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Cannabis in Canada: Changing Perspectives
In order to best understand how municipalities can best leverage and support the burgeoning
recreational cannabis industry, a review of how we got here is needed. Although Canada was
the first industrialized country to legalize cannabis for recreational use, it was not without its own
challenges. Something the federal and provincial governments continue to grapple with today.
After more than a century of cannabis prohibition, the Government of Canada* legalized
recreational cannabis through the passage of the Cannabis Act on October 17th, 2018. Prior to
this, cannabis had been illegal in Canada since 1923 when it was added to the The Opium and
Narcotic Drug Act, 1911 d
 uring a sitting of the Committee of the Whole to review the Act.
According to the records that are available, there was no substantive parliamentary debate
about cannabis, its effects, or the reasoning as to why it is being added. Rather, the health
minister of the day, Henri-Séverin Béland, briefly stated that “There is a new drug in the
schedule.''1 It was then that cannabis was officially made illegal and banned product, where still
to this day it is still not known as to why cannabis was placed on the list of prohibited drugs.
It was not until roughly a decade later that the first substantial debate on cannabis occurred in
parliament, where they discussed the manufacture, sale, and distribution of medicines
containing "small quantities" of banned drugs.2 During this Committee of the Whole, MP Ernest
Lapointe asked the then Minister of Health, “What is cannabis sativa?”, and the Minister replied
“Hitherto this was a drug which was not included in the list which might be used. It is one form of
the drug used in India which, I believe, goes under the popular name of hashish. There is no
objection to the use of it”. It was then the federal government allowed the use of small quantities
of cannabis and hemp for medical use. This growing level of tolerance in Canada was quickly
overcome by an onset of panic in both American and Canadian households. Under the influence
of American media campaigns, which were taken up by Canadian newspapers, the attitude of
federal parliamentarians towards the drug would become less and less tolerant. Most notably
was the propaganda film Reefer Madness, which sought to portray the idea that evil marijuana
dealers lurked in public schools, waiting to entice their children into a life of crime and
degeneracy.3
Fast forward 40 years later, where due to growing public concerns of substance use during the
1960’s, Pierre Elliott Treudeau’s governing Liberal government appointed the Commission of
Inquiry Into the Non-Medical Use of Drugs. In its final report, The Le Dain Report, the
commission concluded that there was zero science to back criminal sanctions for cannabis
possession. Therefore, they recommended that cannabis possession should be decriminalized.
1
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Although this royal commission put decriminalization on the table, cannabis continued to be
illegal across Canada.
It wasn't until 2000, where the cannabis discussion was reopened as a result of a court decision
in Ontario. R. V. Parker was a case brought forward by an epileptic man who could only
alleviate his seizures and pain through the use of cannabis. The court found that the prohibition
on cannabis was unconstitutional as it did not include an exemption for medical use. As a result
of the court invalidating the cannabis prohibition law, the Government of Canada introduced the
Marijuana Medical Access Regulations (MMAR). This was introduced to correct the invalidations
the court found with the previous prohibition, and provided Canadians with access to medical
cannabis if other therapies were deemed ineffective. This legislation was eventually replaced in
2014 by the Marihuana for Medical Purposes Regulations (MMPR). It was under this regime
where the first licensed producers (LP’s) regulated by Health Canada emerged. This, combined
with the Liberal Party of Canada’s campaign promise to legalize cannabis, led to the birth of
what we know as today’s cannabis industry.
On April 13, 2017, the Cannabis Act (Bill C-45) was introduced in the House of Commons by the
Minister of Justice at the time, Jody Wilson- Raybould. The proposed legislation aimed to
balance legalizing the production, distribution, and sale of cannabis for recreational purposes
with protecting public health and safety. The legislation received Royal Assent on June 21,
2018, and on October 17, 2018, Canada ended nearly 100 years of prohibition and became the
first G7 country to fully legalize recreational cannabis use. Dried and fresh cannabis, cannabis
oil, cannabis seeds, and cannabis accessories became available for sale. Subject to
provincial/territorial restrictions, Canadian adults aged 18 and older are now legally able to,
among other things, possess up to 30 grams of legal cannabis (dried or equivalent in non-dried
form) in public, share up to 30 grams of legal cannabis with other adults, grow cannabis from
licensed seeds or seedlings, and make cannabis products (such as food and drinks) at home.
The Federal Government took a phased approach in terms of which products would be made
available for sale. This was driven by two things: allowing the market time to develop cannabis
derived products and ensuring Health Canada had the processes in place to test, monitor, and
evaluate products. On October 17, 2019, edibles, topicals, and extracts were legalized where
licensed producers can begin submitting their edible and topical products to Health Canada.
Currently there are 264 federal license holders in Canada as of November 2019 (A federal
licence is required to cultivate, process and sell cannabis for medical or non-medical purposes).
4
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Cannabis in Ontario: From Public to Private
With cannabis legalization now introduced, each province and territory was responsible for
developing its own regulations and market approach for the sale and distribution of cannabis. In
the case of Ontario, the Wynne Liberal Government approached the legalization of cannabis the
same way it was handling alcohol. That is establishing the framework via the Alcohol and
Gaming Commision of Ontario (AGCO), whereby a single retailer would handle the sale and
distribution of cannabis. This would take the form of the Ontario Cannabis Store (OCS), with
locations being created along the same viens as would Liquor Control Board of Ontario (LCBO)
sites. Their plan was to have approximately 150 brick-and-mortar stores by 2020, as well an
online sales service that would launch July 2018. However, with a change in government
following the provincial election of 2017, the public approach for cannabis sales was scrapped
for a more private market approach. The newly elected Progessive Conservatives led by Doug
Ford, announced that they would introduce a system for online sales through the Ontario
Cannabis Store (OCS) to meet the federal government's deadline of October 17, 2017. The
government also committed to access via private retailers by the following spring.
Figure 1: Ontario’s Cannabis Retail Regulation Landscape, 2018

