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Content

• Overview of concepts behind the Agricultural System in the Greater Golden 
Horseshoe (GGH)

• Outline of how municipalities are to implement the Agricultural System (AgS) 
oMapping
o Economic development
oAgricultural Impact Assessment (AIA) 

• Mapping, implementation procedures, economic development tools and other 
resources to implement the AgS

• Heads up on what’s next 
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Background
• On May 18, 2017, the four updated land use plans for the GGH were released and came into effect on July 1, 2017

o All land use decisions must conform with the policies of the Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plans
o NEP and ORMCP state that prime agricultural areas will be implemented in accordance with the broader 

Agricultural System approach

o A policy summary is provided in Appendix 1

• The updated Growth Plan and Greenbelt Plan include new policies for municipalities to protect and enhance the 
Agricultural System based on provincial mapping and guidance.

o The Agricultural System approach was recommended by the Coordinated Plan Review Advisory Panel chaired by 
David Crombie.

• On February 9, 2018, OMAFRA released Agricultural System mapping and guidance to help municipalities and other 
stakeholders implement the new provincial policies. 
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What is an Agricultural System?

4

An Agricultural System is a group of inter-connected elements that collectively create a 
viable, thriving agricultural sector. 

Agricultural Land Base 
Continuous, productive land base for agriculture 
composed of prime agricultural areas and other 
lower capability lands that support agricultural 

production

Agri-Food Network 
Infrastructure, services, and agri-food assets 
(processors, feed mills, etc.) important to the 

viability of the agri-food sector



Agricultural System Concept

Processing

Animal 
feed

Agriculture production TransportationSeed supplier

End 
uses 
and 

markets

 Deliberate, strategic planning to enable the 
agri-food sector to grow and prosper

 Impacts on the AgS are considered before 
decisions are made 

A thriving agri-food sector depends on a protected land base and a complete supply chain



Innovations in the Agricultural System Approach
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Conventional vs. AgS Approach Innovations
• Aims for continuity of protection of 

prime agricultural areas across the 
municipalities in the GGH 

• Recognizes the important role of rural
lands in supporting agriculture and 
elements of the agri-food network

• Reinforces the need to integrate 
agricultural viability considerations 
with farmland protection

• Recognizes overlaps and synergies
between agriculture and natural 
heritage

The Agricultural System takes a comprehensive approach to consistently protect farmland and 
foster a vibrant agri-food sector.  Achieving this will require collaboration and responsiveness to 
the changing needs of the sector.  



What does the Agricultural System mean for municipalities? 
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• Prime agricultural area mapping 
applies as of Feb. 9, 2018 - now

• Refinements may be made 
by upper and single-tier 
municipalities during the MCR 
process

• Implementation 
Procedures explain how to 
proceed

• Process is to be collaborative
between municipalities and the 
Province

• AIA requirements apply

• Municipalities are expected to 
support the long-term 
economic prosperity of 
the agri-food sector

Municipal 
Comprehensive 
Review

Agri-Food 
strategies

Consideration of 
impacts from 
municipal decisions

Agricultural 
Impact 
Assessments



Agricultural Land Base Map

• Province has identified prime agricultural 
areas and candidate areas consistently 
across the GGH 

• To better reflect areas in agriculture, large 
PSWs, Provincially Significant Life Science 
ANSIs >250 ha as well as all Escarpment 
Natural Areas were recognized 

• Employment areas were identified

• Digital mapping is available on LIO
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Prime Agricultural Areas

PAAs in the agricultural land base 

• Consistently identified based on  
criteria applied across the entire GGH

• 84% are already designated PAA in 
official plans

• 16% meet the broad PAA definition 
based on OMAFRA’s LEAR study

Non-agricultural uses in the PAA

• Pockets of non-agricultural uses may 
be found within PAAs 

• Often these uses were approved 
before stricter provincial policies were 
put in place 

• These uses may continue
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Community park within the 

Niagara Peninsula Tender 

Fruit and Grape Area

Auto shop within Brant 

County’s prime agricultural 

area

Prime agricultural areas are large, continuous areas that 
include: 

