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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Land development in the City of Nanaimo is governed by a set of policies and 
regulations set out in the City's land use bylaws and plans, including City Plan: 
Nanaimo ReImagined, specific area and neighbourhood plans, the City of Nanaimo 
Zoning Bylaw, and the City's Off-Street Parking Regulations Bylaw.  Pursuant to the 
City's Development Approval Procedures and Notification Bylaw, property owners 
who wish to develop or re-develop their individual sites must apply for and obtain 
various types of approval based on the policies and regulations contained in the land 
use bylaws and plans.  Staff in the Planning & Development Division review the 
development applications against the relevant policies and regulations through the 
City's development approval process.   
 
The increasing complexity and scale of development applications pose challenges to 
staff in their efforts to efficiently process and approve applications.  Staff turnover in 
recent years has further impacted efficiency, as have regulatory changes at both local 
and provincial levels, and limitations in the City's file processing tools.  Processing 
challenges are not unique to the City of Nanaimo — indeed, media reports and 
comparative research reveal that delays and associated uncertainties affect 
development in many high-growth centres across the province and beyond.  
Nanaimo, however, is not content, despite this finding, to allow such challenges to 
persist. 
 
In an effort to improve the situation for development proponents and for staff, the 
City has initiated a number of projects, including: 
 

• the purchase and implementation of a new file management software 
platform, complete with an online application portal and other features 

• updates to the Development Approval Procedures and Notification Bylaw 
• the development of standard template legal documents 
• an update to the City's development permit guidelines 
• a review and update of development application forms, checklists and 

guidelines 
• a review and update of the City's development application fees 

 
Taken together, these initiatives will help to clarify requirements, reduce uncertainty, 
simplify applications and submissions, and improve processing efficiency.  To 
optimize their impact, however, the City also commissioned an independent, holistic 
review of the development approval process.  Neilson Strategies Inc., in collaboration 
with Leftside Partners Inc., was selected to conduct the review. 
 
Development Approval Process Review 
In plain terms, the Development Approval Process Review was commissioned to 
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expedite the City's processing of development applications, including applications to 
change City Plan, amend the City of Nanaimo Zoning Bylaw, and obtain a 
development permit or development variance permit.  More specifically, the Review 
set out to: 
 

• identify opportunities to increase the efficiency, certainty and consistency of 
development application reviews, along with opportunities to optimize 
fairness and transparency   

• propose and assess changes to address staffing levels and other resource 
needs to effectively process the types of applications submitted to the City 

• improve the completeness and quality of applications submitted to the City 
• involve the development community in designing and implementing 

improvements to the development approval process  
 
To conduct the review, the consultants followed an eight-stage work program that 
included interviews with all staff in Current Planning and other sections of the 
Planning & Development Division, a review of best practices in other communities, 
and extensive consultation with developers and development industry professionals, 
including through a development industry workshop to review the consultants' 
findings. 
 
Report 
The findings and recommendations of the Development Approval Process Review are 
presented in this Report.  The document begins with an outline of the current 
situation — specifically, the City's development services function, which takes into 
consideration the property development regulatory framework in place, staffing 
levels and structure in the City's Current Planning section, supporting guides and 
materials for applicants, development approval statistics, and other relevant points.  
Issues with the current function are then outlined based on the consultants' own 
assessment, discussions with staff, interviews with customers and their development 
professionals, and research on processes and best practices in other municipalities.  
Changes for the City to consider in order to address the issues are outlined in the 
same chapter.  The Report ends with recommendations and comments on 
implementation. 
 
A draft of the Report was presented for review to Council's Governance and Priorities 
Committee on March 25, 2024.  Feedback provided by Council was considered along 
with further comment from staff and the development community, and, where 
possible, incorporated into the Report. 
 
Context 
The context within which the Development Approval Process Review was 
commissioned is characterized by significant and sustained growth, an affordable 
housing crisis that extends beyond the City, and profound legislative change at the 
provincial level that will affect the land use policies and regulatory efforts of all 
municipalities, including Nanaimo.  Nanaimo Council and staff recognize the growth 
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and affordability challenges, along with the statutory demands, facing the 
community.  The Development Approval Process Review speaks to the strong desire 
on the part of Council and staff to address the challenges, and to position Nanaimo as 
a leader in development review and approvals. 
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CHAPTER 2 
CURRENT SITUATION 

 

This chapter profiles the City of Nanaimo's broader development services function as 
it exists today.  The function's purpose and regulatory framework are outlined first.  
Information on the City's Planning & Development Division, with a focus on the 
Current Planning section, is then presented, including information on the section's 
staffing levels, structure, roles and responsibilities, development approval processes, 
development approval volumes, guides and resources for applicants, and other 
points.   
 
This chapter, it should be understood, outlines Nanaimo's broader development 
services function in its current form.  Issues to address, findings from research and 
recommended changes for the City to consider are presented in subsequent 
chapters. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE FUNCTION 
Property owners in the City of Nanaimo who seek to either develop or re-develop 
their properties must proceed in compliance with the requirements set out in the 
City's relevant policies and bylaws.  Different development projects require different 
types of approvals depending on the characteristics of the subject properties, and the 
proponents’ development intentions.  The most common types of approvals — more 
than one of which will be required in each case — are as follows: 
 

• an amendment to City's official community plan (OCP), required when a 
proposed development does not conform to the future land use designations 
set out in City Plan: Nanaimo ReImagined 
 

• an amendment to the City of Nanaimo Zoning Bylaw, which must be obtained 
when the proposed use or density of development is not permitted in the 
property's zone, or when the proposed density for the development exceeds 
that which is identified for the site1 

 
• one or more development permit, required for developments that are 

proposed for properties situated within a designated development permit 
area with guidelines that address form and character concerns, protect 
development from hazardous conditions, or protect the natural environment 

 
• a development variance permit, required when an owner seeks to have 

building setback, building height, lot coverage, lot dimensions, condition of 
use, landscaping, off-street parking, sign or other requirements in the Zoning 

	
1    Changes introduced by the provincial government in Bill 44: Housing Statutes (Residential 

Development) Amendment Act, 2023, will allow for greater densities in many residential zones.  The 
City's Zoning Bylaw will need to comply with the new densities. 
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Bylaw, Off-Street Parking Bylaw, Subdivision Control Bylaw, or Sign Bylaw 
relaxed 

 
In addition to these approvals, some proposed projects will require subdivision 
approval to change or create new lot boundaries, including the creation of new lots 
from existing lots, or through the consolidation of separate lots.  Building permits are 
also required to construct a building or alter a structure.  Both of these additional 
approvals, while important to proponents and to the City, were not within the scope 
of study for this Development Approval Process Review.2   
 
LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 
Provincial Legislation 
The City of Nanaimo obtains its authority to create development policies and 
regulations, and to require property owners to apply for and receive approvals 
pursuant to the policies and regulations, from the Local Government Act.  Part 14, 
Planning and Land Use Management, sets out specific powers that the City may or, in 
some cases, must exercise.  The same part imposes constraints and requirements the 
City must respect in the exercise of its powers. 
 
The range of items addressed in Part 14 includes: 
 

• the authority of the City to adopt an OCP — defined in section 471(1) as a 
"statement of objectives and policies to guide decisions on planning and land 
use management" — along with requirements related to the contents of the 
plan and the procedures to create and adopt it 
 

• the authority to create, and the procedures to adopt, a zoning bylaw that 
divides the municipality into zones, and that regulates for each zone: 

 
– the permitted land uses, buildings and structures 
– the allowable density for land uses and buildings 
– the siting, size and dimensions of uses and permitted buildings 
– the location of uses on the land and within buildings 

 
• the authority to enter into housing agreements for affordable and special 

needs housing 
 

• the authority to require applicants to provide traffic impact studies, 
environmental reports, infrastructure impact reports and other development 
approval information requirements in support of applications to amend the 
City of Nanaimo Zoning Bylaw, or for a development permit or temporary use 
permit 

 

	
2    Building permits and the associated approval process are also not addressed, as they were 

reviewed in the 2021 Building Permit Function Review. 
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• the authority to create development permit areas in the OCP, and to require 
property owners within each designated area to obtain one or more 
development permit prior to subdivision, construction or alteration of a 
building, or any alteration of land within key types of development permit 
areas, including those dealing with the natural environment and greenhouse 
gas reductions 

 
• the authority to create and impose specific protections, conditions and 

requirements in different types of permit areas 
 
• the authority to issue temporary use permits within designated areas to allow 

for a specified period of time a use not permitted in the zoning bylaw, and to 
specify conditions under which the use may occur 

 
• the authority to issue development variance permits to vary specific 

provisions — other than density, use or residential tenure — of the zoning 
bylaw, service requirements from a subdivision control bylaw, or 
requirements in a bylaw that regulates signage 

 
• application fees that the City may, by bylaw, impose on all applications to 

amend the OCP, change zoning, obtain a development permit or 
development variance permit, and obtain certain other types of approvals 
(e.g., subdivision, building permits) 

 
Part 14 of the Local Government Act is the primary source of authority and direction 
for municipalities in the development services function.  Secondary sources include 
provincial statutes and regulations related to highways, protection of the natural 
environment, registration of lands, registration and operation of strata corporations, 
and the regulation of agriculture and farming.   
 
In recent months, the provincial government has announced significant policy 
initiatives aimed at addressing affordable housing and housing supply concerns 
across British Columbia, including in Nanaimo.  Taken together, the initiatives will 
require Nanaimo and other municipalities with more than 5,000 population to: 
 

• increase the density permitted on single-family residential lots  
• increase density, in the form of multi-family housing, within 400 metres of 

transit oriented development areas (such areas must be designated by the 
municipality around major bus exchanges by the end of June 2024) 

• remove municipal requirements for minimum numbers of general off-street 
parking spaces in transit oriented development areas  

• eliminate public hearings on rezoning applications in cases where the 
proposed amendments are primarily residential and are consistent with the 
official community plan 

• update official community plans every five years with public input 
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• require official community plans to account for projected growth over a 
minimum of 20 years, rather than the current five years 

• update mandatory housing needs reports to account for future growth, 
including the types of housing required to accommodate growth 

 
These policy initiatives are included in three recently-introduced bills, two of which 
are Bill 44, Housing Statutes (Residential Development) Amendment Act, 2023; and 
Bill 47, Housing Statutes (Transit-Oriented Areas) Amendment Act, 2023.  Affected 
municipalities, including the City of Nanaimo, will be focused for several months in 
2024 on putting in place the local regulatory changes needed to meet the provincial 
requirements.  Implications for Nanaimo's development services function may 
include a decrease in the number of applications for zoning amendments submitted 
to the City, along with a shortened review period for the zoning applications that are 
made.   
 
City of Nanaimo Bylaws 
The Local Government Act provides the City of Nanaimo the authority required to 
create and enforce development policies and regulations to govern development in 
Nanaimo.  The actual policies and regulations, however, are outlined in the City's 
bylaws that property owners must follow to obtain the necessary development 
approvals.  Key City bylaws include: 
 

• Development Approval Procedures and Notification Bylaw 1991, No. 3892 —  
This bylaw sets out the requirements that must be met, and the procedures 
that must be followed, by property owners who submit applications to 
amend the City's OCP and zoning bylaw, and to obtain a development permit 
and development variance permit.  The same bylaw outlines requirements for 
notifying adjacent property owners, tenants and the public of applications to 
amend the OCP and zoning bylaw, and to obtain a development variance 
permit.  Notification of public hearings fall under the bylaw as well.   
 

