[image: image1.png]




Our HRM Alliance: Our Seven Solutions 
Recommended actions for HRM Council through the five-year review of the RMPS (RP+5)

Released November 30, 2011

Issue

In 2006, Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) adopted the Regional Municipal Planning Strategy (RMPS) to direct development and growth within the Municipality over the next quarter century. It is a good document that addresses many sustainability concerns, but it does not provide the type of leadership required to take HRM into a future rife with the challenges of increasing obesity and of climate change. The Alliance believes that the Plan could and should be made better.
Goal

The Our HRM Alliance has developed a suite of solutions for HRM Council to consider adopting during the first five-year review of the RMPS (RP+5). We believe these solutions would help HRM better adhere to the goal of sustainability – sustainability of human health, of the environment, and of the Municipality’s finances. While the RMPS was being developed, residents identified the goal of sustainability as being crucial for the wellbeing of the Municipality. Reflecting the ambitions of a broad citizenry, the Alliance envisions HRM as a collection of vibrant places that foster the health of their citizens, protect the environment, and attract sustainable economic opportunities. By writing these solutions into the RMPS and then enforcing and adhering to them, the Our HRM Alliance believes the Municipality would come closer the goal of sustainability. 
Our HRM Alliance
The Our HRM Alliance consists of 33 not-for-profit and community organizations representing urban, suburban, and rural parts of the Municipality. The groups represent business, environmental, and social sectors. Each member believes that HRM has the potential to be a more liveable and sustainable collection of communities. Each member is committed to realizing that belief.  

Recommended solutions

The Our HRM Alliance has provided seven recommended solutions that should be considered as a whole. If we are to achieve true sustainability, these solutions should be implemented in a coordinated fashion.

With the five-year review of the Regional Municipal Planning Strategy, Our HRM Alliance is asking Council to consider adopting the following solutions, all of which fall within the scope of the review approved by Council on October 4, 2011:

1. Use greenbelting to concentrate growth and preserve wilderness areas and eco-services 
2. Invest in the downtown core and growth centres

3. Prioritize investment in transit and active transportation

4. Adhere to residential growth targets 
5. Evaluate development charges to ensure that the Municipality is not burdened by growth
6. Protect water resources

7. Commit to measuring successes and deficiencies of actions identified in the RMPS
Committing to these seven solutions can move HRM closer to the vision of being a more liveable and more sustainable municipality. The Our HRM Alliance commits to releasing a short research paper on each of the solutions over the upcoming months. The details of the seven solutions may morph and change as they enter public discourse, but the ideals that form their foundation will not alter. 

1. Use greenbelting to concentrate growth and preserve wilderness areas and eco-services  
Purpose:  To provide residents of HRM with a tangible concept of areas where growth should be encouraged and areas where human development should be restricted. Establishing a greenbelt can help maintain natural areas for wildlife, public access, quality of life and the vital services that ecosystems perform.  

Description:  The Our HRM Alliance strongly supports the concept of greenbelting to strengthen the “Open Space Network” already accepted by Council in Chapter Two of the RMPS. Linking habitat and ensuring biodiversity must be key objectives of the Open Space Network. We recommend that Council reinforce the protection and connectivity of the Municipality’s natural areas with greenbelting. Council should ensure access to the environment for all citizens now and in the future, whether those citizens live in urban, suburban or rural communities. The citizens of the Municipality value this access. Surveying HRM residents through Corporate Research Associates (CRA), the Our HRM Alliance found that 86 per cent of HRM supports a greenbelt for the Municipality. This greenbelt would also help concentrate growth where it is most economical and appropriate. HRM is traditionally defined as a “community of communities”. The policies of the greenbelt will help ensure that these separate communities develop in a suitable manner.  

Next steps:  The details on the exact location of the greenbelt continue to be discussed. The Our HRM Alliance is currently developing a greenbelt map, which the community will then finalize. The Our HRM Alliance plans to make a draft of the greenbelt publicly available early in 2012. HRM staff will need to review and enhance the efforts of the Alliance.
2. Invest in the downtown core and growth centres

Purpose:  To increase the density of the centre area of Halifax and Dartmouth to decrease servicing costs, make use of existing infrastructure, and revitalize existing built-up areas. Town centres of communities identified as having growth area potential should also be targeted. 