Under the new plan:
● The Ontario Cannabis Store does not operate any storefronts, but provides an online
channel to ensure safe home delivery of cannabis products.
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●
●
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●

The OCS also acts as a wholesale supplier for private retailers, where the Ontario
Cannabis Retail Corp. is the wholesale provider of cannabis in the province.
Cannabis will be sold in private stores, which will open in April 2019.
There will be no cap on the number of private weed dispensaries, however retail
operators will be limited on how many stores they can operate.
Municipalities can opt out of having a retail store.
Federally licensed producers (Aurora, Canopy, Tilray etc) will be limited to having one
retail location in the province.
Public consumption will align with the Smoke Free Ontario Act, meaning people will be
able to consume cannabis where they can consume tobacco.
The Alcohol and Gaming Commission of Ontario will oversee the licensing of retail
stores through a lottery system. Applicants must meet the following pre-qualifications
requirements:
○ Letter of Confirmation – Cash or Cash Equivalents Capacity
■ confirm the Applicant is in good standing and has the financial capacity
necessary to obtain $250,000 in Cash or Cash Equivalents.
○ Letter of Confirmation – Commitment to Provide Letter of Credit
■ The Letter of Confirmation must confirm the Applicant has the financial
capacity necessary to obtain a Standby Letter of Credit in the amount of
$50,000 and that the Letter of Credit will be provided within five (5)
business days of the Applicant being notified of their selection
○ Confirmation that the Applicant has secured retail space

This lottery system implemented by the Ford government faced strong criticism within its first
year of operation as only 24 stores were opened.5 Even with a second lottery held, critics have
held that the province has moved too slowly and can't compete with the black market. As well,
applicants expressed their frustration with the difficulty in securing a license through this system.
After nearly two years of harsh criticism and a continuing black market, the Ford government
announced in the Fall of 2019 that they would be scrapping the lottery system in favour of an
open allocation model. The major changes that were announced include:
●
●
●
●
●
●
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Eliminating the temporary cap on the number of private stores
Cancelling the pre-qualification requirements for prospective retailers
Retail operators would be allowed to own a maximum of 30 cannabis stores in 2020,
increasing to a total of 75 by Sept. 2021.
Licensed Producers will now be able to open up a storefront at one of their production
facilities
Retailers will also be permitted to sell cannabis-related items like magazines and
cookbooks.
Allowing authorized retail stores to sell cannabis products online or over the phone for
pick-up by the consumer in-store, which is known as click-and-collect.

Financial Post. These cannabis hopefuls bled money waiting for Ontario to change its tune on retail. December 13, 2019.
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Considerations for Economic Developers
1. What is the history of cannabis in my community? Is there one?
2. Has my community opt-out of cannabis stores?
a. If not, are there any currently proposed?
3. Has any prospective applicant been denied through the lottery system?
4. What does the open allocation system mean for my community?
a. Can we expect an influx of stores now? Rather than a constant stream?
5. Are there any licensed producers in my community?
a. If yes, how would a storefront at their production facility impact my community?

Retail Cannabis and its First Year
In the year following the legalization of non-medical cannabis in Canada, the retail non-medical
cannabis market has grown considerably, with retailers of legal cannabis establishing more than
400 brick-and-mortar stores and registering close to $1 billion in online and retail store sales.6
The data that will be shown, highlights the role that access to a physical location plays in the
performance of the retail cannabis industry.
Ontario cannabis retailers led sales at the provincial level, contributing $217 million to the sector
from October 2018 to September 2019 (per capita sales of $15), followed by Alberta ($196
million and per capita sales of $45) and Quebec ($195 million and per capita sales of $23).7
Other than British Columbia (per capita sales of $10), Ontario has the lowest per capita sales
among the provinces and territories in Canada. This may be explained in part by the regulatory
frameworks established by each provincial and territorial government. A variety of factors may
influence access to cannabis in a given region including the administrative and operational
steps required to establish a cannabis retail store (which may affect the pace at which new
outlets are able to open for business), the immediate or staggered entry of retail operations over
the course of the year, competition from illegal markets, the density and distribution of the
population and of stores in a given region, demographic and income factors, disruptions in the
supply chain, and differences in the regulatory approaches pursued by regional governments.
Prior to legalization Ontario shifted from its planned public retail model to a hybrid model,
permitting a first wave of private brick-and-mortar stores to open in April 2019. Despite the lag
in the introduction of private retail stores, and despite having fewer stores (Ontario ranked 5th in
the country with 24 stores in July 2019), the province has since surpassed Alberta in total retail
sales from cannabis stores.8
One way to examine Canadians’ increasing access to cannabis products is to estimate the
distance from households to retail cannabis stores. The population-weighted average distance
6
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7
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between Canadians and the nearest cannabis store was 34 km in July 2019, nearly half the
distance observed in March (66 km). As of July 2019, 45% of Canadians live within 10 km of a
cannabis store, while 30% live within 5 km, and 19% live within 3 km. However, only 33% of
Ontarians lived within 10 km of a cannabis store in July 2019 due to the later roll-out of the
province’s private retail outlets. Only 9 % of Ontarians live within 3 km of a cannabis store, the
lowest levels across the province. This is in part due to the change in retail model, but also
provides an opportunity for private retailers to now fill the gap in their community.
Online sales were relatively stable over the observation period, however the share of online
sales from cannabis stores steadily declined from 43.4% in October 2018 to 5.9% of sales in
September 2019 due to the increase in the number of physical cannabis stores and their sales.9
Online sales represented 13.3% of total sales from cannabis stores since legalization.
These numbers reflect that consumers prefer to access cannabis through a brick and mortar
store rather than online. An interesting trend given the rise of e-commerce and online shopping.
Considerations for Economic Developers
6. Is my community and political leadership aware of the economic impacts of retail
cannabis?
7. Do residents in my community have reasonable access to cannabis products?
8. How can my community balance physical access to cannabis while at the same time
ensuring public safety?
9. If my community does not have a physical store, are they increased risks of imparied
driving or continuance of the black market?

