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TO:    Muskoka Lower-Tier Councils 

FROM:   Muskoka Treasurers 

SUBJECT: Vacancy Rebate and Reduction Program  

  
RECOMMENDATION 

1. That the lower-tier municipalities in the District of Muskoka endorse the concept of eliminating the 
vacant unit rebate, effective January 1, 2018. 

2. That the respective Council resolutions be provided to the District Municipality of Muskoka for 
consideration in adopting a vacancy rebate and reduction program for Muskoka. 

PURPOSE 

3. This report has been jointly prepared by the Muskoka Treasurers to seek endorsement from Area 
Municipal Councils for a District-wide vacancy rebate and reduction program. 

ORIGIN 

4. As part of the 2016 Ontario Economic Outlook and Fiscal Review, for 2017 and future years, the 
Province is providing municipalities with broad flexibility to tailor their vacancy rebate and 
reduction programs to reflect community needs and circumstances, while considering the 
interests of local businesses. 

5. Upper-tier and single-tier municipalities can implement changes to their vacancy rebate and 
reduction program by notifying the Minister of Finance of their intent to utilize the new flexibility 
and provide details of the proposed changes along with a council resolution. 

6. On July 20, 2017, the Commissioner of Finance and Corporate Services for the District 
Municipality of Muskoka provided report CES-8-2017-3 to update the Corporate and Emergency 
Services Committee regarding vacancy rebate and reduction programs. 

7. The Commissioner’s report outlined the process that would be followed to develop a 
recommended vacancy rebate and reduction program for the District of Muskoka.  The process 
includes: 

7.1. Preparation of a joint Treasurers’ report to be provided to each Area Municipal Council 
outlining available options and costs currently impacting each municipality; 

7.2. Advertising each of the meetings to inform the general public and seek input on the topic, 
with direct mailings to affected businesses if the Area Municipal Council wishes; 

7.3. Based on resolutions received from Area Municipal Councils and public feedback, District 
staff, in conjunction with the Area Treasurers, will prepare a report with a recommended 
District-wide vacancy rebate and reduction program for consideration by District 
Corporate and Emergency Services Committee; 

7.4. Subject to District Council endorsement, submission of the proposed vacancy rebate and 
reduction program to the Minister of Finance for consideration of a regulation; and 
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7.5. Implementation of the new vacancy rebate and reduction program, including updating by-
laws, policies and procedures and notifying property owners. 

BACKGROUND 

8. Since 1998, the Vacant Unit Rebate and Vacant/Excess Land Subclasses have provided property 
tax rebates and reductions for vacancies in commercial and industrial buildings or land. 

8.1. The Vacant Unit Rebate is an application-based program that provides a tax rebate to 
property owners who have vacancies in commercial and industrial buildings.  The 
program is administered by municipalities with rebates ranging from 30% to 35%.  
Applications must be received by February 28th of the year following the year of eligibility. 

8.2. The Vacant/Excess Land Property Tax Subclass provides reduced tax rates of 30% to 
35% for properties or portions of properties that are classified as commercial or industrial 
and are not developed. 

9. The rates for the Vacant Unit Rebate and Vacant/Excess Land Property Tax Subclass are 
established by the upper-tier municipality on an annual basis.  For Muskoka, current rate 
reductions for the Rebate and Subclass, for both commercial and industrial, are set at 30% by 
District Municipality of Muskoka By-law 2017-12. 

ANALYSIS  

Development Process 

10. The Ministry of Finance supplied municipalities with a suggested checklist to be considered when 
developing a vacancy rebate and reduction program, as follows: 

10.1. Business Community Engagement: 

10.1.1. Have you engaged the local business community? 

10.1.2. Can you provide details on how and when you have engaged the local business 
community? 

10.1.3. Have you considered the potential impacts of proposed changes to the business 
community? 

10.1.4. Has Council been made aware of the potential impacts on the business 
community? 

10.2. Program Details: 

10.2.1. Have you outlined details of program changes in your submission? 

10.2.2. Have you discussed proposed changes with lower-tier municipalities? 

10.2.3. Have you considered how you will implement changes to the vacancy programs? 

10.2.4. Have you considered these changes as part of a multi-year strategy? 

10.2.5. Has Council passed a resolution indicating approval of these changes? 

66



    
 

 

 
Muskoka Treasurers’ Report 

 

  
 

11. Changes to municipal vacancy rebate and reduction programs will be implemented through 
provincial regulation for each municipality.  The Ministry of Finance has noted that the Province 
has an interest in continuing to ensure tax competitiveness and consistency for taxpayers and as 
such, the Minister will consider proposed program changes within that context. 

