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Introduction
The County is undertaking a Municipal Comprehensive Review (MCR) in accordance with the
Provincial Growth Plan, A Place to Grow: Growth plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe (Office
Consolidation 2020).
The MCR is a specific planning process used to bring an Official Plan (OP) into conformity with
the Growth Plan. It establishes the overall pattern of development and environmental
management in the County and sets the stage for more detailed local planning. The MCR will
apply to the 16 Local Area Municipalities in the County, and excludes the Cities of Barrie and
Orillia, both of which are separated Cities.
Various policy matters are impacted by the MCR and will result in updates to the County OP. One
of these updates will deal with growth management, because the County is required by the
Province to plan for a population of 555,000 and 198,000 jobs by 2051. A key component of the
work being undertaken in this regard is a Land Needs Assessment to determine how much growth
can be accommodated in the existing settlement areas and whether additional land is needed.
The MCR will also include a review of Provincial policies and plans on the following matters, with
the product of the review being the preparation of topic‐specific technical reports and
recommendations to address:


refinements to the provincial natural heritage system;



refinements to the provincial agricultural land base;



growth management;



employment;



climate change; and



watershed management.

The purpose of this report is to review the process leading to refinements, if necessary, to the
Provincial agricultural land base. This report was provided by Meridian Planning Consultants and
DBH Soil Services Inc.
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Provincial Policy
There is Provincial policy direction to identify and protect prime agricultural land and prime
agricultural areas.
Section 2.3.1 of the PPS states the following:
Prime agricultural areas shall be protected for long‐term use for agriculture. Prime
agricultural areas are areas where prime agricultural lands predominate. Specialty crop
areas shall be given the highest priority for protection, followed by Canada Land
Inventory Class 1, 2, and 3 lands, and any associated Class 4 through 7 lands within the
prime agricultural area, in this order of priority.
This section is mandatory and indicates that prime agricultural areas shall be protected for long‐
term use for agriculture.
Section 2.3.2 of the PPS then provides further direction:
Planning authorities shall designate prime agricultural areas and specialty crop areas
in accordance with guidelines developed by the Province, as amended from time to time.
This section requires that planning authorities designate prime agricultural areas in their Official
Plans. The County of Simcoe Official Plan already does this by including prime agricultural areas
in the Agricultural land use designation on Schedule 5.1. This mapping includes 154,252 hectares
in the County in the Agricultural designation.
Section 4.2.6.2 of the Growth Plan indicates:
Prime agricultural areas, including specialty crop areas, will be designated in
accordance with mapping identified by the Province and these areas will be protected
for long‐term use for agriculture.
These sections require all municipalities to designate prime agricultural areas in accordance with
Provincial mapping and to protect these lands for long‐term use for agriculture
Section 4.2.6.8 of the Growth Plan then indicates that Provincial mapping of the agricultural land
base does not apply until it has been implemented in the applicable upper or single‐tier Official
Plan. The section further indicates that until that time, prime agricultural areas identified in
upper and single‐tier official plans that were approved and in effect as of July 1, 2017 will be
considered the agricultural land base for the purposes of the Growth Plan.

2

Section 4.2.6.9 of the Growth Plan then indicates that upper and single‐tier municipalities only
may refine provincial mapping of the agricultural land base at the time of initial implementation
in their Official Plans based on implementation procedures issued by the Province. This means
that these boundaries can only be refined through this MCR.
Mapping Considerations
On February 9, 2018, the Province released mapping showing prime agricultural areas in the
Greater Golden Horseshoe. This map was also based on a Provincial LEAR study. The mapping
also identified Candidate Areas or areas that could be placed in a Prime Agriculture Area
designation, but which require an assessment to determine if the Candidate Areas ‘fit’ with the
existing Prime Agricultural Area mapping.
The LEAR assessment is based on two components: a Land Evaluation (LE) assessment; and an
Area Review (AR) assessment. The LE component is based on the existing soils and Canada Land
Inventory (CLI) data, which has been produced by OMAFRA in digital format, at a scale of 1:50000.
The AR component is based on two evaluation factors: fragmentation; and how the lands are
used (percent of land in agricultural production). The LE component comprised 60% of the LEAR
score, while the AR component comprised the remaining 40%.
The Provincial LEAR is scored out of 100 points, with LE representing 60 points and the AR as 40
points.
The percent of land in agricultural production factor represents 30 percent of the total LEAR score
(out of 100). The parcel fragmentation factor represents 10 percent of the total LEAR score.
The evaluation unit was 1 ha.
The Provincial LEAR study also identified each soil class with a weighted rating with Class 1 having
the best rating and Class 7 having the worst. Table 1 below illustrates the respective CLI class
and the associated rating.

