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Blog Posts Summarizing All Town Hall Events 

 

Town Hall Meeting, March 28th: 

This morning (Thursday, March 28), we held the first of our events to support the Red Tape Red Carpet 
Task Force: The Town Hall. 

The Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force is an initiative I announced at the State of the City address on 
January 30th. Its purpose is to use a series of events (town hall, focus groups, and task force sessions) 
along with other studies, surveys and anecdotal feedback to identify the challenges and obstacles facing 
growth and relocation of businesses in Burlington, and develop actionable solutions that can be 
presented to City Council for approval and implementation as soon as possible. 
This event was open to all business owners in Burlington, with postcard invitations mailed out in 
February to all those who are registered as local businesses with Canada Post, along with the event 
being promoted on both the Mayor’s and City’s website and social media. 

Tickets were free although seating was limited in the venue we chose as our host location: The 
Waterfront Hotel. We were a few seats shy of capacity, with approximately 85 attendees from various 
industries, business sizes, and backgrounds. It was a diverse crowd ranging from local lawyers and 
award-winning architects to creative bakery proprietors to entrepreneurs in the health and wellness 
space and beyond. 

Along with my co-chair, Councillor Kelvin Galbraith, I was pleased to welcome everyone and thank them 
for making time in their day to join us. I then further clarified the purpose, goals and agenda for the 90-
minute session. 

Staff from the City of Burlington acted as table facilitators and guided attendees through a series of 
questions aimed at collecting stories, ideas, and insights to better identify what’s working and what’s 
not when it comes to doing business in Burlington. 

 Question 1: What challenges or obstacles have you faced doing business in Burlington? 
 Question 2: What are some of the successes you have had? 
 Question 3: What are some ideas, solutions or suggestions that can be considered to remove 

the obstacles? 
The group of attendees got off to a quick start brainstorming for a minute on their own, and then began 
sharing with their table of peers to generate discussion and awareness and build on one another’s 
comments. 



Common themes arose throughout the session, and we were glad to hear that there are some things 
that are already working well for you. As I said in person to the crowd, we heard you loud and clear that 
many of you felt you have given the City feedback about your challenges in the past and are frustrated 
that it did not result in action or improvement. We hear you – and we are committed to doing better. 
That’s the whole purpose of this initiative. 

While it is a lot to digest…in order to keep you fully informed and be transparent about what we are 
hearing, I’d like to provide a summary of the common themes and feedback we heard this morning and 
share them with you. Those in bold were the most commonly shared. 

Question 1: What challenges or obstacles have you faced doing business in Burlington? 
We definitely saw some common themes here, and I’d like to mention that although we had some 
developers in the room today, we parked the recent Interim Control Bylaw that pauses development in 
the downtown area and near the Burlington Go station for a future focus group to better explore that 
with a targeted audience. 

 Construction during high season impacts my business 
 Being part of a BIA for easier cross-promotion would be helpful 
 Transit limitations 
 Challenges with other agencies (ex: Conservation Halton) 
 Dump Site/Transfer Station 
 Lack of affordable housing to help attract staff 
 Downtown traffic during the rush hour / traffic volume / traffic signals and timing 
 Bylaws: responses to changes take a long time and are hard to plan 
 Not enough parking – especially in December – deliveries are also hard 
 Cost of parking passes, pass renewals/tickets (especially downtown for staff of businesses) 
 Lack of incentives for sustainable business practices 
 BIA events – not great return for services businesses 
 Bylaws don’t feel like they are “common sense” 
 Lack of vision 
 Outdated Official Plan – not reflective of market 
 Too many approval agencies 
 Sign bylaw – permitting too complex / unclear and costly for businesses – inconsistent too 
 Development approvals process is too long – shorter in other municipalities 
 Connection to businesses from Go stations aren’t timely enough to get people to work 
 Talent attraction 
 Lack of community spaces / public spaces 
 High fees combined with lower levels of service 
 Snow removal and how it impacts accessibility 
 City staff interference with consultants 
 Spent too much time looking for office space / lack of affordable or big enough office space 
 Need better staff knowledge 
 Lack of street visibility – need better tree clean-up, trimming 
 Railroad noise at night / Road noise / Go Train noise 
 Lack of amenities in Aldershot 
 Neighborhood redevelopment and reno rule enforcement 



 Tax audits 
 Locations available for expansion are not suitable – don’t know where new development lands 

are 
 Challenge to get word out about new businesses 
 Land conveyance for site plan approval 
 Newcomers – not knowing where to start and how to find information 
 Need more collaboration with other businesses and networking events 
 Erosion of property rights 
 One window for development applicants 
 Small home development processes very flawed / mess 
 Inconsistent application of zoning bylaws by staff 
 Conservation authority should not be able to expand their restricted areas w/o notice 
 Special interest directing City Hall / Cronyism 
 Sign permit request denied with no explanation 
 Development Charges 

 
Question 2: What are some of the successes you have had? 
Attendees told us they were happy with some of the following initiatives, practices and processes that 
either directly or indirectly helped their business launch, grow or thrive: 

 Shuttles from the Go station to busy public events 
 New Private Tree Bylaw 
 Access permits are timely 
 Ability to use public spaces 
 City staff being accessible and responsive and engaged with us 
 Community spirit 
 Openness to change 
 Events like this – reaching out to businesses – proactive and forward-thinking 
 Clean, safe 
 Permitting 
 Transit 
 Quality of employable people 
 Capital $ / Taxes 
 Demographics of clientele and its growth 
 Connecting with the right people / networking / dealing with other local businesses 
 Messages around healthy living 
 Public events like Ribfest and Sound of Music and festivals bring business/attention 
 Social events are very well organized and engaging 
 High amount of people downtown = consumers! 
 Longevity and brand recognition downtown 
 Intensification downtown brings new customers although issues with parking 
 Partnership with City re: “clean up green up” 
 Great location for growth – 40min to US, 40 min to Toronto 
 TechPlace and Burlington Day at Mohawk and International Student Job Crawl 
 Support from BurlingtonGreen 
 Councillor support 
 Burlington Chamber of Commerce Awards 



