
CITY OF GUELPH
Downtown Heights Study and Built Form 

Standards Report
March 2025

Prepared for: City of Guelph

Prepared by: SvN Architects + Planners



ii

Figure 1:	 Aerial Photo of Guelph looking towards the city, Ontario (City of Guelph)
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Figure 2:	 City skyline looking towards the Basilica (source: City of Guelph)



1
City of Guelph - Downtown Building Heights Study and Built Forms Standards for Tall Buildings Report

1.0	 Introduction

1.1	 PROJECT BACKGROUND

The City of Guelph’s Official Plan outlines the goals, objectives, 
and policies that guide Guelph’s growth and development. 
Section 3 of the Official Plan (“OP”) establishes a framework 
for planning complete and healthy communities while 
accommodating the forecasted growth of the City to 2051. 

Section 3.5 designates Downtown Guelph as an Urban Growth 
Centre (UGC) and a Major Transit Station Area (MTSA), that 
will continue to support intensification. The OP sets minimum 
density targets as follows:

•	 150 residents and jobs per hectare by 2031;

•	 175 residents and jobs per hectare by 2041; and 

•	 200 residents and jobs per hectare by 2051. 

In the near term, it targets 7,500 office jobs and 8,500 
residents in the Downtown by 2031, representing a net 
increase of 6,000 residents and 1,500 jobs. 

In December 2023, City Council directed staff to undertake 
a study for the Downtown in order to review and introduce 
additional height permissions to help the City meet its density 
target of 200 persons and jobs per hectare. Staff undertook 
background work throughout 2024 in order to inform the 
project and ensure integration with other ongoing Downtown 
Renewal projects. In December 2024, Council formally directed 
staff to commence the Official Plan Amendment portion of the 
Downtown Building Heights Study. 

1.2	 PROJECT OBJECTIVE, SCOPE AND 
METHODOLOGY

The primary objective of this study is to undertake a review of 
permitted building heights in the Downtown Secondary Plan 
area and make recommendations for amendments to these 
permissions in the Official Plan. This amendment is expected 
to take the form of an updated building height schedule, as 
well as updates to relevant policies within the Official Plan. The 
study will also update Guelph’s Built Form Standards to include 
consideration for tall buildings in the Downtown, establishing a 
set of quantitative performance standards to ensure that new 
tall building development will support relevant Official Plan 
policies and exemplify best urban design practices.

The study has been undertaken in 3 phases

Figure 3:	 Project Phasing
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PHASE 1: BACKGROUND REVIEW

Phase 1 included a background review and analysis of 
existing conditions to help establish an understanding 
of the current policy and built form context in 
Downtown Guelph. The background review utilized 
four main methods, including:

•	 A review of the applicable policy framework, 
including the Official Plan, the Downtown Guelph 
Secondary Plan, comprehensive Zoning Bylaw, 
and relevant design guideline documents was 
undertaken to understand how development in 
the Downtown is regulated.

•	 A scan of Guelph’s recent development activities 
was conducted, focusing on development 
applications for tall buildings in the Downtown 
from 2016 to October 2024. The scan identified 
the type, status, and proposed building heights 
of recent applications and provided insight into 
emerging development patterns within Downtown 
Guelph.

•	 A jurisdictional scan of the Official Plans of 
comparable mid-sized Canadian Municipalities 
that are experiencing similar growth trends 
was conducted. This scan included an analysis 
of height frameworks, policy approaches to 
intensification, and built-form standards for 
tall buildings in six municipalities (Brantford, 
Cambridge, Hamilton, Kelowna, London, and 
Ottawa).

PHASE 2: LAND ASSESSMENT AND 
DRAFT OFFICIAL PLAN AMENDMENT

Phase 2 included land assessment exercise through 
a 3D modeling to identify a development scenario to 
meet the Official Plan’s identified density target. The 
land assessment exercise involved the following: 

•	 Developing an understanding of existing baseline 
conditions with respect to population and jobs 
within the Downtown, in order to understand the 
gap between existing conditions and planned 
density targets. 

•	 Identifying key design principles that guide the 
achievement of density targets through sensitive 
and focused intensification.

•	 Building out a 3D model to capture relevant land 
use and built form considerations - i.e. existing 
height permissions, heritage properties, active 
development sites, view corridors, parks and open 
spaces, natural heritage and floodplain areas, 
higher-order transit stops, retail main streets, etc.  

•	 Leading to the development of a Demonstration 
Plan that allows for the achievement of different 
density targets (up to 200 PPJ).

Taking the results of the land assessment into 
consideration, an overall height strategy was 
developed to guide increases to height permissions 
within the Downtown. The height strategy informed a 
draft Official Plan Amendment, inclusive of an updated 
height schedule. 

PHASE 3: FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

Phase 3 included refinement of the draft OPA and 
the creation of recommendations for Built Form 
Standards. The refinement of the draft OPA will 
consider comments received from the community.  
It is anticipated that the recommended OPA will be 
brought forward alongside a final report for Council 
approval and the Built Form Standards will be brought 
forward for consideration in Spring 2025.
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1.3	 ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

Engagement was identified as a key component at the outset of this study and was included through the length of the project. The study drew on the ideas and expertise of a 
wide range of external stakeholders and participants, including members of the public as well as local business and development industry representatives, to help inform effective 
and contextually-appropriate recommendations. 

The below is a summary of the engagement activities undertaken for the study, broken out by phase. For more information on the engagement findings, including details on key 
messages heard from each phase of work, please see the Engagement Summaries included as part of the appendices to this report.

