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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. ROLE AND PURPOSE OF REF INTERPRETATION GUIDE 

This Regional Evaluation Framework (REF) Interpretation Guide outlines the practices 
and procedures of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board (CMRB) for approving 
statutory plan and plan amendments. As stated in the REF, the REF “provides the Board 
with the authority to evaluate and approve new Statutory Plans and amendments to 
existing Statutory Plans to ensure alignment with the goals, objectives, and policies of 
the Growth Plan” (page 2). The Growth Plan and REF were approved by the Minister of 
Municipal Affairs on July 11, 2022 and came into effect on August 15, 2022 per 
Ministerial Order MSD:064/22.  

The REF Interpretation Guide is intended to increase the transparency and predictability 
of the REF process by outlining the administrative processes and procedures of the REF. 
It does not form part of the REF and can be amended by the Board as necessary. The 
Interpretation Guide provides an overview of:  

• how applications will be received by the CMRB and what the application package 
should include,  

• how applications will be processed by CMRB Administration,  
• how recommendations to the Board will be made by CMRB Administration, 
• how the Board will review and make decisions on REF applications, and  
• how the Board will deal with matters of inconsistency with the Growth Plan or 

REF.  

The REF Interpretation Guide is a companion document to the CMRB Dispute Resolution 
and Appeal Bylaw which guides how disputes around REF decisions of the Board, as well 
as other disputes, will be addressed and resolved.  

The REF Interpretation Guide includes four appendices: 

• Appendix 1 is a checklist summary of the submission materials necessary to be 
included as part of a complete REF application submission package. These 
requirements are found in Section 5 Submission Requirements of the REF. 

• Appendix 2 is a REF application process chart. It outlines the steps 
and timeframes for the review of applications by the CMRB. The REF application 
process was approved by the Board on November 20, 2020. 

• Appendix 3 are the expectations for reporting related to Growth Plan policy 
3.3.2.1 which requires mapping and reporting related to Environmentally 
Sensitive Areas. 

• Appendix 4 outlines how REF applications should report on placetypes. 

In the event that the information provided in the REF Interpretation Guide conflicts with 
the policies of the Growth Plan, the policies of the Growth Plan shall prevail. 

1.2. ROLE AND PURPOSE OF GROWTH PLAN AND REF 

The purpose of the Growth Plan is to establish a long-term regional vision for growth 
and development in the CMR in accordance with the Board’s vision and the 
requirements of the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board Regulation.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/6154e64fcd7c7a5ee1c22b8a/1632953935999/MO+and+Dispute+Resolution+Bylaw+Approval+2021-09-22.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/6154e64fcd7c7a5ee1c22b8a/1632953935999/MO+and+Dispute+Resolution+Bylaw+Approval+2021-09-22.pdf
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The purpose of the REF is to enable Board review and approval of statutory plans 
(Intermunicipal Development Plans, Municipal Development Plans, Area Structure Plans 
and Area Redevelopment Plans) and statutory plan amendments to ensure they align 
with the regional goals, objectives, policies of the Growth Plan. The REF contains two 
main parts: 

• Submission Criteria that identify which plans are considered regionally 
significant and are subject to the REF review process (Section 4 of the REF), 
and 

• Submission Requirements that form the checklist of materials that need to be 
submitted as part of a REF application (Section 5 of the REF). 

As noted above, the purpose of the REF application review is to determine if a statutory 
plan or plan amendment is consistent or inconsistent with the goals, objectives, and 
policies of the Growth Plan. CMRB Administration, with support from a third party 
reviewer, provides a formal recommendation to the Board on consistency. The role of 
CMRB Administration is not to review applications in terms of “good planning” or “bad 
planning” but to review statutory plans and plan amendments for consistency with 
regional goals, objectives, and policies as expressed through the Growth Plan. The role 
of the Board is to review the REF application for consistency with regional interests as 
identified in the Growth Plan. 

If an application is generally consistent with the Growth Plan, it will receive an 
administrative recommendation of approval. If an application is generally inconsistent 
with the Growth Plan, it will receive a recommendation of refusal.  

Formal comments and feedback are not provided by the Board in response to an 
application. 

2. APPLICATION SUBMISSION 

2.1. DETERMINING REGIONAL SIGNIFICANCE 

Member municipalities are responsible for reviewing the REF and determining which of 
their proposed statutory plans or plan amendments are “regionally significant” and 
must be submitted to the Board for approval.  

Member municipalities must submit regionally significant plans or plan amendments for 
approval through REF after first reading of the bylaw and any time prior to third reading 
of the bylaw. Each member municipality will determine at what point in their plan 
approval process REF applications will be submitted to the CMRB.  

If a statutory plan or plan amendment is regionally significant in accordance with the 
REF, it must be reviewed and approved by the CMRB Board. If it is not approved by the 
Board, the plan cannot be approved by a municipal council and cannot come into effect.  