Cannabis Production And Its Impacts On Municipal Infrastructure
Like every other good that is bought and sold in our economy, certain inputs are required for
cannabis production. This includes things like capital, land/buildings, and labour, but it also
includes things like water, energy, and ways to handle its production waste. Here we will take a
look at cannabis production, the resources it uses, and how it can impact municipal
infrastructure.

Water
The production of cannabis requires large volumes of water, particularly where cannabis is
cultivated outdoors when water use may increase as a result of weather conditions. Industry
estimates indicate that a cannabis plant needs approximately 22 litres of water a day; in
comparison, a wine-producing grape plant uses approximately 12 litres a day.10 Water used in
cannabis production must meet strict quality standards in order to satisfy the demands of rapid
9
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maturation and high yields. As a result, cannabis facilities may be faced with consistency issues
as they relate to the quality of irrigation water, which will depend on the nature and location of
their water sources. Where an aquifer is depleted, fungus and bacteria can more easily enter a
facility through contaminated water. This may be problematic because foliage and root fungal
diseases that affect cannabis plants tend to thrive in the warm and humid conditions of grow
facilities. There are different ways in which producers can improve the quality of water, including
carbon filtering, reverse osmosis and ultraviolet sterilization. Another issue the producers must
keep in mind is water conservation. In California, studies have suggested that irrigation for
outdoor grow operations are having significant impacts on local watersheds as a result of the
diversion of water for cannabis production. In this case water permits are required to divert
water from either surface or groundwater sources, where regulators closely monitor impacts to
local watersheds.11
This is of particular concern for economic developers and the municipalities which either have
production facilities and/or those who are seeking to attract them. First, municipalities must
simply be able to provide municipal water service to cannabis producers. This is typically not an
issue for large or medium urban communities as they already have municipal water
infrastructure that services their residents and businesses. Through Development Charges and
water rates, municipalities are typically able to recover the costs of the infrastructure and the
amount of water used. However, for smaller and rural communities, water may not be a service
that is already provided where residents and businesses rely on a well system. If there is water
servicing, the municipality may not be in a position to provide the level of servicing needed, let
alone recover the costs associated with it.
Second and most importantly, is a question of whether or not a municipality has the capacity to
meet the water demands of cannabis production. Many communities, particularly in
Southwestern Ontario, are what is referred to as “groundwater communities”. Rather than
pulling from a large body of water, groundwater communities rely on rain and melted snow that
seeps into open spaces and cracks in soil and rock (in many cases this collection of water
becomes an aquifer which is where communities pull their water from). This is the case for the
City of Guelph, which is one of the largest Canadian cities to rely almost exclusively on
groundwater for its drinking water supply. For the City of Guelph and all other municipalities that
rely on groundwater, there is only a finite amount available.
With all that being said, producers and municipalities have found creative solutions to minimize
water usage in cannabis production. With production in an old Hershey’s chocolate factory in
Smiths Falls, Ontario, and greenhouses across the country, Canopy Growth is one of Canada’s
largest cannabis producers. As such, they recognize the amount of water cannabis needs in the
production and have made it a strategic principle to reduce their water intake where possible.
With different facilities across Canada, their approach to reducing water usage was unique to
each particular site. For example, underneath three of their greenhouses in the Niagara region
11
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are cisterns that collect and contain water, while at the same time harvesting rainwater from the
rooftop gutters.12 At its Vancouver greenhouses it uses outdoor retention ponds, while collecting
the rainwater from the grounds surrounding those ponds. Where they are unable to collect or
retain water, as is this case at the Hershey plant, they adjust lighting intensities to minimize the
amount of water plants transpire and, in turn, volumes consumed.13 While Aurora Cannabis,
another of Canada’s largest producers, doesn’t grow near the Great Lakes, the company is
well aware of its water footprint and has implemented measures such as water recirculation,
rainwater harvesting, and retaining ponds at several of its sites and is looking to extend
them company-wide.14

Considerations for Economic Developers
10. Is water consumption a contentious issue in my community?
11. What is the level of water capacity in my community?
12. What level of water servicing can be provided (if any)?
13. What solutions does my community support/provide for businesses that seek to
reduce their water use?