 Smooth site plan approval process 
 Change in leadership – new Mayor 
 New license application – fast to process 
 There is positive potential here 
 The City listens 
 Citizen committees that help bring different perspectives of residents to City 
 Flexible parking on weekends and holidays 
 BIA support 
 Good use of social media from Mayor’s office 
 Good communication 
 Diverse technology culture in Burlington – great for high-tech industry and hub – TechPlace 
 Understanding property values vs rent/lease 
 Love that our Mayor is looking to improve 
 Still affordable (although worried about future rent) 
 No problem finding tenants downtown 
 Revitalization of Village Square 

 
Question 3: What are some ideas, solutions or suggestions that can be considered to remove the 
obstacles? 

 More frequent transit/Improve transit (intensification will help) + regional connections 
 Fire/Ambulance/Police in one building downtown 
 Incentives to complete construction on time to minimize disruption to services 
 Less steps for approvals / improve flow / speed 
 Shuttle buses from core to core and from North Burlington to downtown events 
 Help With / Facilitate meetings with other agencies to help with development approvals 
 Dedicate a brush site for landscape maintenance companies 
 Bus from Go station to downtown when it arrives (timing better) 
 Incentives for affordable housing 
 Lights timing (to help traffic flow) and more parking 
 Need marina at Spencer Smith & more waterfront features/restaurants/shops 
 Be open to change – think of solutions to get to “yes” before saying no 
 Stop comparing Burlington to Oakville 
 More public engagement with all points of view – surveys, etc. 
 On-site visits by City staff 
 Improve messaging that we’re open for business 
 Clarify if taxes will go up if we don’t have significant intensification & what are benefits of 

development 
 Spread events around the whole town 
 More interdepartmental cooperation & get all staff on the same page 
 Deal with panhandlers 
 Provide a directory of consultants to help (ex: in the planning department) 
 Concierge for businesses based on size of business and type 
 Talent attraction strategies for graduates 
 Better distribution of amenities including groceries and hardware esp. around aging pop’s (ex: 

Aldershot) – perhaps incentives for that 
 Maintain employment lands 
 Control high-rise development 
 Weekend/Friday afternoon permit advice from different departments on application process 



 Provide estimation on time needed for processes incl. permits, site plan, zoning, etc. 
 Stronger partnership with City, School Boards, other community sports clubs 
 One-stop shop for parents looking for a place their kids can play sports 
 Grants / incentives 
 Online marketplace 
 Live weekly streaming show for businesses 
 Getting to know our Mayor better 
 Online building permits 
 Dress code for staff 
 Improve website search engine 
 Need a mediator to move issues forward 
 Mayor should go through building and application process anonymously to audit it & see 

problems 
 More diversity and inclusion in city staff 
 More BIAs 
 Better snow removal 
 Preconsultation meetings 
 Expand rezoning for downtown and flexible zoning for senior living 
 Business permits for home businesses – they should pay some fees that other businesses pay 
 Hire private sector people at City Hall 
 Tax holiday for new businesses 

 

As you can see, we got a lot of feedback and brainstormed a lot of ideas in 90 minutes. It was a great 
opportunity for people to share their frustrations and stories of challenge, as well as work together to 
come up with ideas that can help. 

The next step is a series of focus groups to delve more deeply into some of the key segments and 
stakeholders in our City. We will be inviting smaller groups of individuals to facilitate more intimate 
conversations about issues specific to these industries and organizations. For that reason, space is 
limited, but we will do our best to accommodate everyone we can and get creative if we reach capacity. 
If you would like to join us and have not yet been informed of a time and place, please reach out to us 
and let us know. 

Focus Groups: 
1. Small Businesses – April 8 from 2-3:30 p.m. 
2. City Staff and Partner Organizations/BIAs – April 9 from 3-4:30 p.m. 
3. Large Businesses / Manufacturers – April 29 from 2:30-4 p.m. 
4. Developers and Real Estate Industry – May 1 from 2-3:30 p.m. 

 
After our focus groups have completed, we will take that feedback, along with that from our Town Hall, 
and review it with our smaller Task Force of local business leaders, myself, and Councillor Galbraith to 
identify actionable recommendations to bring to Council this June. Our commitment to you is to 
continue to listen, engage, and act so that we can ensure Burlington is always a place where every 
business can grow and thrive. 



Small Business Focus Group, April 8th 

 

The first of four targeted focus group sessions took place Monday (April 8) afternoon as the Mayor’s Red 
Tape Red Carpet Task Force initiative continues. Monday’s session was open to small business owners in 
Burlington and, since space permitted, took place in the Mayor’s Boardroom at City Hall from 2-3:30 
p.m. 

Attendees represented a range of industries including retail (clothing and food), marketing and 
consulting, and safety training businesses. Joelle Goddard-Cooling attended as owner of Joelle’s and 
Jeff’s Guy Shop, as well as an active member of the Burlington Downtown Business Association. Maria N. 
Thornton, owner of Flour Child Bakery, and Steven Hewson, owner of La Crème de la Crème Creamery 
attended, as did Kathryn Davies, Lead Instructor & Safety Consultant from Life’s Emergency Training, 
Maroun Naser, owner of VideoTube.ca, and Chantelle Misheal, City Program Coordinator of 
BurlingtonGreen. Mayor Meed Ward and Ward 1 Councillor Kelvin Galbraith were in attendance, as was 
Anita Cassidy, Acting Executive Director of the Burlington Economic Development Corporation (BEDC). 