The REF process is a trust-based process and therefore CMRB Administration does not 
monitor municipal council agendas and report to the Board on statutory plan or plan 
amendments or developments that may have regional significance but were not 
submitted for approval through REF. However, there may be an occasion where a 
member municipality has concerns related to how another member municipality 
determined regional significance. A process for how these concerns would be brought to 
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the Board for discussion is outlined below in REF Interpretation Guide Section 7 Matters 
of Inconsistency with the Growth Plan and REF. 

2.2. REF APPLICANT 

Member municipalities act as the applicants in the REF review and approval process. 
Members of the public, landowners, and developer proponents of a plan do not have 
standing in the REF process. They cannot speak for or against a plan or provide written 
comments to the REF process. Interested or concerned stakeholders or public members 
are encouraged to engage in the municipal planning process and provide feedback to 
the subject municipality directly. 

2.3. OPTIONAL PREAPPLICATION MEETING 

A member municipality may contact CMRB Administration to discuss regional 
significance prior to formally submitting their application. Preapplication meetings are 
an opportunity for CMRB Administration to review the REF with an applicant and provide 
any necessary clarifications about the REF process and requirements. Preapplication 
meetings are optional, non-binding, and do not discuss the potential outcomes of the 
Board review process.  

CMRB Administration will not provide a formal response to a member municipality as 
part of the preapplication meeting. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of member 
municipalities to determine which of their proposed statutory plans or plan amendments 
are regionally significant using the criteria found in Section 4 of the REF.  

CMRB Administration does not provide developer proponents, landowners, or the public 
with preapplication advice about their projects. Member municipalities determine which 
applications it will send to the CMRB for approval and should be contacted for more 
information. CMRB Administration does provide developers, landowners, or the public 
with information about the REF and Growth Plan documents, the REF process, or 
general questions about the role and purpose of the CMRB.  

3. APPLICATION COMPLETE 
Once submitted by a member municipality, CMRB Administration will determine if the 
REF application is complete within five working days of receiving the REF application. 
When a REF application is complete it means that CMRB Administration has received all 
the materials necessary to undertake its review of the REF application.  

Both CMRB Administration and the third party reviewer check REF applications for 
completeness. As noted in Section 5.1 f) of the REF, a REF application must include 
“satisfactory information to ensure the new Statutory Plan or existing Statutory Plan 
amendment can be evaluated, such as applicable technical studies and other supporting 
documents.” A completeness review will check if all information outlined in REF 
Interpretation Guide Appendix 1 REF Application Submission Checklist is provided within 
the REF application. 

There is no requirement to submit technical studies as part of a REF application unless 
it is important for CMRB Administration to be aware of their scope and conclusions as 
part of understanding the statutory plan or plan amendment. Technical studies must be 
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completed by a professional practicing in the subject field of study and will not be 
reviewed for technical merit as part of the REF application process. 

Once it is determined that a REF application is complete, CMRB Administration has a 
maximum of 20 working days to review the REF application and make a 
recommendation of refusal or approval to the Board. 

4. REF APPLICATION REVIEW PROCESS 
Once an application is determined to be complete, CMRB Administration will notify all 
members that a complete REF application has been received and it will outline the 
timelines for the REF application review process. This is a notification only and no action 
by member municipalities is required. 

A member municipality may withdraw its REF application at any point in the REF 
application review process, and for any reason, by submitting written notice to CMRB 
Administration. An authorized member of municipal administration may submit a letter 
withdrawing the application on behalf of the municipality. Once a REF application is 
withdrawn, it will be removed from all CMRB meeting agendas and processes.  

There is no waiting period to resubmit a statutory plan or plan amendment as a new 
REF application. Should the municipality wish to resubmit an application for a statutory 
plan or plan amendment that has been withdrawn, even if the statutory plan or plan 
amendment has not been changed in any way, it must be submitted as a new REF 
application. CMRB Administration will assign the application a new REF application 
number and review the application for completeness.  

4.1. THIRD PARTY REVIEW 

The REF application review process includes a third party review of a REF application. 
The purpose of the third party review is to provide an unbiased and objective 
assessment of a REF application. A third party review may be completed by a 
consultant or by a panel of the Land Use Technical Advisory Group (TAG). 

The third party reviewer’s role is to evaluate if an application is consistent with the 
policies and requirements of the Growth Plan and provide their assessment in a report 
submitted to CMRB Administration. Third party reviews do not determine if the 
proposed statutory plan or plan amendment should be recommended for approval or 
refusal. CMRB Administration will consider the findings of the third party review as part 
of making its recommendation. In addition to the third party review report, CMRB 
Administration will conduct its own review of the application materials and provide a 
covering report that summarizes its recommendation to the Board for approval or 
refusal and provide reasons for its recommendation. 