Wastewater
Depending on production methods, cannabis grow operations may generate effluent containing
growth nutrients and pesticides, which could have potentially adverse environmental impacts on
local ecosystems. Wastewater discharges can result from all three methods of cannabis
production (indoor, greenhouse, or outdoor) as well as during the manufacturing and extraction
of cannabis products. However, indoor and greenhouse production facilities are typically set up
to limit the amount of water that is not reused, thereby reducing effluent discharge volumes
compared to outdoor production.
Depending on the type of cannabis production facility, there are different contaminants of
concern for municipalities:
Cultivation Facilities15
Concerns are largely related to substances used to optimize plant growth. A number of these
substances can be harmful to the biological processes at a wastewater treatment plant:
● Nitrates
● Phosphorus
● Pesticides
● Total suspended solids

Water Canada. Cannabis Legalization Spurs a Need for Targeted Wastewater Treatment. D
 ecember 18, 2018
Ibid
14
Ibid
15
Alberta Capital Region Wastewater Commission. Cannabis Wastewater Fact Sheet.
12
13

8

Extraction Facilities16
These facilities use solvents to extract cannabinoid oils from the cannabis plants. These
solvents pose an explosion risk within the sewer transmission lines of municipalities:
● Hexane
● Alcohols
Similar to issues of water capacity, municipalities needed to understand what their ability is to
manage and/or process the type of effluent generated by the cannabis industry. In many cases,
communities simply do not have the wastewater treatment capacity to service their residents
and businesses, let alone a cannabis facility. This is highlighted by the reality that some
production sites in communities with wastewater treatment are treating their effluent on site to
meet municipal standards. While those in communities without it, look to ship their effluent to
neighboring communities that have capacity. For those that treat the effluent onsite, the
discharge that results from that may still not meet municipal standards. For example, the use of
reverse osmosis to purify water can result in a high concentration of brine, which poses
difficulties for removal at water treatment plants. While the use of cleaning agents can result in
high levels of contaminants in wastewater discharges. As a result, producers may need
environmental approvals to discharge effluent or to monitor operations to ensure compliance
with applicable effluent discharge requirements or restrictions.
Even when facilities are able to get their effluent up to municipal standards, the volume of
discharge poses a challenge for municipalities. Depending on the level of wastewater, where in
the case of the Alberta Capital Region it is anything greater than 1,000m3/day, facilities may
require a permit or enter into what is called an “Overstrength Agreement” with the municipality.
This type of agreement would establish the terms of the wastewater discharge, while ensuring
the municipality is not financially burdened with the increased servicing. These are standard
practice across most communities in Ontario, however the terms and conditions vary based on
the local capacity.
Just as companies have found innovative solutions to reducing their water consumption, they
have also sought ways to get their effluent to municipal standards and reduce it. Aurora
Mountain, a 55,000 square-foot indoor facility north of Calgary, is treating wastewater with an
aerobic waste digester supplied by Vancouver-based Micron Waste Technologies. The system
digests the waste and denatures the spent water to remove active pharmaceutical ingredients
and other impurities. This leaves water that is clean enough to meet all municipal effluent
standards, where it can be reused for irrigation or could even be poured down the drain.17
Considerations for Economic Developers
14. What is the level of wastewater treatment in my community? Is there any?

16
17

Ibid
Water Canada. Cannabis Legalization Spurs a Need for Targeted Wastewater Treatment. December 18, 2018
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15. What is the current capacity of your community’s wastewater? How much more
wastewater can it take on? Could it support a production facility in a neighboring
community that has no municipal treatment ?
16. Does my community have any current overstrength agreements or permits in regards to
wastewater in place?
17. Are there any wastewater companies in my community that are attempting to or have
addressed this issue that can support the cannabis industry?

Electricity
The cultivation of cannabis is an energy intensive activity, particularly for the indoor production
of cannabis which requires high-intensity lighting, air conditioners, and dehumidifiers to regulate
humidity and temperature. The Northwest Power and Conservation Council has calculated that
it takes approximately 5,000 kWh to produce (indoors) one kilogram of cannabis product – put
into context, this is the same amount of energy an average Canadian household would use in 4
months.18 The greenhouse cultivation of cannabis is much less energy intensive, resulting in a
smaller energy footprint yet still significant in comparison to other industries. Energy use and
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions are increasingly a concern for municipalities as they begin to
implement climate change initiatives, where some have committed themselves to achieving
carbon neutrality or net zero.
Now it terms of servicing, municipalities do not directly provide electricity to residents or
businesses where that is left to the applicable utility company. However, municipalities need to
be aware of the capacity or level of electricity that is available to companies in their
communities. For larger communities or communities who have/had a high energy usage
industry, this is typically not an issue. However for smaller communities or those who do not
have a history of heavy industry (rural and farming communities), access to the level of
electricity needed poses a challenge. For example, the Independent Electricity System Operator
(IESO) expects power demand to double by 2025 in the Windsor-Essex Region (particularly in
the Leamington area), due to the growing cannabis production occurring there.19 To the point
where the IESO has recently recommended that a new transmission line be established to meet
growing demand. This is great for those communities who may have existing greenhouse or
heavy industries, but those looking to attract cannabis production facilities may run into issues
and significant timelines when looking at bringing capacity to their municipality.
Although these challenges exist, cannabis producers and other actors have actively sought
ways to reduce their energy use and thereby their carbon footprint. For these companies, it is
not just about the environment (although it is an important factor) but also the bottom line.
Indoor cannabis growing operations can be heavily energy dependent. From high-powered light
bulbs that consume large amounts of electricity, to heavy-duty heating, ventilation and
Selina Lee-Anderson. Spotlight on Cannabis – Part 2: Taking a Closer Look at the Environmental Costs of Cannabis Cultivation.
October 16, 2018
19
Independent Electricity System Operator (IESO) 18-Month Outlook: An Assessment of the Reliability and Operability of the
Ontario Electricity System. M
 arch 21, 2018
18
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air-conditioning systems that control a grow room’s climate, power bills can be large. As a result,
new innovative tech companies have emerged that are developing ways in which to reduce
usage and costs. LumiGrow Inc. is a company based out of Emeryville, California and have
focused their efforts on how artificial lighting systems reduce both energy usage and costs. Its
LED lighting systems are designed to reduce energy costs by up to 50 per cent compared to the
industry standard high-pressure sodium lights.20 For Canopy Growth, rather than switch out their
light bulbs, they take advantage of Canada’s cold climate. Heat created by those high-pressure
sodium grow-lamps is transferred to water, which is then piped outside. The outdoor
temperature difference, combined with a glycol-based system, cools the water. Then it is run
back into the building where the colder pipes sap excess humidity from the air before again
pulling heat from the lights.21
Considerations for Economic Developers
18. What is the local utility that would be responsible for servicing a potential production
facility? Can it provide the level of servicing needed? Or does it require upgrades or
would need to approach the IESO?
19. Does my community have existing industrial buildings with the level of electricity
servicing needed?
20. Does my local utility or municipality have energy audit programs?