Description:  Government at all three levels should invest in the downtown core and growth centres to a minimum of $50 million
 over five years for the Regional Centre of Halifax and Dartmouth and a minimum of $20 million over five years for communities identified as “growth centres” in the RMPS. HRM should act as the lead in securing this funding and in facilitating the coordination of community efforts.  Funding priority will be given to projects that enhance the pedestrian environment. 

The RMPS is based on a system of growth centres linked with an effective transit system. Growth centres include communities such as Cole Harbour and Spryfield. HRM staff, in conjunction with Councilors and the community-at-large, should revisit the number of growth centres and priority for their development. Development should be encouraged in growth centres that are easily accessible by transit and by active transportation routes. Land-use planning and transportation must work together. These growth centres ought to become vibrant and walkable, and should receive transit service only once a minimum service-base is attained. The Alliance does not want to identify certain communities as more deserving than others, but reasonableness of transit demands should be kept in mind. 

Next steps:  Revisit the system of “growth centres” identified in the RMPS. HRM should initiate conversations with the Province and the federal government regarding funding. 

3. Prioritize investment in transit and active transportation

Purpose:  To decrease the use of private automobiles by making transit a cheaper, equally as efficient option. This gives non-drivers options for commuting. Active transportation corridors allow people to feel safe whether walking or cycling. 

Description:  HRM Council should consider making further investment in active transportation and transit by re-allocating existing transportation spending, making it nearly as quick and easy to get around without a vehicle as it is with one. People between the ages of 20 and 40 are driving less, says a U.S. study.
 Assuming that Canada is experiencing a similar trend, with people realizing that driving damages the environment, personal finances and health, public transit use will increase. A 30-year
 transportation vision should coordinate HRM efforts to make alternative modes of transportation increasingly viable. 

Sixty per cent of the total transportation budget for HRM should be spent on public transit and 15 per cent on active transportation infrastructure. The remaining 25 per cent would be spent on existing roads and infrastructure to address ongoing maintenance issues. HRM currently divides its transportation spending almost equally between transit and roads. This breakdown is based on 2004-2005 figures of HRM spending. A 60-25-15 per cent split is a reasonable target that prioritizes healthier transportation choices but recognizes the need for a variety of transportation options. 

HRM Council will need to ensure that a system of park & ride
 and park & walk lots is established and maintained to link transit corridors and stations. These park & ride facilities should be located along major corridors where community context makes transit-oriented development inappropriate but where express busing can encourage drivers to leave their vehicles and instead use transit. Park & walk facilities should be located within easy walking or cycling distance from business and commercial centres. 

The requirement for active transportation infrastructure to be part of all roadwork should be a matter of by-law, not merely of policy. The shift from recommendation to policy should be included in all Functional Plans. 

Next steps:  Transit corridors that provide frequent service between centres should be established in order to capture a consistent market. Once a back-bone of efficient service is in place, the network can expand. Council must be willing to invest in these corridors and the network of modal choices that will support it. 
4.
Adhere to residential growth targets 

Purpose:  To direct growth so that HRM meets the already agreed upon population split as outlined in the RMPS. Suburban and rural growth far exceeded targets in the past five years and has doubled/tripled in the past 40 years. At the same time, urban densities have fallen. Smaller household sizes mean vacancies are not evident but density downtown has decreased. Having people live and work in proximity to each other decreases carbon emissions from travel. Concentrating growth in already built-up areas decreases servicing costs and maintains undeveloped areas.  

