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Home-based business is an activity that warrants 
the attention of planners. Not only is home-based 
business an increasingly important segment of the 
economy, but it does not follow the prevailing 
development pattern found in most Canadian cities, 
and therefore challenges many long-standing 
planning practices. 

The economic impact of this phenome
non is undeniable. Widely recognized as a 
major source of employment , home-based 
businesses have had a ripple-effect on 
other business categories. New products 
and services, and entirely new business 
categories, have emerged to serve the 
needs of home-based businesses. Before 
filling your recycling bin, take a close look 
at the newspaper inserts: you will no 
doubt find many aimed at home-based 
businesses. The rise of operations like Mail 
Boxes Etc. is no accident. In addition to 
reproduction services, they provide mail 
and courier services for small operators 
who want a separate business address, or 
who are not always home to send and 
receive courier deliveries. 

Home-based business is of particular 
interest to planners because it can cause 
numerous land-use conflicts in residential 
areas if not properly controlled. Increased 
traffic, noise and smells are some of the 
c·ommonly cited concerns. However, tradi
tional planning approaches may not be 
suitable. 

With the exception of recent isolated 
examples of successful new urbanism or 
mixed-used development, land uses in 
cities have become increasingly segre
gated since the Second World War. Large 
districts devoted to a single use or a few 
similar uses now dominate the urban 
landscape: shopping centres, power cen
tres, business parks and residential subdi
visions. The segregation of land uses has 
also resulted in the physical separation of 
the workplace and the home, sometimes 
by great distances. Planning documents 
often reinforce this land-use pattern, 
which in turn affects decisions on public 
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facilities and capital improvements. By 
combining two uses in one location, 
home-based business challenges planners 
to reconsider policies and regulations that 
promote the rigid segregation of land 
uses. Over time it may also force munici
palities to reconsider capital improvement 
plans that are based on the assumption 
that the workplace and the home will 
always be separate. 

The implementation of a bylaw that 
enables some forms of home-based busi
ness does not appear to be overly compli
cated. After all, home-based businesses 
are flourishing in most communities in 
Canada and there has not been a national 
outcry. However, the passing of Bylaw 99-
20 in Ancaster (now part of the new City 
of Hamilton as a result of a municipal 
amalgamation that took effect on January 
1 , 2001 ) followed a lengthy and heated 
debate during which several contrasting 
regulatory options were given serious 
consideration. 

There are several theories as to why 
home-based business was so controversial 
in Ancaster, a quintessential suburban 
community dominated by large detached 
homes and big-box stores. What is certain 
is that any bylaw allowing some form of 

home-based business signified a major 
change in regulat ion. As far as the plan
ning staff could determine, Ancaster was 
the only municipality in Ontario and pos
sibly Canada that did not allow some 
form of this increasingly commonplace 
activity. 

The Ancaster approach 
The Ancaster Advisory Planning 
Committee was given the task of formu
lating new home-based business regula
tions for town counci l's consideration. The 
committee was composed of seven cit i
zen-appointees and two members of 
council , and was supported by a staff 
coordinator from the planning and build
ing department. The committee had been 
in existence since the early 1980s and was 
accustomed to being a sounding board for 
council. The committee was dissolved on 
January 1, 2001 , as a result of the munici
pal amalgamation. 

After reviewing an abundance of back
ground information, the committee found 
that few municipalities in Ontario have 
bylaws that address the phenomenon of 
home-based business as it currently exists. 
Many refer to traditional occupational cat
egories and do not take into account busi
ness activities created by technological 
advances. The committee also found that 

Plan 
bylaws from large municipalities were not 
appropriate for Ancaster for a multitude 
of reasons, including differences regarding 
built form, transit-service levels, and 
administrative/ enforcement resources. 

In response to these findings, the Advisory 
Planning Committee decided that home
based business regulations should reflect 
the local context , or what is determined to 
be the "community standard, " through 
extensive consultation. 

Public consultation 
The committee then prepared an informa
tion brochure and a questionnaire for 
public distribution. The questionnaire was 
divided into distinct components in order 
to obtain views on different aspects of 
home-based business, such as business 
types, scale of operation, signage, and 
licensing. Broad ranges of choice were 
provided and general comments were 
invited. Respondents could indicate that 
they did not support any form of home
based business, and could choose to 
remain anonymous. 

Despite widespread publicity in the form 
of newspaper advertisements, posters, 
and open houses, the response rate to the 
questionnaire was poor, with forty ques
tionnaires remitted. The committee was 
also concerned that the public debate was 
being dominated by small groups of vocal 
citizens. Because the committee wanted 
to hear from the "average citizen ," it 
decided to conduct a survey of 1,000 ran
domly selected respondents. 

A total of 312 questionnaires were remit
ted, representing a response rate of 31 
per cent. Those who responded appeared 
to have a high level of interest. More than 
two-thirds of the respondents provided 
their name and address, although they 
were not required to do so. Furthermore, 
122 respondents found time to write 
additional comments. 

Here are some of the key find ings: 

• Home-based business is widely sup
ported if properly regulated. Only 
twelve respondents (4 per cent) from 
the sample group opposed all forms of 
home-based business. 

• Some business types were deemed not 
suitable for a home location, regardless 
of the level of regulation. Businesses 
that necessitate a constant flow of cus
tomers (retail stores, restaurants, etc.) or 
high noise levels (manufacturing, auto
body repairs, etc.) cannot be regulated 
to the point of being supported. 

