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Development approvals during the COVID-19 pandemic
Pri o r to  the  COVID-19  cri si s,  m any l oca l  governm ents st rugg l ed  to  p rocess deve l opm ent app l i ca t i ons i n  a  t i m e l y way.  A h i gh  vo l um e o f  app l i ca t i ons,
com b i ned  wi th  com p l ex deve l opm ent approva l  p rocesses and  i nsu ff i ci en t l y sta ffed  l oca l  governm ent o ff i ces,  m ean t tha t  i t  wou l d  o f ten  take  m on ths to
years fo r a  si ng l e  deve l opm ent app l i ca t i on  to  be  approved .

T he  COVID-19  cri si s has exacerba ted  the  t i m e l i ness i ssue  as i t  has fu rthe r reduced  sta ff  i n  deve l opm ent o ff i ces and  fo rced  l oca l  governm ents to  m od i fy
the i r usua l  deve l opm ent approva l  p rocesses to  com p l y wi th  pub l i c hea l th  restri ct i ons.  Fo rtuna te l y,  l oca l  governm ents have  ri sen  to  the  cha l l enge  and
have  adop ted  a  num ber o f  crea t i ve  st ra teg i es tha t  bo th  p ro tect  pub l i c hea l th  and  exped i te  deve l opm ent app l i ca t i on  approva l s:

Holding Virtual Public Hearings

Pub l i c heari ngs a re  a  com m on fea tu re  o f  l oca l  governm ent busi ness,  and  a re  the  m ost  d i rect  way fo r com m un i ty m em bers to  m ake  rep resen ta t i ons to
the i r l oca l  governm ent wi th  respect  to  p roposed  zon i ng  and  com m un i ty p l an  byl aws.  T rad i t i ona l  pub l i c heari ngs a re  no t  possi b l e  du ri ng  the  COVID-19
cri si s,  as l a rge  ga the ri ngs o f  peop l e  a re  p roh i b i ted  i nde f i n i te l y to  p ro tect  pub l i c hea l th .  To  ensure  tha t  pub l i c heari ngs can  con t i nue  du ri ng  the  COVID-
19  cri si s,  the  M i n i ste r o f  Pub l i c Sa fe ty and  So l i ci to r Genera l  has i ssued  an  Order au tho ri zi ng  l oca l  governm ents to  ho l d  pub l i c heari ngs vi rtua l l y.

M any l oca l  governm ents have  em braced  vi rtua l  pub l i c m ee t i ngs.  Fo r exam p l e ,  the  Ci ty o f  Vancouver l aunched  a  new p l a t fo rm  fo r vi rtua l  open  houses
so  resi den ts can  com m ent on  p roposed  rezon i ng  app l i ca t i ons.  T he  p l a t fo rm , Shape  Your Ci ty Vancouver,  p rovi des fo r a  th ree -week open  house  i n  wh i ch
i nd i vi dua l s can  expect  a  response  to  the i r com m ents o r concerns f rom  the  Ci ty wi th i n  two  busi ness days.  T he  deve l opm ent o f  a  p l a t fo rm  to  rece i ve
com m enta ry supports the  i dea  tha t  Shape  Your Ci ty m ay rem a i n  a  pe rm anen t fea tu re  to  support ,  i f  no t  rep l ace ,  pub l i c heari ngs go i ng  fo rward .

T hus fa r,  the  i m p l em enta t i on  o f  vi rtua l  pub l i c heari ngs appears to  be  havi ng  a  posi t i ve  i m pact  on  the  deve l opm ent approva l  p rocess.  Provi d i ng  wri t ten
subm i ssi ons by em a i l  o r cha t ,  ra the r than  o ra l  subm i ssi ons,  has resu l ted  i n  m ore  conci se  pub l i c d i a l ogue  as fewer com m ents a re  m ade  regard i ng
i rre l evan t  m a tte rs and  an  exped i ted  pub l i c heari ng  p rocess fo r p roposed  byl aws.