Program Examples 

12. In an effort to provide support for municipalities considering a vacancy rebate and reduction 
program, the Ministry of Finance completed a scan of related municipal council resolutions to 
compile examples of different programs and consultation efforts that are being considered by 
municipalities.  Below are the Ministry’s findings for proposed program examples: 

12.1. The rebates and/or reduction rates may be adjusted based on property class to 
better reflect local circumstances.  For example, Fort Frances Council passed a 
resolution to reduce its industrial vacant unit rebate from 35% to 30% to align with its 
rebate for commercial properties. 

12.2. Declining rebate or reduction values may be applied for consecutive applications 
for the same property.  For example, Sault Ste. Marie Council passed a resolution to 
amend the vacant unit rebate eligibility to exclude industrial and shopping centre 
properties and limited the eligibility period to three years in a ten-year cycle for all other 
commercial properties. 

12.3. Tailored eligibility requirements may be established to include or exclude specific 
property uses, types and/or adherence to local property standards by-laws.  For 
example, Kawartha Lakes proposed to include eligibility criteria to exclude vacancies due 
to labour disruption, minimum square footage and adherence to property standards, and 
to eliminate the vacant unit rebate in 2018. 

12.4. Phasing-out programs over a period of years or ending programs by a specific 
year may be considered.  For example, Espanola Council passed a resolution to reduce 
the vacant unit rebate to 15% for 2018 and thereafter and decrease the subclass 
reduction to 15% for 2017 and eliminate the program for 2018 and thereafter.  In a further 
example, Parry Sound Council passed a resolution to eliminate the vacant unit rebate for 
the 2017 tax year. 

Existing Program 

13. As indicated above, the existing vacant unit rebate program provides a 30% rebate to commercial 
and industrial property owners that meet the eligibility criteria in Muskoka. 

14. A commercial or industrial property owner may make a vacant unit rebate application for buildings 
that are entirely vacant or partially vacant, provided they meet specific criteria including, they 
must be vacant for a period of a least 90 consecutive days; be unused; and clearly delineated or 
physically separated from the used portions of the building.  Commercial buildings must either be 
capable of being leased for immediate occupation; undergoing or in need of repair or renovations 
that prevent it from being available for lease or immediate occupations; or be unfit for occupation. 

15. Exclusions to the vacant unit rebate include buildings that are used for seasonal operations, 
properties already included in the vacant/excess land subclass, and those that have an existing 
lease in effect. 

16. There is no limit to the total number or consecutive number of years in which a property owner 
may apply for the vacant unit rebate.  
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17. The existing program only benefits commercial and industrial properties and is not available to 
other property types (i.e. multi-residential or residential). 

18. The loss of property tax revenue through the vacant unit rebate is currently subsidized by all other 
property classes. 

19. Property that qualifies as vacant/excess land subclass is determined by criteria established by the 
Municipal Property Assessment Corporation (MPAC).  Property values are provided to 
municipalities based on highest and best use.  The property tax rates applied to vacant/excess 
commercial and industrial property is reduced by 30% in accordance with the District Municipality 
of Muskoka tax ratio and tax rate reduction by-law.  

Proposed Program 

20. With the new flexibility provided to municipalities for vacancy rebate and reduction programs, the 
Muskoka Treasurers are proposing elimination of the vacant unit rebate, effective January 1, 
2018. 

21. The vacant unit rebate, in its existing form, benefits relatively few property owners for a 
proportionately large cost and does not encourage steadfast occupancy of the building(s). 