3

Table 1

Canada Land Inventory (CLI) Classes

Canada Land Inventory Definition
Class
1

Soils in this class have no significant limitations in use for crops

2

Soils in this class have moderate limitations that restrict the range
of crops or require moderate conservation practices

3

Soils in this class have moderately severe limitations that restrict
the range of crops or require moderate conservations practices

4

Soils in this class have severe limitations that restrict the range of
crops or require special conservation practices or both

5

Soils in this class have very severe limitations that restrict their
capability to producing perennial forage crops, and improvement
practices are feasible

6

Soils in this class are capable of producing perennial forage crops,
and improvement practices are not feasible

7

Soils in this class have no capability for arable culture or
permanent pasture

Comparison between Provincial Mapping and County Mapping of Prime Agricultural Areas
A review of the mapping indicates the following:


Currently, the prime agricultural area in the Simcoe County OP has an area of 154,252
hectares (33.4% of County ‐ which has an area of about 461,900 hectares (mainland);



The Province proposes to add about 57,418.1 hectares of prime agricultural area to the
total (which would include an additional 12.4% of the County in the prime agricultural
category and a 37.2% increase in the extent of the prime agricultural area in the County);



The total amount of prime agricultural area proposed by the Province is 211,670 hectares,
which translates into 45.8% of the County; and,
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In addition to the above, the Province has identified candidate areas totalling 37,857.4
hectares ‐ these are areas where a determination could not be made on whether the lands
should be within the prime agricultural area or not.

One of the products of the MCR work program will be updated prime agricultural area mapping.
In order to provide guidance on how this is to be completed, the Province released an
implementation procedures document in March 2020 that each municipality should review.
Within this document on Page 34 is the following with respect to the nature of the refinements
that may be considered by the Province:
"When undertaking mapping refinements, municipalities need to analyze differences between
their existing official plan schedules and OMAFRA’s agricultural land base map and work with
OMAFRA to ensure consistent identification, mapping and protection based on the Agricultural
System mapping method, purpose, outcomes and the refinement circumstances described in
these implementation procedures."
On page 35, the following is further indicated:
"Prime agricultural areas shown in OMAFRA’s agricultural land base map are those areas
designated in municipal official plans or identified by OMAFRA based on high LEAR scores. These
areas are core elements of the agricultural land base and warrant a prime agricultural area
designation subject to the refinement circumstances described below. In general, OMAFRA’s
agricultural land base map is to be used to augment (i.e., add to) existing designated prime
agricultural areas to achieve a continuous, productive land base for agriculture.
Page 36 then lists the factors that may be considered in the refinement process and it is
requested that all people and parties interested in the refinement of the agricultural land base,
review this list and consider potential refinements in your municipality. The implementation
procedures document also identifies the types of refinements that will be 'avoided' with one of
these being the following:
"Where refinements would present significant discrepancies with provincial mapping or
inconsistencies across municipal boundaries, unless the result is a higher degree of agricultural
land protection than would have been achieved through consistency and where the refinement
would not conflict with any other policy of the same plan."
Significant discrepancies are defined as follows: "Refinements that conflict with the Agricultural
System purpose and outcomes and agricultural land base mapping principles and methods would
be considered a significant discrepancy".
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Provincial Prime Agricultural Area Mapping Methodology
The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) initiated the creation of an
agricultural land base map by first including the “prime agricultural areas that were designated
or recognized by upper‐tier and single‐tier official plans that were in effect at the time the
provincial agricultural land base map was created.” As such, “approximately 83 per cent of the
prime agricultural areas shown in OMAFRA’s agricultural land base map are already designated
as such by municipalities.”
In addition to these recognized prime agricultural lands, OMAFRA included additional lands
through the use of a Land Evaluation and Area Review (LEAR) analysis. Through this LEAR,
OMAFRA calculated a quantitative score for each evaluation unit. The quantitative score reflects
the lands potential for agriculture. The LEAR assessment identified large areas of high LEAR
scores as prime agricultural lands in the agricultural land base map.
The Provincial LEAR study also identified each soil class with a weighted rating with class 1 having
the best rating and class 7 having the worst. Table 1 illustrates the respective CLI class and the
associated rating.
Table 2

Canada Land Inventory Class Weighted Rating – Province of Ontario

Canada Land Inventory Class
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Rating
1.0
0.9
0.8
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.0

The Provincial LEAR was based on an Evaluation Unit of 1 ha buffered out to 750 m from the edge
of the 1 ha square.
A comparison of the respective Prime Agricultural Area maps and the associated area calculations
illustrated differences in the boundaries of the Prime Agricultural Areas and in the land area (ha)
for each mapping system. It was noted that the Provincial mapping contains errors and does not
use the most current or best available data. Portions of the Provincial System include areas
within hamlets, mineral aggregate operations and Key Natural Heritage Features that cannot be
developed or altered in accordance with Provincial Policies.
As a result, there will be and are subtle variations in the mapping when compared between the
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County of Simcoe and the Province data.
This mapping audit study recognizes the existence of the differences, maps the differences and
compares the noted areas.
The first step in the mapping audit assessment required the ability to overlay data layers to
illustrate areas of difference in the respective Prime Agricultural Areas (Provincial and Simcoe
County). The attached figures illustrate portions of the maps that were generated for this
assessment. These maps illustrate the Provincial prime agricultural areas as compared to the
Simcoe County prime agricultural areas. Figure 2 illustrates a portion of the Town of Bradford‐
West Gwillimbury..
Figure 2 Select Portion of the Town of Bradford‐West Gwillimbury

It is evident from Figure 2 that there are some significant differences in land area when
comparing the Provincial prime agricultural areas to the County of Simcoe prime agricultural
areas.
Similar conditions were observed in Figure 3, where Figure 3 provides select portions of the
Township of Clearview.

