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Thank you for the opportunity to present today. This Federation’s comments will focus on land 
use, which has broad implications for municipal governments, the provincial government, and 
Islanders.  Modernizing land use policy has been a longstanding priority of the Federation of 
Prince Edward Island Municipalities.   
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Prince Edward Island’s present land use policy is not characteristic 

of a province suffering from a shortage of good agricultural land or 

an explosion of population in rural areas.  Rather, the policy is 

largely a response by Government to the wishes of those who own 

land and to the financial interests of individuals.  It treats land as a 

commodity to be bought and sold, not as a resource to be 

preserved.  It is not the reflection of an organized approach to land 

use planning.

Cultivating Island Solutions, Round Table on Resource Land Use and 

Stewardship, August 1997

 

 

Prince Edward Island’s present land use policy is not characteristic of a province 
suffering from a shortage of good agricultural land or an explosion of population 
in rural areas.  Rather, the policy is largely a response by Government to the 
wishes of those who own land and to the financial interests of individuals.  It 
treats land as a commodity to be bought and sold, not as a resource to be 
preserved.  It is not the reflection of an organized approach to land use planning. 

  
This statement is from Cultivating Island Solutions, the report of the Round Table on Resource 
Land Use and Stewardship.  Although the report was published in 1997, those words not only 
remain valid today; but the pressures referred to have intensified. 
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The need for strong land use policy has been thoroughly studied, beginning with the Royal 
Commission on Land Ownership and Land Use, in 1973.  The Commission noted that the need 
for some measure of land use planning was stated in virtually every brief that it received.   The 
first of its 23 recommendations called on the provincial government to prepare a general 
province-wide land use plan, and it suggested that it “be . . .  released immediately as a 
guideline to local community planning efforts and as a basis for broad government decisions 
with respect to land.”  

  
Many of the Royal Commission’s recommendations were considered to be politically difficult 
and few were implemented. 
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The 1973 report and these provincial land use reports that followed all provided important land 
use policy advice:  
 

• Everything Before Us, Report of the Royal Commission on the Land, 1990;  

• Land Use and Development in Prince Edward Island: Issues, Choices and Policy, 1991  

• Cultivating Island Solutions, Report of the Round Table on Resource Land Use and 
Stewardship, 1997;  

• New Foundations, Report of the Commission on Land and Local Governance, 2009; and   

• Report of the Task Force on Land Use Policy, Government of Prince Edward Island, 2014. 
  
Together, these reports made hundreds of recommendations.  Many other reports, action plans, 
submissions, and presentations have also emphasized the need for strong land use policy.  
Unfortunately, implementation has not been our strong point. 
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Almost half a century after the first Royal 
Commission released its report, Prince 
Edward Island still does not have a 
province-wide land use plan.

 

 

Almost half a century after the first Royal Commission released its report, Prince Edward Island 
still does not have a province-wide land use plan. 
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In 1991, the provincial document Land Use and Development in 
Prince Edward Island: Issues, Choices and Policy reported:

• At this point, the land base of the Province is suffering the "death 
of a thousand cuts".  The rate of change is slow, but the end 
result is inevitable. 

• Government believes that now is the time to make changes while 
the Province still has the ability to secure its future, economically, 
politically, and culturally by taking its most important asset, the 
land base, and employing it in a way which will optimize the 
sustainable return from it as a working landscape. 

 

 

The need to change our approach has been well documented, but land use planning continues to 
be a gaping hole in provincial policy.  Political resistance has stalled progress for decades.  In 1991, 
the Issues, Choices and Policy report  stated: 
  

At this point, the land base of the Province is suffering the "death of a thousand 
cuts".  The rate of change is slow, but the end result is inevitable.  
  
Government believes that now is the time to make changes while the Province 
still has the ability to secure its future, economically, politically, and culturally  . 
. . by taking its most important asset, the land base, and employing it in a way 
which will optimize the sustainable return from it as a working landscape. 

  

The provincial government not only failed to adequately address land use issues, it contributed 
to the problem.  The construction of several schools outside rural service centres is a glaring 
example. It removes the options of walking or biking to school and makes school facilities and 
after school programs less accessible.   These decisions represent missed opportunities to 
strengthen rural municipalities.  Industrial parks are another example. 
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This map shows municipalities shaded in grey.  The white is unincorporated areas.  There are 59 
municipal governments, which have a combined population about 102,000, according to the 
2016 census.   
  