Description:  When HRM wrote the RMPS, residents identified wanting a variety of options for where to live – a split of 25 per cent urban, 25 per cent rural, and 50 per cent suburban was the target
. While the suburbs and commutershed have grown consistently, the downtown has not met its target for growth. In 2011, HRM identified that over the past five years only 16 per cent of residential growth happened in urbanized areas, 28 per cent in rural areas and 56 per cent in suburban areas. HRM Council should consider sequencing development to ensure that the target for the urban area is met prior to developing suburban and rural commutershed areas. A variety of tools can be used for sequencing, including restricting subdivisions in non-core areas and limiting the number of building permits approved based on the desired growth breakdown. Our HRM Alliance’s ideal target is closer to 40 per cent urban, 40 per cent suburban, and 20 per cent rural. 
Encouraging this breakdown will require the development of a housing strategy.
Developers may claim that they only build units where consumers want them. However, residents are often responding to the options they are given. They purchase what they can afford, wherever it is located. Housing strategies, including development incentives, must encourage affordable residential development in growth centres and within the circumferential highway. Subsidized housing may be the purview of the Province thanks to the 1995 Service Exchange, but ensuring that affordable housing options are available to all residents in a variety of locations is within HRM’s mandate as specified by the purpose statement in the HRM Charter. 

Next steps:  HRM should meet residential growth targets for the urban, suburban, and rural areas in the Municipality. It should also consider establishing incentives to help developers reach these targets and ensure that a percentage of the units are affordable to people earning minimum wage. Council should be cognisant of appropriate densities for individual neighbourhoods. A robust affordable housing strategy must be developed in conjunction with other measures to meet these targets, while ensuring that a variety of housing options exist for residents of the Muncipality.

5.
Evaluate development charges to ensure that the Municipality is not burdened by growth

Purpose:  To evaluate the financial systems that the Municipality has in place to recover costs related to growth. These costs include both hard and soft services. Hard services refer to physical infrastructure such as roads and pipes. Soft services are things such as transit, policing, fire departments, libraries, and recreation centres. Currently, existing taxpayers subsidize new developments and the services they receive. 
Description:  Area-based Capital Cost Contributions (CCCs; also known as “area charges”) ought to become Municipality-wide charges if this would help reduce the Municipality’s servicing cost burden. Currently, the development-specific charges only apply to four discrete areas as specified in the Regional Subdivision By-law. Area-specific charges should apply to new development whatever the area, though the exact amount charged may differ slightly. Region-wide CCCs for wastewater treatment plants and landfill sites are already universal. 

Different rates for greenfield and brownfield sites, as well as for stand-alone or multiple unit residences should be established. Provisions for affordable housing units and smaller units must be made. HRM should consider performing an analysis looking at the cost of both commercial and residential development over 80 years, similar to the reports done for the Town of Markham
 and the City of Winnipeg
. Based on the findings, require that both the immediate and anticipated costs of new development be fully charged to the developer through Capital Cost Contributions. The cost burden of new development will increase housing prices in certain areas. The intention of the charges is to put a price on greenfield lot development, which threatens vital ecosystem servicing. The increased charges must be offset with affordable housing provisions in other areas, such as in areas well serviced by transit with existing water and sewer. Exceptions to the charges for non-profit housing and institutions would be made. 

Next steps: Council has already approved a motion that allows the Municipality to approach the Province, asking permission to charge developers for certain “soft” services. The list of soft services should be expanded. The list of areas that both hard and soft services are charged to through area-based Capital Cost Contributions should be broadened. A list of developments that would have special consideration, such as affordable units and brownfield sites, should also be established. 
6.
Protect water resources

Purpose:  To ensure the health of water resources, both fresh and coastal. Governmental protection of water bodies should be consistent across all levels of government. HRM support for a strong provincial Coastal Act is key. 

Description:  At present, protection of water falls to municipal, provincial and federal governments. This means that citizens are often left wondering who to go to if there is a problem with water quality or quantity. HRM should show leadership in dealing with water issues. 

A recent report from HRM
 stated that 68 per cent of lakes in the Municipality are becoming eutrophic. Human activity is impacting both fresh and salt water. The residents of HRM deserve that the water used for drinking, for playing, and for farming is safe and clean. Council should ensure this. 

HRM should commit to working on actions to improve the health of all water bodies, starting with completing and enforcing Functional Plans required by the RMPS. 

Next steps: HRM Council should collaborate with appropriate stakeholder groups to: 

· Adopt a coastal management policy with clear identification of jurisdiction – what level of government and which department is responsible for what

· Plan for the impact of sea level rise by requiring developers to outline how they will implement Climate Smart provisions. 

