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The Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario (RNAO) is the professional association representing more 
than 50,000 registered nurses (RN), nurse practitioners (NP), and nursing students, in all roles and sectors 
across Ontario. Since 1925, RNAO has advocated for healthy public policy, promoted excellence in nursing 
practice, increased nurses’ contributions to shaping the health system and influenced decisions that affect 
nurses and the public we serve. With the assistance of its expert group, the Ontario Nurses for the 
Environment Interest Group, RNAO welcomes the opportunity to provide to the Standing Committee on 
Heritage, Infrastructure and Cultural Policy its response to Bill 23: More Homes, Built Faster Act, 2022.  

Introduction 

Bill 23 was announced as part of the government’s strategy to expand the housing supply and “provide 
attainable housing options.”1 While RNAO is a strong advocate of ensuring adequate housing is available to 
all, we urge the government to withdraw this bill. If passed into law, Bill 23 as written will likely worsen the 
circumstances of tenants and those who are precariously housed, and will negatively impact multiple social 
and ecological determinants of health. This submission highlights the threats to health and wellbeing we 
expect to result should Bill 23 be brought into force. 

Housing  
Housing is a critical determinant of health – yet in Ontario, we have a crisis with a lack of affordable options 
and increasing homelessness. More suburbs and sprawl will not help. To address this crisis, new housing 
legislation needs to target different populations and geographical areas than does the current Bill 23. Why?  

Bill 23 proposes changes to the Municipal Act (Schedule 4) and the City of Toronto Act (Schedule 1) that will 
restrict rental replacement. This will threaten access to homes for the nearly one-third of Ontario residents 
who rent. For example, rental replacement bylaws allow municipalities to require landlords to offer units to 
tenants about to be displaced by renovation or redevelopment at rents similar to what they are currently 
paying. Loss of such provisions make tenants more vulnerable to “renovictions.”2  

And, standardizing inclusionary zoning rules as proposed in Bill 23 will lead to significantly reduced periods 
of required affordable units – for example, in Toronto the requirement would lower from permanent to 25 
years –and would cap the percentage of affordable housing space at a maximum of five per cent of any new 
development.3 By comparison, Toronto’s inclusionary zoning policy presently targets a 22 per cent level of 
affordable units.4 Bill 23 also does not tie the definition of affordability to income, but to 80 per cent of 
“market rent” – well out of reach for many residents.5 6  

The above elements in Bill 23 would weaken protections for tenants and those struggling to find affordable 
housing, and are unlikely to support growth and standardization of affordable and rental housing options in 
our province. And, the planned expansion of housing into Greenbelt land is highly unlikely to directly 
benefit those suffering from housing insecurity, due to its location.  
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The lack of affordable housing affects health in many ways including increased risk of injury, mental health 
challenges and stress associated with chronic illness and the inability to afford other basic needs such as 
food and health costs.7 RNAO urges action on the housing crisis that prioritizes sustainable intensification 
of communities to meet the housing needs of those at greatest risk.  

Climate action 
If enacted, Bill 23 will remove essential environmental protections in the name of expediting housing 
construction:  

• Schedule 1 will weaken the Toronto Green Standard8 of performance requirements for new 
developments.9  

• Schedule 2 will:  
o loosen controls on the sale of conservation authority lands 
o reduce greatly the capacity of conservation authorities to protect water, and eliminate their 

ability to protect the ecological function of wetlands 
o bar conservation authorities from providing municipalities with reviews or commentaries on 

any proposal or application or other prescribed matters.10  
• Schedule 9 will allow the province to impose sprawl on municipalities and remove the ability of 

regional governments in the Golden Horseshoe to plan the location of new construction.11  

This is all accompanied by a proposal to remove 7,400 acres of land from the Ontario Greenbelt for housing 
developments,12 13 despite the housing minister’s 2021 pledge not to open the Greenbelt to 
development.14 It is unclear why this promise was rescinded, which could lead to negative optics15, given 
the large amount of land already available to build housing on16 and Ontario’s recent approval of 14,000 
hectares – or 34,595 acres – for urban development in the Greater Toronto and Hamilton Area17. And, 
although the stated aim of densification around transit hubs is a laudable step in the right direction, 
densification measures in the Act must be otherwise strengthened.18 

This is all very alarming in the context of climate change – the biggest health threat facing humanity, 
according to the World Health Organization.19 The Chief Public Health Officer of Canada’s 2022 report on 
the state of public health in our country was dedicated to the need for urgent widespread climate action to 
address imminent threats to health.20 And, only days ago, the United Nations (UN) Secretary General 
António Guterres warned that “we are on a highway to climate hell with our foot still on the accelerator.”21  

The consequences of climate inaction have been clearly laid out in evidence: increases in global mean 
temperature will lead to increases in poor health and lost life due to effects such as extreme weather, 
vector-borne disease, cardiovascular and respiratory illness, heat stress and water and food insecurity 
and.22 These impacts are borne disproportionately by already-struggling vulnerable populations. Every 
increase in temperature will put additional pressure on our health system capacity, compounding existing 
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needs for infrastructure and workforce adaptations. Heatwaves alone may increase the need for 
emergency health care in Canada by 10 to 15 per cent.23 

RNAO also recognizes the inherent and critical worth of the Greenbelt as it enacts its role of protecting 
human health and connected biodiversity. In our view – one supported by ample evidence – no portion of 
the Greenbelt should be used for development. Deforestation and land use change such as the changes 
proposed to the Greenbelt are key drivers of climate change according to Dr. Theresa Tam, Canada’s chief 
public health officer.24 The conservation of forests and wetlands is critical for climate change mitigation, as 
outlined in the 2022 climate report for policymakers by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC).25  