• Development Approval Information Bylaw 2022, No. 7346 —  This bylaw sets 
out the City’s procedures and policies for requiring specific types of 
information and reports from qualified professionals to be provided by 
applicants as part of the development approval process, including procedures 
for review and reconsideration. 

 
• City Plan Bylaw 2022, No. 6600 — City Plan: Nanaimo ReImagined, adopted 

on July 4, 2022, as the City's OCP, is the City's principal strategic planning 
document.3  It identifies five goals and 35 policy topic areas to define the 
community's desired future.  Individual policies direct decision-making and 
actions required to achieve the desired future.  Growth management 

	
3    City Plan serves as the City's OCP, but actually unifies a number of plans, including: the OCP; Parks, 

Recreation, Culture and Wellness Plan; Active Mobility Plan; Transportation Plan; Climate Action and 
Resiliency Plan; and Accessibility and Inclusion Plan. 
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policies, future land use designations, area and neighbourhood planning 
policies and plans, development permit areas, and other sections in City Plan 
guide property development.  
 

• City of Nanaimo Zoning Bylaw, No. 4500 — The Zoning Bylaw divides the city 
into geographic zones, identifies the specific land uses permitted in each 
zone, and sets out regulations related to density, lot size and coverage, 
building height, yard setbacks, landscaping needs, and other matters. 

 
• Off-Street Parking Regulations Bylaw 2018, No. 7266 — As its name suggests, 

this bylaw regulates off-street parking in Nanaimo.  The minimum numbers 
of parking spaces required for different land uses, in different parts of the 
City, are identified in the bylaw.  Requirements for parking area design and 
parking space dimensions are also included. 

 
• Fees and Charges Bylaw 2021, No. 7336 — This bylaw identifies the fees that 

must be paid to the City, as part of development applications, for the 
processing of applications to amend the OCP or Zoning Bylaw, obtain a 
development permit or development variance permit, amend a land use 
contract, and obtain other approvals required for some development 
projects.  

 
One other City bylaw worth noting in this section is the Subdivision Control Bylaw 
1989, No. 3260.  This bylaw sets out the standards and design criteria for the on-site 
and off-site works and services that must be provided by property owners as a 
condition of subdivision approval and building permit issuance.4  As noted earlier, 
applications for subdivision approval, similar to applications for building permits, are 
outside of the scope of this Development Approval Process Review.   
 
DEVELOPMENT APPROVAL FUNCTION STAFFING 
Planning & Development 
Staff in different divisions within the City organization are involved in reviewing and 
approving applications for development.  The bulk of staff assigned to development 
approvals, however, are within the Planning & Development Division.   
 
Figure 2.1 presents the organization chart for the entire Planning & Development 
Division.  As illustrated, there are eight sections in the Division, each headed by a 
Manager or Coordinator who reports to the Director of Planning & Development.  For 
the purposes of this Review the Current Planning section is the most important.  This 
section is highlighted in Figure 2.1 along with Development Engineering and 
Administration.  Key points to note are as follows: 

	
4    Works and services include on-site and off-site roads, drainage, water and sewer systems, 

sidewalks, street lighting and other infrastructure items. 
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• Director of Planning and Development — The Director reports directly to 

Nanaimo's Chief Administrative Officer, is a member of the City's Senior 
Leadership Team, and has overall responsibility for the eight sections that 
comprise the Planning & Development Division.  The Director is not directly 
involved in the review of development applications, but does liaise with the 
development community as needed on major development proposals, on 
changes to the City's development policy framework, and on other matters 
that may arise.  The Director represents the Division in discussions with 
Council, and is heavily involved in developing and implementing the policy, 
process and bylaw changes necessary to comply with new provincial 
legislation. 
 

• Manager of Current Planning — The Manager assigns all development 
applications to the Planners and Planning Assistants in the section, and is 
directly involved in reviewing all comprehensive letters, participating in pre-

Figure 2.1 
Planning and Development Organizational Structure 
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application meetings for major development proposals, developing policy and 
regulatory initiatives, liaising with other sections and the development 
community, and undertaking a variety of related tasks.   
 

• Planners — There are four (4) Planner positions in Current Planning, one (1) 
of which is vacant at the time of writing (and has been vacant for several 
months).  All Planners are generalist positions responsible for reviewing all 
types of development applications, including OCP amendments, rezonings, 
development permits, development variance permits and others.5  All Planner 
positions have the same job description and remuneration scale.  Unlike in 
many other local governments, there are no Planner I, Planner II, Planner III 
or Senior Planner positions. 

 
• Planning Assistants — There are two (2) Planning Assistant positions.  

Planning Assistants are involved in development application reviews, respond 
to planning inquiries, assist in preparing Council reports, execute public 
notification requirements, and undertake a variety of related tasks. The 
position requires less experience (one year) than that which is required for 
the Planner position (three years).  Application files assigned to Planning 
Assistants are less complex than those assigned to Planners. 

 
• Engineering Technicians — There is one (1) Senior Development Engineering 

Technician and three (3) Development Engineering Technicians, all of whom 
report to the Manager of Development Engineering and Environmental 
Protection.  The Technicians review development applications to determine 
the need for works and services to accommodate proposed development 
projects.  Additional works and services may be required at subsequent 
subdivision or building permit stages.  Key requirements, however, are 
identified early in the review process to help applicants understand 
requirements that ultimately need to be met to bring subject projects to 
fruition. 

 
• Community Development Clerks — There are four (4) Community 

Development Clerk positions that report through the Administrative 
Coordinator to the Director of Planning & Development.  All four provide 
administrative support to all sections in the Division; all four, along with the 
one (1) Switchboard position, answer and/or direct development inquiries.  
One (1) of the Clerk positions provides dedicated assistance to the Current 
Planning section, along with the Steno Planning position. 

 
Other Divisions and Sections 
Development applications received by the Current Planning section are regularly 
referred to staff in other sections of the Planning & Development Division, and in 

	
5    None of the positions is formally specialized by type of development or region of the city.  

Application files are assigned to individuals in the positions, however, based largely on experience.   
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other divisions such as Nanaimo Fire Rescue, Engineering & Public Works, and Parks, 
Recreation & Culture.  In some cases, staff in these other groups provide comments 
to assist Current Planning in its reviews; in other cases, staff provide approvals.  Staff 
in other groups are also invited to some pre-application meetings to identify impacts, 
issues and opportunities aimed at helping potential applicants frame successful 
applications.   

 
APPROVAL PROCESSES 
The City of Nanaimo, similar to every local government, creates and follows 
processes to receive, review and approve development applications.  The specific 
processes to be followed in any particular situation will be shaped by the type and 
location of the proposed development project, and the number of approvals 
required.  Proposed developments that require a change in zoning, for example, will 
follow the City's rezoning process.  In almost all cases, such projects will also require a 
development permit and, in some instances, subdivision approval, both of which are 
granted through their own separate processes which may overlap with the rezoning 
process.  The complete list of steps for staff to follow in Nanaimo's different approval 
processes area identified in the City's file management software system. 
 
Figure 2.2 presents a simplified version of Nanaimo's rezoning process to give a sense 
of how applications are considered by the City, as well as an understanding of the 
roles and responsibilities of staff, Council and applicants.  As illustrated, the simplified 
process consists of three phases: Application Phase, Review Phase and Approval 
Phase.  At present in the Review Phase, most applications for rezoning are sent to 
public hearing following Council's first two readings of the amendment bylaw.  Under 
the province's Bill 44, referenced earlier, public hearings will be used in the future 
only for rezoning applications in which proposed projects do not comply with City 
Plan, or for applications in which Council has discretion and decides to hold a hearing. 
 
TECHNOLOGY 
The City of Nanaimo uses a file management software system to receive and hold 
development applications, share data from the applications among staff involved in 
reviews, track the progress of applications through the approval processes, and 
retain permit and approval information for all affected properties.  At the time of 
writing the City relies on Tempest Prospero.  The City is in the process, however, of 
purchasing and implementing a new system that will: 
 

• enable applicants to submit all development applications and all required 
information items (e.g., drawings) online through a portal 

• provide applicants the ability to track their applications online, and know 
exactly where in the approval process such applications are situated 
enable staff in different divisions and sections to access and share digital  
information on application files, and to avoid having to distribute paper 
copies of drawings and other information 

• prompt staff in different sections to begin and finish their reviews 
• provide other improvements to the current approach 
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Figure 2.2 
Simplified Current Rezoning Process 
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Taken together, these improvements have the potential to free-up staff time involved 
in receiving files, responding to requests for updates and other inquiries, and waiting 
for comments from referral groups.  These benefits will help to streamline the 
approval process and improve approval process timelines. 
 
INFORMATION TO APPLICANTS 
For both staff and applicants, the processes through which development applications 
are reviewed and approved can be complex, with staff from various sections and 
external agencies involved, multiple submission requirements for applicants, and 
several conditions for approval.  Over time, with new policy and regulations at the 
municipal, regional and provincial levels, the degree of complexity has increased.  It is 
incumbent for municipalities to provide user-friendly resources and guides to assist 
applicants in understand what is expected of them, and in navigating the approval 
processes.   
 
The City of Nanaimo has some materials available for download to guide applicants 
and potential applicants.  Items include: 
 

• relevant City bylaws, including City Plan and the others identified earlier in 
this report 

• application forms for the various approvals and permits 
• guides, with process descriptions, checklists, and schedules to help applicants 

navigate the rezoning, development permit, development variance permit 
and subdivision approval processes 

• "NanaimoMap" with a zoning layer to identify permitted uses on all 
properties 

• Design Guidelines for all development permit areas 
• a separate Comment Sheet to assist applicants in explaining how their 

development meets the steep slope development permit area Guidelines 
• information on the City's Design Advisory Panel 
• information guides for specialty categories of proposed developments, 

including cannabis retail and licensee retail  
• policies such as the Community Amenity Contribution Policy 

 
PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT STATISTICS 
Applications Received 
The City collects and reports statistical information each year on specific types of 
development applications.  Figure 2.3 presents this information for the past six years 
to give an indication of the changing level of development activity in the City, as well 
as the changing approval timelines achieved by the Planning & Development Division. 
 
In reviewing the figure, it is important to consider certain limitations inherent in the 
data.  It is important to note, for example, that the numbers in the figure show how 
many individual development applications were received by the City each year, but 
provide no sense of the varying level of complexity associated with the different files.  
It can be assumed that some of the files processed by staff over the time period were 
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relatively simple in nature with few complicating factors.  It can also be assumed, 
however, that other files were complex in nature, requiring the involvement of staff 
from other divisions, and more than one interaction with development proponents.  
The time and effort required to process applications with different levels of 
complexity can vary considerably. 
 
It is important, as well, to note that efforts to process files in one year often extend 
into subsequent years.  Files approved in any one year may include the files received 
in a previous year, but also files received and processed in the current year.  The 
impact on City staff resources may be greater than that which is implied by focusing 
on totals received in single years. 
 