4.1.1. Third Party REF Review by TAG or by Consultant 

The third party review may be conducted by a consultant engaged by the CMRB to 
review the document or it may be conducted by members of the TAG. CMRB 
Administration will identify if the third party review will be conducted by a consultant or 
by a panel of TAG members. This decision will be made in consideration of the: 

• scale, type, and location of the statutory plan and plan amendment, 
• complexity of the referral, and 
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• capacity of TAG members to undertake the review within the timeframes 
required under the approval process. 

If a TAG panel completes the third party review, representatives from three 
municipalities will be selected by CMRB Administration. TAG representatives must 
identify any real or perceived conflicts prior to being assigned to a third party review 
panel. The TAG panel will be consensus-based, and each panel member will have one 
vote, should voting be necessary to reach a decision. 

If a third party consultant completes the third party review, CMRB Administration will 
select a consultant from its list of pre-qualified consultants. Third party consultants 
must identify any real or perceived conflicts they have prior to being assigned a third 
party review. Third party consultants will be selected on a rotating basis unless a 
conflict of interest is identified. The costs associated with a third party consultant REF 
application review will be borne by the CMRB. 

4.1.2. Report of Findings 

Third party reviewers are required to submit a report of their findings which will be 
made public. The report will clearly state if the subject REF application is “generally 
consistent” or “generally inconsistent” with the policies and requirements of the Growth 
Plan. The report will also provide reasons for the findings. This report will be included in 
the recommendation provided by CMRB Administration to the Board, CAOs and TAG. 

5. CMRB ADMINISTRATION RECOMMENDATIONS 
CMRB Administration will circulate its recommendation by email to Board members, 
CAOs, and TAG in member municipalities to inform the Board’s decision-making 
process. The recommendation email will include CMRB Administration’s covering report 
and the full third party review report. The recommendation and third party report will 
be made public and posted on the CMRB’s website. 

As noted above, CMRB Administration will not evaluate applications on any 
considerations not included in the Growth Plan. CMRB Administration will not 
recommend modifications to the REF application. 

5.1. CMRB ADMINISTRATION RECOMMENDATIONS OF APPROVAL 

When a REF application is recommended for approval, there will be a 21-calendar day 
review period during which member municipalities will have the opportunity to review 
the recommendation of approval provided by CMRB Administration. 

Not all REF applications will be presented, discussed, and decided at meetings of the 
Board. Applications will be “deemed approved” when the review period closes after 21 
calendar days and there have been no challenges made by member municipalities to 
CMRB Administration’s recommendation of approval. 

5.1.1. Expediting REF Approvals 

The REF application process can be expedited if all member municipalities communicate 
their support or non-objection to an application prior to the end of the review period. 
This may be done by: 
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• submitting a letter to CMRB Administration at their earliest convenience stating 
they do not wish to challenge CMRB Administration’s recommendation of 
approval, or 

• another avenue, such as a vote of the Board, which is determined to be 
acceptable by the Board Chair.   

If CMRB Administration receives communication as noted above from all member 
municipalities prior to the close of the review period, then an application will be 
approved. 

5.1.2. Member Challenge to a Recommendation of Approval 

If a member municipality challenges CMRB Administration’s recommendation of 
approval, the member municipality must provide its reasons in writing and circulate it 
to all members prior to the close of business on the day the REF Board review period 
closes (16:30 Mountain Time). It is recommended that member municipalities 
contemplating a challenge to CMRB Administration’s recommendation contact the Chief 
Officer to discuss the matter as early in the Board review period as possible. 

Once a member municipality has challenged a recommendation, the REF application is 
referred to the next Board agenda for review by Board members.  The REF application 
will be presented and discussed at the next Board meeting. 

5.2. CMRB ADMINISTRATION RECOMMENDATIONS OF REFUSAL 

When a REF application is recommended for refusal, CMRB Administration will advise all 
members that the REF application will be added to the next Board meeting agenda for 
discussion by member municipalities. The REF application will be presented and 
discussed at the next Board meeting. 

5.3. BOARD MEETING PROTOCOLS FOR REVIEW OF A REF APPLICATION 

When a REF application recommendation of approval has been challenged by a member 
municipality, when CMRB Administration has recommended refusal, or when a 
municipality requests that a REF application be reviewed under the Growth Plan 
exceptions (Policy 3.1.12.1) and CMRB Administration has issued their report, the REF 
application will be reviewed and discussed at the next meeting of the Board. The 
following provides an overview of the Board meeting presentation process and 
requirements. 

a. Eligibility: Only the member municipality who submitted the application, the 
member municipality/municipalities who filed a written challenge to CMRB 
Administration’s recommendation of approval (if applicable), and CMRB 
Administration are eligible to make a presentation.  

b. Content: The content for the presentation by the member municipality who 
submitted the application shall be limited to the content of their application. If 
the presentation relates to a challenge, a responding municipality may include 
information necessary to respond to the specific concerns raised in the challenge 
letter. The content of the presentations for member municipalities who filed 
challenges shall be limited to the topics raised in the challenge letter. The 
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content for the presentation by CMRB Administration shall be limited to the 
content of the recommendation.  

c. Length: Presentations will be no longer than 15 minutes followed by a question 
and answer period. There is no time limit on the question and answer period. In 
the event there are multiple challengers to a REF application, the Board Chair, at 
their discretion, may extend the presentation time of the member municipality 
who submitted the REF application. 

d. Presenters: Each member municipality will be limited to two presenters. The 
presentation may be delivered by elected officials, members of municipal 
administration, technical experts, or other speakers as selected by the member 
municipality.  

e. Other Documentation: If a member municipality would like to submit other 
documentation for presentation to the Board (PowerPoint, maps, etc.) this must 
be submitted no later than 8 days before the Board meeting at which the 
application will be discussed. Please note, any additional documentation must 
adhere to the content guidelines above.  

f. Board Voting: The Board will have the opportunity to discuss the matter and, if it 
so chooses, vote on the REF application by following the Board’s regular voting 
procedures. Agenda items related to REF will be discussed in open session unless 
the Board votes to discuss the matter in closed session. All votes of the Board 
occur in open session. 

5.4. BOARD REFUSAL OF A REF APPLICATION 

If a REF application is refused by the Board, a member municipality may resubmit its 
statutory plan or plan amendment at any time as a new REF application.  

If a REF application is refused by the Board, the REF applicant may access the Dispute 
Resolution and Appeal Mechanism (see Section 8 of this Interpretation Guide). 

5.5. RESUBMISSION OF A REF APPLICATION 

If a REF application is withdrawn by a member municipality, or it is refused by the 
Board, the statutory plan or plan amendment that was the subject of the withdrawn or 
refused REF application may be resubmitted to the REF application process as a new 
REF application at any time. In cases where only minor changes were made to the 
subject statutory plan or plan amendment, the REF application process will generally be 
an expedited process.  

As part of the submission package, the member municipality will identify all 
amendments made to the statutory plan or plan amendment after the withdrawal of the 
original REF application. Submission of a redline version of the plan or plan amendment 
is preferred. The REF application package will also include verification that the proposed 
amendments have been endorsed by the council of the member municipality. This 
verification may be provided in the form of council minutes or equivalent.  

If, in its discretion, CMRB Administration determines that a third party review of the 
new REF application is necessary, it will circulate the application to the third party 
reviewer of the original application. 
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6. EXCEPTIONS TO THE GROWTH PLAN POLICY 
Policy 3.1.12.1 of the Growth Plan states: Notwithstanding the policies in the Growth 
Plan, the Board, at its discretion, may approve a statutory plan that does not comply 
with the policies of the Growth Plan if the vision, objectives and policies of the Growth 
Plan are not significantly compromised by the approval of an exception to the policy. 

If a member municipality wishes to invoke Policy 3.1.12.1 then the following process 
will apply: 

1. Member municipalities seeking an exemption to the policies of the Growth Plan 
are encouraged to present the proposed development to the Board prior to 
submitting a REF application. The Chief Officer should be contacted for 
placement on a Board agenda. 

2. If submitting a REF application for a development where a member municipality 
is of the opinion that Policy 3.1.12.1 applies, the member municipality must 
state why the development is inconsistent with the Growth Plan in its REF 
application and further explain why the Board should use Policy 3.1.12.1 to 
approve the statutory plan or amendment.  

3. CMRB will conduct a standard REF review of the application. As part of its review, 
CMRB Administration will identify that the applicant municipality requests the 
application be considered under Growth Plan Policy 3.1.12.1. 

4. The REF application will be placed on the agenda of the next meeting of the 
Board. The Board will discuss the application in accordance with REF 
Interpretation Guide Section 5.3 Board Meeting Protocols For Review of a REF 
Application. CMRB Administration and the REF applicant will be given 
opportunities to present to the Board. 

5. The Board will have the opportunity to discuss the matter and, if it so chooses, 
vote on the REF application by following the Board’s regular voting procedures. 

7. MATTERS OF INCONSISTENCY WITH THE GROWTH PLAN AND 
REF 

Policy 2.1 of the REF states that “the policies of the Growth Plan apply to all 
developments, but only regionally significant developments shall be referred to the 
Board for review through the Regional Evaluation Framework.” In addition to challenges 
and disputes related to individual REF applications, there may also be occasions when 
one member municipality is of the opinion that another member municipality: 

• has approved, or is in the process of approving, a plan or plan amendment that 
is inconsistent with the policies of the Growth Plan, or  

• did not submit a plan or plan amendment that has regional significance to the 
Board for review through the REF process. 