• A large majority of respondents (82 per 
cent) supported some form of customer 
service at the location of the home
based business. 

l 
Recommendations 
The committee's principal recommenda
tion to council was a proposed amend
ment to the zoning bylaw. The recom
mended zoning regulations emphasized 
performance standards instead of business 
types or occupational categories, as it was 
concluded that it doesn't matter whether 
the home-based business operator is an 
accountant, lawyer or carpenter. Of 
importance is whether the business cre
ates nuisances as a result of the way it 
operates. For example, a home-based 
accountant with no employees wi ll be less 
obtrusive than one who has four employ
ees. The committee recognized that some 
business categories are unable to satisfy 
the performance standards whatever the 
circumstance, and are therefore not suit 
able for residential areas. The committee 
did not recommend the licensing of 
home-based business for a variety of rea
sons, but largely because views on licens
ing varied so much that it was not possi
ble to devise a licensing system that 
satisfied the diverse interests. 

Council did not make a decision right 
away. The debate heated up again during 
the statutory public meetings required by 
the Ontario Planning Act in cases of new 
zoning bylaws and amendments. After 
several contrasting options were prepared 
and debated at length, counci l adopted a 
zoning bylaw that was very similar to that 
recommended by the Advisory Planning 
Committee. 

Monitoring 
When council passed Bylaw 99-20, it 
directed staff to monitor the effectiveness 
of the new regulations, and to provide a 
status report after six months. Once this 
period had elapsed, staff reported that the 
planning and building department had 
received only one written complaint 
regarding the operation of a home-based 
business. The report also noted that this 
complaint had been part of an ongoing 
matter that predated the passing of Bylaw 
99-20, and that the complainant had for
mally expressed opposition to home
based business throughout the approval 
process. No additional complaints were 
received by the time municipal amalgama
tion took effect on January 1, 2001. 
Bylaw 99-20 will remain in effect until a 
new zoning bylaw is adopted for the new 
City of Hamilton. 

The status report also concluded that new 
regulations had been well received by the 
public. It was noted that positive com
ments from the public greatly outnum
bered negative comments, and that many 
telephone calls from prospective and 
existing home-based businesses seeking 
information on the regulations were 
received. In addition, more than seventy
five copies of the bylaw were picked up 
from the municipal offices during the fi rst 
six months, which suggests a strong intent 
to comply with the regulations. 
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Lessons to be learned 
As a result of evolving circumstances, it is 
sometimes necessary to implement acute 
changes to regulations. Major revisions 
are apt to draw opposition and require 
more debate and processing time. 
However, this should not deter planners 
from exploring needed regulatory 
changes. In highly controversial cases, a 
municipality should consider collecting pri
mary data in order to gain a clear under
standing of the local context and commu
nity standards. "Universal" regulatory 
approaches are not always suitable, par
ticularly in cases where staff or council 
deem community standards to be a pri
mary consideration. 

When opposition exists, hard data can 
provide invaluable support to a recom
mended regulatory approach. In the 
Ancaster case, at least one of the council
lors mentioned the survey results when 
voting in support of Bylaw 99-20. 

The Ancaster case also confirmed that 
participation at public meetings and open 
houses does not always reflect the views 
of the community at large. At public 
forums, proponents and opponents of 
home-based business were almost equal 
in number, but only 4 per cent of respon
dents to the survey opposed all forms of 
home-based business. 

Although the planning and building 
department was initially grudging in its 
response to council's directive to carry out 
monitoring, it later concluded that the 
activity can be a useful tool. Planners rec
ommending a controversial regulation 
should consider including monitoring pro
visions in the recommendation . Such pro
visions not only help alleviate the con
cerns of elected officials, but also provide 
benchmarks for evaluating the effective
ness of past practices. 

Alain Pinard, MCIP, was a senior 
planner with the former Town of Ancaster 
and is now a senior pro;ect manager in the 
planning and development department of 
the new City of Hamilton. _Alain has a 
master's degree in regional planning and 
resource development from the University of 
Waterloo. Further information on the theme 
and sub;ects of this article can be obtained 
by contacting him at: 
apinard@city. hami !ton. on. ea 
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Summary 
Following a lengthy and heated debate, 
the former Town of Ancaster (now part of 
the new City of Hamilton) adopted new 
zoning regulations for home-based busi
nesses. Although this activity is increas
ingly commonplace, some Canadians 
remain opposed to the idea of neighbours 
carrying out business in their homes. 
However, two years after the passing of 
Bylaw 99-20, it has been concluded that 
the new regulations are working well. 

The new regulations work well for two 
principal reasons: (1) contrary to tradi
tional zoning bylaws and regulations, they 
emphasize performance indicators instead 
of business categories; and (2) the per
formance indicators reflect community 
standards. A comprehensive study was 
undertaken to understand the commu
nity's views. The hard data were also 
invaluable in supporting the approach that 
was eventually approved. 

Sommaire 
L'ancienne municipalite d'Ancaster, qui fait 
maintenant partie de la nouvelle ville de 
Hamilton, a ratifie, a la suite d'un debat 
passionne, un reglement de zonage 
concernant les entreprises a domicile. Bien 
que de plus en plus de gens s'adonnent, a 
la maison, a des adivites de nature 
commerciale, certaines personnes s'y 
opposent. Deux annees apres /'adoption 
du reglement 99-20, la reglementation 
semble avoir porte fruit. 

La nouvelle reglementation doit son succes 
au fait que, plut6t que de tenir compte du 
type d'adivite, comme c'est generalement 
le cas, le reglement est fonde sur des 
indicateurs de performance qui refletent les 
priorites sociales. Une etude approfondie a 
permis d'etablir les besoins 
communautaires et d'identifier une 
demarche appropriee. 
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