These business owners varied from spending 20-plus years running a successful small business here in 
Burlington, to those who are just celebrating their one-year anniversary. Many of them indicated the 
reason they chose Burlington as the place for their business was a combination of living here and calling 
it home, loving the people and culture around them, and the great amenities we have like the lakefront 
and all our festivals and events. 

Similar to what was discussed at the broader town hall on March 28, the group shared stories of the 
origins of their businesses, why they chose to locate in Burlington, and what challenges they have faced 
over the years in growing their business here. The smaller group session, with many having similarities in 
size and scale, were able to focus their conversations on issues that are more common to small 
businesses in our City, and build on one another’s comments and learnings. 

Some of the highlights of the discussion included the following: 

 Access to qualified young labour. Factors that play a significant role in that challenge are a) the 
high price of living in Burlington and b) the difficulty in commuting here by anything other than a 
personal automobile, which many don’t have. Trying to recruit skilled employees from 
surrounding trade schools/colleges/universities is difficult when they find out how expensive 
starter townhomes or condos are here. With the often bus-train-bus experience most would 
have to partake in should they decide to commute from a neighboring community with 
potentially more affordable real estate options, the length of time of the commute becomes too 
prohibitive. Bottom line:more needs to be done to allow young people to live and/or work here, 
whether it’s through more affordable housing options or better/faster transit options. 

 Red Tape. Many examples were given of challenges before a business could open, and the 
labyrinth of approvals and expenses that came along the way. Reference was made to needing 
engineering approvals on storefront signage (a reasonable request to ensure they’re safe and 
won’t fall on anyone) but there was a lack of understanding of whether the $800 engineering 



fee was reasonable, or whether more could be done to educate new business owners about 
alternative options that may be more affordable. Other examples were given about starting 
down one path of approval, only to be told later in the process that additional items were 
needed and additional expenses would have to be incurred that they had not budgeted for. 
Answers given by City Staff were referenced as sometimes being inconsistent with one another, 
leading to confusion. Overall, many spoke about a lack of support through the process. Those 
who had been around for 20+ years made reference to having strong and experienced mentors 
and using their own hard work and ability to pull in experts to advise them on things from 
accounting to networking and beyond. Some attendees had no idea if they belonged to their 
local BIA (or whether they even could), and most did not know about support that could be 
provided to them through partner organizations like the BEDC. Many wished they could give 
advice to new businesses setting up shop and better inform them of whether the location they 
are choosing is appropriate for their business model to help them avoid failure, and whether 
landlords and real estate agents can better help facilitate that evaluation for likelier long-term 
success. Bottom line: Can a smarter welcome package be created for those exploring starting a 
new small business in Burlington – one that outlines all the steps needed before opening, the 
demographics of different neighborhoods, and clearly directs people to the other resources 
available to help them get there? Can our staff be well-trained to provide a supportive and 
welcoming “red carpet” experience when new businesses reach out to start the process? 

 Parking. While this is more of an issue for small business owners south of the QEW, such as in 
Aldershot or Downtown Burlington, it is a known challenge and source of frustration. When 
discussing Free Parking in December…business owners referenced abuse by people who already 
have parking passes elsewhere like their condos (but find street parking more convenient), and 
those who are employees of local businesses and drive to work that month since they can now 
get free parking. Neither option helps paying customers find additional spots. It was generally 
felt that there were too many confusing rules around parking in general (paid during the day but 
not after 6, but free in December, but still no parking anywhere for longer than 3 hours although 
there are some lots with exceptions to that, etc…).  Bottom line: we need to think about the 
initiatives we are implementing around parking and whether they are supporting the goal they 
were intended to support. 

 Foot Traffic. With many businesses dependent on foot traffic, weather plays a significant role in 
deterring people from coming across their business unless it is nice outside. There is a history of 
vacancies in areas due to past landlord decisions that didn’t feel supportive to the surrounding 
economy, and with new high-rise developments coming, people are worried about more empty 
storefronts due to potentially high rents. Bottom line: While it was understood the City doesn’t 
control the weather, or the decisions of landlords, discussion turned to what more we could do 
to encourage residents from all over town to visit popular events (via shuttle buses, for 
example) and if we could create more events that take place in varied neighborhoods rather 
than always downtown. 

 

Next up on the focus group list this week is a session with City Staff and Partner Organizations, so we 
will have that newsletter out as soon as we can compile the insights and comments. 

  



City Staff and Partner Organization Focus Group, April 9th  

The Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force initiative is continuing as planned and on Tuesday, April 9, we held 
the second of four focus groups with City of Burlington Staff and Partner Organizations. 

The purpose of this session was to have stakeholders and contributors around the table who impact the 
processes and approvals business owners face when looking to start up, grow, or relocate within 
Burlington. 

Attendees from the City of Burlington included: Mayor Marianne Meed Ward and Councillor Kelvin 
Galbraith (who is also a business owner and member of the Aldershot BIA), who are co-chairs of this 
initiative; as well as Tim Commisso, Interim City Manager; Heather MacDonald, Director of City 
Building; Sue Connor, Director of Burlington Transit; Joan Ford, Director of Finance; Mary Lou Tanner, 
Deputy City Manager; Ron Steiginga, Manager of Realty Services; Rosalind Minaji, Coordinator of 
Development Review; Nick Anastasopoulos, Chief Building Official; and Allan Magi, Executive Director 
of Capital Works. 
 