The boundaries of many municipalities are based on old school districts that were created in the 
1800s when children would have to walk to school.  One in three municipalities is smaller than 
five square kilometres in area.  Those municipalities are towns and former villages and many are 
rural service centres. 
  
We live in the most densely populated province, yet municipalities only cover 37 percent of its 
area.  In other provinces, unincorporated areas with no local authority tend to be uninhabited 
or sparsely inhabited areas.  In PEI, property owners in unincorporated areas pay no local 
property tax.  This is almost unique in Canada.  
  
High provincial property taxes in PEI have further weakened municipalities by limiting available 
tax room, while municipal taxpayers, especially in urban and rural service centres, are paying for 
municipal services that benefit a much larger area. 
  
This inequity has encouraged sprawl by providing an incentive to build outside municipal 
boundaries. 
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Sprawl along the coastline and rural roads has been cited as a serious concern in report after 
report.    This map shows the extent of the problem. 
  
The blue is the coastline, municipalities are shaded grey, and the red that you now see is 
developed land.  Although roads are not shown on the map, they can easily be identified by the 
ribbon development across the province.  
  
This map paints a picture of the uncontrolled sprawl that has shaped our Island in ways that do 
not serve our long-term collective interests. 
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When we remove municipalities and the blue outline of the province from the map, we are left 
with nothing but developed land.  This allows us to see the sprawl along our coastline more 
clearly.  
  
Sprawl is expensive, but the costs tend to be hidden. 
  
Prince Edward Island depends heavily on agriculture, but sprawl is consuming and fragmenting 
agricultural and other resource land.  Agricultural land is a finite resource – once it’s developed, 
it’s gone.   Although the sale of land is profitable for the individual farmer in the short term, it 
takes land out of production the foreseeable future.  
 
Many Islanders rely on tourism for their livelihood, but the sprawl you see on this map is 
altering the landscape that attracts so many visitors to our Island.  We cannot easily reverse 
these changes.  They occur gradually, so they often go unnoticed. 
 
The provincial report Stewardship and Sustainability summed this up well in the following 
statement: “Many small decisions can lead to widespread landscape deterioration even though 
each action is perceived as small and even benign by itself.  Our past practice of continuous 
compromise is not an acceptable way to plan our land use.”  
  
The demand for rural public transit is growing, but the pattern of dispersed development will 
increase the cost and make it less accessible for many rural residents.   
  
When homes and businesses are spread out it costs more to provide public infrastructure and 
services.  Examples include building and maintaining roads, transporting children to school, 
collecting garbage, and building and operating water and wastewater systems.   
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Map of Developed Land in the 
O’Leary Area

 

 

This close up of the Town of O’Leary (outlined in black) and the surrounding area shows the 
sprawl that is occurring along the rural roads outside municipalities. 
 
When you consider the absence of planning and the financial incentive to build in 
unincorporated areas, it isn’t surprising that PEI has the most paved roads per capita in the 
country.  
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Photo of O’Leary area
The PEI Population 

Strategy ‘99 Panel 

recommended that 

incentives and 

measures be identified 

and implemented to 

encourage further 

population growth to 

take place within 

municipal boundaries 

and serviced areas.

 

 

Sprawl is clearly visible in this photo of the O’Leary area. 
  
Instead of growing our service centres, we have allowed inefficient development throughout 
the countryside where people must drive significant distances for basic everyday services.  The 
way we have developed our Island is driving up greenhouse gas emissions and it will make 
climate change adaptation more difficult and expensive. 
 
More than two decades ago, the PEI Population Strategy ‘99 Panel Recommended that: 
incentives and measures be identified and implemented to encourage further population 
growth to take place within municipal boundaries and serviced areas.  