22. Although there may be benefits to implementing a customized vacancy rebate and reduction 
program, the varying needs of the six lower-tier municipalities in Muskoka would be difficult to 
accommodate in one district-wide program. 

23. There are alternatives to the program as municipalities are able to implement other measures, 
including Community Improvement Plans, which may be designed to target areas that are 
identified as priorities for the community and act to assist and incentivize active use of properties. 

24. Elimination of the vacant unit rebate will relieve the administrative burden associated with 
receiving and evaluating rebate applications and processing rebate payments. 

25. Section 357 of the Municipal Act, 2001 still allows for a cancellation, reduction, refund of taxes for 
a given year if repairs or maintenance to the property has precluded the normal use for at least 3 
months during the year. 

26. As the vacant/excess land subclass is not application based and is subject to evaluation by 
MPAC, the Muskoka Treasurers are not proposing any changes to the subclass ratio at this time.  
The Muskoka Treasurers will review the implication of making changes to the vacant/excess land 
subclass in the future and will bring forward a separate report on this issue for consideration. 
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ALTERNATIVE(S) 

27. The following alternatives are available for consideration: 

Alternative #1 The lower-tier municipality may choose to propose a customized 
vacancy rebate and reduction program. 

This course of action is not recommended as the program is not 
widely used and does not warrant the significant administration 
requirements that result from a customized program.   

Alternative #2 The lower-tier municipality may choose to propose maintaining the 
status quo. 

This course of action is not recommended as the existing program 
does not limit eligibility and does not encourage active use of 
commercial and industrial property. 

EXISTING POLICY 

28. Section 313 of the Municipal Act, 2001 (Prescribed Subclass Tax Reductions). 

29. Section 364 of the Municipal Act, 2001 (Vacant Unit Rebate). 

30. Section 357 (g) of the Municipal Act, 2001 (Cancellation, reduction, refund of taxes) 

31. Ontario Regulation 325/01. 

32. District Municipality of Muskoka By-Law 2017-12. 

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

33. The following table reflects the 2017 property tax rebate (for 2016 tax year) resulting from eligible 
vacant units in the District of Muskoka: 

Municipality Properties Lower-Tier1 Upper-Tier Education Total 

Bracebridge 11 $10,576 $10,796 $10,389 $31,761 

Georgian Bay 0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Gravenhurst 13 $8,364 $9,227 $9,868 $27,459 

Huntsville 8 $9,098 $15,293 $14,052 $38,443 

Lake of Bays 0 $0 $0 $0 $0 

Muskoka Lakes 1 $17 $51 $95 $163 

TOTAL 33 $28,055 $35,367 $34,404 $97,826 

                                            
1  Includes Business Improvement Areas (BIA) 
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34. Based on 2017 participation in the vacant unit rebate, if the rebate was eliminated, the total 
reduction in property tax write-offs for the municipalities in the District of Muskoka is $63,422 
(Lower-Tier + Upper-Tier).  The total impact to participating property owners is $97,826 (Lower-
Tier + Upper-Tier + Education). 

COMMUNICATIONS 

35. Various communications were received from the Ministry of Finance regarding the changes to 
legislation guiding vacancy rebates and reductions for property taxes. 

36. Staff at the Ministry of Municipal Affairs were consulted for clarification and suggestions regarding 
vacancy rebate and reduction program development. 

SUBMITTED BY: 

Jane Corbeil, CPA, CMA, Director of Financial Services/Treasurer, Township of Georgian Bay 
Julia McKenzie, CPA, CA, Manager of Finance/Treasurer, Town of Huntsville 
Julie Stevens, CPA, CA, Commissioner of Finance and Corporate Services, District of Muskoka 
Shannon Johnson, CPA, CGA, Treasurer, Township of Muskoka Lakes 
Stephen Rettie, CPA, CMA, Director of Finance/Treasurer, Town of Bracebridge 
Tom Gefucia, CPA, CGA, Treasurer, Township of Lake of Bays 
Val Sequeira, MBA, Director of Corporate Services/Treasurer, Town of Gravenhurst 
 

70