• Predominantly Classes 1-3 land 
• Classes 4-7 land and additional areas where there is 

a local concentration of farms with characteristics 
of ongoing agriculture 



Candidate Areas for the Agricultural Land Base

Candidate areas (beige areas on the agricultural land base 
map) are areas that: 

o Are equal to or larger than 250 hectares which 
received a medium LEAR score 

o Are in agricultural production (based on AAFC crop 
inventory mapping)

These areas may be added to the prime agricultural area if 
they meet the definition, or rural lands  

The process for considering candidate areas for the 
agricultural land base is flexible 

Until refinement occurs, candidate areas continue to be 
treated as they are currently designated in their approved 
Official Plan
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Implementation Procedures (IP)

• Guides Agricultural System implementation by land use 
planners and economic developers

• IP is supplementary direction to the Growth Plan

• Land use: 
o Explains how the agricultural land base was 

identified, overlapping Natural Heritage System 
and AgS, how the AgS is to be implemented prior 
to MCR, how municipal refinements may be made 
to the agricultural land base, and treatment of 
rural lands, site specific non-agricultural uses, and 
employment areas 

• Economic development: 
o Discusses how to consider impacts on the AgS

when decisions are made on investments, growth, 
programs, policies, and services

o Promotes agriculture economic development to 
strengthen the agri-food sector
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Refinement and Augmentation of the Agricultural Land Base
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All areas proposed for 
change must be 
documented, mapped 
and submitted to the 
Province for review 
and approval along 
with the proposed 
official plan or official 
plan amendments



Overview of Refinement and Transition

Immediately (as of February 9, 2018)
o All land use planning decisions must conform with the agricultural land base map 

o Municipalities are required to maintain and enhance the continuity of the agricultural land base and the functional and 
economic connections of the agri-food network  

o AIA requirements apply

o Municipalities are encouraged to implement strategies to sustain and enhance the prosperity and viability of the sector

Before the MCR is Complete (transition) 
o The agricultural land base map is in effect and PAAs are to be protected as mapped by the Province

o Candidate areas continue to be treated as they are currently designated in their approved Official Plan

o If a lower-tier municipality is conducting ongoing work to conform to the Growth Plan, 2006 and a currently in-effect upper-tier 
official plan, it must incorporate PAAs as per the Provincial agricultural land base map  

Refinement Process  (during the MCR process) 
o Upper- and single-tier municipalities may incorporate the unrefined PAAs into their official plans either before or during a MCR

o Upper- and single-tier municipalities may propose refinements to the agricultural land base map during a MCR for Provincial 
approval; refinements must be consistent with provincial plan policies and the IP

o Lower-tier municipalities must update their official plans to conform with the upper-tier official plan
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Refinement Circumstances for PAAs - 1

• To extend (adjust) prime agricultural areas to identifiable boundaries (beyond the identifiable boundaries used 
by the Province to create the agricultural land base map).  

o Identifiable boundaries may include roads, railways, large water bodies and settlement area boundaries, 
but do not include the following:  topographic features (e.g. cliffs), buildings, small creeks or drainage 
ditches or provincial plan boundaries (e.g. to Niagara Escarpment Plan or Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation 
Plan boundaries).  

• To make minor technical adjustments (e.g. to account for distortion from map projections or discrepancies 
based on map scales).

• To account for settlement area boundaries that were approved in upper- and single-tier official plans in effect 
as of July 1, 2017 (may be done outside of the MCR process)

• Any additional refinements to settlement area boundaries once precise locations have been determined 
through the municipal comprehensive review process.
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Refinement Circumstances for PAA - 2
• To recognize more precise local information, specifically: 

o Lands such as First Nation reserve lands and federally regulated portions of aerodromes.
o Future updates to the provincial LEAR if significant changes are made to the official OMAFRA Canada Land 

Inventory mapping.
o Existing upper- or single-tier municipal LEARs and accompanying mapping if they are consistent with and 

do not conflict with the Agricultural System mapping method, purpose and outcomes. The provincial LEAR 
will take precedence where appropriate to achieve continuity across municipal and provincial plan 
boundaries and to achieve other Agricultural System purpose and outcomes. 

o Designated employment areas.
o Contiguous areas greater than 250 ha of existing, permitted non-agricultural and non-residential uses that 

are unlikely to be rehabilitated to agriculture and are not characteristic of prime agricultural areas. Non-
agricultural uses may include commercial, institutional, cemeteries, golf courses, industrial parks, mineral 
aggregate resources areas below the water table, built-up areas along highways, developed shoreline areas 
(as per Growth Plan policy 4.2.4.5), infrastructure (named in the Growth Plan Schedules 5 and 6) that has 
been developed, large impervious surfaces, and designated employment areas.

