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Property & Building Basics: Frequently Asked Questions
How the Official Plan, Zoning, and Occupancy Classification impact property owners in South Glengarry

The Provincial government sets standards that we must follow. Understanding how our community manages properties can be confusing. This easy guide explains the three main layers of regulations that affect what you can do with a building in our township.

Q1: What is an Official Plan?
The Official Plan is similar to a 20-year wish list and blueprint. It looks at the big picture and outlines the long-term vision for where future housing, jobs, transit, and parks should go. It doesn't look at individual properties. South Glengarry has adopted the SDG Counties’ Official Plan to maintain a regional perspective.

The Bottom Line: The "What we want to become" plan.

Q2: What is a Zoning By-law?
While the county sets the big picture, the township manages zoning, which turns that vision into strict laws for individual properties. It dictates exactly what you can build on a specific lot today. It tells you the permitted use (e.g., residential vs. commercial), how tall the building can be, and how far back it must sit from the property line. Local zoning must respect and conform to the Official Plan.

The Bottom Line: The "What you are legally allowed to build here right now" rulebook.

Q3: What is Occupancy Classification?
This is a technical rating from the Ontario Building Code that focuses on indoor safety. It categorizes a building based on how it is used and how many people will be inside. A crowded venue has different fire risks than a private house or store, so the code uses this classification to determine which fire alarms, exits, and construction materials are required.

The Bottom Line: The "How we design the building to be safe to walk inside" standard.

Q4: Can I change my property's zoning?
Yes, but it requires a formal application process called a Zoning By-law Amendment (or Rezoning). Township staff and council will review your request to ensure it aligns with the Official Plan’s high-level goals. If your proposal goes against the County’s Official Plan, it requires a more complex “Official Plan Amendment” process first. 

Q5: If my zoning allows a "commercial retail store," can I just open a restaurant?
Not necessarily. While local Zoning might allow both uses on that land, a restaurant changes the Occupancy Classification under the Building Code. A restaurant can hold more people and involves commercial cooking equipment, which triggers stricter fire separation, plumbing, and exit rules than a clothing boutique. You will need a building permit to change the occupancy.

SAVE TIME!
Planning documents and by-laws can be long and complicated to read. You can review our Official Plan and South Glengarry’s Zoning By-Law whenever you wish.

However, the simplest and fastest way to get clear answers is to reach out to us directly. We are here to help you navigate rules, figure out exactly what applies to your property, and guide you through your project.

Occupancy or Building Permits:
Erica-Rose Burgess
Building Official
T: 613-347-1166 Ext. 2205
eburgess@southglengarry.com

Official Plan or Zoning Questions
Max Irwin
Community Planner
T: 613-347-1166 Ext. 2207 mirwin@southglengarry.com












Disclaimer: This document is for educational and general informational purposes only. It simplifies complex topics and does not replace or override municipal, county, or provincial bylaws, policies, or regulations. For official decisions or project approvals, please consult municipal staff or the applicable legislation.
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