
The City of Brampton’s new Heritage 
Heights Secondary Plan is a model of 
integrating energy and land use plan-
ning. It includes detailed policies for the 
development of a near net-zero carbon 
emission community. It is also backed by 
a Community Energy Plan that models 
the supply and use of energy by land use 
and activity and includes policy direc-
tion for implementation. Integrating 
energy policy clearly into every step of 
the planning process is intended to make 
sure that climate change mitigation is 
non-negotiable.

Identifying Local 
Pathways to Net Zero

Community energy planning considers 
all local energy flows that impact activi-
ties within a community, from supply 
through distribution to end use by con-
sumers. In addition to identifying actions 
to reduce energy use, emissions, and 
cost, community energy planning can 
help a community anticipate and prepare 
for changes in the energy marketplace 
outside their direct influence. A good 
example would be the rapid transition 
in the market from gasoline and diesel 
internal combustion vehicles to battery 
and plug-in hybrid electric vehicles.

For at least 15 years, municipalities 
across Canada have led the development 
of community energy plans (CEPs) to 
identify pathways to transformative 
urban emission reductions and enhanced 
energy system resilience. These plans 
necessarily focus on the major sources of 
emissions produced within urban munic-
ipalities: buildings and transportation. 
The challenge has been to implement 
CEPs through the land use planning 
process.

For a professional planner’s perspec-
tive, 2050 – the date by which Canada 
and many municipalities have pledged to 
achieve net-zero emissions – is unnerv-
ingly close. Municipalities in Ontario’s 
Greater Golden Horseshoe have just 
spent the better part of the last two years 
bringing their official plans into con-
formity with provincially mandated 2051 
population and employment targets. 
Communities and infrastructure planned 
today to accommodate growth (from 
nine to 14.9 million people) are the com-
munities and infrastructure that need to 
function with near net-zero emissions in 
2050. The convergence of climate and 
planning horizons make 2050 tangible.

Ontario municipalities currently 
integrate emission reduction targets and 

supportive policies and actions across 
official plans, secondary plans, and 
zoning by-laws under current planning 
legislative and policy requirements. These 
municipal policies can be supported 
by climate change master plans, energy 
management plans, and greenhouse gas 
inventories, etc.

Professional planners are on the front-
line of building climate-friendly cities for 
2050. Energy and emissions modelling 
for community energy planning includes 
the impact of community design and 
new construction on future emissions. 
If achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 
is the goal, all new development starting 
today must also seek to achieve net-zero 
emissions, as there is neither sufficient 
time, nor available financial and other 
resources for new development to be 
retrofitted in 30 years.

Net-zero secondary planning 
brings energy to local planning
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A Bias for Action
Brampton understands this risk. Their 

Community Energy and Emissions 
Reduction Plan (CEERP), unani-
mously endorsed by council in 2020, 
recommended all greenfield and major 
intensification areas for near net-zero 
emission development.

The Heritage Heights Community in 
north-west Brampton consists of approx-
imately 623 hectares (1,540 acres). This 
area was the last remaining unplanned 
greenfield area in Brampton and is 
expected to be home to approximately 
124,000 people and 43,000 jobs. The 
Secondary Plan was approved by council 
in April 2022. Brampton commissioned 
the Heritage Heights CEP to identify 
a pathway to achieving a near net-zero 
carbon future for the Heritage Heights 
Community. While CEPs have informed 
Official Plan policies across Ontario, 
their application at the secondary plan-
ning level is a new practice.

The purpose of the CEP was to inform 
the Heritage Heights Secondary Plan.

The Heritage Heights Secondary Plan 
policies will deliver significant reductions 
in energy-related carbon emissions com-
pared to a typical suburban community 
by using far fewer fossil fuels for cooling 
and heating and by incorporating local 
renewable energy. Building a climate-
friendly community today for 2050 
means that Brampton has an opportunity 
to lead the transformation of climate-
friendly city building in Ontario and 
Canada.

Net-Zero Secondary Planning
The Heritage Heights Secondary Plan 

area sustainability and climate objectives 
include:
• achieving a near net-zero carbon emis-

sions community;
• ensuring the land uses and built forms 

are located and designed to ensure the 
viability of integrated energy systems, 
where appropriate, within medium 
and high-density rise development;

• facilitating efficient energy genera-
tion and distribution systems, where 
appropriate, including district energy, 
within medium and high-density rise 
development;

• promoting building energy effi-
ciency and achieving higher levels of 
energy efficiency than required by the 
Ontario Building Code;

• maximizing opportunities for the use 
of transit, active transportation, and 
low-carbon vehicles, and reducing 
the reliance on vehicle travel for the 
movement of people and goods;

• promoting the neighbourhood and 
building design that maximizes 
opportunities for walking, cycling, 
and transit use and facilitates the effi-
cient delivery and use of energy;

• promoting the integration of green 
infrastructure into the built environ-
ment; and

• being prepared for and adapting to 
the impacts of climate change.
While many of these objectives and 

the policies that support them will be 
familiar to most urban centres, the more 
transformational policy implications 
relate to local energy supply.