As noted above, member municipalities must approve developments that are consistent 
with the Growth Plan and must also determine which of their statutory plans or plan 
amendments have regional significance using the requirements of the REF. The REF 
process is a trust-based process and therefore CMRB Administration does not monitor 
municipal council agendas and report to the Board on matters of consistency with the 
Growth Plan and REF. This approach, however, may lead to a situation where one 
member municipality may be of the opinion that another member municipality has 
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approved, or is in the process of approving, a development that is inconsistent with the 
Growth Plan or REF. In these situations, the following process will be used: 

7.1.1. Intermunicipal Discussion 

If a member municipality is of the opinion that a development is inconsistent with the 
policies of the Growth Plan or REF, the concerned member municipality or municipalities 
shall discuss the issue directly with the other municipality as a first step. This creates 
an opportunity for common understanding amongst the parties and may resolve 
concerns.    

7.1.2. Letter of Concern 

If concerns are not resolved through intermunicipal discussions, a member municipality 
may submit a letter of concern to the Board. This letter will: 

a) Identify the municipality and the development that is of concern, 
b) Contain a brief description of the proposed development, 
c) Provide a rationale for why the development is inconsistent with the Growth Plan 

or REF, and 
d) Append a copy of the staff report to council related to the development. 

7.1.3. CMRB Administration Review & Recommendation 

Upon receipt of a letter of concern, CMRB Administration: 

• will follow-up with the member municipalities to learn more about the 
development and related concerns, 

• may request documents from both member municipalities, and 
• may reach out to external experts as part of its review. 

CMRB Administration will make a recommendation to the Board about the most 
appropriate process for reviewing the concern. This may include a recommendation that 
the development be submitted to the Board for review through the regular REF process, 
be reviewed as part of the CMRB Dispute Resolution process, be reviewed as part of a 
Municipal Government Act Section 690 appeal, or another action determined to be 
appropriate. 

CMRB Administration’s review and recommendation will be completed within 25 
business days from receipt of the letter of concern. CMRB Administration’s review and 
recommendation will be referred to the next Board agenda for review by Board 
members.  The review and recommendation will be presented and discussed at the next 
Board meeting. 

The Board will have the opportunity to discuss the matter and, if it so chooses, vote on 
CMRB Administration’s recommendation following the Board’s regular voting 
procedures. Agenda items related to REF will be discussed in open session unless the 
Board votes to discuss the matter in closed session. All votes of the Board occur in open 
session. 

8. DISPUTE RESOLUTION AND APPEAL MECHANISM 
The Dispute Resolution and Appeal Bylaw was approved by the Minister on September 
22, 2021, per Ministerial Order MSD:071/21.  In accordance with the Dispute 
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Resolution and Appeal Bylaw, a member municipality may dispute a REF decision by 
submitting a Notice of Dispute to the Chief Officer within 28 days from the date of a 
REF decision, unless an extension is warranted. Please refer to the approved Dispute 
Resolution and Appeal Bylaw on the CMRB website for more information. 

9. REF APPLICATION CORRESPONDENCE 
All official correspondence for REF applications must be signed by a Board member or 
delegate. A Board member may choose to delegate this authority, in whole or in part, 
to senior members of municipal administration familiar with the REF application 
process.  

10. INTERPRETATION BULLETINS 
Interpretation bulletins may be issued by CMRB Administration from time to time to 
clarify elements of the REF application process as necessary when an unexpected or 
unforeseen event occurs within the REF application process. Interpretation bulletins will 
be posted publicly on the CMRB website and circulated to the TAG. The REF 
Interpretation Guide will be updated from time to time to incorporate information from 
interpretation bulletins. 

11. TIMEFRAMES FOR REVIEW 

11.1. REF APPLICATION REVIEW TIMELINES 

The timeframes for the REF application process are identified in Appendix 2 of this REF 
Interpretation Guide. The timeframes identified in the REF application process are 
maximum timeframes. CMRB Administration will seek to expedite the REF application 
process whenever possible. 

11.2. MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS 

In years when municipal elections are held, REF applications will not be accepted 
starting 30 days prior to election day and until all CMRB Board members have been 
identified by their respective municipal councils, typically about two weeks after the 
election. CMRB Administration will notify the CMRB, CAOs, and TAG of the timeframe 
when REF applications will not be processed due to municipal elections.   

Appendices 
Appendix 1: REF Application Submission Checklist  

Appendix 2: REF Application Process 

Appendix 3: REF Application Requirements for Environmentally Sensitive Areas 

Appendix 4: REF Application Requirements for Placetypes 

  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/6154e64fcd7c7a5ee1c22b8a/1632953935999/MO+and+Dispute+Resolution+Bylaw+Approval+2021-09-22.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/6154e64fcd7c7a5ee1c22b8a/1632953935999/MO+and+Dispute+Resolution+Bylaw+Approval+2021-09-22.pdf
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12. APPENDIX 1: REF APPLICATION SUBMISSION CHECKLIST 
This application submission checklist outlines the materials to be submitted by a 
member municipality as part of a Regional Evaluation Framework (REF) application. 
These materials facilitate the timely review of statutory plan and statutory plan 
amendment by the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board (CMRB). Once submission 
materials contained in this checklist have been sent to CMRB Administration, CMRB 
Administration and the third party reviewer will determine if they have sufficient 
information to support the REF application review process. If the materials are found 
sufficient, the application is considered complete by CMRB Administration. REF 
applications will be considered complete or incomplete within five working days of 
receiving a REF application. All REF application documents must be submitted in 
electronic PDF format, either by email or contained on a USB drive. 