From the City’s partner organizations, who are often involved with permits, approvals, and other issues 
related to business set-up and expansion, were: Anita Cassidy, of the Burlington Economic Development 
Corporation; Gerry Smallegange, President and CEO of Burlington Hydro; John Davidson, Director of 
Economic Development at Halton Region; and Brian Dean, President of the Burlington Downtown 
Business Association. A few invitees, such as Morgan Lawrence of the Ministry of Transportation of 
Ontario (MTO), were unable to attend. 
 
These groups all deal directly with business owners as well as each other. Bringing them together in one 
room was very productive and allowed the surfacing of common themes and shared issues in an 
environment that was conducive to positive thinking and ideation. 

While many attendees were familiar with one another, they were asked to start the session off by 
stating their title, the number of years they’ve been in their role/industry, and explain 
what THEY thought their personal role was in making it easy for businesses to start/grow/thrive in 
Burlington. The conversation was transparent and authentic, with great dialogue around the ways each 
person and their teams were empowered to impact local businesses. 

The Mayor went first and explained that she sees her role as listening to feedback from business 
owners, identifying the challenges and what needs to change, advocating for that change, and 
partnering with the right people and organizations to implement the solutions. 

Ron Steiginga’s 25+ years in real estate management with the City of Burlington has let him get to know 
most of the developers and builders in town, build relationships, and stay aware of what is available for 
sale. He is involved with fees (such as park dedication fees), and the purchase of parks, firehall sites, 
etc., and sees his role as keeping stakeholders aware and informed of those issues and availabilities. 



Rosalind Minaji has been in planning and development for 30 years, and a big part of her role is to help 
walk people through the application process, as well as ensure the city has sufficient and identified 
employment areas, as well as affordable housing. 

Joan Ford has been in finance for 30 years and sees her role as ensuring fees and taxes for business 
owners are collected in a fair and equitable way, and being transparent to businesses on these items. 

Mary Lou Tanner has been at the City for 3 years and in her Interim City Manager role for 18 months. 
She sees her role as creating a culture of customer service for business owners who come to the City 
with questions and looking for guidance with what can often feel like an overwhelming or complicated 
journey. She wants to ensure people feel welcome, get the answers they need, and help make processes 
easier and better understood. 

Sue Connor is 2 years into her role, with 30 years overall in the transit industry. She knows she needs to 
help move employees around so that businesses have access to the people they need to make their 
business run. 

From the BEDC, Anita Cassidy’s focus is in helping create a competitive advantage here in Burlington so 
that businesses want to locate here, helping them find talent or space, as well as advocating for what 
businesses need with partner organizations like the MTO or the Region. 

John Davidson has been at Halton Region for 13 years and mentioned the Small Business Centre that is 
run out of there as a good resource for business owners starting out. He sees his role as ensuring 
businesses don’t get stalled in their approvals/permits journey and working behind the scenes with 
partners like the City of Burlington and others to remove obstacles. 

Tim Commisso, in the industry for 35 years now, sees one of his priorities as helping implement more of 
a 1:1 personal touch for smaller businesses who don’t necessarily have the experts and resources of 
larger firms and developers to help navigate the system. He also expressed interest in seeking out 
technology that makes the process easier and more trackable, and ensuring city staff have the skills and 
customer service attitude to make these experiences better for businesses. 

Brian Dean has been at the Burlington Downtown Business Association for 18 years now and sees his 
role as retaining and attracting businesses to this area of our City. He works to help acclimatize new 
businesses to the neighborhood, give them market data to help with their business planning, and keep 
them engaged with their community. 

Keith Hoey, outgoing President of the Burlington Chamber of Commerce (15 years now), focuses on: a) 
connecting people through networking and events; b) educating businesses on things like managing 
their books or understanding government decisions that will impact them; c) advocating with all levels 
of government on behalf of business owners; and d) providing discounts and savings to help businesses 
save money. 



Allan Magi, 27 years into his tenure, oversees the building of parks, roads, and other infrastructure that 
needs to be in place to support the businesses in our city. He helps oversee development charges, and 
advocates with partner agencies to streamline and find common ground to help move things along. 

Nick Anastasopoulos has been with the City for 3 years, and 20+ years in the industry. He sees his role as 
helping get businesses “in the ground” and up and running. He looks for efficiencies and overlap to help 
streamline processes, and is focused on finding ways to connect partner agencies to work faster 
together for businesses. 

Gerry Smallegange at Hydro gets involved with new businesses and expansions as many businesses have 
unique or additional hydro needs when they relocate/start up here in Burlington. He sees his role as 
finding ways to partner with businesses before they sign leases or purchase property to advise them on 
what is possible and consider meetings or site visits to better equip businesses with the information 
they need before they sign on the dotted line, so they can avoid zoning or other problems down the 
road. 

Kelvin Galbraith is new to his role as Councillor but has been a small business owner for 21 years now in 
Aldershot, and is a member of the Aldershot BIA. He sees his role as similar to the Mayor’s: see the 
issues and help solve the problems. 

Heather MacDonald is newer to the City of Burlington in her role, but has many years of experience 
including years at Metrolinx, the City of Brampton and the City of Mississauga. She and her team 
(including Rosalind and Nick) are tasked with ensuring we have buildings and businesses that are safe 
and of high quality, and helping people through the development process. She wants to impact the level 
of education and communication outward to business owners to avoid people feeling surprised down 
the line and ensure they have the right information – and all of it – as early in the process as possible. 

COMMON ISSUES / POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 
 
The room was asked to identify the most common issues they hear from business owners and there was 
a lot of commonality: zoning, permits, signs and approvals were all identified as taking too long, 
requiring too many stakeholders’ involvement, and being challenging to navigate (especially for first-
timers). 
 
Everyone agreed that working towards more of a “One-Stop Shop” would provide a better customer 
service experience and staffing that shop with subject matter experts who can guide people through the 
process, set realistic expectations, and provide all the information up front would be ideal. Having 
people to triage applications so they require fewer revisions would also be helpful in reducing timelines 
and workload on both sides of the table. 
 
The room noted that more could be done to get information online and searchable, letting business 
owners self-serve and self-educate when possible, and do things after hours when 
appropriate. Marketing, education, and information sharing was a common theme, whether 
through campaigns to educate prospective business owners on avoiding common pitfalls in the 



application process, or having monthly open-house sessions where business owners can come meet 
with experts like those in the focus group room to get free advice to help them along the way. 
Looking at technology systems and platforms that enable barcoding/tracking of applications would 
improve speed and accountability in everyone’s view, and exploring ones that dovetail with those of 
partner organizations would be helpful as well. 
 
Overall, the session was full of commonly-identified obstacles, and lots of ideas to make things better. 

— 

  



Large Business/Manufacturers Focus Group, April 29th  

 

As we continue through our series of focus groups, allowing us to dig deeper into the common issues 
facing specific business sectors in Burlington, Monday afternoon’s session focused on big 
business/manufacturers in our city. 

Joining me again was my Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force co-chair, Councillor Kelvin Galbraith, along 
with Interim City Manager Tim Commisso and team members from the Burlington Economic 
Development Corporation. Facilitation was done by trained City of Burlington staff, who did a wonderful 
job as always. 

Attendees included CEOs, Founders, General Managers and VPs from businesses around Burlington 
varying in industry and location. Altogether we had approximately 20 leaders in the room ready to share 
insights with us over the 90-minute session. In keeping with the format of prior sessions, attendees were 
asked to share the challenges they faced to starting and/or growing/expanding their business, anything 
they felt was already working well, and ideas they had for what will make things better. 

There was a lot of experience, seniority, and brainpower in the room, and I want to express my 
appreciation that these busy leaders took the time to join us and contribute to the conversation. 

What we heard from this audience was the following challenges, many of which were commonly heard 
at other groups, with a few new insights and examples (common themes are highlighted in bold): 

 The Permit process – flaws and delays 
 Dealing with the MTO – lack of accountability to timelines, unwilling to conduct site visits 
 City is too slow to react 
 City staff have a lack of knowledge behind the scenes/of private sector and are unresponsive 
 Staff are inconsistent in their application of policy 
 Fees are inconsistent 
 Turnover of City staff 
 Sense of confrontation with City staff – rational conversation is difficult 
 Lack of common sense and practicality in processes 
 Commercial/employment zoning needs 
 Regional transit connectivity and transportation/traffic overall 
 Lack of land availability / larger space for manufacturing 
 Sign bylaws are too restrictive 
 Access to high tech talent / post-secondary / new fields & areas of study 
 Site visits are needed to understand practical issues 
 Tough finding the right department at the City 
 Incremental feedback on multiple submissions 
 Need clear timelines / business timelines 
 Ineffective communications 
 Lack of incentives if not manufacturing 
 Skilled and non-skilled labour/talent 



To ensure we don’t try to fix what’s not broken, today’s audience also told us they felt the following 
processes and issues were already working from their point of view (common comments are highlighted 
in bold): 

 New council = progressive thinking 
 The Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force – appreciate the City is listening and willing to change 
 BEDC support, networking events and TechPlace 
 Employee retention and recruitment 
 Recent immigrants in the area provide a great talent pool 
 Success in exporting / export funding was helpful (got cut thought) 
 Location: close to highways, the border, and Go train 
 Innovation through partnerships 
 Growth of manufacturing locally 
 Rotational Engineer program uses fresh grads to fill roles 
 Product development support funding (SRED, IRAP) 
 Access to a huge market next door (Toronto) 
 Engineering staff at the City of Burlington are constant, fair, good to deal with, consistent 

 

Finally, the wealth of knowledge and experience in the room put forward the following ideas about what 
can change and improve: 

 Work hard to create a customer service culture at City Hall. Start at the top and trickle down. 
Help everyone feel good at the end of the day for what they did and how they did it. 

 Change how work is assigned: Rather than having work assigned to whoever is next available, 
have the same person allocated to all permits for the same building so that the familiarity is 
there to increase speed and customer service rather than have so many different people 
involved each time and forcing them to start at square one and get up to speed. 

 Advocate and influence with other government and regulatory agencies. 
 Site plan vs. survey education – field trips and training 
 Include copyright protection (not here now) 
 Ombudsman backed by Council 
 Better performance management of City staff with KPIs attached / measurements 
 Consider CRM/Software solutions for better digitization/automation of processes as well as 

tracking 
 Electronic file transfers of documents submitted 
 Status on reports on file in less than 3-4 weeks / Customer Status reports conducted by Staff 
 Lunch & Learns for Developers 
 Exception approvals at the counter 
 Staff to ask the question: how can we make this work? 
 New City staff should have to have spent time in the industry first (externally) 
 Leverage development around Go stations 
 List of issues that are black/white – clear & automate (ex: building code) 
 Personalization of website – “what are you here for today” 
 Self-serve options 
 Overall management / admin/ project management for applications 



 Business concierge support 
 More mixed-use service available without getting in car 
 Better marketing and promotion of Burlington to businesses 
 Need tax credit advocacy with Minister of Finance 
 Review incentive programs to be more accessible 
 Incentives to hire new grads 
 Need a tech school in Halton (post-secondary) 
 Ontario apprenticeship: training and tax credit (needs new process released) 
 Increase limits on “Now Hiring” portable signs 
 More affordable housing (for employees) 
 Foreign worker depository 
 All day Go train (24 hours) 
 Transparency on timelines / status updates 
 Be willing to refund processing fees if deadlines aren’t met by City 

 

Overall the session on Monday provided a forum for this group of leaders to directly communicate with 
myself, other City leaders, and each other, helping ensure our businesses feel heard, valued and 
supported as critical parts of Burlington’s economic health and well-being. 

