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LEGALIZATION OF CANNABIS IN ONTARIO: CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENTS

● The Ontario Cannabis Retail Corporation (Ontario 
Cannabis Store) monopoly over cannabis distribution

● Online retail available throughout Ontario through    
the Ontario Cannabis Store (OCS) on October 17.

● Regulated private retail sales starting April 1, 2019.

● Municipal opt-out of retail sales.

●  Legal age increased to 19.

● Consumption permitted in private residences 
-prohibition on cannabis consumption in public 
spaces, workplaces, and in motorized vehicles 
(unless stationary and used as a residence).

        

Canada has legalized and is now regulating cannabis subject to licensed production, personal possession, growing limits and age 
restrictions.                                                

●
● Youth diversion –alternatives to traditional justice  

system.

● The closure of illegal dispensaries in collaboration with 
municipal governments.

● Penalties and fines for drug impaired driving, illegal 
distribution, public use, etc.

● Consultation on consumption venues.

Government of Ontario’s approach to cannabis legalization includes:



Items For Consideration

● Strong municipal voice in cannabis 
legalization as impacts will be felt locally

● Municipal costs must be fully funded

● Training/resource supports/authorities 
must be provided to enable municipal front 
line worker role (e.g. police, bylaw, public 
health)

●  A portion of marijuana tax revenues 
should be dedicated towards municipal 
needs

● Community development benefits from 
legalization

●  Strong municipal voice in the siting of 
retail venues to address community 
needs;

● The Province should take an evolutionary 
approach to enable the broadening of the 
legal market (once stabilized) –economic 
development to sustain communities       

● Municipal role in promoting economic 
development opportunities arising from 
cannabis legalization (e.g. 
agricultural/processing sectors, 
consumption venues, private retailers)

● Need for more research moving forward to 
ensure evidence-based decision-making 
and public education



Cannabis Retail Stores & Municipalities “Opt in or Out”
Federal government's legalization of cannabis passed strict new 
regulations to protect children and youth, keep communities and 
roads safe and combat the illegal market.

The result of widespread consultations with the people of 
Ontario, these regulations provide clarity for a private 
recreational cannabis store system that will begin April 1, 2019 
under the close oversight of the Alcohol and Gaming 
Commission of Ontario (AGCO).

The regulations establish a minimum distance of 150 metres 
(approximately 500 feet) between cannabis retail stores and 
schools, including private and federally-funded First Nation 
schools off-reserve. This distance buffer will help protect 
students and keep communities safe, while other regulations will 
combat the influence and participation of organized crime in the 
legal licensed framework.



Other new strict regulations established by the Ontario Government include:

● Retailers will not be permitted to allow anyone under the age of 19 to enter their stores. This    
approach and other regulations were developed to address the risk of youth exposure to the 
cannabis retail market.

● Specific instances in which applicants will be denied a licence, including cannabis-related criminal 
offences. Notably, illegal cannabis retailers who were operating after October 17, 2018 are not 
eligible for Ontario cannabis sales licenses.

● A prohibition on the issuance of a licence to any individual or organization who has an association 
with organized crime.

● Requirement that individuals or entities applying for an operator licence demonstrate their tax 
compliance status to show that they are in good standing with the government.

● A requirement for all private recreational cannabis retail storefronts to be stand-alone stores only.

● Individuals with a store authorization, cannabis retail managers and all retail employees will be 
required to complete the approved training to ensure that any individual who works in the cannabis 
retail market is trained in the responsible sale of cannabis.



AGCO & Regulation Facts 

The private retail store model will be tightly-regulated and strictly enforced by the AGCO, establishing a 
zero-tolerance approach for any retailer who provides cannabis to anyone under the age of 19.

It is anticipated that the AGCO will begin accepting applications on December 17, 2018 and private 
retailing of cannabis will begin on April 1, 2019.

The government has committed to providing $40 million over two years to help municipalities with the 
implementation costs of recreational cannabis legalization.

Private retail recreational cannabis stores will be permitted to open between 9:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m. on 
any day. These operating hours are consistent with on-site retail stores for alcohol and will provide retailers 
with the flexibility to respond to local market conditions and consumer demands.

A market concentration limit of 75 stores per operator has been set to prevent a high degree of market 
consolidation, promote opportunities for small businesses and promote investment in the cannabis retail 
sector.





SUPPORT:
On March 9th, the Minister of Finance announced $40 million in funding for the first two years of legal cannabis to 
help municipalities with the implementation costs of recreational cannabis legalization, with each municipality 
receiving at least $10,000 in total. 