Solid Waste
Finally, waste from both cannabis production and consumption has posed a challenge for
municipalities. It has been reported that in Washington state (where the legal marijuana industry
has been operating since 2014), the industry had generated 1.7 million pounds of plant waste
as of 2017, a significant amount of which is being disposed in landfills rather than being
composted. While composting is encouraged for handling plant waste, the composting process
can take months and requires a significant amount of space. As a result of these limitations,
producers have so far relied on mixing plant waste with other waste in order to dispose of it in
landfills.
For municipalities, there are two types of production waste that are of concern:22
Liquid Cannabis Waste
● Wastes from cannabis flowers, trim and solid plant material used to create a cannabis
extract;
● Flammable solvents or chemicals used in the production of retail cannabis concentrate
or extract; and
● Discarded cannabis plant waste, spent solvents and laboratory wastes from any
cannabis processing or laboratory testing
20
21

22
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Ibid
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Solid Cannabis Waste
● Non-hazardous solid cannabis waste generated from homegrown cannabis, medical
cannabis, retail cannabis and cannabis products
● Compostable Mixed Waste
○ This goes to a Class I or II Compost Facility or Anaerobic digester
● Non-compostable mixed waste
○ This goes to a Class I or II Landfill
Figure 2: Municipalities and cannabis packaging recycling

As Canada’s cannabis industry continues to accelerate within only a year of legalization, it has
also begun to accelerate one output that has become a concern for both consumers and
municipalities: packaging waste. Specifically, the issue is the hard-to-recycle plastics that
typically make up the cannabis packaging consumers (and municipalities) end up dealing with.
According to industry experts, it is estimated that nearly 10,000 tons of packaging waste was
generated in the first year of legalization. Most of which was destined for landfills, instead of
recycling bins.23 To put it another way, every 3.5 grams of cannabis sold comes with up to 78
grams of plastic packaging. 24A significant contributing factor to this, is that cannabis packaging
is faced with a long and rigid set of federal regulations and producers had limited time in which
to navigate them. The containers must have a matte finish, opaque or translucent, be

23

Marijuana Business Daily Canada has a cannabis packaging problem: Here’s what businesses are doing about it. O
 ctober 23,
2019.
24
Ibid
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child-resistant, and even so far as to forbid certain kinds of ink.25 As Hilary Black, the Chief
Advocacy Officer for Canopy Growth, explains, “It has to be child proof. It has to be smell proof.
It has to be waterproof, and it has to be food-grade. To meet all of those requirements, we
ended up with multi-materials in the packaging, and that’s the thing that makes it difficult to
recycle because it requires manual separation. Our municipal recycling programs and facilities
are not able to handle that”.26
However there seems to be some confusion among both municipalities and producers as to
what can be recycled. With many proclaiming that they are able to recycle empty plastic
cannabis containers (with the exception of black containers due to issues with sensor
technologies in many municipalities optical sorter processes) if consumers simply placed them
in the blue bins.27
Many Canadian cannabis producers, including Redecan, 7Acres, Canopy and Aurora, use black
plastic containers, however they indicated that the colour is not the issue. Rather it has to do
with the multi-materials that make up the cannabis containers. Black elaborates stating that,
“Even if it wasn’t black, it still wouldn’t be able to be recycled at municipal recycling stations.
Because they are composed of several materials, it would require manual separation, and that’s
just too complicated a process, and just isn’t available at most municipal recycling facilities.”28
As with other environmental concerns that affect the cannabis industry, companies have sought
creative ways in which to fill the “recycling gap” in many communities. Packaging Naturally,
based in Leamington, Ontario, offers cannabis producers the ability to package their products in
containers made from recycled organic materials. Not only is it recyclable, but if the packaging
ends up in the landfill, it takes roughly 30 days for it to degrade compared to hundreds if not
thousands of years for traditional plastics. Nitrotin, based in Kelowna, BC, offers producers the
ability to ship their products in aluminum containers which is easier to recycle that typical
plastics.29 TerraCycle teamed up with Ontario-based Tweed to launch the cannabis industry’s
first nationwide recycling program. The program signs up retail partners, who receive a
collection box for their store. Retailers ship any plastic containers they collect to TerraCycle, at
the expense of the retailer. TerraCycle, which specializes in hard-to-recycle materials, melts
down the plastics it receives into pellets that can be transformed into new products.The
recycling program had collected 31,204 lbs of cannabis packaging through Sept. 30.30
Considerations for Economic Developers
21. Are consumers and retailers in my community aware of how the municipality can handle
cannabis packaging?
25