• To recognize key natural heritage features in which agricultural uses are not on-going.

• To add areas in order to create a continuous agricultural land base across municipal boundaries (i.e. edge 
matching of lands in agricultural production). 

• As a best practice, to add prime agricultural areas resulting from implementation of the excess lands framework 
and other situations where land is de-designated from settlement areas.
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Non-Agricultural Uses in the Prime Agricultural Area

Large areas >250 hectares of non-agricultural uses

• May be removed from the agricultural land base during refinement

Site specific non-agricultural uses

• May keep their non-agricultural use designations with OP policies that recognize that 
the use is part of the PAA

• Alternatively (preferably), these non-ag uses would be designated PAA with site 
specific policies in the OP permitting the use

Designated Employment Areas 

• The Growth Plan requires employment areas to be designated. 

• Existing rural employment areas that were designated in official plans and approved 
an in effect as of June 16, 2006 may continue and expand according to Growth Plan 
Policy 2.2.9.5. 

• Identified on the agricultural land base map (yellow hatching); any designated areas 
missed can be treated the same as the mapped areas  

• If they are as yet undeveloped and part of the PAA, a best practice would be to 
designate them as PAA but include site specific policies in the official plan indicating 
that the lands are employment areas. The conversion of employment areas can only 
be done during the MCR process 

• When the lands are developed, impacts to the AgS should be assessed and avoided.  
If avoidance is not possible, impacts should be minimized and mitigated. 
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Refinements Related to Natural Heritage Features and Areas

• 14% of the GGH has overlapping Natural Heritage and Agricultural Systems

• The Natural Heritage System (NHS) is required to be an overlay outside of settlement areas; the full range of 
agricultural, agriculture-related and on-farm diversified uses and normal farm practices are permitted in the 
NHS

• In key natural heritage features within the NHS and key hydrologic features, development and site alteration are 
not permitted but existing ag uses can continue 

• IP provides mapping options for key natural heritage features 

• An info sheet on OMAFRA’s website explains the relationship between the NHS, natural heritage features, key 
hydrologic features and the AgS
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Ag System Economic Considerations 
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Snapshot for Ontario



Why is the Agricultural System Important in the 
Greater Golden Horseshoe?

19

Local Economic Importance of 
Agricultural System based on 
Location Quotients (2016)

Source: Adapted from Statistics Canada industry employment data, Economic Modeling Specialists, 2018
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Agriculture in Southern Ontario
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Agriculture Economic Development

• Traditional community economic development practices 

• Actions are tailored and adapted to the agriculture sector
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Your Role in Agriculture Economic Development
 

 

Promoter 
 Local Food Map 
 Community Agriculture Profile 
 Local/Regional Branding Initiatives 

 

Connector 
 Local Food Conference 
 Dinner on the Farm 
 Value chain analyses  

 

Educator 

 Evaluating Value-Added Opportunities 
(EVAO) Workshop 

 Food-E Entrepreneurship Seminars 
 On-Farm Familiarization Tours 

 

 



Your Role in Agriculture Economic Development

 

 

Enabler 

 Agriculture / Rural Community Improvement 
Plans (CIP) 

 Official plan updates: language supporting on-
farm value-added processing 

 One-window municipal services 

 

Organizer 

 Agriculture Economic Development Strategic 
Planning 

 Local/ Regional Farmers Market 
 Agriculture Advisory Committee 



Agriculture Economic Development Process
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1. Assessing Community Readiness

2. Building a Snapshot of Local Agriculture

3. Identify and organize community leadership



Assessing Community Readiness



Build a Snapshot of Local Agriculture: Peel Region



New County & Township Data Available on OMAFRA’s Website
• Business Profile

• Agriculture Profile

• Food Expenditure Profile

• Food Consumption & 

Production Profile

• Agriculture Census over time

• Agricultural System Portal 

- Mapping
28



Agricultural System Portal
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• 60 + map layers on the agri-food 
supply chain e.g.

