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Municipal Benchmarking Study

OVERALL  
RANKING
Hamilton ranks 
twelfth across 
the three areas 
of features, 
approvals 
timelines and 
government 
charges. 
The City of 
Hamilton 
produces a 
number of 
documents that 
set out guidelines 
for various reports 
that may be 
required. 

+126%

National 
Average

Hamilton

+6%

The study assessed municipalities on features, approvals and government charges, drawing out best practices. All cities can learn 
from each others’ experiences, continually improving policies and operations to increase housing supply and affordability.



Approvals Timelines
We estimate typical approval timelines for 
development applications – from complete 
application to planning approval. The nature of
the ‘planning approval’ can take many forms.

20
MONTHS

Municipal Charges
The report provides a high-level overview of government 
charges levied by municipal governments and attempts 
to quantify the costs these charges and fees generate for 
developers, home builders, and ultimately, home buyers. To 
model and estimate the charges and fees imposed by the 
municipalities two development scenarios were analyzed.

HIGH-RISE
$41,078 / UNIT

RANKINGS
Each participating municipality has been assigned a score that combines their performance on planning 
features, approvals timelines and government charges. This ranking provides a snapshot to show which 
municipal governments are leading in which of the three areas at the moment, as well as an overall 
ranking. This ranking does not assess anything beyond what was analyzed and is not reflective necessarily 
of the engagement and cooperation between industry and local governments. Whether at the top or the 
bottom of the list, each city can learn from best practices of others and continue to improve.

Planning Features
We have identified numerous 
features of Canada’s various 
planning systems that may 
positively or negatively influence 
the ability to get new housing 
approved and ultimately built.

73%
Ability to Appeal 

Timeline for Appeal Decision

Appeal Rights Procedure

Review of Submissions

Ability to Apply Online/Digitally

Terms of Reference – Studies 

Plan Reviews on Regular Basis

Minimum Supply of Land

Application Status Tracker

Online Zoning Portal

Guide Showing Requirements

Planning Staff

per 1,000
HOUSING STARTS

LOW-RISE
$29,555 / UNIT

Indirect Costs / Month
Indirect costs estimate the cost
to a developer / landowner for
each month an application is
within the development
approvals process.

$1,866 $1,285
per unit

National Average: 60.7 per 1,000

EMPLOYEES80

per unit



SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES
To achieve a twelfth place ranking, Hamilton has several elements working well, and a few others 
requiring improvement.   

Planning Features
Hamilton has many features enabled including the ability to appeal land use decisions, appeal 
rights triggered after defined number of days and others.

73%

Key Guidelines
The City of Hamilton produces numerous documents setting out ‘guidelines’ for various reports 
that may be required, such as “Guidelines for Planning Justification Reports”, or “Guidelines for 
Environmental Impact Statements”, etc.

WORKING WELL

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT
Planning Features
Hamilton needs to enable two features including mandated timelines for appeal decisions to be 
rendered and can apply online / digitally for planning apps.

Lack of Clarity
The City’s application forms are unclear about the exact requirements for an application. 
When a feature is present for a development site, the application form only states that there 
are potential information needs steming from this, with little clarity about what information is 
required. 

9/11

Staffing
Hamilton was one of the five municipalities with significantly above average rates of staffing with 
80 municipal planning employees per 1,000 annual housing starts.

Additional Info on Studies
The City of Hamilton’s website provides a development tracking map, but only provides
a description of the application, and the year it was filed, with no supplemental
information such as supporting studies or technical reports.

?



Notes
The research for the study was 
completed prior to March 16, 
and therefore prior to the COVID-
related public health measures. 

The rankings only reflect what 
was studied, and the results 
are based on readily available 
or public information. Planning 
systems vary between provinces, 
and implementation of provincial 
planning systems can vary 
between municipalities. The 
results examine things that are 
comparable across the country 
but may not reflect the full 
processes, approvals, or charges 
in this community.

The results are independent of 
of the quality of the relationship 
between the municipal 
government and the residential 
construction industry. 

About the 

CHBA Municipal Benchmarking Study 
www.chba.ca/municipal-benchmarking

The Canadian Home Builders’ Association

The Municipal Benchmarking Study was 
commissioned by the Canadian Home Builders' 
Association (CHBA) and delivered by 
Altus Group. The study compares 23 Canadian 
municipalities, examining how their processes, 
approvals timelines, and charges and fees 
contribute to housing affordability and supply issues 
in major housing markets across Canada. The report 
reads as a report card to show which municipal 
governments are leading in which of the three pillars 
of the study—planning system features, approval 
timelines and government charges. 

“This report is intended to support the 
important conversation with all orders of 
government on major challenges to 
housing affordability and the efficient 
delivery of much needed new housing 
supply. We’ve undertaken this work to 
showcase where municipal governments 
have the policies and systems in place to 
support supply and affordability, and 
provide a path forward for improvements 
where things aren’t working as well.” 

– Kevin Lee, CEO, CHBA



LOCAL INSIGHTS
This Local Insights page allows constituent local/provincial associations of 
CHBA to bring out more local context, including any successes, priorities and 
challenges from the report or since the original data was collected.

Economic/Market Conditions

Eye-popping headlines were made in the spring of 2021 when Hamilton was found to be 
the third-least affordable city in North America when it comes to housing, according to 
Oxford Economics. Hamilton now ranks behind Vancouver and Toronto, but ahead of major US 
metros such as San Francisco and New York City in terms of lease affordable housing 
markets compared to average incomes. New research from the Smart Prosperity Institute 
shows that Hamilton is not building enough new housing supply of all types to keep up 
with population growth. The growing demand is analyzed by a recent report called 
Ontarians on the Move – Hamilton. The research paper shows in detail Hamilton’s 
demographic development during the last decade and shares potential trends and 
implications for the 230,000 new residents who will call Hamilton home by 2051. 
One of the immediate impacts of a growing population is on the housing market. A rapid 
increase in population combined with slower home construction, has pushed up 
housing demand and consequently, housing prices. As a result, more people are “driving 
until they qualify” for a mortgage. The increase in Hamilton prices has led to the 
‘musical chairs’ effect in which existing Hamilton residents who wished to buy a 
property (or transition from renting to buying) can no longer afford homes in and are in-
turn ‘driving’ until they arrive in a community they can afford to qualify for a mortgage.

Current Development Issues

Hamilton is in the process of updating its Official Plan to accommodate an additional 230,000 new residents 
that are forecast to live in the city by 2051. This has sparked political debate about increasing levels of 
intensification and a small urban boundary expansion to accommodate this additional population growth. The 
city council is anticipated to make a decision in the fall of 2021 that may further constrain opportunities for 
new housing supply to accommodate population growth. The Region of Halton and lower-tier municipalities 
including Burlington, Oakville, Milton and Halton Hills are also updating Official Plans to accommodate 
significant population and employment growth to 2051. Similar to Hamilton, local political debates have 
emerged with some municipalities and special interest groups opposed to urban boundary expansions, while 
other groups are opposing intensification plans. The lack of political and planning consensus is impacting the 
ability of the residential construction industry to deliver needed housing supply to respond to growth.

Hamilton and Halton Region are extremely well positioned as a destination of choice to grow by hundreds 
of thousands of additional people over the next three decades. This forecasted growth brings both 
challenges and opportunities for our region and it is absolutely critical that we plan for the necessary 
supply of housing to ensure both the City of Hamilton and Halton Region rises to the challenge and we 
don’t price the next generation out of housing that suits their full life cycle needs.

“

”Mike Collins-Williams, MCIP, RPP, 
Chief Executive Officer, 
West End Home Builders’ Association.
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