12.1. APPLICATION SUBMISSION CHECKLIST 

As outlined in Section 5 of the REF, the submission package of a new statutory plan or 
amendment to an existing statutory plan referred by a member municipality (the 
applicant) to the Board shall include: 

a) A cover letter, including Ministerial Order number MSD:064/22, brief description 
of the proposed plan or plan amendment, request for approval, list of 
consultants contracted to develop the plan or plan amendment, and applicant 
contact information; 

b) The proposed Statutory Plan or amendment bylaw; 
c) A copy of the Statutory Plan without the proposed amendment. A redline version 

of the existing Statutory Plan that identifies substantive proposed changes is 
preferred; 

d) The supporting council report; 
e) Sufficient documentation to explain the Statutory Plan or amendment; 
f) Satisfactory information to ensure the new Statutory Plan or existing Statutory 

Plan amendment can be evaluated, such as applicable technical studies and 
other supporting documents; 

g) A summary letter that explains alignment with the Growth Plan. This may be 
presented in a table format; 

h) The corresponding GIS data set including, at minimum, the boundary of the new 
Statutory Plan, its land use concept and a regional placetype alignment table. 
The purpose of the alignment table is to identify how the land uses in the 
proposed land use concept are to be translated into placetypes in GIS; and 

i) Copies of letters provided by member municipalities as part of public hearing 
submissions. 

In addition to the above REF requirements, the following information must be presented 
within a statutory plan or plan amendment, or within the REF application materials, as 
it is required to review specific Growth Plan policies: 

j) New Area Structure Plans (ASPs) or Area Redevelopment Plans (ARPs) must 
include all mapping required by the policies of the Growth Plan within the 
statutory plan document. 

k) ASP or ARP amendments must include all mapping required by the policies of the 
Growth Plan within the REF application materials. 
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l) New ASPs and ARPs must include information about Environmentally Sensitive 
Areas as required by Section 3.3.2 of the Growth Plan (see Appendix 3 of this 
Interpretation Guide for additional information). 

m) REF applications must provide information about alignment with placetype 
policies and requirements (see Appendix 4 of this REF Interpretation Guide for 
additional information). 
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13. APPENDIX 2: REF APPLICATION PROCESS & TIMELINE 
CHART 
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14. APPENDIX 3 REF APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR 
ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE AREAS 

14.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of Appendix 3 is to outline consistent reporting practices for REF 
applications around Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESAs). The purpose of these 
templates is to establish a common and straightforward approach to addressing ESA 
policies and therefore facilitate timely REF reviews and increase the transparency of the 
review process. 

The intention of the ESA policies is to identify and mitigate the effects of development 
on larger patterns of ecosystem functions and services (i.e., regionally significant 
natural area components). It is not intended to create a significant burden of analysis 
for applicants. Existing ESA studies or reports completed by a qualified environmental 
professional as part of the development process, or as part of another municipal 
process, can be used to inform either Environmental Screening or Environmental Study 
reports. The qualified environmental professional may be an external consultant or an 
internal staff member. As with other technical supporting studies completed by 
professionals, the reports will not be reviewed by CMRB Administration for their 
technical merit. 

14.2. DEFINITION OF ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE AREAS 

ESAs are defined within the Growth Plan as “key natural area components of the 
regional landscape, providing essential ecosystem functions and services. These 
functions and services include flood mitigation, drinking water supply, maintenance of 
regional biodiversity, preservation and connectivity of unique habitats and landscapes, 
and provision of culturally and economically valued resources and opportunities.” The 
ESA definition found in the Growth Plan glossary also notes that these areas: 

• Maintain the provision of water quality and quantity and provide protection 
against drought and flood events. Includes water courses, water bodies, and 
riparian areas; 

• Provide habitat for identified local species of interest, designated species of 
conservation concern (SCC), or identified focal species groups; 

• Provide rare, unique or biologically diverse ecosystems or unique landforms; 
• Contribute to other important Ecosystems Services or functions at the local 

scale; and 
• Include provincial Environmentally Significant Areas. 

This definition shall form the basis of conclusions related to regional ESAs in 
Environmental Screenings or Environmental Studies. 