Global News Why rigid federal rules make marijuana containers really hard to recycle. M
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Ibid
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Ibid
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22. What cannabis packaging can my municipality currently recycle?
a. Is black packaging an issue?
23. Are there any current retailers in my community that have recycling programs or
collections boxes?
a. If so, who are their partners?
24. Are there any companies in my community that are tackling this issue?

Land Use Implications
In addition to creating potential conflicts for municipal infrastructure, cannabis production and
processing can also create the potential for land use conflicts within a community. Municipalities
through the Planning Act have various tools to help control these issues.

Zoning By-law
One of the key tools available to municipalities to regulate the location of cannabis production
facilities are zoning by-laws. Determining the appropriate land use designations has been a
challenge for municipalities in an attempt to control potential conflicts. Within Ontario, there are
three styles of production facilities that municipalities are tasked with regulating to help achieve
economic and community goals. These include outdoor grow operations using traditional
farming techniques, greenhouse growing, and indoor hydroponic operations that take place in
industrial looking facilities.
Municipalities have taken on a variety of approaches to regulate these different cannabis
production facilities. Some have passed interim control by-laws prohibiting the use for up to one
year allowing for further investigation, others have distinguished between medical and
recreational and limited the maximum size of a facility. Setbacks from sensitive uses or zones
have been a popular approach. For example Niagara-on-the-Lake has a 300 metre setback
from sensitive uses if no air treatment is in place, this is decreased to 150 m if there is an air
treatment system. These setbacks are in addition to any requirements from Health Canada.
Appendix A contains a summary of zoning by-laws in place by 14 municipalities which was
completed by Haldimand County in early 2019.31
Another key tool municipalities have at their disposal is the implementation of site plan control.
Site plan control allows municipalities to control the development of site to ensure issues such
as fire protection, drainage, parking, grading and buffering are addressed. The process requires
the use of qualified consultants and additional fees are generally required by the municipality.
Site plan control also requires site plan applicants to submit securities to the municipality. Some
municipalities collect secruities for air treatment systems to ensure they are installed as stated in
the site plan. It would seem that municipalities that have not implemented site plan control have
made themselves more attractive to potential cannabis as the process can take three to six
months to complete.
31
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When it comes to regulating outdoor production sites, municipalities are required to apply “the
crop is a crop” approach guided by the Province where outdoor cannabis production is
permitted the same way any other crop is, meaning no zoning controls can be applied to
outdoor growing. Development of processing facilities, greenhouses or indoor production sites
would be subject to the provisions of the zoning by-law and site plan control if in place. From a
retail perspective aside from opting in or out of recreational sales municipalities have limited say
in retail locations as the AGCO is the approval authority for retail sales.

Potential Land Use Conflicts
While there is the ability to control cannabis production through zoning by-laws and or site plan
control there are new land uses conflicts that have been created by the cannabis industry in
Ontario. Odour is an apparent concern although there is a variety of filtration systems that can
be used for indoor production facilities, there are no systems for outdoor production. Light
pollution is another issue, but only specific to greenhouse operations. This has created disputes
between neighbours where residential uses or businesses are located in close proximity to a
cannabis production facility.
The growth of the industry has created a surge in the average cost of agricultural lands. For
example in Leamington where previously the economy was negatively impacted by the closure
of a Heinz Ketchup processing plant there has been a large number of cannabis growing
facilities starting production. As a result, the average price per acre for unimproved farmland
between 25 and 200 acres rose from $8,000 in 2013 to $30,000 in 2018. The average price per
acre for improved greenhouse operations jumped from $150,000 to $250,000 during that period
as well housing costs increased with the new influx of workers.32 This impacts more traditional
farmers with land values increasing, many are moving away from traditional crops to cannabis
due to escalating prices.33 The barriers to entry are much higher for newer farmers or people
trying to expand operations. This creates further complications for the agricultural community
where the average age of a farm operator is now 55.34
Long term impacts on agricultural land in Ontario must also be considered. Through the
Provincial Policy Statement, farmland is protected in Ontario, but cannabis production facilities
are an agricultural use. This has led to many new greenhouses and indoor production facilities
being constructed on prime agricultural lands. Cannabis production does provide a new
agricultural opportunity, but if the facilities are no longer in use or needed, this agricultural land
may no longer be farmable. This could slowly create a food security issue as lands are taken
away from food production for cannabis production.
Considerations for Economic Developers
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25. What businesses and other uses might be impacted by the location of a cannabis
operation?
26. What impacts would a cannabis operation have in agricultural areas?