PHASE 1 ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

In phase one, participants were asked broadly to weigh in on their attitudes towards greater heights in the downtown, key priorities that should guide changes to built form and 
height permissions, and locations that could or should accommodate greater building heights. These activities included:

1.	 Online survey on the City’s Have Your Say web-page 

•	 Active from December 9, 2024 to January 12, 2025 

•	 Total of 413 survey responses, with 48 participants who completed the 
additional mapping exercise  

2.	 Community open house

•	 Took place on October 2, 2024 and December 9, 2024

•	 Both were hosted as part of broader engagement events for the Downtown 
Infrastructure Renewal Program to help community members understand 
more of the context around growth in the Downtown from policy to 
infrastructure and design

•	 Approximately 44 attendees for the October 2, 2024 open house and 80 
attendees for the December 9, 2024 open house 
 

3.	 Focus group meetings with business and development industry representatives

•	 Took place across three sessions from November 18, 2024 to November 22, 
2024

•	 Included representatives from the Downtown Guelph Business Association, 
Chamber of Commerce and land owners and developers in Downtown Guelph 

•	 Total of 21 attendees 

4.	 Guelph Farmer’s Market pop-up event 

•	 Took place on October 26, 2024

•	 Approximately 50 attendees 
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PHASE 2 ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

In phase two, a draft Official Plan amendment, complete 
with a proposed height schedule, was shared for 
consideration and comment.

1.	 Online survey on the City’s Have Your Say web 
page

•	  Active from January 21 to February 16, 2025

•	  Total of 13 survey responses and 217 
downloads of the draft Official Plan 
amendment

2.	 Community open house

•	 Project-specific community open house to 
present the draft OPA

•	 Took place on February 4, 2025

•	 Approximately 16 attendees

3.	 Statutory public meeting

•	 Presentation to Council on the draft OPA

•	 Took place February 11, 2025

•	 6 delegates spoke at the meeting

In addition, the draft Official Plan Amendment was 
circulated to several external agencies as required in 
the Planning Act, as well as to the Mississaugas of the 
Credit First Nation, the Six Nations of the Grand River 
First Nation and the Métis Nation of Ontario on January 
20, 2025.

Figure 4:	 Photo from December 9th, 2024 Public Open House

Figure 5:	 Photo from December 9th, 2024 Public Open House



5
City of Guelph - Downtown Building Heights Study and Built Forms Standards for Tall Buildings Report

Figure 6:	 Photo of Board Feedback from February 4th Public Open House
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2.0	 Background Review

2.1	 POLICY FRAMEWORK REVIEW

GUELPH OFFICIAL PLAN 

The Guelph Official Plan sets out overarching guiding 
principles, strategic goals and objectives to guide 
decision-making and community building to the year 
2051 

GROWTH FRAMEWORK AND CITY STRUCTURE

Chapter 3 of the Plan establishes Guelph’s growth 
framework and forecasts a population of 208,000 
people and 116,000 jobs by the year 2051 (3.2.1, 3.2.2). 
The Plan envisions Guelph as a compact, vibrant 
City, with growth directed to locations within the 
delineated built up area where the capacity exists 
to best accommodate the expected population and 
employment growth (3.b). The Plan directs for the City 
to provide an appropriate range and mix of housing 
options and densities to meet the needs of current and 
future residents (3.3.1).

Schedule 1a of the Plan (see Figure 7) identifies 
the Downtown as a delineated built-up area, Urban 
Growth Centre, and within a protected Major Transit 
Station Area, which are all identified as priority areas 
for growth and intensification (3.4.2). Development 
within the delineated built-up area will be encouraged 
to generally achieve higher densities than the 

surrounding areas while achieving an appropriate 
transition of built form to adjacent properties (3.4.6). 
Additionally, vacant and underused lots will be 
revitalized through the promotion of infill development, 
redevelopment and expansions or conversion of 
existing buildings (3.4.4).

Section 3.5 of the Plan addresses the Downtown, which 
is defined through the shared Urban Growth Centre 
and protected Major Transit Station Area boundary on 
Schedule 1a. The Downtown is envisioned to continue 
to function as the ‘heart’ of the City with a range 
of employment, commercial, recreational, cultural, 
entertainment and institutional uses, while also 
attracting a significant share of the city’s residential 
growth (3.5.2).

The Downtown is planned to achieve a density target 
of 150 residents and jobs combined per hectare by 
2031, 175 residents and jobs combined per hectare by 
2041, and 200 residents and jobs combined per hectare 
by 2051, as identified in Section 3.5.4 of the Plan. 
These targets reflect a commitment to sustainable 
urban intensification, growth, and efficient land use 
in alignment with Provincial planning intentions to 
appropriately direct growth to urban areas supported 
by existing transit, services, and infrastructure. In 
addition to supporting resident and job growth targets, 
Policy 3.5.5.iii of the Plan directs that the Downtown 
will be planned and designed to maintain, enhance, and 
promote cultural heritage resources, natural heritage, 
and unique landmarks. 

The Downtown is also subject to the Downtown 
Secondary Plan, which contains more detailed land use 
and design policies intended to guide and regulate the 
development in the area, and is reviewed in Section 2.2 
of this report.

BUILT FORM - TALL BUILDINGS 

Sections 8.5 to 8.10 of the Plan cover built form 
policy, with tall buildings addressed in Section 8.9. 
The Plan defines tall building forms as generally 
meaning buildings above six storeys (8.9). It directs 
tall buildings to act as landmarks, with a distinctive 
bottom, middle and top (8.9.1.i). Floor plate sizes of the 
tower portion - defined as storeys five and above - are 
encouraged to be limited in size to facilitate slender 
and elegant designs (8.9.1.iv) and placed strategically 
to ensure adequate spacing to provide solar access 
and privacy (8.9.1.v).



Figure 7:	 Schedule 1a: Urban Structure, City of Guelph Official Plan
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