14.3. REF APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR ESAs 

As part of reviewing the completeness of a REF application, CMRB Administration and 
the third party reviewer will confirm that an application includes either an 
Environmental Screening or an Environmental Study overview that identifies 
consistency with the policies of the Growth Plan. Specifically, Growth Plan policy 3.3.2.1 
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requires that “Area Structure Plans and Area Redevelopment Plans shall address 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas by 

a. Undertaking a desktop-based Environmental Screening to identify 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas on site and within 100m of the plan boundary, 
which may include but not be limited the areas shown on Schedule 2 – Natural 
Systems 

b. Preparing an Environmental Screening report that includes a map of all identified 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas  

c. Conducting an Environmental Study if an Environmentally Sensitive Area is 
located on or within 100m of the plan; and  

d. Identifying through an Environmental Study the potential impacts of the 
proposed development on the identified Environmentally Sensitive Area(s) and 
recommending mitigation measures to protect it.” 

14.3.1. Environmental Screening 

Environmental Screening is required for new Area Structure Plan and Area 
Redevelopment Plan REF applications as described in Growth Plan Policy 3.3.2.1. This 
requirement does not apply to REF applications for Area Structure Plan or Area 
Redevelopment Plan amendments if the proposed amendment does not impact regional 
natural systems.  

An Environmental Screening must be completed by a qualified environmental 
professional and should follow the checklist/report outline provided below. If a qualified 
environmental professional has previously completed an applicable environmental 
report or study for another purpose, it can be used to fulfill the requirement for an 
Environmental Screening provided it is consistent with the Growth Plan and considers a 
regional perspective using the CMR’s definition of ESAs. If the previously completed 
report meets the Growth Plan’s requirements, a representative of a member 
municipality who is not a qualified environmental professional may provide the Board 
with an overview of the report findings using the report/checklist outline provided below 
in REF Interpretation Guide Section 14.3.2.   

As required by the Growth Plan, the subject area of the report includes the statutory 
plan’s plan area and within 100m of the plan area boundary. The report findings are 
intended to focus on key natural area components of the regional landscape and larger 
patterns of ecosystem functions and services.  

The Environmentally Sensitive Areas Background Report, approved by the CMRB Board 
in 2019, provides suggestions about the assessment methods and data sources that 
could be used to inform an Environmental Screening. This is intended as a desktop 
review using readily available information. 

14.3.2. Environmental Screening Reporting Requirements for REF Applications 

The following outline should be used to fulfill the requirement for an Environmental 
Screening. It must be submitted as part of REF Applications for all new Area Structure 
Plans and Area Redevelopment Plans, or for Area Structure Plan amendments or Area 
Redevelopment Plan amendments if the proposed development affects regional natural 
systems.  

1. Brief overview of Statutory Plan  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/5ed6fa56c15b205a36eba4c7/1591147103020/CMRB+Env+Sensitive+Areas+Background+Study+2019.pdf
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a. Location of plan 
b. Brief description of proposed development 

 
2. Brief overview of Assessment Methods 

a. Summary of information or reports reviewed 
b. List of data sources 
c. Field survey methods, if applicable 

 
3. Map of Findings 

a. Include map of all identified ESAs 
 

4. Summary of Findings – Does the plan area or within 100m of the plan area 
include any of the following? 

a. Areas maintaining the provision of water quality and quantity and 
providing protection against drought and flooding events ☐ Yes ☐ No 
Please briefly describe.  
 

b. Area providing habitat for identified local species of interest, designated 
species of conservation concerns (SCC), or identified local species group 
☐ Yes ☐ No 
Please briefly describe.  
 

c. Area providing rare, unique or biologically diverse ecosystems or unique 
landforms      ☐ Yes ☐ No 
Please briefly describe.  
 

d. Areas contributing to other important ecosystem functions or services at a 
regional or local scales. ☐ Yes ☐ No 
Please briefly describe.  
 

5. Recommendation 
a. In accordance with Growth Plan policy 3.3.2.1, is an Environmental Study 

required for this Area Structure Plan or Area Redevelopment Plan? ☐ Yes 
☐ No   

b. Provide a brief rationale for the recommendation 

14.3.3. Environmental Study 

An Environmental Study is required for new Area Structure Plan and Area 
Redevelopment Plan REF applications if an ESA is found to be located on or within 100m 
of a plan boundary by an Environmental Screening. This is described in Policy 3.3.2.1. 
of the Growth Plan. This requirement does not apply to REF applications for Area 
Structure Plan amendments or Area Redevelopment Plan amendments if the proposed 
amendment does not impact regional natural systems.  

An Environmental Study, as defined in the glossary of the Growth Plan, is “a review of 
the effects of a proposed development on identified ESAs, that anticipates, interprets 
and evaluates impacts and identifies mitigation measures to avoid, minimize or 



APPROVED REF Interpretation Guide 
April 28, 2023 

Page 20 of 22 
 

compensate for these impacts.” The report findings are intended to focus on the 
regional landscape and larger patterns of ESAs that provide ecosystem functions and 
services. 

Environmental reports or studies previously completed as part of the development 
planning process, or as part of another municipal process, can be used to fulfill the 
requirement for an Environmental Study provided they are consistent with the Growth 
Plan and consider a regional perspective using the CMR’s definition of ESAs. 