Labour
The cannabis industry has implications for local job markets. The sector has created new
employment opportunities, in many cases in rural areas that typically had higher unemployment
rates. The experience of Smiths Falls and Canopy Growth Corporation demonstrates this with
about 1,300 employees now working at a previously shuttered food processing facility.35
Some municipalities are experiencing employment rates less than 4%, and the new demand for
skilled and unskilled labour market has led to a competition for employees. The top talent in
Agricultural science, horticulture, genetics, engineering, automation are now working for
cannabis companies, many being lured away from traditional crop producers.36 There are also
issues securing unskilled labour as production facilities are located in rural communities without
public transportation or require a police record check which can impact both skilled and
unskilled job seekers.
A scan of cannabis related postings on Indeed.ca found a range of different skills (unskilled and
skilled) for the harvesting, processing, supply chain, sales, retail and regulatory aspects of the
industry.
Table 1 Scan of Cannabis Postings on Indeed.ca December 10th 2019

Business

Community

Position

Comments

Cravo Equipment

Brantford

Business Development
Manager

Greenhouse tech sales

Aphria

Leamington

Manufacturing
Associate

Packaging/processing

Motif Labs

Alymer

Extraction Operations
Supervisor

Skilled

Sundial Growers
Inc

Toronto

Key Partnership
Manager

Sales/accounting experience

35
36

Inside Ottawa Valley ‘Envy of Ontario’: Cannabis-infused Chocolate Signals Return to Smiths Falls’s Roots December 13, 2019
London Free Press Boom Times Here in Canada’s Cannabis Belt J une 7, 2019

16

Thrive Cannabis

Jarvis

Director of Operations

Skilled

CCS Green

Brantford

Sr Director Regulatory
Affairs

Skilled, point of contact for Health
Canada

MyBud Inc

London

Chief Technology
Officer

Skilled

Canopy Growth
Operations

Toronto

Program Manager

Skilled

Aurora Cannabis

Toronto

Director, Partnerships

skilled

AGCO

Gananoque

Compliance Official

Skilled, public service

Canopy Growth
Corporation

Smiths Falls

Director Business
Planning

Skilled, supply chain

Aphria

Leamington

Sr Manager of
Regulatory Affairs

Skilled 10 years+

Tilray

Petrolia

Manufacturing Lead

Harvesting

Aphria

Leamington

Oil Extraction
Associate-Refinement

Processing

Corner Cannabis

Burlington

Team Leader

Retail

Canopy Growth
Corporation

Toronto

Director Global
Strategic Regulatory
Affairs

Skilled, 10 year + export

WeedMD RX Inc

Aylmer

Extraction Manager

Processing

17

Mera Cannabis

St Thomas

Quality Assurance &
Regulatory Affairs
Manager

Skilled 6 years

Helping to keep up with the new demand for labour are new programs for the Cannabis industry
with Niagara College, Durham College and University of Guelph offering programs in
commercial cannabis production.
Considerations for Economic Developers
27. Is there available skilled and unskilled labour in my community that could support the
cannabis industry?
28. Are there other industries that will be impacted by competition? Or an opportunity to
retrain laid-off employees?

Business Support Systems
The growth of the cannabis industry is notable given the limited business support in place, but
this seems to be slowly changing as sources of funding such as government programs and
financial institutions are warming to the industry.
There are two big factors still working against the cannabis industry, the illegal background to it
and that the industry is still in its infancy with many companies in operation under three years
thus lacking financial information. As a result the cannabis industry has been largely ignored by
charter banks and businesses have not been eligible for most government programming. Farm
Credit Canada has funded cannabis production and there are other business groups that can
help cannabis start-ups. One example is Leaf Forward, which is a global launchpad for cannabis
innovation and through its business accelerator program and venture fund it can invest up to
$75 000, time and expertise into promising early stage cannabis startups.37
Some municipalities have been working to support cannabis. For example The Elgin County
Economic Development office presented “Cannabiz” a full day seminar on weed growing
workforces and opportunities in the region with speakers from Canopy Growth Corporation,
Niagara College, and a catering company.
Considerations for Economic Developers
29. Is there programming that can be developed to support cannabis related businesses?

37

Leaf Forward Apply to the Leaf Forward Accelerator 2018
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Community Perception
Community perception has varied widely throughout the Province. In terms of use Cannabis
Stats Hub reports that 16.9% of Ontarians or roughly 2 Millions people have used cannabis in
the past three months. At a Federal level, Statistics Canada has performed wastewater testing
of select cities in Canada with Toronto ranking 3rd far behind Montreal and first place Halfiax
when it came to THC load per capita.38
It does seem that most municipalities wanted to take advantage of the economic impacts or
funding associated with the Ontario Cannabis Legalization Implementation Fund with only 76 of
the 415 communities listed on the AGCO’s website opting out of retail sales. At some level this
represents an acknowledgment that citizens will want to access cannabis within their own
community.
There is potential for increased municipal property tax revenue. The Municipal Property
Assessment Corporation (MPAC) has the task of assessing and classifying properties used by
the cannabis industry in Ontario. For properties that are only growing it would be assessed in
the farm tax class. If processing or manufacturing is introduced on-site the industrial and
commercial classifications could be applied. Industrial assessed properties are usually desirable
for municipalities as they typically pay the highest rate which lowers the burden off of other
classes such as the residential tax class. It should be noted that if a former industrial property is
repurposed for only growing and no other value added activities are taking place at the site, the
facility would be assessed at the farm tax class meaning a property previously assessed in the
industrial tax class could go from what is typically the highest rate in a municipality to a
maximum of 25% of the respective residential rate for a municipality.39 Development Charges
(DCs) are another potential source of revenue for Municipalities. Many municipalities have
defined cannabis production as an industrial use in their DC by-law requiring them to pay DCs, if
they are classified as farm buildings they would be exempted under most DC by-laws.