• Crop and livestock areas

• Infrastructure such as 
transportation and drainage

• Food and beverage 
processors, grain elevators, 
warehouses, distributers, 
equipment dealerships

• Maps help visualize the agri-food 
supply chain

• Can be used to for economic 
development (e.g. gaps and 
opportunities) and planning (AIA) 

• Portal content and functionality 
will be continuously improved

Poultry density 
and processing 
plants



Sheep/Goat Agricultural System in GGH

30



Identify and Organize Community Leadership

• Articulate the Role for Municipal 
Staff and Community Leaders: 
• Understanding what a municipality can and 

cannot realistically take on

• Shifting municipal responsibilities 
in economic development

• Agriculture Economic 
Development: not just a farmer’s or 
municipality’s responsibility - it 
takes a village!



1. Inventory the components of your 
community’s agriculture system

2. Gather primary data: start a conversation 
with the agriculture community & 
associated partners



Community Exercise: Agriculture Asset Inventory

Agriculture System Components:

1. Land Base and Agricultural Activity
o Prime agricultural land and rural areas
o Expertise in the farming community 

2. Agriculture Support Network
o Farm and food organizations
o Interested consumers
o Value-added businesses

3. Agriculture Economic Development 
Underway



Sample Community Agriculture Survey

Strongly 

Agree

Strongly 

Disagree

Statements 1 2 3 4

Agriculture and agri-businesses are strongly valued 

in my community

I work closely with other businesses along the 

agriculture value chain

I source the majority of my supplies and/or products 

services locally

Raising the profile of my business in the community 

is important to me 

I would like to source more local products to 

support my current business

I would like to sell more product into the local 

community/ agri-food sector



1. Goals & Objectives 

2. Assessing Community Capacity

3. Actions for Agriculture Economic Development 

4. Measuring and Reporting Outcomes 



Assessing Community Capacity

Low Capacity 
No dedicated staff with little or no volunteer Ec Dev activity   
Current staff has little to no familiarity with agriculture sector   
Little to no budget allocated to agriculture economic development   

Medium Capacity  
1/2 FTE and/or some volunteer Ec Dev activity   
There is moderate prior experience and expertise in the ag sector    
Moderate budget for carrying out some activities   

High Capacity  
1-1+ FTE and co-ordinated volunteer Ec Dev activities   
Staff have a wealth of expertise and experience working in agriculture    
Significant budget allocation to take on agriculture economic development   

 



Assessing Community 
Capacity

• Investment Attraction

• Agri-Tourism Initiative

• Agriculture Advisory 
Committee
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Community-Based Programs to Support Agriculture Economic Development

Agriculture Sector Support Activities Low Capacity Med. Capacity High Capacity

Investment Attraction

Export and Trade Development Services

Agriculture / Local Food BR+E

Regional Infrastructure (Food Processing Facilities, Grain 

Terminals etc.)

Agriculture Community Improvement Plan

Agriculture System Inventory - Value Chain Gap Analysis

Implement Local Food Procurement Policies

Agriculture Strategic Action Plan

Implement/Update Agriculture Impact Study

Develop & Promote Agri-Tourism and Local Food 

Initiatives

Promote Local Agri-Business Innovations

Regional Collaborations

Food Charter

Familiarization / VIP Ag Tours

Agricultural Advisory Committee

Stakeholder Engagement

Agriculture Innovation and R&D

Agri-Business Workshops: New Crop Opportunities, 

Value-Added Food etc.