Environmental Studies must be completed by a qualified environmental professional. 
The qualified environmental professional may be an external consultant or an internal 
staff member. As required by the Growth Plan, the report must include a review of any 
ESAs found within the statutory plan’s plan area and/or within 100m of the plan area 
boundary. If the previously completed reports or studies meet the Growth Plan’s 
requirements, a representative of a member municipality who is not a qualified 
environmental professional may provide the Board with an overview of report findings 
using the outline provided below in REF Interpretation Guide Section 14.3.4. 

It is not a requirement to submit the Environmental Study as part of a REF application 
as it is a technical study completed by a qualified professional. As noted above, there is 
no requirement to submit technical studies as part of a REF application unless it is 
important for CMRB Administration to be aware of their scope and conclusions as part 
of understanding the application; rather, submission of an overview of study findings is 
considered appropriate. 

The Environmentally Sensitive Areas Background Report, approved by the CMRB Board 
in 2019, provides suggestions about the assessment methods and data sources to 
inform Environmental Studies. 

14.3.4. Environmental Study Reporting Requirements for REF Applications 

The following Environmental Study overview (or similar) must be submitted as part of 
REF Applications for new Area Structure Plans and Area Redevelopment Plans, or for 
Area Structure Plan amendments and Area Redevelopment Plan amendments that 
impact regional natural systems, to explain the study findings to the Board. 

1. Overview of Environmental Study 
a. Consultant/Expert who conducted the Environmental Study 
b. Date of Study 
c. Brief overview of study area/subject site 
d. Assessment methods, such as research, data sources, field survey methods 

used for Environmental Study 
e. Any other information relevant to the REF review process 

 
2. Overview of Environmental Study Findings 

As required by Growth Plan Policy 3.3.2.1, the following table (or similar) should be 
included in the REF application submission to outline the findings of an Environmental 
Study. As per the policies of the Growth Plan, this should focus on identifying the 
potential impacts of a proposed development on an identified ESA and providing 
recommended mitigation measures.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eb3220bf77e9b62db665c54/t/5ed6fa56c15b205a36eba4c7/1591147103020/CMRB+Env+Sensitive+Areas+Background+Study+2019.pdf
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Name/Description 
of Identified ESA 

Potential Impacts 
of Proposed 
Development  

Recommended 
Mitigation Measures 

(if not applicable, state 
reasons) 

Identify Mitigation 
Measures 

(can include 
reference to 
policies in 
statutory plans, 
municipal plans or 
bylaws, or in 
project design 
adaptations, or in 
identifying future 
work/study to be 
completed, etc.) 

    

    

    

    

 
3. Study Conclusions 

a. Briefly identify how the proposed Area Structure Plan or Area 
Redevelopment Plan, or Area Structure Plan amendment or Area 
Redevelopment Plan amendment if applicable, aligns with the relevant 
goals, objectives and policies of the Growth Plan around ESAs, including 
policy 3.3.2.1. 
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15. APPENDIX 4 REF APPLICATION REQUIREMENTS FOR 
PLACETYPES 

15.1. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of Appendix 4 of this REF Interpretation Guide is to outline the REF 
application requirements for reporting on placetypes. As per the Growth Plan (see 
Sections 3.1.2 to 3.1.8 of the Growth Plan):  

• Municipalities must achieve a minimum proportion of Preferred Placetypes for 
new planned residential development in Preferred Growth Areas, 

• Placetypes can be mixed and located as appropriate within each municipality in 
its Municipal Development Plan, 

• There are density requirements for most placetypes, and 
• Most placetypes have locational criteria. 

 

15.1.1. Placetypes and Municipal Development Plans 

REF applications for new Municipal Development Plans (MDPs) must include the 
following within the MDP document to be considered complete REF Applications, as per 
Policy 3.1.11.2: 

• an alignment table between regional placetypes and land use typologies in the 
MDP, and 

• an overlay map showing the locations of Preferred Placetypes and Employment 
Areas.  

15.1.2. Preferred Placetypes and Area Structure Plans 

The Growth Plan requires that Preferred Growth Areas achieve a minimum proportion of 
Preferred Placetypes for new planned residential development calculated across the 
Preferred Growth Area. Although the required proportion of placetypes varies by 
Preferred Growth Area, the majority of new planned residential development in all 
Preferred Growth Areas must be in Preferred Placetypes. 

As part of REF submissions for new planned residential development in Preferred 
Growth Areas, applicants must identify how the proposed development aligns with the 
requirement to achieve minimum proportions of Preferred Placetypes. This includes 
providing a summary of how the application supports achieving minimum densities and 
other requirements such as those listed in Growth Plan Policy 3.1.2.1. 

If an Area Structure Plan for new planned residential development in a Preferred 
Growth Area does not propose only Preferred Placetypes, the applicant must provide a 
rationale to explain how they propose to meet the minimum proportions of Preferred 
Placetypes across the Preferred Growth Area.  
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