It is important, finally, to note that Figure 2.3 does not show the number of building 
permits received by the City that are referred by the Building Inspection section to 
planners in Current Planning.  The need to review and provide comments on these 
building permit applications adds to the workloads of the planners.  So, too, does the 
need for staff to work with building permit applicants to address changes made to 
projects, by the applicants themselves, at the building permit stage. 
 
Processing Times 
The time it takes a municipality to process different types of development 
applications is an important metric that matters considerably to the development 

Figure 2.3 
Development Applications Received 
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community, City Council, and staff involved in the process.  It is also a metric that can 
be defined and calculated differently across municipalities, and that must be 
examined carefully to fully appreciate.  A municipality that "starts the clock" at the 
time of application acceptance and keeps it running until final approval, for example, 
will report far different times than an organization that "stops the clock" for the 
periods of time during which the applicant is responding to the organization's 
requests for information.6 
 
Figure 2.4 shows the average processing times reported by the City for rezoning and 
development permit applications.  The times for rezoning applications are shown for 
the completion of first and second readings milestone, and for the total process from 
application acceptance to approval.  The times for development permits account for 
the total period through to final approval.  No deductions have been made from any 
of the measures for periods during which applicants were making revisions or 
responding to requests for information.   

 
  

	
6    The City of Nanaimo is an example of a municipality that starts the clock at application and keeps it 

running through to final approval. 

Figure 2.4 
Application Processing Times 
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CHAPTER 3 
ISSUES TO ADDRESS 

 

Over the course of the assignment, the consultants interviewed all City staff from the 
Current Planning section along with key staff from other divisions and sections 
involved in development approvals.  Interviews with 15 developers and development 
professionals were conducted, and a Development Roundtable was held.  The 
consultants reviewed a range of materials from the City, and undertook comparative 
research of high-growth municipalities in British Columbia to explore different 
approaches and ideas that may be of value to Nanaimo.   
 
Based on the findings from the interviews, review of materials and comparative 
research, the consultants identified a set of issues for the City to consider.  The list of 
issues is as follows: 
 

• pre-zoning 
• concurrency of approval processes 
• application tracking 
• target timelines 
• pre-application meetings 
• internal referrals 
• comprehensive letters 
• planning positions 
• role of engineering 
• delegation of authority 
• use of Design Advisory Panel 
• management of inquiries 
• development liaison group 

 
Each issue is reviewed in this chapter of the report under a separate heading.  
Recommendations to address the issues are offered in the report's final chapter 
(Chapter 4).  The issues examined, it is important to note, do not represent the 
definitive list of points raised by interviewees or identified by the consultants.  In the 
consultants' judgement, however, the issues discussed in this chapter are the most 
important ones for the City to address. 
 
NATURE OF REVIEWS 
Reviews are commissioned by municipalities to critically examine a part of the 
organization, a service or a function.  Independent consultants are hired, questions 
are asked, materials are examined, and comparisons are considered in an effort to 
identify issues to address and changes to make.  Staff that work in the division or 
function being examined may agree that such reviews have value, including the 
potential to improve outcomes for the municipality, service stakeholders and the 
community.  Staff may also, however, feel unsettled by the scrutiny that is inherent 



	

 
 

	

	

DEVELOPMENT 
APPROVAL PROCESS 

REVIEW  

 
JUNE 2024 

PAGE 17 

REPORT 
 

	

to reviews, and concerned about some of the changes that may result.  These 
feelings are understandable and need to be taken into account when presenting the 
findings of reviews and taking action on recommended changes. 
 
While critical in nature, reviews can be useful in highlighting the strengths that exist 
within, and the accomplishments that have been achieved in, the division under 
review.  It is useful to recognize such strengths in and accomplishments of Nanaimo's 
Planning & Development Division.  Consider the following four examples: 
 

• City Plan: Nanaimo ReImagined — Through a community-centred, multi-year 
process the Planning & Development Division created City Plan, the City's 
primary strategic planning document that provides clear policy direction for 
the next 25 years on the growth and development of Nanaimo.  City Plan 
stands apart from other municipalities' OCPs by integrating into one 
document a range of different strategies, including those related to parks, 
recreation and culture, transportation and active mobility, climate action and 
resiliency, accessibility and inclusion, and others.  The end result will guide 
the community forward on land use, Reconciliation, climate resiliency, 
wellness, economic prosperity and other important matters.   

 
The value of City Plan to the City and the community has taken on new 
significance in light of the changes introduced by the province through Bill 44 
— in particular, the change that will see the elimination of public hearings in 
all cases where public hearings are prohibited.  The high level of community 
engagement in developing the Plan, coupled with the Plan's relatively recent 
date of adoption (July 4, 2022), allow the City and public to feel secure in the 
knowledge that future land use designations and other land use policies in 
the Plan reflect the community's preferences. 
 
City Plan and the process through which it was developed was recognized in 
2023 with awards by the Planning Institute of BC, and the International 
Association of Public Participation.   
 

• Internal Initiatives — As noted in the introduction to this report, the 
Development Approval Process Review is only one initiative underway at the 
City to strengthen Nanaimo's approach to development approvals.  City staff 
are concurrently involved in a set of other projects, including: 

 
– the purchase and implementation of a new file management software 

platform, complete with an online application portal and other 
features 

– updates to the Development Approval Procedures and Notification 
Bylaw 

– the development of standard template legal documents 
– an update to the City's development permit guidelines 
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– a review and update of development application forms, checklists and 
guidelines 

– a review and update of the City's development application fees 
 

• Commitment to Customer Service — Staff in the development approval 
process go out of their way to respond to inquiries, accommodate applicants' 
needs, and work with proponents to ensure complete application 
submissions.7   This point was made by many individuals interviewed by the 
consultants. 
 

• Recognized Willingness to Improve — In the view of the consultants, and in 
the view of the clear majority of development stakeholders interviewed, staff 
at all levels of Current Planning and other sections in the Division 
demonstrate a genuine interest to understand concerns, listen to suggestions 
for change, and embrace improvements. 

 
PRE-ZONING 
As suggested earlier, the term "development approval process" is an umbrella term 
that is used to describe the individual processes that property owners must navigate 
in order to obtain the permits and approvals required to begin development.  The 
rezoning process is one part of the overall development approval framework that 
property owners who seek to change the use or density permitted under current 
zoning must follow. 
 
The rezoning process is often the lengthiest of the land development approval 
processes that property owners may need to navigate.  Efforts taken by the City to 
eliminate the need for rezoning in some cases will help to significantly reduce the 
overall time required for development approval.  As well, the elimination of a 
rezoning requirement for one group of development proposals will free-up staff to 
focus their energies on processing applications for rezoning that will continue to be 
required on other proposals.  
 
The requirement for rezoning may be eliminated through pre-zoning, or upfront 
zoning, under which the City would: 
 

• identify, based on the future land uses, planning principles and goals set out 
in City Plan, specific areas in which the list of permitted uses could be 
expanded, and higher densities could be encouraged 

• determine the ability, based on existing servicing and amenities, to 
accommodate increased development in the targeted areas 

	
7    Staff's level of customer service may actually be too high, especially in cases where applicants have 

failed to submit complete applications, and/or have not hired development professionals to assist 
with development proposals.  These types of cases can consume disproportionate amounts of staff 
time — time that could be spent reviewing other complete, well-conceived applications. 
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• undertake City-initiated amendments to the Zoning Bylaw to pre-zone the 
targeted areas to allow the expanded uses and higher densities 
 

Development applications submitted for these pre-zoned areas may still require 
changes to heights, setbacks and certain other site requirements in the Zoning Bylaw; 
such additional changes, however, could be addressed through the development 
variance process which is less onerous and time-consuming to navigate than 
rezoning. 
 
The provincial government's Bill 44 initiative imposes a degree of pre-zoning on every 
municipality in British Columbia with more than 5,000 people, including the City of 
Nanaimo.  Under Bill 44 all properties that are currently zoned for single-family or 
duplex use will automatically be permitted to have three to four units.  Larger single-
family or duplex lots that are close to frequent service transit stops will be allowed six 
units.8  To implement the pre-zoning outlined in Bill 44, the City will need to amend 
its Zoning Bylaw by June 30, 2024.  
 
Servicing Concerns 
Nanaimo and other cities have raised legitimate concerns about the impact of Bill 
44's blanket pre-zoning on City services, including community amenities, in affected 
parts of the municipality.  Traditionally, municipalities have used the rezoning 
process, combined at times with density bonusing provisions, to obtain road 
dedication, certain off-site service improvements and/or contributions to amenities 
required to accommodate increased development.  The move towards pre-zoning 
eliminates the requirement for rezoning, and in so doing eliminates an opportunity 
for municipalities to obtain costly works and amenities.  The province addresses 
municipalities' concerns to some degree through Bill 46: Housing Statutes 
(Development Financing) Amendment Act, 2023.  This legislative initiative expands 
the scope of development cost charges (DCCs) and introduces amenity cost charges 
(ACCs) that municipalities may impose on new development to help fund a broad 
range of amenities.  Both of these charges can be collected at the time of subdivision 
approval or at building permit approval. 
 
Going Forward 
The pre-zoning imposed through Bill 44 will take effect on or before June 30, 2024 — 
the deadline set by the province for all municipalities (over 5,000 population) to 
update their existing zoning bylaws to implement the changes in Bill 44.  The City will 
be focused through the spring of 2024 on making the changes required.  After June 
30, however, the City could elect to undertake a broader program of pre-zoning, not 
to target single-family and duplex areas, but rather — for example — to increase the 
range of permitted types and the maximum (or minimum) densities identified in 
multi-family zones.   
 

	
8    Nanaimo does not at present have transit routes that meet the definition of frequent service bus 

routes in Bill 44. 
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The province has set a deadline (subject to further regulation) of December 31, 2025, 
for municipalities to have reviewed and updated their OCPs and zoning bylaws, based 
on new, interim Housing Needs Reports.  The requirement for Nanaimo to update 
and amend City Plan and the Zoning Bylaw to accommodate what will almost 
certainly be increased housing projections provides an opportunity to identify and 
implement additional pre-zoning. 
 
CONCURRENCY OF PROCESSES 
Traditional Sequencing 
The individual development processes are designed as separate, stand-alone 
processes that development proponents must move through in pursuit of required 
permits and approvals.  The processes are expected, in essence, to be navigated in a 
sequential order, with some opportunity for overlap, that reflects an approvals 
hierarchy.  At the top of this hierarchy is the OCP amendment process, followed by 
rezoning, the subdivision approval process, development variance approval process, 
development permit process and building permit process.  This hierarchy and the 
resulting sequencing of approval processes is logical in that:  
 

• rezoning cannot be granted until the OCP has been amended (if necessary) to 
accommodate a change in zoning 

• development permits cannot be granted if zoning has not been changed to 
allow for the permitted developments  

• building permits cannot be issued before development permits have been 
approved 

 
The sequencing also attempts to limit the risk to the proponent who is pursuing 
approvals.  In many cases, property owners will want to have their rezoning approval 
in hand (or assured) prior to funding the additional site planning, studies, drawings 
and other items required in the development permit process.  Similarly, property 
owners will often want to have development permit approval in place before 
investing in the drafting of final building plans. 
 