Forest conservation and restoration also supports achievement of many of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), including “good health and wellbeing” (SDG 3), “clean water and sanitation” 
(SDG 6) and “sustainable cities and communities” (SDG 11).26 Canada has adopted these SDGs.27 Our 
national climate plan for Canada relies heavily on the benefits of tree planting and forests28 – research has 
shown that preserving existing forest is much more effective than planting new trees.29 As identified by the 
IPCC in a recent report, conservation of high-carbon ecosystems such as those in the Greenbelt has an 
immediate impact in climate change adaptation and mitigation.30 In this context, it is not reasonable or 
responsible to develop existing forests, wetlands or greenspaces that provide innumerable benefits to 
human health at all levels.  

Air quality 
Developing the Greenbelt areas will also affect air quality in multiple ways. The climate impacts of 
deforestation, loss of carbon sinks and likely use of concrete in development projects will exacerbate 
droughts that contribute to worsening wildfires in Ontario’s forests. In turn, these wildfires impact air 
quality and respiratory health across massive areas of the province. Reducing urban sprawl is a known 
strategy for reducing both the heat and smoke risk of wildfires.31 

Expanding urban boundaries and development will also increase dependency on motor vehicles as the 
outer suburbs grow, and will lead to an increase in greenhouse gas emissions, particulate matter and other 
pollutants in local air – all associated with multiple ill effects from asthma to lung cancer.32 33 

Food security 
The global supply chain upheaval and resulting challenges to food access and availability have caused 
critical threats to the wellbeing of Ontarians. Food prices, now at an all-time high, are dramatically affecting 
Ontario families, with increasing numbers of families relying on food banks. And, droughts in the Prairies 
and California have led to crop failure in recent years, compounding food supply shortfalls. Heat and 
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climate-related disease and insect infestations pose additional threats. Research suggests that we will 
continue to face threats to our crop survival in Ontario due to less predictable weather.  

This makes lands that supports climate mitigation, biodiversity and food production invaluable, especially 
given the pressures of climate change and related instabilities in the global food market. To foster resilience 
in the face of a challenging present and future, we must protect all agricultural land including that in the 
Greenbelt; it is vital to local food security.34 

Water 
Local food security is closely linked to water security. We want to protect the clean water we currently 
have. Intensive housing development that does not take the water supply under consideration can further 
increase the risks of increased flooding, drought or water-borne pathogens such as E. coli and 
Campylobacter jejuni, which caused 7 deaths, 65 hospitalizations and 2,300 GI cases in Walkerton, Ontario 
in 2000.35 Ontario’s Greenbelt helps to absorb the impact of storm water and flooding, and to recharge 
high quality drinking water. Converting part of the Greenbelt to housing disrupts that crucial environmental 
service.36 

Forests, wetlands and natural biodiversity all play integral roles in protecting our water security – roles 
potentially threatened by development. As noted above, Bill 23 also prohibits conservation authorities from 
providing input regarding flood risk. Climate change is causing atmospheric rivers and more torrential rain 
events. Many protected lands and wetlands are on flood plains. They act as a buffer to protect our cities 
from flooding. Removing them opens up the potential for catastrophic flooding, as evidenced in many 
jurisdictions around the world during the past two years. Bill 23’s proposed amendments to the 
Conservation Authorities Act would allow any project with land use planning approval through the Planning 
Act to be exempt from conservation authority regulations that limit water-taking, interference with 
waterways, conservation, flood or erosion control.37 This has the potential to impact water safety, 
availability, and quality, affect biodiversity and public safety.  

Agency and ownership 
Accrued evidence to date presented in a recent and significant international report shows that lands 
managed by Indigenous Peoples and local communities with secure land rights “vastly outperform both 
governments and private landholders with respect to the multiple goals of preventing deforestation, 
conserving, and restoring biodiversity, and producing food sustainably”.38 RNAO recognizes the authority 
and wisdom of the Indigenous Peoples of this province and asserts that policies and legislation, particularly 
those such as Bill 23 which relate to land use, must be in conjunction with those whose territory it impacts.  

Bill 23 limits the authority and agency of municipalities and conservation authorities by prohibiting green 
building standards in municipalities and restricting the ability of conservation authorities to apply their 
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expertise and advise on land and biodiversity conservation. Local communities must have the right to make 
decisions within their communities and to make changes that address the health crisis of climate change. 
Conservation authorities are in a unique position to both support flood management and prevent floods 
and support municipalities as they address intersecting social and ecological issues to prevent the harms 
that emerge from reductionist approaches.  

Conclusion 
The health and wellbeing of our population must be the highest priority in land use decision-making. Bill 23 
is positioned as a much-needed solution to a current housing crisis, yet it fails to protect the precariously 
housed and it opens up the possibility to significant ecological and social harms. This submission is not a 
comprehensive review, but outlines a number of reasons why Bill 23 must be withdrawn and new 
legislation be drafted to address housing needs, with emphasis on those struggling most.  

There is an abundance of land already available for housing construction, and there are many opportunities 
for densification. There is no need to facilitate further harmful sprawl into protected Greenbelt. And there 
is no need to weaken protections for the environment or tenants, nor the rights of communities – 
particularly Indigenous communities – to be consulted on environmental or planning matters. Where there 
is unnecessary red tape, eliminate it. But do not confuse considered measures to protect communities, 
tenants or the environment as “red tape.” See them, instead, as essential to a functioning, healthy society. 
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