 

If we use planning and other measures to direct development to our service centres, we will 
increase municipal capacity and strengthen rural PEI. 
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(The green on this map is municipalities with an official plan.  The pink are municipalities where 
the official plan only covers part of the area of the municipality.) In 1997, the Round Table on 
Resource Land Use and Stewardship recommended “that the Department . . . take the steps 
necessary to ensure that the area of the province covered by official zoning plans increases 
from the present 6 percent to 25 percent by the year 2000 and 50 percent by the year 2003.” 

Today, municipal land use plans only apply to 10 percent of the province, despite the importance 
of agriculture and tourism as major industries, and that we depend entirely on groundwater for 
our drinking water.  The remaining 90 percent of the land is subject to provincial development 
control requirements that fall far short of what is needed to protect our Island.   
 
In recent years, the number of subdivision and development permits issued by the provincial 
government has grown significantly. Those provincial permits are for areas without an official 
plan. In the years ahead, population growth will put even more pressure on the land.  The PEI 
Statistics Bureau’s medium population growth scenario projects the population to grow to 
236,530 by 2058.   
  
Planning is vital.  All municipal governments must adopt an official plan and bylaws by December 
2023.  This is an important step, but it still leaves about 63 percent of the province without an 
official plan and bylaws (after accounting for First Nations reserve land).   
  
The Task Force on Land Use Policy stated that local planning should be delivered by municipalities, 
but since we don’t have provincewide incorporation, it recommended the creation of a new 
planning commission to provide local planning in areas without municipal official plans.  I want 
to take a moment to talk about that recommendation.  We don’t see any advantage to shifting 
that role from the provincial government to a newly created entity or entities.  
  



Proposing new bodies to address municipal services has been a recurring theme in our province, 
due to the reluctance to address outdated boundaries.  Creating another new body would further 
undermine rural municipalities.  It also ignores the broader role of municipal planning, which 
includes a long-term local vision and resources to implement that vision. 
  
The current situation has not only been influenced by inadequate provincial land use policy; but 
also outdated municipal boundaries and unfair provincial property tax.  As we consider a new 
policy direction, the best path forward would address those issues. 
  

In the absence of province-wide municipal incorporation, the provincial government should 
establish stringent development controls that ensure development is for land uses that are 
appropriate to the area, based on clearly articulated policy objectives. Alternatively, the provincial 
government, in collaboration with municipalities, could explore the option of providing planning 
authority and resources to municipal governments to deliver local land use planning to 
unincorporated communities. 
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As the smallest and most densely populated province, 

municipal land use planning is not a luxury – it’s a 

necessity.

Town of Cornwall

 

 

As the smallest and most densely populated province, municipal land use planning is not a 
luxury; it is a necessity.   
 
Directing development to service centres will build the critical mass of towns and former 
villages.  This will help us expand and improve local services, keep existing businesses, attract 
new ones, and grow the rural population.   It will make more efficient use of existing municipal 
water supply and wastewater disposal systems, while reducing the risk of groundwater 
contamination in rural areas.    Planning will help build more resilient, efficient, and cohesive 
neighbourhoods and communities, while preserving the unique character and charm of rural 
Prince Edward Island. 
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Like many small islands, 
Prince Edward Island is 
highly vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change

Our island will be impacted by sea-level rise, severe 
weather events, storm surges, saltwater intrusion, 
and coastal erosion.  Planning can minimize the loss 
of property and public infrastructure due to climate 
change.

 

 

Like many small islands, we are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Our island 
will be impacted by sea-level rise, severe weather events, storm surges, saltwater intrusion, and 
coastal erosion. Integrating coastal zone management within land use policy is vital for securing 
a more sustainable future. Planning can minimize the loss of property and public infrastructure 
due to climate change. 
 
Planning also helps us control greenhouse gas emissions. 
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PEI recently set out a 20-year 
plan to become Canada’s first 
province to achieve net zero.  
Municipalities have an 
important role in achieving this 
target.

Planning can be a powerful tool to help reduce GHG 
emissions . . . Government will encourage the design of 
efficient and resilient communities through the development 
of a provincial land use policy.
Climate Change Action Plan for PEI - 2018

 

 

The provincial government recently set out a 20-year plan to become Canada’s first province to 
achieve net zero.  Municipalities have an important role in achieving this target.  We only have 
to look to our larger municipalities to see the potential of municipalities to deliver policies, 
programs and infrastructure that demonstrate innovation and long-term thinking, including 
initiatives to reduce GHG emissions.   
  