Concurrent Processing 
This simplified sequential order may have been acceptable in past years when the 
overall development approval process was less complex than at present, and was 
able to be completed in less time than is typical today.  In the current development 
context, however, the need to move quickly and the willingness on the part of some 
owners to incur process-related risks compels the City to allow proponents to move 
through elements of the different processes concurrently.   
 
To be clear, the City of Nanaimo already allows for some level of concurrency in cases 
where there is an understanding of and a willingness on the part of the proponent to 
accept risk.  The City will, for example, process applications for OCP amendments and 
rezonings together and typically see DP submissions after third reading.   The City will 
also accept and begin to review applications for building permits during the 
development permit process, provided that no major variances issues are 
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outstanding.9  With few exceptions, however, Nanaimo does not process rezoning 
and development permit applications concurrently.  This situation sets Nanaimo 
apart from several other cities, particularly cities in the Metro Vancouver region, but 
also municipalities such as Saanich and Victoria on Vancouver Island. 
 
Going Forward 
The concurrent processing of rezoning and development permit applications would 
reduce the time spent by proponents and the City in the overall development 
approval process, as well as the time required to bring housing and other 
developments to fruition.  The City should consider providing opportunities for 
rezoning and development permit concurrency, specifically in cases where: 
 

• applications are for large projects that compel applicants to undertake a 
substantial amount of design work early in development approval process, at 
the time of rezoning 

• applications submitted for development approval are complete  
• City staff are supportive, based on pre-application discussions, of the 

proposed changes in zoning 
• proponents are willing to accept the risk involved in undertaking design work 

and completing required studies prior to knowing definitively that rezoning 
will be approved 

 
APPLICATION TRACKING 
Speed in the processing of development applications is important to the City's efforts 
to attract and facilitate quality development, and to address the need for new 
housing in Nanaimo.  Also important, however, is transparency.  Municipalities with 
transparent approval processes enable applicants to track the progress of their 
applications in real time as they move through different review stages.  Applicants 
can see at any time where applications are in the process and where stalls may be 
occurring.  Ideally, applicants can also see the reasons for any stalls — reasons which 
could include the need for applicants themselves to submit additional information or 
take further action. 
 
The City of Nanaimo currently provides a basic level of tracking for building permit 
applications but not for property development applications.  Other cities in British 
Columbia (and beyond) provide some tracking for rezonings, development permits 
and other property applications — the District of Saanich is an example.  
 
Going Forward 
It is expected that the City's planned technology improvements will enable a higher 
degree of real-time tracking for all types of applications.  The City should seek to 
optimize the tracking function and achieve a high degree of transparency.  Accurate 
application tracking will provide a number of benefits for development proponents:  
 

	
9    A building permit may not be issued, however, until a development permit has been granted.  
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• Work Planning — Proponents of development projects that are under review 
by the City are required to coordinate teams of different development 
professionals, consultants and others who contribute information, studies, 
drawings and other materials to applications at different points in the overall 
process.  Applicants who are able to track their submissions are well-
positioned to schedule their teams efficiently, and in so doing, to optimize 
the timing and cost of deliverables.   
 

• Financing — Most proponents need to secure financing for their 
development projects.  Applicants who are able to track the progress of their 
submissions are able to optimize the timing and cost of financing.  When 
combined with accurate timelines and milestone targets (see next point), 
application tracking can also help applicants manage cashflow.  

 
• Certainty — Application tracking systems enhance the sense of certainty 

experienced by development proponents in the overall development 
approval process.  Proponents who can monitor the progress of their 
submissions are able to see that their files are under active review, even if the 
review is not going as quickly as the proponents would like.  This ability in and 
of itself improves the development experience by eliminating the need to 
"chase up" files, and by reducing the stress of the unknown. 

 
Application tracking also provides benefits to the City, including the ability to: 
 

• reduce the amount of time spent by Development Clerks, Planning Assistants 
and Planners in responding to inquiries on the progress of files 

• collect data and report on typical times required to reach various milestones 
in the processes (reports that would further facilitate effective work planning, 
optimize financing and enhance certainty) 

• set timeline targets for key milestones 
 

TARGET TIMELINES 
Approval timelines that are reasonable and certain help to reduce the cost of 
development, serve to bolster the City's commitment to providing a positive 
development environment, and help to address the need for more housing in 
Nanaimo.  Conversely, timelines that are drawn-out and unreasonable, and that are 
subject to delays that cannot be attributed to applicants or that appear arbitrary, 
undermine the City's efforts to attract quality development projects. 
 
Several cities, including Nanaimo, give an indication to applicants of the processing 
times — often expressed in ranges of weeks — required to reach key process 
milestones, and to obtain development approval.  Fewer cities, however, set firm 
target times that applicants can use in their project planning, and to hold sections 
accountable.  Some cities that have set published targets in the past, or that continue 
to set such targets, include: 
 



	

 
 

	

	

DEVELOPMENT 
APPROVAL PROCESS 

REVIEW  

 
JUNE 2024 

PAGE 23 

REPORT 
 

	

• City of Maple Ridge — The City of Maple Ridge has used quarterly 
performance dashboards in past years to record average processing times 
and to set targets for rezonings, multi-residential development permits, 
development variance permits, engineering referrals and the time required 
by the City to give applications an initial review for completeness.  These 
statistics and targets are no longer published.  
 

• City of Surrey — The City of Surrey recently undertook a Guaranteed 
Permitting Timelines program to improve the speed and predictability of the 
development process.  Guaranteed targets have been set out for a limited 
range of development approval processes, namely: 

 
– the building permit process for new single-family, single-family 

alterations and new tenant improvement projects 
– the rezoning process for single-family, multi-family, commercial and 

industrial projects 
 

Figure 3.1 on the following page presents Surrey's current processing times 
and guaranteed target times, as of February 20, 2024.  Processes for 
development variance permits, development permits, subdivision approval, 
a full range of building permits and a range of other approvals are not 
included in the program at this time.   
 
Surrey's target times, it should be noted, do not cover the entire application 
processing period.  In the rezoning process, timing begins after the City has 
determined that the application is entirely complete, and ends after Council 
approves second reading.  Included in this target period is the review stage 
during which the application is referred to internal sections and external 
agencies, comments are received back, the Advisory Design Panel examines 
the file, and Council provides second reading.  It should also be noted that 
when the City misses a guaranteed target, the application is not 
automatically approved, but instead is assigned priority status for staff 
review. 
 

• City of Edmonton — Edmonton sets and publishes target processing times 
for rezonings, subdivisions and servicing agreements.  The target for a "non-
complex rezoning" is 13 weeks; for a "complex rezoning" the target is 23 
weeks.  Both target periods, unlike in Surrey, run from acceptance of the 
application through to Council approval, and includes time required by 
applicants to address issues raised by internal and external referral bodies.  
Edmonton reports on progress quarterly.  In 2023 Q4, the City processed 
61% of rezonings within its target timeline.  The average for all rezonings in 
the same period was 26.5 weeks. 
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The City of Langford in the Capital Regional District is well-known across British 
Columbia as a jurisdiction that is supportive of development, and that works to move 
quality (and complete) development applications through the municipal approval 
process quickly.  The consultants reached out to the City in an effort to better 
understand the Langford's approach to approvals.  
 
Langford does not set hard timeline targets; rather, the City sets expectations for 
timelines that the municipality strives to achieve.  The expected turn-around time for 
the approval of most development permits, in cases where applications are 
complete, is four to six weeks.  The turn-around time for a typical rezoning 
application is six to eight months (25 to 35 weeks). 
 
The City's success in meeting these timeline expectations is attributed to the 
following key factors: 

 

Figure 3.1 
Processing Times and Guaranteed Targets 

City of Surrey 
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• a culture that values development, and that emphasizes the need to show 
flexibility in processing applications  
 

• the use of pre-application meetings to determine quickly — and advise 
proponents accordingly — if early-stage proposals can be promoted by staff, 
or need to be re-thought 

 
• the practice of convening regular interdepartmental meetings, which may 

involve proponents, to work through complex applications 
 

• Council's decision to maximize the delegation of approval authority to staff 
for development permits and minor development variance permits 

 
• an application referral process that involves single referral from Planning to 

Engineering, with the return in a relatively short period of time a single 
response that includes comments from all relevant staff in Engineering, to 
identify "must-haves" 

 
Each of these factors is the focus of recommendations in this report to the City of 
Nanaimo. 
 
Going Forward 
Timeline targets that are ambitious and practicable would, if consistently achieved, 
add considerable certainty to Nanaimo's development approval processes, and would 
enhance the City's reputation as a place to develop.  Such targets would also provide 
a welcome departure from the average processing times listed in Figure 2.4 for 2022 
and 2023.   
 
The City of Nanaimo has internal targets in place for rezonings (up to 35 weeks to 
final approval), different types of development permits (up to 12 weeks) and various 
types development variance permits (up to six weeks).  The City also strives during 
pre-application meetings to give applicants some indication of timelines to expect.  
The City may wish to consider creating a set of published targets, and reporting on 
progress towards the targets each year.  The targets would apply only to applications 
accepted as complete, and would factor out all time spent by proponents in 
addressing deficiencies and requirements imposed through the processes.  Delays by 
the City or by proponents would be highlighted in annual progress reports. 
 
As noted in the introduction to this Report, the City is currently pursuing a number of 
initiatives designed to expedite development approvals and address related 
development issues.  One initiative concerns the acquisition and implementation of a 
new file management software system — a tool that will facilitate data collection 
needed to properly set targets, enhance process streamlining efforts, and reduce 
timelines once operational.  The City should consider deferring the establishment of 
timeline targets until the new software platform is in place, and until the 
recommended changes accepted from this Report and through other City initiatives 
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have been actioned.   
 
PRE-APPLICATION MEETINGS 
Pre-application meetings, as their name suggests, are convened by the City to discuss 
a proponent's development proposal prior to the submission of an application for 
development approval.  The meetings are opportunities for the City to understand 
the proponent's intentions for a site, and to provide preliminary comments on the 
proposal aimed at helping the proponent develop a complete and successful 
application.  For the proponent, the meetings are an opportunity to understand the 
City's basic land use, environmental (e.g., watercourse protection), infrastructure and 
other requirements applicable to the proposed development.  They are an 
opportunity to learn about any possible "show stoppers".   
 
Pre-application meetings are a best practice in local government.  Done well, they 
have the potential to limit incomplete applications and discourage ill-conceived 
proposals from entering the approval process.  Fewer such applications in the 
process help to shorten the time required for proposals that do proceed to 
development review. 
 
Most cities encourage development proponents to schedule pre-application 
meetings with local government staff to review development intentions.  Several 
cities, including the City of Nanaimo, require pre-application meetings for 
development proposals that require rezoning or development permits.10  Not all 
cities, however, give their pre-application meetings the structure required to 
optimize their value.  Nanaimo is an example of a city that could benefit from added 
structure in the pre-application stage. 
 
Going Forward 
Under a structured approach to pre-application meetings, the requirement for a pre-
application meeting is set out in the municipality's development procedures bylaw.11  
An application form, or online meeting request, must be completed and submitted by 
each development proponent to provide details of the property and the proposed 
project.  Attached to the pre-application meeting request form is a pre-application 
meeting checklist with all information requirements itemized.  The proponent may 
also be required to pay a pre-application meeting fee.12    
 

In a structured approach to pre-application meetings the City is expected to: 
 

	
10   Small developments, such as single-family residential projects with fewer than three lots, are 

typically exempt from this requirement. 
11   An example is the Maple Ridge Development Procedures Bylaw No. 5879 – 1999.  Section 3(5) 

states that "an application for a pre-application meeting shall be made prior to any application for 
rezoning, Official Community Plan amendment, development permit including minor development 
permit, development variance permit, and temporary use permit." 