We are listening at City Hall, and we are thankful for all the insights and ideas that are helping us 
identify what we can do – or do better – do help our businesses grow and thrive. 
 

  



Real Estate and Developers Focus Group, May 1st  

Another focus group has taken place, and yesterday’s (May 1) session was a full-house of over 40 
leaders from the development and real estate industry. 

As everyone is well aware, development in the City of Burlington is a very hot issue, and was one of the 
most commonly discussed during last fall’s election campaign. 

My goal is to find a way to help our city grow in the right way and in the right places, and to partner with 
my colleagues at City Hall, with residents, and with our development community to make that happen. 

With that said, the Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force initiative is not just about development. It’s about 
helping all of Burlington’s businesses thrive. Developers and real estate professionals are just two 
industries of many in our city, but they overlap with those of businesses that are growing, relocating, or 
starting out here. Their struggles become the struggles of other businesses too. 

At the same time, developers are a business like any other, and while they face challenges around 
permits and approvals, they also have to deal with access to talent, adequate transit, employee parking, 
and beyond. 

Yesterday’s focus group was an important step in better understanding the top issues facing this group, 
and I appreciated how many leaders from these industries showed up to participate in this journey. 

While the City of Burlington’s current Interim Control Bylaw was top of mind for many in the room, we 
know that geographically that only applies to 1% of our land in Burlington. Furthermore, we know things 
weren’t perfect before that was put in place, so we focused on the challenges that already existed and 
have long-term impact. 

What we heard from this audience was the following challenges – again, many of which were commonly 
heard at other groups we’ve met with over the past 2 months (common themes from yesterday’s 
session are highlighted in bold): 

 The Permit process – flaws and delays 
 Ability to attain SPAs in a reasonable time 
 Dealing with the MTO – lack of accountability to timelines, lots of delays 
 Delays with Halton Conservation 
 Conflict between the different levels of government 
 Business mindset is lacking 
 Lack of accountability with the City 
 Too many agencies involved 
 Staff act like they’re afraid of losing their jobs 
 No incentives to reduce operational friction 
 Hydro 



 Inconsistent bylaw/zoning interpretation/zoning uncertainty 
 Lack of vision 
 Lack of control over other agencies / influence 
 Affordability of projects becoming unrealistic: land, construction, time all push up costs 
 No “leader” to manage applications 
 Lack of KPIs for city staff (perceived or otherwise) 
 Provincial policies are shifting / rethinking 
 Lack of staff knowledge in understanding market forces 
 Lack of respect for landowner rights 
 Too in the weeds – focus on important issues 
 Lack of common sense being applied 
 Opinions can depend on mood of person who is assessing the application 
 Building envelopes 
 No severance / Niagara Escarpment Commission 
 Environmentals on particular corridors 
 All the time delays cost money 
 Political agendas – development applications treated politically instead of on their own merit 
 Time associated with the severance process (took 2 years) 
 Zoning inflexibility (ex: Seniors Long Term Care facility) 
 Timing associated with obtaining a zoning verification letter – used to be 10 days now over 5 

weeks 
 City staff raising issues that do not apply to the application in question 
 Limited incentives available for developers to build sustainably, and integrate sustainable design 

features 
 Public transparency re: cost recovery/recovery funding 
 Compare to Brampton, where 100 units got approval in less than a year – fast process, open to 

discussions, and Mayor/Council wanted things to happen 
 Perception that plants and animals have more rights than people 
 Hard to get calls returned from City Hall (all departments) 
 Outdated city standards (ex: Parks) 
 Lack of downtown parking for offices, bars, restaurants and retail 
 Transit dead spots 

 

While it took a few minutes to switch gears and focus on the positives, there are certainly reasons 
everyone in the room is still doing business in Burlington and we wanted to ensure we clearly 
understood what those are: 

 BEDC as a facilitator, expeditor and supporter 
 Great fast-track process for building permits 
 Experienced city staff are good to deal with 
 Online process that shows if a building permit is closed 
 Mayor seems very on board 
 Facilitation at this event was great – Interim City Manager was great facilitator at the table 
 Professional people to deal with 
 Sustainable design guidelines 
 Ability to start work early to help shorten delivery sometimes 



 “None” 
 Burlington building process is good 
 Councillor was helpful overriding bad staff decisions 
 Building department closing out an old permit + 
 We win most if not all appeals to OMB/LPAT 
 Development application website is good 
 Community safety – businesses with shifts / evening hours are less worried for their staff getting 

to/from work 
 Burlington’s culture, family-orientedness & energy draws people here to live and work 
 Access to talent, amenities and housing (high tech talent is easier than other segments though 

because of housing costs) 
 

Again, we finished the day by leveraging the knowledge and experience in the room to come up with 
solutions, ideas and changes that the City can spearhead to make things better: 

 Support a culture of service and efficiency by ensuring staff have clear KPIs and they are part 
of their performance reviews 

