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HRM Councillors granted opportunity to revise HRMbyDesign to include sustainability
With the two-week delay before HRMbyDesign goes to vote, HRM Councillors have the opportunity to again consider the repercussions of passing the plan. The Secondary Planning Strategy for Downtown Halifax lacks the type of leadership that should come with the municipality’s claim of sustainability.

The Ecology Action Centre (EAC) was disappointed by the response of HRM staff to the inclusion of amendments that would increase the long-term environmental health of the municipality. The staff report dated May 25 lacked any changes that would decrease the city’s environmental footprint. However, on Tuesday, June 17, Council has the ability to reintroduce amendments. 

The EAC assumes that Councillors want what is best for the municipality. However, passing HRMbyDesign without first introducing concrete sustainability requirements would be detrimental to the health of the community, says Jen Powley, Sustainable Transportation Coordinator at the EAC. “To encourage development without ensuring that the buildings are sustainable is like cutting off your nose to spite your face,” Powley says. HRMbyDesign encourages growth. The EAC wants to make sure that the growth happens within the context of ecological well-being. 

As part of the public consultations held May 5-7, the Ecology Action Centre proposed that in order to be eligible for bonus zoning, all new buildings would first have to meet a standard of LEED Silver. “Staff and Council say they want to make this plan sustainable,” says Mark Butler, Policy Director at the EAC. “Well, if they adopt this amendment, they will be taking a small step in that direction.” This is in line with the objectives outlined by citizens three years ago in the first round of public consultations where members of the community identified “sustainable” as their top priority. 

In responding to this amendment, HRM staff stated that “The overall objective of HRMbyDesign is to make the development process easier and less prone to appeals and litigation.” (http://halifax.ca/council/agendasc/documents/090602ca81i.pdf, p 21) This seems to contradict the objectives outlined by the public.

HRM is waiting for the province to take leadership on sustainable building practices which could take at least one to two years. The municipality is also waiting for the development of its own sustainability functional plan, which is one of over 20 plans still in the formative stage. During the time it takes for legislation to be implemented, building by private developers in Halifax’s downtown core will be permitted without adequate environmental leadership. 

The staff report also states, “If LEED were a mandatory requirement then it would open the door to lawsuits if...the standard was not being properly applied.” Lawsuits are a hassle for the municipality, but the same could be said about any standard if it was not properly applied. 

For further commentary or if you should have any questions about the Ecology Action Centre’s position, please do not hesitate to contact Jen Powley at 225-9067 or Mark Butler at 429-5287.