Community Leadership & Volunteer Development

Agriculture Sector Community Profile



Supporting the Agricultural System

Local Food 

Procurement 

Policies

Business 

Recognition

Awards

Investment 

Attraction 
Marketing and 

Communications

Shared 

Infrastructure

Ag Land Use 
Planning

Engagement

with

Ag Community



Key Agricultural Economic Development Resource
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Agricultural Impact Assessment Resource – In Progress

• A study that evaluates the potential 
impacts of non-agricultural 
development (e.g.  settlement area 
boundary expansions, 
infrastructure, mineral aggregate 
extraction in PAA) on agricultural 
operations 

• In the GGH, requires consideration 
of impacts to both the land base 
and agri-food network in prime 
agricultural areas 

• Recommends ways to avoid or, if 
avoidance is not possible, minimize 
and mitigate adverse impacts. 

• Draft Guidelines posted on the EBR; 

comments due  July 13, 2018
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New



Resources to Implement the Agricultural System
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Agricultural Land 
Base Map

Implementation 
Procedures

Agriculture 
Economic 

Development 
Resource Guide

Agricultural 
System Portal

Infosheet on Ag 
System-Natural 

Heritage 
System

Digital Mapping

Agricultural 
Impact 

Assessment 
Guidelines

Draft



Resources
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http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/landuse/agsys-ggh.htm


Collaborative Process

• Early engagement with OMAFRA will be helpful to implement in both land use (Rural Planner) and economic 
development (Agricultural and Rural Economic Advisor) initiatives

• OMAFRA will share data, provide advice on being consistent with the AgS mapping method, purpose and 
outcomes and provide agriculture economic development support  
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Next Steps and Timelines
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February 9, 
2018

• Final agricultural land base map, updated web portal and electronic version 
of Agricultural System Implementation Procedures issued by the Province

• Decision Notice posted on the Environmental Registry

Spring & 
Summer 2018

• PDF and hard copies of Implementation Procedures document
• Awareness and training
• Early implementation discussions

2018-2022 • Province will continue to provide land use planning and economic 
development support to municipalities as they implement the Agricultural 
System



Thanks!
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OMAFRA’s Rural Planners

OMAFRA’s Regional Agricultural and Rural Economic Advisors

Helma Geerts, Arthur Churchyard & Carolyn Puterbough

http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/landuse/staff.htm
http://obiaa.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/REDB-advisor-map-Jan-2016.pdf


Appendix 1: Prime Agricultural Area Policies - 1
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Growth Plan Greenbelt Plan

• Official plans must conform with the Provincial plans

• All types, sizes and intensities of ag uses and normal farm practices shall be promoted and protected: MDS 
applies; PAA protected for long-term use for agriculture

• Lot creation and permitted uses policies in the PAA as per PPS

• Must maintain and enhance:
 Geographic continuity of the agricultural land base 
 Functional and economic connections to the agri-food network

• Mapping applies immediately and PAA need to be mapped according to Provincial mapping
• Agricultural land base refinement may be proposed by upper and single tier municipalities for Provincial 

approval during municipal comprehensive review (MCR) based on provincial implementation procedures

• Where ag uses and non-ag uses interface, impacts to the AgS must be avoided, minimized and mitigated, 
based on Provincial guidance; mitigation to be incorporated as part of the non-agricultural use

• Municipalities will assist with the long-term viability of the agri-food sector and rural economy

• Existing uses, infrastructure, settlement area 
boundary expansion and aggregate extraction may 
be permitted subject to an AIA or equivalent

• Non-ag uses discouraged and only permitted for 
existing uses, infrastructure and mineral aggregate 
extraction subject to an AIA or equivalent



Appendix 1 Policy Summary - Niagara Escarpment Plan Area and 
Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan Area - 2
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Niagara Escarpment Plan Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan

• Prime agricultural areas in the plan areas should be identified according to the broader 
Agricultural System, recognizing both the agricultural land base and agri-food network

• Linkages to the Agricultural System outside the plan’s area should be considered

• Impacts to prime agricultural areas must be avoided, minimized and mitigated

• Municipalities delineate and incorporate prime agricultural area mapping into their official 
plans including the ORMCP and NEP.  This will occur during municipal comprehensive review  

• Prime agricultural area policies in the ORMCP and NEP apply (e.g. permitted uses, lot creation) 