12   In some municipalities the pre-application meeting fee is as high as $1,500.  In the Metro 
Vancouver region, fees in excess of $1,000 are not uncommon. 
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• ensure that representatives of Current Planning and Development 
Engineering are present, have reviewed the package, and are prepared to 
contribute to the discussion 
  

• for larger development proposals, involve representatives from other review 
sections, such as Subdivision, Building Permits, Fire, Parks and others  
 

• provide to the proponent after the meeting a copy of the meeting minutes, 
along with information on land use requirements for the site, parking and 
landscape expectations, design guidelines, information of DCCs and other 
fees to be paid, environmental features and restrictions, road dedication 
requirements, traffic impact assessment guidelines, servicing constraints and 
other items 

 
Nanaimo should consider formalizing the requirement for pre-application meetings 
by including it in the City's Development Approval Procedures and Notification Bylaw 
1991 No. 3892.  The City may wish, as well, to develop and implement an application 
form or online request and checklist to collect, in advance of the meetings, all 
information required by City staff to understand the development intent and to 
provide preliminary comments.   
 
Finally, the City may wish to charge a pre-application meeting fee, the value of which 
could be credited to the applicant should be proposal proceed to an actual 
development application.  Pre-application meeting fees, which would be charged to 
the first and any subsequent meeting requested by a proponent, are a way of 
ensuring that proponents invest the effort and resources required to shape a proper 
development concept. 
 
INTERNAL REFERRALS 
It is standard practice for Planning File Managers to circulate development 
applications to various sections in different city divisions — collectively, internal 
referral groups — for review against municipal land use and development bylaws and 
policies, works and servicing standards, environmental requirements in development 
permit areas, and other considerations.  Internal referral groups can also identify 
requirements that will arise later in the development process, beyond the land use 
stage, that proponents may benefit from understanding. 
 
The practice of distributing development applications to internal referral groups is 
not, in and of itself, a problem to address at the City of Nanaimo.  Internal referrals, 
when done properly, protect the City and the community from unnecessary risk and 
impacts.  Referrals also help proponents understand the full set of requirements to 
fulfill in order to obtain approval.  The issues with internal reviews concern how they 
are done, and whom they involve.  Consider the following points: 
 

• Groups to Include — There is a tendency at the City to distribute applications 
to all sections and divisions irrespective of the level of project complexity or 
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the need for different groups to comment.  In many cases, files are shared for 
information purposes primarily; sections and divisions that receive such files 
are not expected to provide comment or input.  The very act of sharing files, 
however, can generate responses even in cases where input is neither 
requested nor warranted.  Each referral, including information-only referrals, 
has the potential to add time to the overall approval process timeline.  Each 
referral also has the potential to add to the work of the Planning File Manager 
who must consider all comments received. 

 
• Scope of Reviews — Each internal referral group has specific elements of 

development proposals to review against specific standards, policies and 
guidelines that are set out in City bylaws and policy documents, or in 
provincial regulations.  Referral groups need to focus their reviews on, and 
limit their comments to, the specific elements and the endorsed standards, 
policies, guidelines and regulations.  Such focus and limits, however, are not 
always recognized or enforced.  In some cases, development proponents are 
being asked to address staff expectations or undertake staff-driven changes 
that the proponents may not be required to address or undertake. 

 
• Comments Provided — Certain internal referral groups at the City have set up 

a dedicated email inbox to receive all planning referrals to their section.  
Applications delivered to the inbox are assigned by the Manager to staff for 
review; one set of comments from the group is provided back to the Planning 
File Manager.  This system is effective and appropriate. 

 
Other referral groups do not handle reviews in the same way.  In other 
groups, development applications are sent to an individual in the section, and 
in some cases more than one individual.  Separate sets of comments are 
returned by all staff who have participated in the review.  The File Manager is 
expected to consider and amalgamate the different comments, or in some 
cases, reconcile comments that conflict with one another. 
 

• Timelines — Similar to their counterparts in other cities, Planners in Nanaimo 
request internal referral groups to return comments in a timely fashion.  Hard 
deadlines, however, are not imposed.  Late responses waste the time of the 
Planning File Manager who must chase down the missing feedback.  In some 
cases Current Planning and development proponents are forced to put on 
hold applications, pending feedback.  

 
Going Forward 
Done properly, internal referrals add considerable value to the development approval 
process.  Done improperly, or without sufficient discipline, knowledge or experience, 
such referrals have the potential to slow down the approvals process and to 
introduce an unnecessary degree of confusion or uncertainty to the overall review.  
To avoid these outcomes, the City may wish to: 
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• encourage and empower Planning File Managers to limit the referral of 
applications to those divisions and sections that must review and provide 
comments on the development proposal under consideration (not every 
group will need to be involved in every case; it is up to the File Manager, 
guided by policy, to determine which groups to include) 
 

• create referral checklists, customized to each referral section, to ensure that 
all relevant issues, and only relevant issues, are addressed13  

 
• direct File Managers to send applications to one email only at each referral 

group; and direct managers of referral groups to return one single set of 
comments to the File Manager 

 
• establish and enforce ambitious but realistic deadlines (e.g., three-to-four 

weeks) for comments to be returned from each referral group, recognizing 
that realistic deadlines depend on adequate resourcing to ensure referral 
groups are able to meet referral timelines in addition to fulfilling other service 
area duties/mandates 

 
COMPREHENSIVE LETTERS 
Comprehensive letters are provided to development proponents to summarize the 
City's review of development proposals against land use, environmental, municipal 
utilities infrastructure, transportation and other requirements.  The letters identify 
any items required by the City, and set out conditions for approval.  Comprehensive 
letters, as their name suggests, are intended to capture for each development 
proposal the City's full set of comments, items required and conditions for approval.  
Comprehensive letters are also intended to be the City's final word on items and 
conditions.   
 
As with internal referrals, the practice of providing comprehensive letters is not, in 
and of itself, problematic.  The issues that arise with the letters relate to how they 
are developed and treated by the City.  Consider the following points: 
 

• Not the Final Word — The potential value of comprehensive letters lies not 
only in the information they present, but also in the certainty they provide to 
development proponents.  Done properly, comprehensive letters tell 
proponents everything they must provide and/or undertake in order for their 
applications to proceed to approval.  As noted earlier, the letters are 
intended to be the City's final word. 
 

	
13   In some cases referral groups may choose to highlight issues that, while not relevant in the 

immediate term, may arise later in the overall development and/or building process.  To the 
extent that such issues are raised to assist proponents in their project work, referral groups should 
continue this practice. 
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In every municipality, including Nanaimo, there will be cases in which 
planners or others need to make additional comments, or identify specific 
needs, after the comprehensive letters have been provided.  Comments that 
relate to revisions made by the developer in response to the comprehensive 
letter are to be expected.  Comments that relate to new information that 
comes forward may also be made.  Comments and additional demands made 
post-letter, however, should be the exception rather than the norm, and 
should be limited to the revisions, or to major concerns — for example, 
matters of life and safety, or matters with significant potential risk to the City 
or the proponent if left unaddressed — that were not identified during the 
review of the application.   
 
In Nanaimo, comments and additional demands made post-letter are, 
unfortunately, the norm rather than the exception.  Developers and staff 
interviewed by the consultants noted that comments and additional 
requirements arise after letters with some regularity.  In some cases the post-
letter comments are presented as significant issues that were, regrettably, 
missed during the earlier reviews.  In other cases, comments come from 
sections that were not involved in the file early enough as an internal referral 
group, or that may not have provided as thorough a review as desired during 
the referral.  In several cases, comments are made and requirements raised 
as a result of changes in Current Planning staff.  Planners who inherit 
applications that have already been reviewed by other Planners are 
empowered, and may feel compelled, to conduct additional reviews and add 
to their previous colleagues' work.   
 
This tendency and the City's tolerance of it undermine the sense of certainty 
that comprehensive letters are designed to provide.  They also undermine the 
City's reputation among proponents, and have the potential to add 
considerable expense to projects.  There will be instances, as noted, in which 
the City must, for reasons of risk, life or safety, identify new requirements 
that were omitted from the comprehensive letter, or change earlier 
requirements that were communicated in the letter.  In most instances, 
however, the case for imposing new conditions on development does not 
appear compelling. 
 

• Timeline — On the whole, comprehensive letters at the City appear to take a 
considerable amount of time to develop and provide to proponents.  The 
reasons for delays appear to be varied, but include: 
 

– staff workloads 
– challenges in addressing new City policies or standards that affect in-

stream applications (e.g., civil design) 
– delays in receiving comments from referral groups 
– delays by referral groups in meeting hard deadlines 
– staff turnover 
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– delays in having letters approved by management prior to sending 
 

Under the current system development proponents are forced to wait for the 
comprehensive letters before moving forward with any part of the proposed 
development.  Time delays, and the reluctance of the City to release any 
conditions in advance of the letter, leave proponents with little to do but wait 
and incur carrying costs. 
 

Going Forward 
The City may wish to tighten its development and treatment of comprehensive 
letters.  The City should consider, as a first step, creating a Late Hits Policy to 
significantly reduce the number of requirements and conditions that are imposed on 
proponents after comprehensive letters have already been issued.  Late hit policies 
are used in other municipalities, such as the City of Kelowna, to encourage staff to 
consider carefully the need for additional requirements post-letter.  Under these 
policies, additional requirements that deal with matters of significant risk, life or 
safety may be permitted, subject to approval by the Division head.  Other matters 
must be addressed by the City, at the City's cost, rather than being imposed on the 
applicant as late items to resolve.   
 
The City may also wish to identify, at the discretion of the Planning File Manager, 
specific requirements that the proponent could start to address prior to receiving the 
full comprehensive letter.  Whether the developer chooses to take action on the 
items ahead of the letter, or wait for the letter to take action, would be a decision for 
the proponent to take.  Regardless, the City would no longer be in a position of 
delaying progress on the development in anticipation of the letter. 
 
PLANNING POSITIONS 
Planning divisions in mid-size and large cities are typically staffed by different tiers of 
planner positions.  The exact titles of the positions may vary by jurisdiction, but often 
include Planning Assistant, Planning Technician, Planner I, Planner II, Planner III or 
Senior Planner, and Planning Manager.  The positions are differentiated from one 
another based on variety of factors, including years of experience in the planning 
field, education level achieved, complexity of projects reviewed, and the specific 
types of responsibilities assigned (e.g., preparation of reports and comprehensive 
review letters, presentations to Council, supervision of staff, liaison with proponents, 
and others). 
 
Planning divisions make use of different tiers for a variety of reasons: 
 

• Depth of Skills and Experience — Planning divisions with different tiers of 
planner positions — in particular, with hierarchies that include more senior 
planning positions — have and are able to make use of a mix of skill sets and 
experience levels.  Higher level positions, above the level of Planning 
Assistant and Planner I, typically have the years of experience and depth of 
skills to review with confidence applications for large, complex development 
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proposals, and to interact with development proponents and their 
professionals.  Conversely, divisions that are staffed predominantly by junior-
level positions are not often as proficient in addressing complex development 
needs. 
 