 Incentives for hitting KPIs and going above and beyond 
 Business/file liaison to track, communicate, and shepherd a file to completion in a reasonable 

time 
 Leadership needs to stand behind file planner 
 Encourage staff to learn more as things change to drive subject matter expertise (regulations, 

etc.) 
 Leverage better technology to streamline and automate / CRM system / Self-Serve 
 Customer service training / commitment to customer service 
 Hire more people if short-staffing is impacting speed of turnaround 
 Cut the timelines to match the Municipal Act 
 Apply a stronger sustainability lens and offer incentives 
 Allow multiple levels of approval to run concurrently 
 Seniors housing/land zoning strategy 
 Business advisory board 
 BEDC needs more influence 
 More advocacy/upward pressures necessary to other levels of government 
 Stand firm on the position of what is good for Burlington – don’t sit on hands with other 

agencies 
 Be collaborative vs combative 
 Site visits at properties to understand context and better apply common sense 
 Create more “fast track” and “premium” services – willing to pay for speed 
 Do more to educate the public about the benefits of growth to help those inherently resistant to 

change to see the positives 
 Make it a priority or essential that new hires in these departments have spent at least some 

time in the private sector on the other side of the table to provide better perspective and 
understanding 

 Next round of comments shouldn’t go back to bottom of the pile 



 Be ok with weighting the value of certain projects in their worth to the community (jobs for 
example) and be willing to prioritize those in terms of speed and attention – not every project is 
equal 

 Apply Artificial Intelligence / automated processes to remove personal opinion from the process 
 Shorten timeframes for turnarounds of minor revisions 
 Fees should be payable on approval not all up front (or reimbursed when deadlines are missed) 
 Empower staff with more decision-making power to apply common sense 
 Remove height restrictions 
 Educate the public on good planning practices 
 Be more consistent – don’t change policies when councillors change 
 Leverage tech being used in other municipalities (ex: Mississauga) 
 Focus group with staff: what are THEIR challenges to moving quickly & how can we help 
 Provide more info on the steps that happen in the process & why it takes so long. What is 

happening each day over the course of all those months (and sometimes years)? 
 Quick morning meeting/daily scrum (15 min) each day by team leaders to set goals with staff: 

what will you get off your desk today and move forward? Then hold people accountable and 
recognize good performance. Ask the question “What will it take to get this approved today?” 

 More of a culture of recognition for making things happen. Celebrate those staff. 
 

Our next focus group will include several contributors to our rural business ecosystem who sit on the 
newly formed Agriculture and Rural Affairs Committee with the City of Burlington and will then take 
learnings and information back to the Committee at their next meeting later this month. We’ll be 
meeting at a local farm to hear their thoughts, ideas and insights ahead of the first meeting of our Task 
Force later that same day. 

  



Rural Business Owners Focus Group, May 15th  

 

This morning we wrapped up our final focus group by spending some time around the kitchen table of 
Capstone Farm with some of our rural business community members. It was a perfect setting for this 
group and I’m very appreciative of Vanessa’s offer to host us around her beautiful farmhouse kitchen 
table. 

Our farmers and rural/agricultural businesses are a cornerstone of Burlington’s economy and a core part 
of our history and identity as a community. We are committed to helping them grow and thrive. There 
are many unique issues that face this group of businesses and today, we got into detail about what is 
most pressing. 

The group had already done their homework, having met to brainstorm last week in preparation for our 
session today. This session included families that have each been farming in the area for 150+ years, 
passed on through generation after generation. 

In keeping with how our other focus groups were run, we started with a roundtable discussion on what 
the main challenges are to starting or growing a business in our rural areas, talked about what is already 
working, and brainstormed ideas about how to improve things. Since the session was more 
conversational, jumping from challenge to solution more easily, the structure of highlights will be more 
fluid than previous blog posts in this series. 

Key highlights: 
 

 Urban planning (where there is much more clarity) vs rural planning (nothing granular) – Rural 
relies heavily on business/land owner for EIAs, maps, justifying, etc., and detailed planning is 
downloaded to landowner/farmer (so before we can even do anything creative, we must do 
most of the work because there isn’t enough clarity around our land use) 

 Regulations that lack clarity or defined “tipping points.” There are a lot of definitions in 
documents like the OP and beyond that are lacking, such as: 
 “key feature” 
 “natural heritage system: 
 “adjacent to” 
 “existing use” 
 “special events” (and why only 6? And when are EIAs necessary?) 

 Regulations that are so onerous as to favour large scale/big finance and exclude small business 
(they have the money, staff and expertise) 

 Prolonged timelines are an issue with multiple agencies, most specifically and most often the 
Niagara Escarpment Commission (NEC), the Halton Conservation Authority, and the City of 
Burlington. As applications cannot be worked on concurrently, the staged reviews across 
multiple agencies end up creating a very lengthy timeline. It should also be noted there are 
many times when NEC exemptions can be granted (and should be obvious at the outset), but 
still require a full application for review, creating very unnecessary delays and red tape. Can we 
get more clarity from NEC about what the easy and clarified checklist is, to understand what is 



going to be exempt so in good faith, they can get started — can we develop an MOU 
(Memorandum of Understanding) of things that are likely to be exempt? 

 Building Permits: NEC is involved with almost all the lands up here; also, the Conservation 
Authority is involved too. Mapping has issues and much of it is not ground truth. Used to be able 
to get a permit in a couple of weeks (back in the 70’s). City of Burlington was felt to really mean 
“how can I help you get things done” vs now it is more like “here’s what you need to do, polite 
but not genuinely helpful”. Engineered stamped drawings for agricultural building all-of-a-
sudden necessary. Now, things take 3-6 months to process with a lot of additional steps. 