Brampton’s CEERP identified that the 
use of natural gas to heat buildings con-
tributes 38 percent of Brampton’s GHG 
emissions. To reduce these emissions, the 
heating, cooling, and hot water needs 
of buildings must no longer heavily rely 
on natural gas or other fossil fuels. For 
low-density residential areas within the 
secondary planning area, this means that 
the installation of air-based heat pumps 
must be combined with supplementary 
solar thermal and electric induction heat-
ing – or other on-site renewables – to 
meet all heating, cooling, and hot water 
needs of buildings. No retail natural gas 
is planned.

For medium- and high-density 
residential, mixed-use, employment, 
civic, and institutional areas, this means 
that meeting heating, cooling, and hot 
water needs of buildings via district 
energy services. District energy systems 
facilitate the use of many kinds of low-
carbon energy sources, such as large 

solar-thermal arrays, biofuel boilers 
and combined heat and power, sewage 
waste heat recovery, geothermal arrays, 
and boilers using renewable electricity. 
Natural gas may be used as a transitional 
fuel to start. District energy systems are 
to be incorporated into all growth areas 
and all development is to be district 
energy ready.

At the tertiary or precinct planning 
stage, an Integrated Energy Strategy will 
be required to align with the recom-
mendations of the Heritage Heights 
CEP. Energy Management Plans will be 
required at the development approvals 
stage to demonstrate improved energy 
efficiency of site and building design. 
In the Secondary Plan, Brampton is 
committed to working with partners to 
develop a thermal energy utility to lead 
the development of district energy sys-
tems for greenfield development.

Despite the progress made in terms 
of rethinking the planning process to 
address energy, the plan for Heritage 
Heights is facing a challenge because of 
the revival of provincial plans for a new 
highway. Highway 413 would bisect 
Heritage Heights, replacing the city’s 
preferred option of a multi-modal urban 
boulevard and town centre concept. 
With their approval of the Secondary 
Plan, Brampton is upholding their net-
zero vision.

No Time to Waste
When detailed policies for energy 

supply and efficiency are included at the 
secondary plan level, new communi-
ties must be designed with net-zero 
emissions. The Heritage Heights CEP 
translates Brampton’s city-wide goals 
and targets as set out in the CEERP 
to neighbourhood-scale planning and 

Figure 1
Brampton model of energy and planning process
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Guidance for reducing emissions – When detailed policies for energy supply and efficiency are 
included at the secondary plan level, new communities must be designed with net-zero emissions.
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community design and development 
approvals. Such detailed guidance for 
reducing emissions provides clarity for all 
involved.

The following steps are recommended 
to other municipalities interested in inte-
grating energy and land use planning:
• 1. Create and adopt a municipal-

wide CEP – The CEP would include 
emissions targets, policies, and priori-
ties backed by council approval. The 
targets, policies, and priorities would 
direct all aspects of municipal respon-
sibility, including a corporate plan 
to reduce energy use, but it would 
especially inform land use planning. 
Energy and emissions reduction 
would be integrated into the official 
plan, from vision statement through 

policies for all land uses and all types 
of neighbourhoods.

• 2. Develop CEPs for secondary plan-
ning areas – Secondary plans that 
are informed by area-specific CEPs 
direct development to achieve energy 
and emissions targets. This is accom-
plished through detailed community 
design and modelling of energy sup-
ply and use.

• 3. Integrate energy strategy in 
tertiary planning areas – For each 
tertiary/block/precinct plan, use an 
integrated energy plan to confirm 
compliance of detailed master plans 
with secondary planning policy.

• 4. Require energy management plans 
for individual sites – Applications 
must demonstrate that they have 

met all requirements through energy 
management plans as part of the 
development review and approvals 
process.
Energy is being integrated into plan-

ning in real time in many different ways 
by municipalities across the country. 
Councils may be faced with approv-
ing secondary plans for new greenfield 
areas or major areas of redevelopment 
before municipal community-wide 
energy plans are in place or without 
staff resources for development review. 
District energy systems may not yet be 
online. It doesn’t matter. The regulatory 
context is in place and the next thing 
that you approve should be planned to 
achieve near net zero.  MW
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