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Across Nova Scotia, municipalities invest enormous amounts of
time, resources, and community goodwill into creating
Municipal Planning Strategies (MPS). These documents
represent countless hours of consultation, debate, and careful
consideration, outlining a shared vision for the future – how
land should be used, where growth should occur, what
community values should be protected. As a planning
consultant, I've participated in many of these processes, and
the initial energy and optimism are always palpable.

But what happens after the plan is formally adopted and
placed proudly in binders on municipal shelves? Too often, I
see a disconnect emerge – what planning experts call the
"implementation gap." Daily decisions get made, development
proposals come and go, yet the ambitious goals laid out in the
MPS seem to fade into the background. The plan risks
becoming a static snapshot rather than the dynamic guide it
was intended to be. Especially with the pace of change and
growth pressures facing our province, simply having a plan
isn't enough. We need to ensure our plans are actively
working for us
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Why does this implementation gap happen? Part of the context
lies in our provincial framework. The Nova Scotia Municipal
Government Act (MGA) mandates that municipalities have an
MPS and Land Use Bylaws, meeting certain Minimum Planning
Standards. These standards require municipalities to state how
they intend to review their plans and mandate a formal review
at least every 10 years.

This 10-year review cycle is important for major updates.
However, the minimum provincial requirements don't explicitly
detail a framework for ongoing monitoring, systematic
evaluation, or regular public reporting on progress towards the
plan's goals between those major reviews. This isn't a criticism
of the legislation, but an observation: meeting the minimum
requirement doesn't automatically ensure continuous alignment
or effectiveness. Without a deliberate effort to track progress
more frequently, it's easy for plans to sit idle while the world
changes around them.

This is precisely why proactive monitoring and evaluation,
adopted voluntarily by municipalities, becomes so crucial for
transforming plans from symbolic documents into powerful tools
for governance.

The 'Plan on the Shelf' Syndrome & The MGA
Reality

Effective monitoring isn't just about collecting statistics for an
annual report. It should be viewed as a continuous process of
learning – a vital feedback loop for the municipality. It helps
answer critical questions that go beyond simply having policies
on the books:

Monitoring as Active Learning – Asking the
Right Questions
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Are We Following the Plan? (Conformance) Are Council
decisions, rezonings, development agreements, and even
staff actions consistent with the policies laid out in the
MPS? Or are exceptions becoming the rule?

1.

Is the Plan Actually Working? (Performance) Are the
policies achieving their intended outcomes? If we aimed to
increase affordable housing or direct growth to serviced
areas, is that actually happening? Why or why not?

2.

Is the Plan Still Relevant? (Context) Have the conditions or
assumptions upon which the plan was based changed
significantly? Has population growth exceeded
projections? Have new environmental challenges emerged?
Is the core vision still aligned with current community needs
and provincial priorities?

3.

Answering these questions requires identifying meaningful
indicators tied directly to your plan's goals, establishing a
baseline understanding of where you are now, setting realistic
targets, and committing to tracking and analyzing this
information regularly.

Treating monitoring as this active learning process unlocks
significant advantages for everyone involved in shaping our
communities:

It Boosts Predictability & Helps Align Development: This is
huge. When a municipality consistently tracks and reports
on its progress towards specific plan goals (e.g., housing
targets, density in key centres, infrastructure priorities), it
sends clear, unambiguous signals about its priorities. From
my perspective working with developers, this clarity
reduces uncertainty and market risk. It gives them the
confidence to invest time and resources in proposing
projects that genuinely align with the community's stated
vision, leading to better proposals and smoother, more
objective conversations based on data.

Why Monitor? Clear Benefits for Municipalities,
Developers & the Community
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It Enables Adaptation & Builds Accountability: Monitoring
provides the evidence needed to adapt proactively. It acts
as an early warning system – if a policy isn't delivering
results, or if external factors shift dramatically (like the
current housing pressures), the data highlights the need for
course correction before waiting potentially a decade for a
formal review. Furthermore, openly reporting on progress
demonstrates transparency. It shows residents, staff, and
the development community that the municipality is serious
about its plan and accountable for achieving its goals. This
builds essential trust.

In a province experiencing the growth and change Nova
Scotia is seeing today, our Municipal Planning Strategies need
to be more than just reference documents. Active monitoring
and evaluation transform them into dynamic guides for
decision-making and adaptive management. It ensures the
considerable effort invested in creating the plan translates into
tangible results on the ground.

Embracing monitoring as a continuous learning process is
simply good governance. It fosters clearer communication,
supports smarter resource allocation, builds trust, and ultimately
helps ensure that as our communities evolve, they do so in a
way that truly reflects the vision and goals we’ve collectively set
for ourselves. Let's commit not just to making plans, but to
actively using them to build a better Nova Scotia.

From Static Document to Dynamic Guide