 Second is on the building review side — should be at client’s option — if you are required with 
engineered stamped/signed drawings — then why is there 30-60 days wait to have it reviewed 
(it’s like having it reviewed twice) and even at the end of an expedited service they’ve paid for, 
they came back at the last day to ask for more info. 

 In order to protect farming, we have to protect farmers and let them have other ways to make 
money on their land and this affects the OP. Everything seems to be a no before it’s a yes. 
Seems an effort to protect something – but what? Can that even be identified and 
communicated? 

 Having an SME (Kelly) at the City has been really helpful lately to move through a lot of these 
processes and suggest alternatives so instead of just hearing “no” it becomes “here is what will 
get you to yes”. 

 Can there be a pre-consultation option for all 3 agencies before complex projects start the 
application process? If it’s no – we can get to no faster that way and save lots of people time 
and money. Could there be a day, biweekly, that all agencies meet and do “speed dating” 
through a bunch of pre-consults with a form filled out ahead of time to triage and look at fire, 
public health, NEC, etc. 

 Protect the steward of the land – the land owner – they respect the rural area more than 
anyone and we need to trust them. 

 Point of Access to Fields has become an issue – Public Works at CoB will come along and re-ditch 
a roadside and not replace the access as a level crossing with a culvert – its City land ‘right of 
way’ – who pays for the culvert? 

 Need to review storm water management in rural areas – ditches and culverts that are full of silt 
and no longer working. There are municipal ditches on private land that land owners aren’t 
permitted to clean or maintain but need work. 

 CoB interactive maps and zoning maps are not current on the website so it’s not easy to find out 
when you’ll need a permit. You can’t do any real prework yourself. City doesn’t offer GIS layers 
on the maps. 

 
OVERALL TOP IDEAS: 

 Let’s create a culture of service at all agencies that is a “YES” mentality. A “Here’s how we get to 
yes” mentality. 

 More clarity in rules, zoning, definitions in policies and more encouragement of farm diversified 
use to help support their economic sustainability. 

 Pre-consultation options to save everyone time and frustration. 
 

I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that while we were talking, Vanessa tended to a small bird that got a bit 
too close to her living room window and helped get it back in the air after a short break in a cozy and 
covered kitchen bowl. There’s always something interesting happening on a farm! 



Task Force Meeting of May 15th, 2019 

Last week, on May 15, the Mayor’s Red Tape Red Carpet Task Force met at Burlington City Hall to review 
the wealth of insights and information collected over the past two months of town halls, focus groups, 
and 1-on-1 meetings. 

The volume of information is plentiful to say the least. The task of distilling all the information into 
actionable insights requires a specific skill set and a history of expertise and experience. For that reason, 
I reached out to some highly-respected members of our business community to support us in this stage 
of the process, and I was very pleased at their willingness to be involved. 

Joining myself and my co-chair, Councillor Kelvin Galbraith, on the Task Force itself are the following 
individuals: 

 Candace Herod, currently Information Technology Business Manager for Craig Careers and 
former President of Cogent Technology for 17 years. Candace also spent time working for the 
City of Hamilton as Project Manager for Housing. 

 Shann McGrail, currently Executive Director at Haltech Regional Innovation Centre. Shann 
previously spent 12 years at Microsoft Canada and has since held positions focused on 
developing talent and driving innovation and change in the technology industry. 

 Don Baxter, a local expert and consultant on economic development and planning projects. 
Don’s focus has been on developing corporations and projects that act as a bridge between the 
public and private sectors. Don was previously President & CEO of Mohawk College Enterprise 
Corporation and past Executive Director of the Burlington Economic Development Corporation 
(BEDC). 

 Vince Molinaro, President of Molinaro Group, one of Burlington’s longstanding residential and 
commercial real estate development groups for over 50 years. Vince helps ensure the 
development voice is at the table as we know many of our obstacles to business growth impact 
and affect this group. 

 Maria Thornton, a local small business owner who brings the small business owner perspective 
to the table along with experience and expertise as a Controller, CPA and CGA. Maria’s 
philanthropic leadership involves being former chair of Halton Food for Thought and she is now 
contributing her time and skills to the Gift of Giving Back. 

 Jamie Tellier works for the City of Burlington as Manager of Urban Design in the Department of 
City Building. His tenure here at the City along with his ability to ideate in innovative ways make 
him a great addition to this team. 

 Anita Cassidy, Acting Executive Director, Burlington Economic Development Corporation, has 
been part of this journey from the start and brings a wealth of first-hand knowledge of the 
challenges of our local business owners to the table. 

 

The group was presented with a summary of the feedback provided by the hundreds of business owners 
who attended the town hall, focus groups and 1-on-1 sessions or provided feedback via email if they 
were unable to attend. 



Key themes were highlighted that had surfaced repeatedly, and anecdotal evidence was discussed 
around specific examples of challenges, obstacles, and red tape that has made it difficult for existing 
businesses to thrive, or new businesses to locate here in Burlington. We identified the low-hanging fruit 
that could be: 

1. Acted upon or influenced by the City of Burlington 
2. Effected in a realistic and timely manner (ideally within my first term as Mayor) 
3. Have a worthwhile and lasting impact on a meaningful number of businesses 

 

We discussed possible solutions that were brought up at past sessions. We looked at the issues and the 
actions that would best solve them. 

The Task Force left with the following homework: continue to review the list we discussed. Think on it. 
Reflect on feasibility, impact, and timing. Expand on it. Modify it. Add things. Remove things. Do some 
research. Talk to others. Get more insights and information. 
We will reconvene in 2 weeks to finalize the list of recommendations that we want to bring before 
Burlington City Council for consideration. 

We look forward to sharing that final list with you soon. 