• Staff Development — Planning divisions with different levels of planner 
positions are able to offer entry-level and junior staff opportunities to learn 
from more experienced colleagues in senior positions.  Junior staff can then 
apply to advance into successively senior roles that offer new opportunities 
for personal and professional growth.   

 
• Staff Attraction and Retention — Municipalities that offer different tiers of 

planner positions may — all things being equal — find recruitment and 
retention easier than cities with flat planning structures.  In tiered divisions 
staff have the ability to chart career paths that take them into successively 
higher positions with greater levels of responsibility, greater exposure to 
interesting, complex development projects, and higher levels of pay.  Staff 
with these opportunities, and with the rewards that follow, have fewer 
reasons to leave. 

 
This consideration, it should be emphasized, is particularly important in an 
environment that is characterized by exceedingly tight labour markets.  The 
environment for planning divisions in British Columbia today fits this 
description. 

 
• Succession — Tiered planning divisions that provide the opportunities and 

rewards necessary to retain staff have built-in succession plans. 
 

City of Nanaimo Planning 
Nanaimo appears unique among larger municipalities in having a relatively flat 
structure in the Current Planning section, with only four planner positions below the 
level of Director of Planning & Development: 
 

• Manager of Current Planning — The Manager of Current Planning is an 
exempt position that oversees and administers the section, represents the 
section in internal and external forums, assigns development application files 
to staff, reviews and approves reports and comprehensive review letters 
(among other documents), and mentors Planners and Planning Assistants in 
the section. 
 

• Planner — There are four (4) Planner positions at present responsible for 
reviewing development applications (including complex applications) 
assigned by the Manager, leading and undertaking planning assignments 
(e.g., bylaw or policy review), designing and executing community 
engagement, liaising with development proponents, writing and presenting 
reports to Council, and handling various other tasks.  Planners at Nanaimo are 
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required to have at least three (3) years' of planning experience along with a 
university degree.   
 

• Planning Assistant — There are two Planning Assistants (2), at the time of 
writing, responsible for answering planning- and development-related 
inquiries, reviewing less complex development applications, receiving 
referrals from the Building Permit section to confirm compliance to the 
Zoning Bylaw and development permit conditions, preparing reports for 
review with Council and Committees, and handling certain other duties.  
Planning Assistants, similar to Planners, require a university degree; they only, 
however, require one (1) year of planning-related experience. 

 
Planning Assistants at the City are responsible, along with Planners, for reviewing 
development applications.14  This responsibility places the Planning Assistants in 
Nanaimo on par with Planner I roles in some other municipalities.  The title Planning 
Assistant, however, portrays the position as junior to other cities' Planner I positions, 
and for that reason may disadvantage Nanaimo in its recruitment efforts. 
 
All planners in Nanaimo between the entry-level position of Planning Assistant and 
the section-head position of Manager fit into the position of Planner, irrespective of 
differences in experience, education and ability.  The compression at this level limits 
opportunities for formal mentorship and professional growth, and essentially 
eliminates the potential to progress to successively more senior positions with 
increased levels of responsibility and remuneration.  The reduced opportunities make 
it difficult to retain staff in the section — indeed, at the time of writing, only one of 
the Planners has been in the position at the City for more than three (3) years.   
 
The high staff turnover in the section means that planning applications in Nanaimo 
are reviewed by Planners who may be relatively junior in their careers, and who may 
lack the depth of experience desired to process complex files, and to do so in a timely 
fashion.  Turnover also disrupts the continuity of file processing, which can negatively 
impact applicants and processing timelines. 
 
Going Forward 
It is important to emphasize that the Planning Assistant and Planners at the City of 
Nanaimo are skilled, conscientious professionals who are dedicated to a high level of 
customer service — this point was made by several members of the development 
community who were interviewed by the consultants.  The challenges facing the 
section are related to structure, not to the Planners within the structure.  Going 
forward, the City may wish to consider changing this structure in two ways: 
 

• Change of Titles — The City should consider changing the title of Planning 
Assistant to that of Planner I.  This change would help to "even the playing 

	
14   Applications assigned to Planning Assistants are typically less complex than those assigned to 

Planners.  
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field" for the City, vis-à-vis other local governments, in attracting junior 
planners who are more attracted to the title of Planner I than that of Planning 
Assistant.  The City should also consider changing the title Planner to Planner 
II.  This change would help to differentiate the position from the more junior 
Planner I, and would accurately present the position as a more senior role. 
 
It is important to note that only the titles of the positions would change, not 
the responsibilities — or, therefore, the level of remuneration — associated 
with the roles.  It is also important to acknowledge that these changes in 
Current Planning would automatically trigger the same change in Community 
Planning. 
 
The City may wish to add the designation of Registered Professional Planner 
as a preferred qualification for Planner II to further distinguish the credentials 
of this position, incentivize staff to obtain professional accreditation, and set 
expectations for a higher level of professional experience and development in 
the Planner II position.  
 

• Assistant Manager — The City may wish to create the position of Assistant 
Manager of Current Planning.  The addition of this position would provide an 
opportunity for advancement to a position with greater responsibility and 
higher remuneration.  As well, the addition would give planners at the other 
levels of planning greater access to mentoring.  The Registered Professional 
Planner designation would be a requirement for the Assistant Manager 
position.  

 
The addition of an Assistant Manager position would also provide benefits to 
the development approval process.  Specifically, it would: 

 
– add a more experienced planner to the review process to assign and 

guide planners' reviews of files, lead reviews of complex projects, and 
support the review and approval of comprehensive letters and 
reports  
 

– enhance the section's ability to engage applicants, and to coordinate 
efforts internally across sections and divisions 
 

– add capacity at a senior level to initiate and manage policy initiatives, 
oversee the implementation of changes to the development approval 
review process, and oversee other planning projects 
 

– eliminate — or at the very least minimize — the "bottleneck" that 
currently exists in the assignment of files, review of work, leadership 
of staff and other important duties that fall to the Manager 

 



	

 
 

	

	

DEVELOPMENT 
APPROVAL PROCESS 

REVIEW  

 
JUNE 2024 

PAGE 35 

REPORT 
 

	

With the new structure in place, and as the City adjusts to the recent provincial 
regulations, the City could better assess whether any additional capacity is needed 
and at what levels to best support the development application processing and meet 
target timelines.  
 
ROLE OF ENGINEERING 
Development engineering sections exist in all mid-size and large municipalities to 
review the implications of proposed developments for the municipalities' 
infrastructure systems, in particular their road and transportation networks, storm 
drainage works, and water and sewer utilities.  Development engineering technicians 
are responsible for identifying off-site works and services that applicants must 
construct in order to address development impacts on City systems. 
 
At the City of Nanaimo, development engineering is situated in the Development 
Engineering & Environmental Protection section, which sits alongside the Current 
Planning section in the Planning & Development Division (see Figure 2.1, presented 
earlier).  There are four (4) Development Engineering Technicians in the section, all of 
whom report to the Manager of Development Engineering & Environmental 
Protection.   
 
Nanaimo's Development Engineering Technicians participate in pre-application 
meetings to provide feedback on potential works and service needs that applicants 
should understand before submitting their application packages.  The Technicians 
then, as an internal referral group, review development applications referred by File 
Managers in Current Planning.  In their reviews, the Technicians consider the 
proposals to identify works and service impacts on existing services, identify service 
deficiencies, and review studies that the proponents have submitted to show how 
they intend to address the deficiencies related to transportation, water, sanitary and 
stormwater infrastructure.15   
 
File Managers in Current Planning forward most applications not only to 
Development Engineering in the Planning & Development Division, but also to 
Transportation and Utilities sections in the Engineering & Public Works Division.  In 
some instances staff request comments; at other times sections are copied as a 
courtesy to keep them informed.  The practice of including Engineering & Public 
Works in referrals is problematic.  The Engineering Development Technicians are 
responsible for undertaking the engineering reviews of development applications.   
Planning File Managers should acknowledge this role and refer applications only to 
the Development Engineering section.  The Technicians in Development Engineering 
may, themselves, choose to reach out to colleagues in Transportation and Utilities to 

	
15   Later in the approval process, at the building permit state, the Technicians review engineering 

drawings and cost estimates prepared by the applicants' consultants, pursuant to guiding 
documents and standards set out by the City.  Based on the drawings, the Technicians create 
service agreements for the proponents to address. 
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seek input on specific applications.  Decisions on when to involve or inform these 
other groups, however, are decisions for Development Engineering staff.   
 
Going Forward 
It is critical for the City to understand the infrastructure impacts associated with 
proposed development projects, particularly large and/or complex projects.  To gain 
this understanding, City staff with expertise in assessing such impacts need to be 
involved in reviewing development application files.  Planning File Managers need to 
refer application files to these staff, and incorporate the feedback from these staff 
into the comprehensive letters that are provided to proponents.   
 
It is neither efficient nor necessary for Planning File Managers to refer applications to 
staff across all of the City's engineering sections.  A better course of action is for 
Planning File Managers to refer files only to the Development Engineering 
Technicians in Development Engineering.  These Technicians are in place to review 
development files, identify the studies, works and services required by the City, and 
report back on such requirements to the Planning File Managers.  For the Planning 
File Managers, Development Engineering is the contact point for referrals.  
 
It is important for the Development Engineering Technicians on certain files — files 
for large and/or complex development proposals, in particular — to seek advice and 
comments from staff in the various infrastructure sections in Engineering & Public 
Works.  Consultation with Engineering & Public Works in certain cases may be 
important to the City's efforts in managing infrastructure risk and protecting the 
municipality's servicing and mobility interests.  Consultation on too many files, 
however, could result in unreasonable or unnecessary requirements for development 
proponents, and could serve to slow the overall approval process.   
 
The decision to refer files beyond Development Engineering to Transportation and 
Utilities needs to be the prerogative of Development Engineering, not of the other 
engineering sections.  Technicians in the section need to be able to exercise 
judgement and determine when consultation with these other groups is essential, 
and when it is not necessary.  To guide Technicians, the City should consider creating 
a Development Application Review Process Protocol Agreement between Planning & 
Development and Engineering & Public Works.  The Protocol Agreement would 
acknowledge the authority of the Development Engineering section in the review of 
development applications, and would assign clear roles and limits to the sections in 
Engineering & Public Works.   
 
Central to the Protocol Agreement would be the notion that referrals to sections in 
Engineering & Public Works would only be made in cases in which the scope of the 
proposed development exceeded specified thresholds, or in which the Manager of 
Development Engineering felt that others' expertise were required.  To be clear, the 
need for Development Engineering to seek input from Engineering & Public Works on 
certain applications would be acknowledged in the Agreement.  The majority of 
applications that are considered more straightforward, however, would be handled 
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by Development Engineering without the involvement of other groups.  Key points to 
incorporate into a Protocol Agreement would be as follows: 
 

• the agreement would outline the responsibilities of the Development 
Engineering Manager in the development application review process, as well 
as the responsibilities of Managers in Transportation, Utilities and any other 
Managers in Engineering & Public Works that may have input to provide on 
the infrastructure implications of development applications 
 

• the Development Engineering Manager would be responsible for all decisions 
on works and service matters related to development applications 

 
• the Development Engineering Manager would refer applications, as 

necessary, to managers from Engineering & Public Works with authority over 
the planning and maintenance of the City's infrastructure systems 

 
• referrals would be limited to cases in which the scope of a proposed 

development exceeded established thresholds, or in any case in which the 
Development Engineering Manager feels that others' expertise is required16 

 
• all recommendations provided by Engineering & Public Works' Managers 

would be considered by the Development Engineering Manager and 
incorporated, where possible, into a single set of comments to be provided to 
the Planning File Manager 

 
• the Development Engineering Manager would provide explanations to 

Engineering & Public Works' Managers when recommendations are not 
incorporated 

 
• the Directors of Planning & Development and the General Manager of 

Engineering & Public Works would convene discussions involving key staff to 
resolve differences related to specific development applications 

 
DELEGATION OF AUTHORITY 
The Local Government Act requires approvals for certain types of development 
applications — amendments to City Plan and Nanaimo's Zoning Bylaw are two 
examples — to come from City Council.  For some other types of applications, 
however, Council may choose to delegate approval authority to staff.  The ability to 
delegate is intended to help accelerate approvals and streamline the overall 
development approval process.    
 
Council has had the authority for some time under section 154(1) of the Community 
Charter to delegate approval authority for development permits, temporary use 

	
16   The thresholds, it should be emphasized, would be developed with, and based on the input from, 

Engineering & Public Works. 
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permits and certain other types of approval.  In 2021, acting on findings from the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs' 2019 Development Approvals Process Review, the 
province expanded the scope of delegation to include development variance permits 
that are deemed by the City to be minor in nature.  Approval of development 
variance permits that propose to vary the following types of bylaw provisions may be 
delegated to staff: 
 

• provisions related to siting, size and dimensions of buildings and conditions of 
permitted uses in the Zoning Bylaw17 

• off-street parking requirements and loading space requirements 
• sign regulations 
• certain landscaping and screening provisions 

 
A decision by Council to delegate approval of these minor development variance 
permits must take the form of a bylaw, which must set out the criteria used by the 
City to determine what is minor, and which must be accompanied by guidelines that 
staff must follow when making approval decisions. 
 
Nanaimo City Council, pursuant to Nanaimo's Officer Designation and Delegation of 
Authority Bylaw, 2022, No. 7353, already delegates approval authority for certain 
types of development permits in cases that meet specific criteria.18  Delegation is to 
the General Manager of Development Services, and to the Director of Development 
Approval — two positions that were recently replaced with the position of Director, 
Planning & Development.  Council has not delegated any approval authority for minor 
development variance permits, or for temporary use and other permits. 
 
Going Forward 
Nanaimo is not unique among municipalities in its scope of delegated authority for 
land use approvals.  Several cities in the province, however, have taken steps to 
broaden the scope of delegation, or are examining the benefits of increased 
delegation.  Cities such as Victoria, Surrey, Delta, North Vancouver City and Burnaby, 
for example, have included development variance permits in delegation bylaws over 
the past two years.   
 
The City of Nanaimo has an opportunity to delegate the approval of additional types 
of development permits to staff, along with minor development variance permits and 
other types of permits (e.g., temporary use permits).  Policy considerations inherent 
in delegation of authority would need to be examined as part of any delegation 
initiative to determine how much to delegate and under which circumstances.  Any 
increase in the scope of delegation, however, would help to reduce the overall 
approval process timeline, and would enhance development approval certainty for 

	
17   For clarity, variances may not result in changes to density or to the uses that are permitted. 
18   Development permits that are considered major in nature, and do not meet the criteria for 

delegation of approval, must be approved by Council. 
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proponents whose projects comply with the applicable guidelines.  Consider the 
following points: 

 
• Timeline — Nanaimo City Council enjoys a reputation in the development 

community as an effective governing body that does not unnecessarily delay 
granting approval to development applications.  The reliance on Council to 
provide approvals, therefore, does not in and of itself add significantly to 
overall approval process timelines.  What can impact timelines, however, is 
the work that must be undertaken by staff to prepare development 
application reports for Council, combined with the one-month delay between 
submission of the report and the scheduled Council meeting.  Reports to 
Council involve a high degree of review prior to agenda submission.  In 
contrast, staff can present reports on delegated applications to the Director 
on a more frequent and flexible schedule, with a much shorter five (5) 
business day review period prior to permit issuance.  
 

• Certainty — Delegation of greater approval authority to City staff is not 
needed in Nanaimo to address an environment of uncertainty.  On the 
contrary, Council has a strong track record of being predictable and 
consistent in its treatment of development applications.  Greater delegation 
of authority, however, would enhance the sense of certainty further, if only 
by limiting the number of decision-makers involved in determining whether 
development proposals may proceed.    

 
DESIGN ADVISORY PANEL 
Many cities in British Columbia (and beyond) make use of design advisory panels 
(DAPs) to advise staff and Council on the design merits of development proposals, 
and more specifically on the degree to which proposals support the design guidelines 
established by the cities.19  Where used, DAPs include in their membership registered 
architects, landscape architects and other urban design professionals with 
demonstrated expertise in matters of design. 
 
The City of Nanaimo's DAP is an advisory committee to Council that is comprised of 
design professionals and members of the general public.  The DAP reviews form and 
character development permit applications as part of the City's development 
approval process.  Development proponents present their plans to the DAP early in 
the process, while applications are being referred for comment to internal referral 
groups.  Comments are provided to the applicant and City staff; the applicant is 
required to respond in writing to the DAP's recommendations.   
 
Some in the development community object to the involvement of the DAP in the 
city's approval process.  Some persons interviewed by the consultants feel that the 

	
19   Fourteen municipalities in the Metro Vancouver region have DAPs.  Several municipalities on 

Vancouver Island also make use of them, including Victoria, Saanich, Esquimalt, Oak Bay, Duncan, 
Ladysmith, Parksville and others. 
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Panel does not add value.  Others object to having to address design concerns 
provided by the DAP along with other design comments provided by staff.  The need 
to prepare presentations for delivery to the Panel is considered onerous by several.   
 
Going Forward 
Planners and the City of Nanaimo — indeed, in many cities — are not necessarily 
experts in urban design.  They and Council rely on the DAP to provide informed urban 
design input from architects and other experts to the process, along with broader 
community perspectives from residents on the Panel.   
 
The DAP is a useful resource for Council and staff; calls to eliminate the Panel 
altogether are not warranted.  The City may wish to consider, however, some 
changes to its use of the DAP.  The City may wish, specifically, to: 
 

• clarify for development proponents the purpose of the DAP, and the way in 
which the City uses DAP input 

• limit the number and types of form and character development permit 
applications that are submitted to and reviewed by the DAP 

 
Other cities are exploring similar changes to their DAPs in an effort to reduce 
workload for applicants, but also to further streamline development approval 
processes.  Staff at the City of Surrey put forward recommended changes to Surrey's 
DAP in December 2023.  The changes, which were accepted by Council, served to 
exempt low-rise (up to six storey) apartments buildings and low-rise (up to three 
storey) commercial retail and office buildings from DAP review, provided they are 
supported staff's own urban design review.20  Other changes addressed the timing of 
submissions to the DAP in the overall approval process (Surrey's referral timing 
differs from that of Nanaimo).  Taken together, the changes are expected to reduce 
the volume of DAP by 60 to 70%. 
 
MANAGEMENT OF INQUIRIES 
Staff in the City's Planning & Development Division receive and respond to a range of 
general land use and development inquiries from property owners.  Inquiries cover a 
broad range of topics, including: 
 

• general zoning matters 
• rezoning possibilities 
• development permits 
• parking regulations 
• secondary suites 
• fencing requirements 
• carriage houses 
• subdivision requirements 

	
20   December 13, 2023, City of Surrey staff report: Proposed Changes to Advisory Design Panel 

Procedures for Development Applications. 
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• signage requirements 
• City Plan 
• home based businesses 
• accessory buildings 

 
In addition to these general inquiry topics, inquiries on the status of development 
applications are made directly to the relevant Planning File Manager.  
 
In 2023 staff started to track general inquiries to better understand the overall 
volume of inquiries, the types of inquiry topics, and the potential to pre-empt 
inquiries through the development of FAQ and other resources aimed at facilitating 
self-service.  Over the course of 2023, the City estimates that staff received 
approximately 3,000 telephone and 2,600 in-person (front counter) inquiries; email 
inquiries, of which there are many, are not included in these estimates.  Inquiries are 
handled initially by Community Development Clerks; those that cannot be answered 
by the Clerks are handled by a Planning Assistant or Planner.  File-specific inquiries 
are addressed by the File Manager in most cases.  
 
Staff at the City are committed to providing a high level of service to property owners 
and others who seek information.  Strong customer service is important; it is also 
important, however, for Planning & Development staff to have uninterrupted time to 
focus on the intake (Development Clerks) and review (Planning Assistants and 
Planners) of development applications.  Inquiries need to be thoughtfully managed to 
give staff the time they need to focus on development proposals, and to optimize the 
level of customer service they provide to the development proponents who have 
invested the time and money to submit complete applications. 
 
Going Forward 
The City should consider implementing an approach to inquiry management with 
three components: 
 

• Self-Service — Many of the inquiries submitted to the City seek basic 
information that could (and in some cases is) provided online.  In recognition 
of this point, the City is working to create and post FAQ and other 
information materials to address as many inquiries as possible.  The City 
should continue — indeed, redouble — these efforts so that in the future 
property owners are able to access information themselves on the City's 
website, without having to work through a staff member.21 
 
Cities are beginning to create, or explore the creation of, self-service tools 
that rely on artificial intelligence (AI).  The City of Kelowna has taken the lead 
in this respect, and has put in place "bots" to help applicants understand the 

	
21   Once in place, the City's new file management software platform should offer additional self-

service opportunities, particularly related to inquiries on the status of application files. 
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items that are required for complete applications, and the regulations that 
apply to their properties.  This technology promises to reduce the staff time 
and effort required to answer inquiries, and, as a result, to reduce the overall 
processing time.  Nanaimo should consider pursuing AI opportunities once 
the new file management platform is in place. 
 

• Database — Nanaimo has a database in its current Tempest Prospero 
platform to record and maintain significant development inquiries that are 
submitted to the City, and the corresponding responses that are provided.  
The database, however, is considered cumbersome to use, and does not 
record the day to day questions posed to the section.  Having a more 
comprehensive and user-friendly way to track inquiries would promote 
consistency in feedback and avoid the risk of providing contradictory 
information.  There is an opportunity for the City during the implementation 
of the new file management platform to create a more comprehensive 
property-specific database with a full account of all inquiries made on each 
parcel of property. 

 
• Special Land Use Inquiries — It is reasonable for the City to limit the amount 

of time spent by staff on any individual inquiry.  To that end, the City should 
consider implementing a system to limit the total time spent by City staff on 
any individual inquiry to 30 minutes.  Inquiries that, in the opinion of staff 
that receive the inquiry, would take longer than 30 minutes to address, would 
be treated as a Special Land Use Inquiry (SLUI).  The person making a SLUI 
would be required to submit an SLUI request form and pay a fee of $150.  

 
DEVELOPMENT LIAISON GROUP 
In the land development process municipalities play an important regulatory role.  As 
regulators, staff review development applications against development policies and 
regulations that are designed to support the community's vision, promote good 
planning principles, provide the servicing necessary to accommodate growth, address 
housing and related needs, and protect the municipality from unnecessary risk.  The 
regulatory role is critical.  It needs to be resourced and structured appropriately to be 
both effective and efficient.  It also needs to be accessible, transparent and fair to 
development proponents. 
 
Good development requires municipal staff to be effective regulators.  Good 
development also, however, requires municipal staff to be effective facilitators of 
development.  Staff involved in the development process need to liaise with 
proponents, hear their ideas, discuss their plans and — where possible — collaborate 
on finding solutions to issues that arise.   
 
Development in Nanaimo 
Staff in Nanaimo understand the need to play the dual roles of regulator and 
facilitator in the development process.  Staff and development proponents 
interviewed for this Review can point to a number of examples in which staff have 
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played both roles effectively.  Several of the proponents interviewed, however, were 
able to point to other cases in which staff's inability or unwillingness to act as 
facilitator appeared evident.   
 
Comfort in the role of facilitator is a function of knowledge, experience and 
understanding — that is, knowledge of the regulatory framework and the possibilities 
within that framework; experience in reviewing development applications, applying 
regulations and liaising with proponents; and understanding of the economics of 
development, the pressures and challenges facing proponents, and the implications 
of staff's decisions for development proposals. 
 
Staff undertake formal and informal training to build their knowledge; they also build 
experience over time as they move through different positions in the section (see 
earlier discussion on Planning Positions).  What is missing at the City are formal 
opportunities for staff to expand their understanding of development — its 
economics, the challenges faced by its proponents, and the implications of staff 
decisions on it.   
 
Development proponents in Nanaimo also need opportunities to expand their 
understanding of the community's development-related needs, the pressures and 
concerns facing staff, and the implications of proponents' decisions and actions for 
the City.  The need for Nanaimo's development sector, as a whole, to fully 
understand and work within the regulatory framework, to submit complete and 
professional development applications, and to look for ways to collaborate with staff 
was noted by most of the development proponents (and several of the staff) 
interviewed by the consultants. 
 
Going Forward 
Staff from the City make annual presentations to the Vancouver Island Real Estate 
Board and to other development industry groups on past-year development activity 
at the City, development trends, featured projects, and City initiatives.  Staff also 
meet with development proponents at the pre-application stage, and (where 
necessary) subsequent stages, of the approval process to discuss specific projects.  
 
Presentations to industry groups and pre-application discussions are important 
connection points with the development sector.  Such efforts do not, however, 
provide opportunities for Planners and Planning Assistants in the Current Planning 
section, Development Engineering Technicians in the Development Engineering and 
Environmental Protection section, and other staff involved in the development 
approval process to: 
 

• learn from leaders in the development sector about the economics of 
projects, the pressures and challenges facing applicants, and the implications 
of different City actions for development projects 
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• help the development sector to better understand the City's development 
goals, its development requirements and the reasons behind them, and the 
implications of proponents' actions for development process 

 
• identify and explore opportunities for collaboration in streamlining City 

processes, refining City requirements, building capacity in the development 
sector, developing model applications, and other matters 

 
• discuss regulatory and program initiatives of the provincial government, and 

the implications of such initiatives for development in Nanaimo 
 

• build a common understanding of the roles and responsibilities of each group 
— the City and the development sector — in the development of the 
community 

 
The City should consider creating, in collaboration with key development proponents, 
a Development Liaison Group as the vehicle for engaging on all of these (and other) 
points.  The Group, which could meet quarterly, could be structured with equal 
numbers of City and development sector participants.  One City representative and 
one development sector representative could co-chair the Group, and could together 
create agendas and run meetings.  Clear terms of reference, drafted by the City for 
review by the Group, would be needed to set out the purpose of the body and the 
meeting procedures to follow.  Members could be replaced annually in order to 
enable broader participation. 
 
The Group, it should be emphasized, would primarily serve as a forum for 
information exchange between staff and the development sector, not as an advisory 
committee to recommend changes to the City.  To the extent that the Group felt 
compelled to give advice on key matters, such advice would be directed to the 
Director of Planning & Development.  The Group would not be established as a 
Council advisory committee, and would not receive instructions or issues to review by 
Council.  
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CHAPTER 4 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Several issues were identified and assessed in the previous chapter of the Report.  
Paths forward for the City to consider were set out for each of the issues.  These 
paths forward are presented in Figure 4.1 as recommendations.   

 
Figure 4.1 

Recommendations 
 

Recommendations Comments 

Pre-Zoning 

> THAT the City build on Bill 44's pre-zoning 
changes by undertaking its own pre-zoning 
initiative aimed at increasing the range of 
permitted types, and the maximum densities, 
identified in Nanaimo's multi-family zones. 

– The City may wish to schedule 
this initiative for 2025 to 
coincide with potential 
updates to City Plan and the 
Zoning Bylaw that may be 
required to accommodate 
increased housing projections. 

Concurrency of Approval Processes 

> THAT the City provide opportunities for 
rezoning and development permit applications 
to be processed concurrently in cases where 
applications are complete, staff support the 
proposed changes in zoning, and proponents 
are willing to accept the risks involved in 
undertaking design work and studies prior to 
knowing definitively that rezoning will be 
approved. 
 

– The City has some examples of 
rezoning and development 
permit concurrency on which 
to build. 

Application Tracking 

> THAT the City, in an effort to enhance 
transparency and accountability, reduce time 
spent responding to inquiries on the status of 
applications, and allow for proper collection of 
data on times required for applications to 
reach review milestones, optimize application 
tracking in the City's new file management 
software platform. 

 
 
 
 

– It will be important to 
incorporate optimal 
application tracking into the 
new software platform during 
implementation of the 
platform, not after. 
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Recommendations Comments 

Target Timelines 

> THAT the City create, publish and report 
annually on progress towards, a set of 
ambitious but practicable timeline targets for 
milestones in the development approval 
process. 
 

> THAT the City defer the setting of targets until 
the new file software management platform is 
in place, and other recommended changes in 
this report have been actioned. 

	

 

Pre-Application Meetings 

> THAT the City amend the Development 
Approval Procedures and Notification Bylaw 
1991 No. 3892, to include the requirement for 
pre-application meetings for proposals that 
seek rezoning and/or development permit(s).  
 

> THAT the City formalize the process to request 
a pre-application meeting, including an 
information checklist to ensure proponents 
submit sufficient detail to optimize the pre-
application meeting. 

 
> THAT the City provide to proponents, after 

pre-application meetings, a copy of the 
meeting minutes and information on land use 
requirements for the property, parking and 
landscape expectations, design guidelines, 
information on DCCs and other fees, 
environmental features and restrictions, road 
dedication requirements, traffic impact 
assessment guidelines, servicing constraints, 
and any other relevant items. 

	

– Single-residential projects with 
fewer than three (3) units 
would be exempt from the 
requirement for pre-
application meetings. 
 

– It would be important to 
ensure that staff from Current 
Planning and Development 
Engineering, at a minimum, be 
present at all pre-application 
meetings, have reviewed the 
information package, and be 
able to contribute to the 
discussion. 

Internal Referrals 

> THAT the City empower Planning File 
Managers to limit the referral of applications 
to internal groups that must review and 
provide comments on the development 
proposal under consideration. 
 

> THAT the City create internal referral 
checklists, customized to each referral group, 

– The intent of these 
recommendations is that 
referrals go only to internal 
referral groups that must 
provide comment. 
 

– Deadlines for referral groups 
to return comments are 
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Recommendations Comments 

to ensure that all relevant issues, and only 
relevant issues, are addressed. 
	

> THAT the City direct each referral group to 
assign one point of contact for all referrals, 
and to return one single set of comments to 
the File Manager. 
	

> THAT the City set and enforce ambitious 
timelines for comments to be returned from 
each referral group. 

		

important.  The new file 
management software 
platform will help to prompt 
referral groups and to enforce 
deadlines. 

Comprehensive Letters 

> THAT the City create a Late Hits Policy to limit 
the imposition of additional demands on 
development proponents, after 
comprehensive letters have been issued. 
 

> THAT the City encourage Planning File 
Managers to identify, at their discretion, 
specific requirements that a proponent may 
choose to action prior to receiving the 
comprehensive letter. 

	

– The Late Hits Policy would 
limit additional demands to 
those that address matters of 
significant risk, life or safety. 
 

– Additional City requirements 
may be requested in response 
to proposal changes by the 
applicant made after the 
comprehensive letter is issued.  

Planning Positions 

> THAT the City change the title of Planning 
Assistant to Planner I, and the title of Planner 
to Planner II. 
 

> THAT the City create a position of Assistant 
Manager of Current Planning. 

	
	
	

– The Assistant Manager 
position would be result in the 
Current Planning section 
growing by one (1) full-time 
equivalent (FTE).   

Role of Engineering 

> THAT the City direct Planning File Managers to 
seek input on the works and services 
implications of development proposals from 
Development Engineering only. 
 

> THAT the City create a Development 
Application Review Process Protocol 
Agreement to acknowledge the authority of 
the Development Engineering section in the 

– The Protocol Agreement would 
set out thresholds and other 
conditions to guide the 
Development Engineering 
Manager in determining when 
to seek input from 
Transportation, Utilities and 
other groups in Engineering & 
Public Works. 
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Recommendations Comments 

review of development applications, and to 
assign clear roles to the Engineering sections 
in Engineering & Public Works.   

	

– The Agreement would be 
designed to both protect the 
City from risk where 
necessary, and expedite the 
overall development approval 
process.  
 

Delegation of Authority 

> THAT the City maximize the delegation of 
approval authority to staff for development 
permits, minor development variance permits 
and all other permits for which approval may 
be delegated. 
 

– Expedites development 
approvals under existing 
zoning. 

Design Advisory Panel  

> THAT the City clarify for development 
proponents the purpose of the Design 
Advisory Panel and the way in which the City 
uses the Panel's input. 
 

> THAT the City limit the number and types of 
form and character development permit 
applications that must be submitted to the 
Design Advisory Panel for review. 

	

– The City of Surrey's recent 
initiative to limit the use of its 
Advisory Design Panel may 
help to guide Nanaimo staff in 
implementing these 
recommendations. 

Management of Inquiries 

> THAT the City continue to create new, and 
enhance existing, self-service options for 
property owners and development 
proponents to address their own 
development-related questions. 
 

> THAT the City create a comprehensive 
property-specific database to track inquiries 
made, and responses given, on each parcel of 
property. 
	

> THAT the City create a system to treat as 
Special Land Use Inquiries any inquiries that, in 
the opinion of staff, would take longer than 30 
minutes to address. 
	

– AND THAT the City require persons 
making Special Land Use Inquiries to 

– The City's new file 
management software 
platform will facilitate staff's 
efforts to create additional 
self-service options, including 
ones that incorporate artificial 
intelligence or online/web 
information sources. 
 

– The new platform will also 
enable the creation of a more 
comprehensive property-
specific inquiry database. 
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Recommendations Comments 

complete a request form, and to pay a 
fee (amount TBD). 
 

Development Liaison Group 

> THAT the City create, in collaboration with 
representatives from the development sector, 
a Development Liaison Group. 
 

 

 




