
A Guide to:
Committee of 
Adjustment 
Applications

This pamphlet has no legal status and is intended for general 
information only. Users are advised to contact the Planning 
Services Division and reference The Planning Act and City of 
Thunder Bay Zoning By-law and Official Plan, as amended, 
for assistance and detailed information. 
Any information collected as part of the application process is 
used to create a record that is available to the general public 
and is collected in accordance with the Planning Act.

COMMITTEE OF 
ADJUSTMENT

INFORMATION ON THE PROCESS FOR MINOR 
VARIANCES, PERMISSIONS, AND CONSENTS 



What is the 
Committee of 
Adjustment?

How do I apply? What else will I 
have to do?

The Committee of Adjustment 
(Committee) is the approval 
authority for permissions to 
expand a legal non-conforming 
use, minor variances to the 
Zoning By-law, and consents 
to sever land.

The Committee is made up 
of five members who are 
appointed by Council on 
a 4-year term. Committee 
members typically have 
careers or backgrounds 
related to land use and 
development.  

Minor Variances (variances) 
are for relief from the Zoning 
By-law. Variances do not 
change the zoning on a 
site, they just allow for small 
exemptions so everyday 
projects can get started faster. 

Consents to Sever (consents) 
are very common in a city 
as big as Thunder Bay. The 
Committee makes decisions 
on the creation of one or two 
new lots. 

Permission to expand a 
legal non-conforming use 
requires  Committee approval. 
Legal non-conforming uses 
are sometimes referred to as 
“grandfathered” uses. 

Post a notice sign on the 
property (we provide the 
sign)

Present your application 
at a Committee meeting 
and respond to questions

Accept and complete 
conditions of approval

Applications are available 
at thunderbay.ca or can be 
picked up at the Development 
and Emergency Services 
Office, located in the 
Victoriaville Civic Centre, 
2nd Floor.

Please note, there is a fee to 
apply. Contact the Planning 
office for more information, 
or view the Planning Fees 
Schedule (PDF).  



We want your development project to be a success! Provide us 
with your plans and we’ll provide you with early feedback. 

Not sure where to start? We’re here to help. 

Contact us to schedule a call or meeting. 

BEFORE YOU APPLY:
You must PRE-CONSULT with 
Planning Services.

807-625-2216

Expanding or changing a non-
conforming use? A Committee 
approval is required. 

Contact Planning Services or 
the Committee of Adjustment for 
more information. 

PERMISSION 
to Expand a  Legal Non-Conforming Use

807-625-2538

807-625-2216
Committee of Adjustment:

Planning Services:



MINOR VARIANCE
Relief From The Zoning By-Law

If your proposal or project 
doesn’t quite conform to 
the Zoning By-law, you can 
apply for a minor variance to 
allow for some flexibility. For 
example: you are permitted 
35% coverage, but your deck 
design works better with 37%.  

The Zoning By-Law
Lands contained within the City of 
Thunder Bay are all controlled by 
the Zoning By-law (ZBL).

The ZBL contains general 
regulations that apply to all 
properties in the City. Also, the 
ZBL puts every site into one of 
many zones. Each of these zones 
have their own regulations. 

The ZBL controls lot size, 
frontage, depth, coverage, 
building height, setbacks, 
landscaping requirements, 
parking, and many other features.

When buildings are built or 
changed, they must follow 
all general and zone-specific 
regulations. 

The ZBL also controls the 
uses that can exist in each 
zone.  

By controlling development in 
these ways, the City is able to 
grow and change according to 
an established plan. This plan 
is known as the Official Plan. 

Read the Zoning By-law 
Online at thunderbay.ca/ZBL

Variances allow for 
flexibility when building or 
renovating a property.



How does the Committee decide 
whether to grant a MINOR VARIANCE?

This is largely based on 
context. The Committee will 
typically consider impacts on 
neighbours and businesses in 
the area.

Whether something is 
considered minor depends on 
the location, property, need, 
and visual impact.