7

Figure 3 Select Portion of Clearview Township

On completion of the comparison of Provincial and County of Simcoe prime agricultural areas, a
table was generated to allow for a numerical comparison of the data. As evidenced in the table,
there is an increase in in the quantity of prime agricultural areas in each municipality.
Table 3

Prime Agricultural Area Comparison

Prime Agriculture
MUNICIPALITY
ADJALA‐TOSORONTIO
BRADFORD WEST
GWILLIMBURY
CLEARVIEW
ESSA
INNISFIL
NEW TECUMSETH
ORO‐MEDONTE
RAMARA
SEVERN
SPRINGWATER
TAY
TINY
Totals

Province

Simcoe

Difference

Candidate

Specialty
Crop

17680.4

11102.3

6578.1

6123.8

0.0

13350.9
34907.2
16584.3
18448.7
23350.0
25964.2
14254.2
7679.0
26806.3
2745.4
9899.4

10119.8
23395.7
13346.8
13801.4
15529.8
19478.2
9106.4
6116.3
21633.3
2403.9
8218.2

3231.1
11511.6
3237.5
4647.4
7820.2
6486.0
5147.8
1562.8
5173.0
341.5
1681.2

604.9
4296.7
2045.6
1124
1127.4
6302.3
4243.7
3841.7
3412
2106.4
2628.9

2406.0
0.0
0.0
57.6
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0

211670.1

154252.0

57418.1

37857.4

2463.6

The Provincial land base mapping also includes additional lands that have been defined as the
Specialty Crop Areas and Candidate Areas. Specialty Crop Areas are given the highest priority for
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protection of all the prime agricultural areas. Specialty crop lands are areas where “tender fruit,
grapes, vegetable crops, greenhouse crops, and crops from agriculturally developed organic soil.
Usually a combination of suitable soil, climate, specialized production skills and capital
investments enable successful specialty crop production.” The Greenbelt Plan recognizes two
specialty crop areas: the Niagara Peninsula Tender Fruit and Grape Area, and the Holland Marsh.
“The boundaries of the specialty crop areas in the Greenbelt Plan cannot be refined by
municipalities”.
Candidate Areas have been defined as areas that are equal to or larger than 250 ha which
received medium LEAR scores and are in agricultural production. “Municipalities must assess
whether to include candidate areas as prime agricultural areas or rural lands in the agricultural
land base”.
Agricultural Land Base Refinements
Municipalities (upper‐tier and single tier) have the option and opportunity to undertake
refinements as part of an MCR. All refinements to the agricultural land base must be approved
by the Province. “OMAFRA will review mapping and agricultural policies in official plans and
official plan amendments for consistency with provincial plans and these implementation
procedures. Throughout the refinement process, consultation with adjoining municipalities
(regardless of the stage they are at in refining the mapping), agricultural advisory committees
and other relevant stakeholders is important”.
The first step in the review and refinement process is to complete an assessment of the
differences between the Official Plan mapping and the Provincial Land Base Mapping.
Municipalities must work with “OMAFRA to ensure consistent identification, mapping and
protection based on the Agricultural System mapping method, purpose, outcomes and the
refinement circumstances” that are described in the Implementation Procedures for the
Agricultural System in Ontario’s Greater Golden Horseshoe (Publication 856, March 2020).
Refinements may be approved for:





adjustment to identifiable boundaries (roads, railways, water bodies, etc).
minor adjustments for discrepancies in mapping scale
changes in settlement area boundaries that were approved as of July 1, 2017
to recognize local information (First Nation reserve areas, Federal airport lands, future updates
to the Provincial LEAR, existing municipal LEAR studies, designated employment areas, to
recognize key natural heritage features, to add areas to maintain a contiguous agricultural land
base, and areas where lands may be de‐designated from settlement areas.
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The refinement of the agricultural land base requires an assessment of the Candidate Areas.
“OMAFRA will provide advice and data to aid in municipal decision‐making and municipalities will
document the rationale for including or not including these areas within the agricultural land
base.” Some Candidate Areas may qualify as prime agricultural lands, while others do not, but
help to create the continuous agricultural land base.
Next Steps
The comparison between the Provincial prime agricultural areas and the County of Simcoe prime
agricultural areas (on a County level and lower‐tier level) has been completed. This information
has been disseminated to the County and lower‐tier municipalities for their review and
consideration. The lower‐tier municipalities are working through the data to assess the
differences and to evaluate the areas requiring change. Stakeholders and the public can provide
comment and input to the process, and prime agricultural lands mapping refinement by
contacting the respective municipality, or through the County’s MCR webpage
https://www.simcoe.ca/Planning/Pages/MCR.aspx.
The County of Simcoe and the lower‐tier municipalities will combine the data and further assess
areas as necessary.
“After municipal refinements have been made and included in approved upper‐ and single‐tier
official plan land use schedules, the Province will update the agricultural land base map for the
GGH”.
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