· Implement shoreline naturalization to deal with erosion rather than relying on shoreline hardening practices, such as developing sea walls. If a seawall is used, HRM should have regulations to control their placement and design. 
· Phase out existing building permits on low lying coastal areas, ecologically sensitive sites, or geologically hazardous sites over a five-year period so that new buildings must be constructed in adherence with new guidelines for septic requirements. This requires adopting a 100-year horizon that accounts for sea level rise and erosion. 

· Ensure consistency among plans and agencies, such as the day-lighting policy, which differs for HRM and Halifax Water. The Sawmill River, in Dartmouth, and the Freshwater Brook, in Halifax, should be of top priority for day-lighting. Council should move to make the day-lighting of these a reality.
· Develop strict storm water management policies

· Establish a maximum lot coverage of 10 per cent impervious surface
. If this is not met, storm water should be dealt with onsite or penalties would apply. 
· Implement stronger and more effective setback regulations, which should include:

· A minimum setback of 30 meters for all watercourses

· A minimum setback of 60 meters from the high-tide mark for coastal development, in conjunction with increasing the rise requirement from 2.5 meters above the substrate to 4 meters above the substrate to reflect best practices. In areas of high erosion, the setback and rise requirements should be linked to the annual rate of erosion to ensure they are adequate. HRM may determine some commercial/industrial zones are exempt from setback and rise requirements if they mitigate the impacts of changing coastal conditions.
· Stop the practice of clear-cutting in Protected Water Areas.
· Monitor and enforce water policies. Also make long-term hydrogeological monitoring for both quality and quantity of groundwater a part of development requirements for residential, commercial and institutional development.
7. Commit to measuring successes and deficiencies of actions identified in the RMPS

Purpose:  To develop measures to keep Council and staff on the path and timelines recommended by the updated RMPS. These targets must be taken seriously to ensure HRM is a leader in sustainable development and liveable communities. 
Description:  The indicators identified in Appendix A of the Regional Municipal Planning Strategy
 are inadequate for true evaluation of how HRM is progressing towards its vision of an economically and environmentally sustainable community. HRM Council should direct staff to rewrite this appendix using attainable targets that are measurable. Council should expect for its progress to be evaluated using a scorecard tracking the Municipality’s adherence to the RMPS. Annual reviews should be performed by HRM staff.  At five-year intervals that correspond with the five-year reviews of the Regional Municipal Planning Strategy, an objective, third-party evaluation should be carried out in consultation with community groups. The results of this evaluation should be released publically. 

Next steps:  Develop a scorecard to chart the Municipality’s progress. Third party, objective measurement tools, such as those used in Toronto
, should be used on a consistent basis that adheres to a set schedule in conjunction with internal evaluations. 
Financial Costs by Solution
1. Incorporating a greenbelt around HRM would cost the Municipality: staff time to map the greenbelt and cost of promoting and advertising it. HRM may also want to host a number of community consultation events. If HRM used two GIS mappers for the development of maps and two planners to have community consultation sessions, the cost of the project should be about $200,000 in the first year (developing the greenbelt may require hiring an ecologist to work specifically with the project rather than simply using existing staff planners). None of the five positions would require full-time staffing. Advertising costs for community consultations, as well as ongoing promotion efforts over the next four years will cost another $200,000. Total cost is $400,000 over five years, which equals $80,000 per year. 
2. Investing in the downtown and growth centres will cost $70,000,000.  As this spending will likely be split over the three levels of government, HRM’s contribution would be $25,000,000. This project will also require a staff person to administer. Total cost is $25,400,000 over five years, which equals $5,080,000 per year. 
3. Does not call for new investment – merely a reallocation of dollars already being spent on transit and road work. 

4. Requires policy and administrative changes – no additional costs to the Municipality. 

5. Requires research into the cost of providing municipal services to each area. This type of report could be conducted for $300,000. A tender call has already been issued for Quantifying the Costs & Benefits To HRM, Residents and the Environment of Alternate Growth Scenarios. This research may suffice so no additional spending is required. 
6. Policy change may require the Municipality to acquire some property, but the exact cost cannot be determined at this point. Because many of the changes affect policy, it may be difficult to quantify until the exact details of the changes are clear. 