•The province would then distribute a second payment following the proposed deadline for municipalities to opt-out, which 
would be January 22, 2019

•Municipalities that have not opted-out as of that date would receive funding on a per household basis

•This funding would support initial costs related to hosting retail storefronts

•Municipalities that have opted-out would receive only a second $5,000 each

•Lower tier and upper tier municipalities would receive a 50/50 split of the allocation. Decisions to adjust the split in allocation 
can be made at the local level. Upper tier municipalities would receive funding in relation to opt-out decisions made by the 
lower tier municipality.

•The province is considering setting aside a certain portion of the municipal funding for unforeseen circumstances, and priority 
would be given to municipalities that have not opted-out.

•If Ontario’s portion of the federal excise duty on recreational cannabis over the first two years of legalization exceeds $100 
million, the province would provide 50% of the surplus only to municipalities that have not opted-out as of January 22, 2019



Municipality’s Main Areas of Concern
Many municipal programs are directly impacted by the provincial legislative framework governing the sale and use of 
cannabis:

● Business licensing - No dual licensing system

● Building inspections

● Bylaw enforcement

● Long-term care

●  Parks

●  Paramedic services

●  POA Courts

●  Police

● Property Standards

● Public Health (enforcement, education)
        

● Zoning
      

● Siting of cannabis retail locations
        

● Enforcement of restrictions on use in prohibited 
locations
       

● Lack of provincial regulation of home cultivation
      

● Complaints about home cultivation, public use and 
intoxication, and odor
        

● Implications in two-tier municipalities
         

● Funding, training and lack of resources



RETAIL STORES

Matters Respecting Municipalities:

● In order to opt-out the AGCO Registrar must receive written notification of opt-out from the municipal Clerk, CAO or 
Mayor. The written notification (to the AGCO Registrar) must be signed by one of the parties above and must be 
received no later than January 22, 2019. A copy of the resolution or date it was passed must be included to the 
AGCO

● Municipalities that opt out can decide to opt in at a later date (cannot decide to opt in and then decide to opt back out 
after January 22, 2019.  Once you are in, there is no chance to opt out)

●
● Failure to pass a resolution will mean that the AGCO will allow stores in the municipality

● Upper-tier municipalities have no opt-out option

● Municipalities will have no planning or business licensing authority over these retail stores

● 15 days to respond to a notice of retail authorization (public notice)



15 Day Response Notice 

The placard posting period is 15 calendar days during which time AGCO may receive written 
submissions from local residents and the municipality where the store may be located.

A notice will be placed within public view of the potential store location. Notice will also be listed 
on the AGCO website. It will be the responsibility of the municipality to check this website 
frequently. 

Written submissions accepted on iAGCO, the AGCO’s online licensing portal (an account 
registration is not required). Anonymous submissions will not be considered.

Cannabis Retail applicant will be given an opportunity to respond when procedural fairness 
requires it.

Consider other ways to communicate local concerns to the AGCO.  May require delegation of 
authority to staff in order to determine evaluation criteria set out by Council - Working Group.



● Distance from elementary and secondary schools 
(Prov regs);

● Distance from daycare/child care facilities;

● Distance from other cannabis retail stores;

● Distance from post-secondary schools;

● Distance from addiction treatment services;

● BIA concerns;

● Proposed location on land zoned to permit full 
retailing.

150m 

Zoning and Licensing Controls

Municipalities will not be able to designate cannabis 
retail as a separate land use from general retail uses.

Municipalities cannot create a cannabis retail licensing 
program (no dual licensing system) May be a concern 
for some municipalities more than others.

Land Use Planning: The provincial licensing process 
does not remove the requirement to comply with the 
zoning by-law and other municipal planning 
documents. The definitions within the municipality’s 
Official Plan and Zoning By-law are applicable to all 
retail, including cannabis retail stores. Retail sale of 
cannabis from a provincially licensed store is legal and 
is a permitted use in the retail zones.

Potential Criteria



The AGCO Will Help to Ensure That:

● Municipal input on location is considered

● Stores are located away from sensitive areas other than schools (e.g. vulnerable 
communities, waterways)

● Store locations comply with local zoning and planning bylaws

● Organized crime does not have any part in the private retail market

● Public consumption now falls under SFOA, 2017



Likely to be a wide range of public perceptions, degree of 
acceptance, safety concerns, etc. 

Along with high level of expectations around control

Need to develop public awareness & messaging to ensure 
consistent communication to the community

Public Perceptions/Expectations



Thank You 


