two years ago, Ruby MacGregor bought a vacant property in 

Outtatheway and has just finished setting up her farm business

• When she filed for an FBR, Outtatheway County took notice

• She receives a Compliance Order to cease agricultural use

• Why did this happen?

• Outtatheway does not permit any agricultural use in RU

• Rural Zone mostly permits residential uses and related

• Agricultural Zone permits agricultural use

• The minimum lot size for this AG is 50 ac (20 ha)

• Ruby has a problem: Her property is not even close to the 

minimum lot size of 50 ac.

• She attends pre-consultation, where the planners explain 

what she’s up against

The Fictional County of

Outtatheway

Ratherfar Street

RU

AG

RU

RU RU
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2.6.2.1 Zoning By-Laws:
Fictionalized Example #2

The Fictional Municipality of Nowherenearhere has 
approved a ZBLA to sever a farm dwelling and rezone 

The Fictional Municipality of

Nowherenearhere

• Gordon Gagnon (Gagnon Farms) has applied for:

• Consent to sever land under the surplus farm dwelling 

severance policy

• Rezoning severed lot from Agriculture to Rural Residential

• Rezoning retained lot from Agriculture to Specialty Agriculture

• In consideration of the application:

• Nowherenearhere’s official plan designates its prime agricultural 

areas as the Agriculture Zone

• PPS (2024) allows this kind of severance, Nowherenearhere’s 

official plan is out of date and references old policy (PPS, 2014) 

• Notice of complete application is circulated

• Public is invited to comment, concerns are minor

• Consent is granted, which Gordon files, and ZBLA is approved

Nowhere Street

120 m
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2.6.2.2 Zoning By-Laws:
Fictionalized Example #2

The Fictional Municipality of Nowherenearhere has 
approved a ZBLA to sever a farm dwelling and rezone 

The Fictional Municipality of

Nowherenearhere

Nowhere Street

120 m

• Outcome of Gordon Gagnon’s (Gagnon Farms) severance?

• Consent to sever a surplus farm dwelling pursuant to farm consolidation

• PPS, 2024, Policy 4.3.3.1.c grants farmers this ability

• Nowherenearhere’s official plan is out of date (hasn’t been updated 

since 2015), as it still references PPS (2014), Policy 2.3.4.1.c, but 

this doesn’t matter—the new PPS (2024) takes primacy

• Nowherenearhere local requirements:

• Only entire buildings may be severed

• Dwelling must be habitable

• Severed lot rezoned appropriately to Rural Residential 

• A restrictive covenant is registered on title

• Retained lands rezoned from Agriculture to Agriculture-

Special
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Crown Lands
• Subject to the Public Lands Act (MNR)
• Crown Land Use Policy Areas (CLUPA is not zoning) 
• Land Use Permits, can open the door to purchasing lands
• Work permits to build structures
• Technically subject to the PPS as interpreted by MNR
• Crown Lands can be privately acquired through disposition

Planning Boards
• May enact official plans and zoning by-laws
• May include Crown Lands, municipal lands, and unorganized 

private lands
• Should not contradict planning tools used by municipalities

Unorganized Private Lands
• Property within no municipality or board, but yet privately owned
• In these lands, the MMAH is your planning authority

Crown and North

Not all lands are subject to municipal organization. More common in North Ontario 

are Crown Lands, unorganized private lands, and planning boards.

1. The Crown 
Lands system is 
known to be slow.

&

2. Planning in 
North Ontario can 
be usual due to the 
MNR’s alternative 
system.
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3.1

• There are six CLUPAs used by MNR
• General use area (GUA)

• Recommended provincial park

• Recommended conservation reserve

• Forest reserve

• Provincial wildlife area

• Enhanced management area

• Agricultural use most compatible with 
GUAs
• Permitting agricultural use on Crown Lands 

is slow, may require one or multiple of:

• Occupational Authority Agreement

• Work Permit

• Land Use Policy Amendment

Crown Land Use Policy Areas

Permitting agricultural use on Crown Lands is 
slow but not impossible.
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3.2 Crown Land Use Policy Areas:
An example Area, G2619

• G2619, General Use Area (GUA)

• “The primary use will be continued 
extraction of resources (forestry, 
mining, trapping).”

• Land Use Amendment 2004-030

• MNR is the proponent

• Adds new Conservation 
Reserves and Protected Areas

• Agricultural Uses in G2619

• Agriculture is not a permitted use

• MNR does not identify agriculture 
as a valid Crown Land Disposition 
here

• While anyone can apply to buy or rent 
Crown Land, the proposal must be 
consistent with the MNR’s policies

https://www.lioapplications.lrc.gov.on.ca/services/CLUPA/xmlReader.aspx?xsl=web-primary.xsl&type=primary&POLICY_IDENT=G2619
https://www.lioapplications.lrc.gov.on.ca/services/CLUPA/xmlReader.aspx?xsl=web-primary.xsl&type=primary&POLICY_IDENT=G2619
https://www.lioapplications.lrc.gov.on.ca/services/CLUPA/xmlReader.aspx?xsl=web-primary.xsl&type=primary&POLICY_IDENT=G2619
https://ontariomnrf.app.box.com/s/z4gaqy4sdea5f63zcvzbjod4o8q31oxl/file/1788347318269
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Official Plan

• Designates a settlement area, prime agricultural area, etc., 
and applies broad land use policies towards municipal goals

• Amendments take longer and have more requirements

Zoning By-Law (ZBL)

• Concerns permitted uses, setbacks, building dimensions, etc.

• Amendments should be faster than an OPA
• Does not change official plan designations

Crown Land Use Policy Area (CLUPA)

• Development permitted through occupational authority 
agreements and work permits

• Land Use Amendments can modify policies

Amending a Provincial Plan*

• Greenbelt Plan, Niagara Escarpment Plan, Oak Ridges 
Moraine Conservation Plan

Summary

Designations can change. You too can participate in local planning.

1. Become familiar 
with your local 
planning system

2. Keep informed 
about what’s being 
proposed

3. Stay connected 
with your local 
federation and 
community groups



End

Commentary & Questions Period
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