7. A five-year report card will require an RFP and will cost $200,000 every five years, which equals $40,000 per year (the internal costs of administering the RFP have not been added as it is assumed that this cost could be absorbed by current staff). The annual reports can be performed by existing city staff. 

Total cost over five years: $26,000,000

Total cost per year: $5,200,000
Glossary

Active transportation – any travel that is human powered and non-motorized

Affordable housing (affordability) –The cost of adequate shelter should not exceed 30% of household income. Housing which costs less than this is considered affordable.
 HRM is still developing its own definition of affordability.
 
Brownfield - abandoned, idle or underutilized commercial or industrial properties where past actions have caused known or suspected environmental contamination, but where there is an active potential for redevelopment.

CCCs – Capital Cost Contributions. An infrastructure charge (also known as a development cost charge, development levy and off-site levy) is a specific dollar value per lot or per hectare or acre that a municipality imposes on a developer to finance the off-site capital costs associated with new development. It is not a charge to finance ongoing maintenance or operational costs. The main purpose of infrastructure charges is to cover growth-related costs of new development.

Eutrophic - (of a lake or other body of water) rich in nutrients and so supporting a dense plant population, the decomposition of which kills animal life by depriving it of oxygen.
 
Greenbelt – an area outside the existing urban expansion boundary that protects certain key ecological and agricultural features from development.  It is not a development straightjacket, but it does put existing taxpayers and the environment first.  Using greenbelt planning can curb a sprawling pattern of growth. It can revitalize community centres in both urban and rural areas. It helps make communities more liveable.

Greenbelting – Greenbelt planning serves a number of purposes: protects and connects habitat, forests and wetlands; reduces servicing costs to the Municipality and Province; maintains agricultural lands; encourages ecotourism; preserves Nova Scotia’s traditional communities and parkland; encourages Nova Scotians to be more physically active, thereby reducing health costs; and decreases the call for new schools by maintaining population numbers closer to existing school sites.

Greenfield developments – involve building developments on farmland, forest or other previously undeveloped land

Growth centre – Over the next 25 years, HRM will direct much of its investment to a series of centres as illustrated on the Settlement and Transportation Map (Map 1). These centres have been strategically located in HRM where services such as transit, wastewater and water distribution services can be economically provided to support development. The centres have sufficient land to accommodate anticipated growth, though some may grow more than others depending on market preferences. To maintain healthy and vibrant communities, investment will also continue in areas not designated for growth such as in existing neighbourhoods where infill development will respect the character of the area.

HRM – Halifax Regional Municipality

Protected Water Area – area designated by the Minister of the Environment for special protection because potable water is drawn from the area.

RMPS – Regional Municipal Planning Strategy. A guide for the future development of the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM).
It represents a significant step forward in integrated land use planning and long-term coordination. It is a framework that outlines how future sustainable growth should take place in the HRM, in a way that preserves the environment while at the same time maintaining a strong economy.

RP+5 – HRM’s five-year review of the RMPS
Setback – Whereas buffers represent the physical, on-the-ground systems that directly accomplish desired goals (i.e. floodplain habitat, protection of riparian forests, water quality improvement), setbacks are the regulatory tools used to protect existing and potential lands from future encroachment. Thus, in order to achieve a desired ecosystem function or goal, setbacks in disturbed or built-out systems must be actively managed to function as buffers.

Social housing or subsidized housing – Because of the 1995 Service Exchange, social housing is the exclusive domain of the Province. HRM does not want to deal with it. 

Sprawl – The development of unnecessary infrastructure, spread across the entire tax base, created to service previously unserviced areas – particularly when there is viable development potential already in serviced areas. This could be in the form of overpasses, water, roads, transit, etc.

Walkable - neighbourhoods that have good street lighting, continuous sidewalks and a variety of shops, services, parks, schools and workplaces within walking distance of homes
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