Wise planning decisions can increase the efficiency of homes and neighbourhoods – designing 
communities with pedestrians, cyclists, and public transit in mind is one example; capturing more 
passive solar energy is another.   In 2018, the Climate Change Action Plan for Prince Edward Island 
stated: 
 

“Planning can be a powerful tool to help reduce GHG emissions . . . Government will 
encourage the design of efficient and resilient communities through the development 
of a provincial land use policy.” 
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The 29 municipalities that have an 

official plan and bylaws are 

working to preserve the things we 

cherish about our Island and the 

things they love about their 

neighbourhoods and communities. 

The work they are doing will have 

lasting benefits for the 

environment, the economy and 

our quality of life.

 

 

We have a lot of work to do, but many important steps have already been taken.  The Task Force 
has provided advice to advance land use policy in its report, and considerable policy 
development work has been done by the Province since that time.  That work includes 
identification of broad provincial interests to serve as the foundation for provincial policy and 
future land use. 
  
The 29 municipalities that have an official plan and bylaws are working to preserve the things 
we cherish about our Island and the things they love about their neighbourhoods and 
communities.  They are preserving natural areas, including wildlife habitat, fragile areas, and our 
natural heritage.  They are maintaining green spaces and built heritage for public benefit, and 
the list goes on.  They have taken important steps that will have lasting benefits for the 
environment, the economy and our quality of life.    
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RECOMMENDATIONS

➢ Identify regulatory and tax policy changes that remove the 
incentive for sprawl outside municipal boundaries and strengthen 
municipal governments, including municipal planning capacity.

➢ Provide technical and financial resources to municipal 
governments to support and guide municipal planning.

➢ Identify stringent policies for areas without an official plan to limit
sprawl and direct development to serviced areas. Development
should only be permitted for land uses that are appropriate to the
area, based on broad provincial interests and modern land use
planning principles.

 

 

➢ Identify regulatory and tax policy changes that remove the incentive for sprawl outside 
municipal boundaries and strengthen municipal governments, including municipal 
planning capacity. 

  
➢ Provide technical and financial resources to municipal governments to support and 

guide municipal planning.   
  

➢ Identify stringent policies for areas without an official plan to limit sprawl and direct 
development to serviced areas.  Development should only be permitted for land uses that 
are appropriate to the area, based on broad provincial interests and modern land use 
planning principles. 
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➢ Develop a high-level comprehensive land use plan based on 

broad provincial interests, while maintaining municipal 

government authority for local land use planning.

➢ Expand the province’s professional land use planning 

resources.

➢ Establish interim measures to minimize speculative 

subdivision and development prior to implementation of the 

new policy framework.

➢ Engage and consult municipal governments throughout the 

process of modernizing the Planning Act and Regulations.

 

 

➢ Develop a high-level comprehensive land use plan based on broad provincial interests, 
while maintaining municipal government authority for local land use planning. 

  
➢ Establish interim measures to minimize speculative subdivision and development prior 

to implementation of the new policy framework. 
  
➢ Engage and consult municipal governments throughout the process of modernizing the 

Planning Act and Regulations. 
  
➢ Expand the province’s professional land use planning resources. 
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CBC PhotoPhoto by Scott Anderson

We can not restore the scenic landscapes that we have altered or 

bring back farmland that we have lost. We can not turn back the 

clock, but we can do things differently in the future.

 

 

The 1991 report (Issues Choices and Policy) that was mentioned earlier stated:  "land is our 
single most important asset, and its wise management for long term development is essential 
to our future economic security and lifestyle."    The report went on to say, "By slow 
incremental steps, the land is being transformed in a way which will eventually undo its 
ability to support us collectively."  
 
We cannot restore the scenic landscapes that we have altered or bring back farmland that we 
have lost.  We cannot turn back the clock, but we can do things differently in the future. 
 
Thank you 
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Contact Information

Federation of Prince Edward Island

1 Kirkdale Road

Charlottetown, PE

C1E 1R3

Tel:  902-566-1493

Email:  info@fpeim.ca

Website: fpeim.ca

Questions?

 

 

 

 