Waiving Public Hearings

Severa l  l oca l  governm ents have  e l ected  to  wa i ve  pub l i c heari ngs pu rsuan t  to  s.  464(2 ) o f  the  Loca l  Government Act i n  ci rcum stances where  the
proposed  zon i ng  byl aw i s consi sten t  wi th  the  o ff i ci a l  com m un i ty p l an .  M ore  l oca l  governm ents m ay e l ect  to  wa i ve  pub l i c heari ngs i nstead  o f  requ i ri ng
a  pub l i c heari ng  fo r each  p roposed  zon i ng  byl aw.

Submitting Plans Electronically

Del i ve ri ng  p l ans and  app l i ca t i ons e l ectron i ca l l y has been  encouraged  where  possi b l e ,  as l oca l  governm ent em p l oyees have  m oved  to  rem ote  worki ng .
Som e l oca l  governm ents have  a l so  em braced  e -pe rm i t t i ng  so f tware  to  enab l e  st ream l i ned  app l i ca t i on  p rocesses and  revi ews.  T he  bene f i ts o f  e -
pe rm i t t i ng  so f tware  and  e l ectron i c p l an  subm i ssi on  i ncl ude :

Cl oud-based  so f tware  o ffe rs m ore  funct i ona l i ty and  sto rage  space ,  wh i ch  a l l ows fo r l a rge  f i l es to  be  up l oaded ;

App l i can ts a re  a l e rted  to  e rro rs i n  the i r subm i ssi ons as they a re  up l oad i ng  docum ents;  and

Costs a re  reduced  fo r the  app l i can t  and  the  l oca l  governm ent,  as the  num ber o f  sta ff  requ i red  to  physi ca l l y p rocess an  app l i ca t i on  i s reduced .

Expedited Approval for Rental Housing

T he  l i m i ted  housi ng  stock ava i l ab l e  i n  the  Lower M a i n l and  o f  Bri t i sh  Co l um b i a  has encouraged  som e l oca l  governm ents to  p ri o ri t i ze  deve l opm ent
app l i ca t i ons tha t  i ncl ude  an  a ffo rdab l e  housi ng  com ponen t.  Speci f i ca l l y,  the  Ci ty o f  Vancouver has recen t l y p roposed  “fast-t racki ng ” the  revi ew and
approva l  p rocess fo r a ffo rdab l e  and  m arke t  ren ta l  resi den t i a l  deve l opm ent app l i ca t i ons.  T he  Ci ty pub l i cl y sta ted  tha t  i t  wi l l  am end  i ts exi st i ng  zon i ng
byl aws to  a l l ow ren ta l  bu i l d i ngs up  to  si x sto reys i n  he i gh t  to  be  approved  vi a  a  deve l opm ent pe rm i t  ra the r than  a  rezon i ng ,  and  to  a l l ow fo r expanded
m i xed-use  deve l opm ent.

As l oca l  governm ents a re  faci ng  an  econom i c downtu rn  i n  nearl y eve ry i ndustry,  the  t rad i t i ona l l y robust  rea l  esta te  m arke t  m ay bene f i t  l ong -te rm  f rom
m easures adop ted  i n  the  short -te rm  to  address the  d i srup t i ons COVID-19  has caused  to  t rad i t i ona l  deve l opm ent app l i ca t i on  p rocesses.

As f i nanci ng  becom es m ore  d i ff i cu l t  to  ob ta i n  and  cash  rese rves dwi nd l e ,  i t  i s i n  l oca l  governm ents’ best  i n te rests to  p roceed  wi th  exi st i ng
deve l opm ents and  p rocess new app l i ca t i ons as qu i ckl y as possi b l e .  T he  stra teg i es l i sted  above  a re  i m portan t  i n i t i a l  steps,  and  l oca l  governm ents m ay
wi sh  to  consi de r con t i nu i ng  wi th  these  stra teg i es (and  adop t  new ones) a f te r the  COVID-19  cri si s subsi des.

 T hese  l oca l  governm ents i ncl ude  the  Ci ty o f  De l ta ,  the  Lang l ey Townsh i p ,  the  Ci ty o f  New Westm i nste r,  and  the  Ci ty o f  Ch i l l i wack.

 Loca l  governm ents accep t i ng  e l ectron i c p l ans
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ttp://www.bclaws.ca/civix/document/id/mo/mo/2020_m13
ttps://shapeyourcity.ca
ttps://udi.bc.ca/covid-19-municipal-updates
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