1. Is it minor?

The proposal must be 
desirable for the site and 
neighbourhood. This can mean 
the change improves the site or 
neighbourhood in a meaningful 
way. This depends on short 
and long-term impacts.

2. Is it appropriate 
and desirable for the 
area?

The change must meet the 
overall purpose and intent of 
the Zoning By-law, including 
appropriate neighbourhood 
scale, safe access to and 
through the site, adequate 
amenity area, and existing 
neighbourhood density.   

3. Does it maintain 
the general intent 
of the Zoning By-law?

The change must conform 
with the City’s objectives and 
goals, including the efficient 
and effective use of municipal 
services, compatibility with 
existing and evolving uses, 
and neighbourhood character 
and form.

4. Does it maintain 
the general intent of 
the Official Plan?

The Committee will consider the application based 
on four tests. The variance must meet all four tests 
to be approved.



CONSENT TO SEVER

If you want to sever a piece of 
your property or lease property for 
more than 21 years, you need to 
apply for consent. For example: 
you want to split your property in 
two to build another house.

Subdividing your property into one or 
two new lots

The Official Plan
This is the City’s main land use 
policy document. It sets out 
the kind of community that we 
wish to become. It uses goals, 
objectives and policies to guide 
land use planning decisions 
within the City of Thunder Bay.

It aims to shape the City to 
become environmentally 
sustainable, healthy, safe, 
livable, vibrant, connected, 
strong, prosperous, and resilient 
to the impacts of climate change.

Read the Official Plan online at 
www.thunderbay.ca/OP

The Official Plan has been 
developed using four 
approaches:

These approaches ensure the Plan 
is focused on these priorities, and 
balances the diverse needs of our 
communities and the environment.  

Health and Safe 
Community

Climate 
Adaptation

Environmental 
Sustainability

Economic 
Prosperity



In some areas, the Official 
Plan controls severances 
by establishing minimum 
lot sizes and a maximum 
number of severances from 
an original parcel. 

See Chapter 11 of the Official 
Plan for more information, or 
contact the Planning Services 
office if you have questions 
about a property.

1. The Official Plan

The Zoning By-law sets out 
minimum lot sizes based 
on frontage and area. 
Severances will only be 
approved if both the severed 
and retained parcels meet 
these requirements. 

A minor variance can request 
to reduce these requirements 
as long as the the 4 tests of a 
minor variance are met.

2. The Zoning By-law

It is important that every 
site can be accessed during 
major storm events. For this 
reason, severances will only 
be approved where access is 
available during a flood. 

For more information, 
contact the Lakehead Region 
Conservation Authority 
(LRCA) at 344-5857 or at 
info@lakeheadca.com

3. Flooding and
Access

Every application will be sent 
to a range of public agencies 
and utilities for comment. 
They may have comments 
about the severance, such as 
the location of easements or 
underground wires. 

These agencies may impose 
conditions on the severance 
depending on the context. 

4. Government 
Agencies and Utilities

Consents are typically approved with a number of standard 
conditions, including a legal survey, and payment of a parkland 
fee. There may also be conditions such as a hydrogeological 
study, septic and well testing, and roadway dedications. You will 
have one year to satisfy the conditions of your approval. You will 
then receive a certificate so that you can register your new lot.

CONDITIONS of APPROVAL



If a change is proposed near 
your property, you may receive 
a written notice. A sign will also 
be posted on the property. 

Any person with a position 
regarding a change is 
encouraged to make their 
views or opinions known. 

You do not need to have 
received the notice in the mail to 
get involved. 

Let us know if you want to stay 
informed about a decision. 

You can submit comments by 
mail, email, or in person at the 
meeting identified on the notice.

Planning Services
Victoriaville Civic Centre
111 Syndicate Ave S
Thunder Bay, ON, P7E 6S4

Planning Services | 807 625 2216
Committee of Adjustment | 807 625 2538

thunderbay.ca/planning

Have something to say about a 
proposed variance or severance in 
your neighbourhood?

GET INVOLVED:


