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Minimum Planning Changes and Transit-oriented Suburban Area Opportunity Sites
In August 2024, the Province of Nova Scotia introduced new Minimum Planning Requirements 
(MPRs) to ensure that HRM responds directly to the ongoing housing shortage through its planning 
documents. These requirements obliged the municipality to recognize the urgency of the housing 
crisis and to make housing supply the foremost priority in all planning, regulatory, and development 
approval processes. In response, HRM has undertaken a review of its land use by-laws and will be 
updating most to meet the updated requirements from the province. In practice the intent of these 
changes is to remove unnecessary barriers to development and accelerate the creation of diverse 
and affordable housing options throughout the municipality.

In addition to the Minimum Planning Requirements, the Minister of Municipal Affairs passed a series 
of orders on October 3rd, 2025 that introduced a new framework for developing "Transit-oriented 
Suburban Area Opportunity Sites." This framework recognizes that, while HRM is completing a 
comprehensive Suburban Community Planning process, there is an urgent need to increase safe, 
sustainable and affordable housing supply in transit-served suburban locations. 

To avoid delaying well-located projects, the Minister’s Order enables certain residential or primarily 
residential mixed-use developments to proceed by development agreement in advance of the 
new Suburban Plan, provided they meet clear location and form criteria and can demonstrate that 
existing and planned infrastructure and community services can support additional density. 
 
Under this framework, eligible sites must be within the Urban Settlement Designation, outside both 
the Regional Centre and Suburban Housing Accelerator Secondary Plan Areas, and located within 
an 800-metre walkshed of a planned Bus Rapid Transit route, ferry terminal, or key transit terminal. 
They must also be no larger than 2 hectares and cannot involve the demolition of existing buildings 
containing three or more dwelling units. Given that the site at 59 Main Avenue meets these criteria, 
the development is able to proceed via a development agreement.

Proposal 
Currently, the site features an apartment building with 40 residential units and office space on the 
ground floor. Due to current housing pressures, the landowner would like to carry out an internal 
conversion, replacing the office space with three new units. The area selected for the conversion 
was conceived as potential units at the time of construction, but used as office during original 
occupancy of the building.

This building is already built and occupied, and this will be a minor change that will not significantly 
impact existing residents or surrounding properties. 

Development Agreement Policy Review
This proposal satisfies the eligibility and evaluation criteria in Suburban Area Policies 1–4 of the 
Minister’s Order. 

In order to be eligible for a development agreement under section 3.3 of the Minister's October 3rd 
Interim Planning Order for HRM, the following criteria from Suburban Area Policy 1 shall be met:

a) the proposed development site is located within the Urban Settlement Designation but 
outside the Regional Centre Secondary Municipal Plan Area and the Suburban Housing 
Accelerator Secondary Municipal Plan Area;

On Map 2 (Generalized Future Land Use) of the Regional Plan, the site is located within the 
"Urban Settlement" designation. 
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The site is located outside both the Regional Centre Secondary Municipal Plan Area and the 
Suburban Housing Accelerator Secondary Municipal Plan Area.

b) the proposed development site is located within an 800-metre walkshed of: (i). a planned 
Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) route or the Mill Cove Ferry Terminal as identified in the Rapid Transit 
Strategy, as approved by Regional Council on May 26, 2020; or (ii). the Downsview, Cobequid 
or Sackville Transit Terminals;

The site is located within the 800-metre walkshed for three stops along the Bus Rapid Transit 
Green Line.

c) the proposed development site is no more than 2 hectares in total area;

The subject area is 0.23 hectares in size.

d) the proposed development must not result in the demolition of an existing building 
containing three dwelling units or more; and

This proposal will not demolish any existing residential dwellings.

e) a complete application for a development agreement must be on file with HRM on or before 
the first notice of the intention of Council to adopt the Suburban Plan.

This development agreement submission is being filed in advance of Regional Council’s first 
notice of intention to adopt the new Suburban Plan, satisfying the timing requirement in 
Suburban Area Policy 1(e).

When considering a development agreement under Suburban Area Policy 2 of the Minister's 
October 3rd Planning Order, HRM shall consider:

a) that the development’s permitted density and built form on the site considers walking 
distance to transit, local context and transitions in height and massing to low-rise residential 
neighbourhoods;

The proposal is for a marginal increase in site density, however, it does not include changing 
the exterior of the building or footprint and therefore will not impact the local context or 
surrounding neighbourhood. 

b) the development’s site design supports necessary infrastructure upgrades;

The building was designed with space for three additional units on the ground floor initially, 
the building's internal systems and the local infrastructure can handle the design density of the 
building, including with the three additional units. 

c) whether to vary the built form and land use requirements in the Housing Accelerator Zone 
and applicable section of the Suburban Housing Accelerator Land Use By-Law;

There are no built form or land use considerations for the request since it is an internal 
conversion; the existing use and built form of the building are not proposed to change. 

d) on-site and off-site improvements necessary to integrate the development in the 
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surrounding area, including street and active transportation that support Bus Rapid Transit 
Corridors;

The addition of three residential units within a 40 unit building does not create undue 
additional pressure on the community. The change is within the normal ebb and flow of family 
sizes within a 40 unit building.

e) whether ground floor commercial or institutional space is included to support local services 
and employment uses;

This building has no commercial uses, it is a fully contained residential building. This proposal 
does not add any local services, the focus is to add housing. 

f) whether the proposal considers including a mix of uses, ground-oriented units, landscaping 
and pedestrian connectivity;

The site already has an outdoor landscaped space, a walking path from the sidewalk to the 
building, and gardens around the property. There is no alteration proposed to the outdoor 
spaces.

g) provisions for incentive or bonus zoning consistent with requirements set out in policies in 
Section 9.7A of the Regional Plan and applicable land use by-laws;

Section 9.7A of the Regional Plan directs the execution of the incentive or bonus zoning 
program to the applicable land use by-laws for any given site in the municipality. For 59 
Main Avenue, the applicable land use by-law would be the Halifax Mainland land use by-law. 
Schedule A of the Halifax Mainland LUB outlines which lands within the plan area are subject 
to incentive or bonus zoning. The subject area is not listed within this schedule nor in its 
accompanying table, meaning no incentive or bonus zoning applies.

h) the project commencement date shall not exceed 18 months with one opportunity for a one-
time extension not exceeding 6 months; and

The redevelopment will comply with the project commencement requirement in Policy 2(h).

i) the project completion date shall not exceed three years from the date of commencement.

The redevelopment will comply with the project completion requirement in Policy 2(i).

Additionally, Suburban Area Policy 3 applies additional built form restrictions on submissions 
made under section 3.3 of the Minister's Order. Among other things, the policy caps the allowable 
height for developments depending on their location to rapid transit stations and the nature of 
the surrounding neighbourhood. Since the site is located near a planned BRT route and abuts a 
medium- to high-density residential neighbourhood along Main Avenue, Suburban Area Policy 
3(a(iii) would limit the allowable built form to the “tall mid-rise” category as defined in the Suburban 
Housing Accelerator Land Use By-Law. This designation exceeds the existing height of five 
storeys and since no external modifications are proposed for the building, the building meets the 
requirements of Suburban Area Policy 3.

Suburban Area Policy 4 introduces flexibility regarding the height restrictions established in 
Policy 3, but since the proposed changes to the building will not put it in conflict with Policy 3, no 
additional flexibility under Policy 4 is needed to advance the project.
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Conclusion
The proposed internal conversion of 59 Main Avenue's ground floor is a clear fit for the Transit-
oriented Suburban Area Opportunity Site framework established under Section 3.3 of the Minister’s 
Order. The site sits within 800 metres of planned BRT service, falls well within the size limits for 
this pathway, and does not require the demolition of any existing multi-unit residential buildings. 
The project will deliver a density increase to a well-serviced high-density neighbourhood without 
requiring any major construction or demolition works. We respectfully request that HRM consider 
this submission as the basis for entering into a development agreement for the site, and we 
look forward to continuing to work collaboratively with staff and the community to realize this 
opportunity. 

Sincerely,

Jacob Ritchie, LPP, MCIP
Managing Principal, Planning 
Jacob.Ritchie@fathomstudio.ca 
902-461-2525 x 108