Crime
There is a connection between cannabis and crime that impacts community perception. While
the rationalization for legalization has been for a reduction in black market cannabis it seems
that has yet to happen as the supply, location and price still make illegal obtained cannabis
attractive.40 The Province has recently announced it will be removing the cap on the number of
retail stores as most of Ontario is still underserved. For example the CIty of Hamilton currently
has two legal cannabis retail stores, prior to the Cannabis Act coming into effect Hamilton had
over 80 illegal or quasi-legal stores or dispencerary operating.41

38

Statistics Canada, Cannabis Stats Hub:Cannabis Use. N
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Municipal Property Assessment Corporation Webinar: Classification Treatment of Licensed Cannabis Facilities November 6, 2018
40
CBC News ‘Vibrant’ Black Market Persists as Legal Pot Marks its First Full Year O
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41
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The Cannabis Act has allowed new tactics to shut down illegal retail outlets such as allowing the
seizure of property. Persient operators have in some cases continually broken in and reopened,
Toronto police have gone as far as to place cement blocks to stop people from accessing illegal
retail operations, see figure below.42 There has also been instances of violent crime, one
example in Norfolk County where a cannabis production site was targeted in armed robbery,
injuring a staff member in the process.43
Figure 3: Illegal Dispensary Global News 2019:

Public Use
Some communities are trying to limit public use by banning smoking/vaping (which also includes
consumption of edibles) on public property. This could be a limit on economic development
opportunities and is further discussed below in the Future Trends section
The champion for the transformational impact that cannabis can have is best exuded by Smiths
Falls. Formerly known as the “Chocolate Capital of Ontario”, the community went through
somewhat of an identity and economic crisis when the Hershey Company, the community’s
largest employer, relocated to the United States. Tweed, now Canopy Growth Corporation,
started by locating in part of the former chocolate factory before expanding. The impact has
been positive with many employees getting stock options and Tweed has shown its appreciation
with a community event with carnival rides, music and “consumption zones”

42
43

Global News Toronto Using COncrete Blocks to Prevent Unlicensed Marijuana Dispensaries from Reopening June 8, 2014
CBC News ‘Large Quantity” of Marijuana Stolen from Norfolk Farm During Armed Robber: OPP  August 26, 2019
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Figure 4: Consumption Zone, photo credit Michael Gable

Considerations for Economic Developers
30. What is the public perception of cannabis in my community?

Future Trends
While only legal for just over a year the market for cannabis will be again rapidly shifting in
Ontario. Three new classes: edibles, extracts (vaping) and topicals (CBD oil) will soon be on the
Ontario market. Deloitte reports the market will be large with about half of current or likely
cannabis users wanting to indulge in edibles.44 These products cannot include alcohol or
tobacco but will allow for potential culinary collaborations, as well these products will require
additional processing and value added activities which will further bolster the economic impact
cannabis has had in Ontario

Tourism
The economic impacts of cannabis related tourism has been well documented in places such as
Colorado. The state attracted 6.5 million cannabis tourists in 2016, a clear demonstration of how
the state racked up more than $5.2 billion in cannabis sales between 2014 and 2018.45 Ontario
municipalities have expressed an interest to partake in cannabis tourism, such as Smiths Falls
which has developed a tourism strategy with multiple partners including the local Chamber of
Commerce.
However, as cannabis is governed by the Smoke-Free Ontario Act which in turn limits the
marketing and consumption, the opportunities for tourism are less robust then in Colorado or
other States.46 Cannabis cannot be used as a tourism driver in the way the Ontario craft beer,
wine and craft distillery market has been for the Province. The Smoke-Free Ontario Act
considers cannabis similar to tobacco so the following prohibitions are in place:
●

Promotion that presents a product or a brand in a way that associates it with a particular way
of life (such as recreation)

44
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●
●
●

Prohibits promotion in a publication or broadcast that is published or aired outside of Canada
Promotion of sponsorship of people, events or buildings
Promotion through any testimonials or endorsements

Restrictions to consumption also limit the tourism prospects as they cannot be consumed at
restaurants, bars or in public spaces if municipalities choose to prohibit the use. A planned
“Cannabis Cruise” was canceled in Windsor as it would have violated the Act.47 In Vaughn, a
cannabis music fest was canceled after the municipality passed a by-law under the Smoke-Free
Ontario Act to limit smoking and consumption in public spaces.48 Hotels or other
accommodation can permit consumption in smoking areas, this has led to the opening of
Cannabis resorts and spas in Ontario.49 While these limitations are in place, there is still
opportunity for cannabis tourism in Ontario, the Tourism Industry Association of Ontario hosted
“New Heights Cannabis Tourism Summit” to inform tourism professionals about Cannabis
tourism products.
Considerations for Economic Developers
31. Would cannabis tourism be supported in my community including events that encourage
consumption?

Is My Municipality a Good Candidate for the Cannabis Industry?
With the above discussion note, one can start to deduce whether their municipality is a good
candidate for the cannabis industry. To receive the most benefits in terms of production,
processing, retail and tourism a municipality has to be fully supportive in allowing these
activities. These considerations needed to be weighed against the greater community impact.
The following overarching questions should be noted:
● Do we have service capacity?
● Does my community want to be part of it?
● Do we have a workforce?
● Do we have the land options available?
● Does my Community want to be part of it?
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Appendix A: Haldimand County PD-2019-11 General Zoning
By-law Amendment for Cannabis Production Facilities
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