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Emergency Management 
in Ontario

1.0 Summary

The focus of emergency management in Ontario is 
on protecting lives, infrastructure, property and the 
environment, and helping to ensure the continuity 
of government operations and critical assets. Hav-
ing effective emergency management programs 
in place is important to ensure that the Province is 
ready to respond to an emergency in order to mini-
mize the harm or damage that may result.

Because of its large and complex society and 
economy, Ontario faces the challenge of prepar-
ing for and responding to many different kinds of 
emergencies. Ontario has the largest and, in places, 
the most concentrated population in Canada, with 
approximately 14 million residents. In addition, it 
has the highest nuclear power generating capacity 
of any province or state in North America. 

Emergency management in Ontario is based on 
five interdependent components: prevention, miti-
gation (risk and damage reduction), preparedness, 
response and recovery. To determine the priorities 
for emergency management and identify the activ-
ities to undertake within these five components, the 
following must first be identified: potential hazards, 
critical infrastructure and time-critical government 
services. The potential hazards facing Ontario 
include floods, forest fires, severe weather events, 
damage to the electrical grid, nuclear events, 

public health crises and others. Once hazards are 
identified, their risks to the province are assessed 
to determine their priority for attention. Critical 
infrastructure is infrastructure that needs to be 
protected and restored quickly in the event of an 
emergency, such as roads and telecommunications. 
Time-critical government services are those that 
need to remain operational during an emergency or 
be restored quickly afterwards. 

For an emergency management program to 
be effective, the first step is to determine which 
hazards can be prevented, followed by which can be 
mitigated at a reasonable cost. The hazards that can 
neither be prevented nor mitigated inform what 
emergency management needs to prepare for and 
respond to in the event of an emergency. Recovery 
from damage incurred during an emergency may 
require financial assistance from the government.

The Provincial Emergency Management Office 
(EMO) is a branch within the Office of the Fire 
Marshal and Emergency Management division of 
the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services. It is responsible for overseeing and co-
ordinating the Province’s emergency management 
program as well as overseeing the emergency man-
agement programs of the various ministries and 
municipalities in Ontario. 

The Emergency Management and Civil Protection 
Act (Act) requires all ministries to have an emer-
gency management program in place, including 
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an emergency response plan and a continuity of 
government operations plan. The Government of 
Ontario, through an Order in Council, has assigned 
13 ministries and their ministers responsibility for 
preparing emergency management programs for 
specific types of emergencies and/or specific emer-
gency services (functions), as shown in Appendix 1 
and Appendix 2. 

In addition, each of the 444 municipalities in 
the province must have an emergency management 
program in place. Ontario generally uses a bottom-
up approach to emergency response: municipalities 
manage and are mainly involved with local emer-
gencies, but they can request resources from the 
provincial government when needed.

Although the Province has some measures in 
place to prepare for and respond to emergencies, 
there are weaknesses in the emergency manage-
ment programs across the province and in EMO’s 
oversight and co-ordination of emergency man-
agement programs, potentially making Ontario 
vulnerable if a large-scale emergency were to occur. 
For example, certain activities and tools that are 
needed to prepare ministries and municipalities 
for an emergency are not in place or are not being 
carried out effectively, such as updating risk assess-
ments and emergency response plans, conducting 
practice tests of the emergency response plans, and 
making improvements to emergency management 
programs based on the results of past events and 
practice tests. 

The following are some of our significant 
observations: 

•	The current governance structure for emer-
gency management in Ontario is not effect-
ive for overseeing a province-wide program. 
Oversight of emergency management in 
Ontario is the responsibility of the Cabinet 
Committee on Emergency Management. How-
ever, this committee has not met for several 
years. Concerns about the overall oversight 
of emergency management in the province 
were brought to the government’s attention as 
far back as 2005 in an internal review report, 

Emergency Management Processes in the Ontario 
Public Service. The report concluded: “At the 
enterprise level, processes are not currently 
sufficient to ensure that Ontarians and the 
resources of the Province are adequately 
protected against emergencies and disasters.” 
It suggested that emergency management be 
regularly discussed at the executive level, by 
being included as a standing agenda item at 
meetings of the Deputy Ministers’ Council. 
However, this has not been done.

•	Lower than expected priority given to emer-
gency management. EMO is located within 
the Ministry of Community Safety and Cor-
rectional Services. As a result, EMO competes 
with other Ministry priorities, such as those 
pertaining to policing, fire and correctional 
facilities. Over the past years, it has not fared 
well in this environment and has experienced 
significant staffing, budget and program cuts. 
We also noted that EMO’s top two leadership 
positions, the Commissioner and the Chief, 
have experienced frequent turnover and 
vacancies at times over the past five years. The 
lack of continuity in leadership has resulted in 
a lower priority and importance given to the 
provincial emergency management program 
and has affected the level of services EMO pro-
vides, including its ability to co-ordinate with 
ministries and municipalities.

•	Risk identification and assessment pro-
cesses are not sufficient to ensure that 
the provincial emergency management 
program includes all areas of concern. The 
latest overall provincial risk assessment was 
done in 2012 based on emergencies experi-
enced in Ontario up to 2009. Therefore, the 
current provincial emergency management 
program has not considered emergencies 
that have occurred over the past eight years, 
or the latest information on the effects of 
climate change and other developing risks 
such as cyberattacks and terrorism. Also, the 
current approach is that EMO, ministries and 
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emergency management program began in 
2003, it started at the first level, the essential 
level, of a three-level program, with a plan to 
progress to the third level, the comprehensive 
level, by 2006. The first level includes only 
the preparedness and response components, 
while the comprehensive level includes all 
five components. Fourteen years later, the 
Province’s emergency management program 
remains at the first level. 

•	Emergency response plans have not 
been updated to reflect current events or 
operations. The two provincial emergency 
response plans that are prepared by EMO—
the Provincial Emergency Response Plan and 
the Provincial Nuclear Response Plan—have 
not been updated since 2008 and 2009. We 
noted that many of the response plans at the 
ministries we visited had not been updated 
for several years. Plans need to be regularly 
updated with current information and to 
reflect the best approach to respond to emer-
gencies so they can be used as a step-by-step 
guide during a response. Since many of the 
emergency response plans we reviewed had 
not been recently updated, these plans may 
not reflect current operations or incorporate 
program changes. They also may not include 
current information on best practices and les-
sons learned from past emergencies, practice 
tests of the response plans and recent world-
wide events. This could result in confusion or 
delays during the response to an emergency.

•	The approach to practising for emergen-
cies does not ensure that the Province is 
prepared to respond to emergencies. An 
important aspect of preparing for emergencies 
is to perform practice tests for a simulated 
emergency with all relevant parties. None 
of the ministries we visited had a multi-year 
strategy for practice tests to ensure that a var-
iety of different hazards are tested over time. 
Further, approximately 80% of the practice 
tests undertaken over the past five years were 

municipalities all undertake risk assessment 
independently of each other. The best prac-
tices identified by our expert on emergency 
management programs suggest that risk 
assessments should be done collaboratively 
to fully understand risks at both the local and 
provincial levels.

•	The Province does not have a co-ordinated 
information technology (IT) system in 
place for emergency management. In 2009, 
EMO attempted to develop and implement 
a province-wide IT system for emergency 
management. After extensive delays and user 
dissatisfaction, it discontinued the project in 
2015, having spent about $7.5 million without 
it ever going live. A province-wide system can 
let ministries and municipalities co-ordinate 
and share information both during emergen-
cies and on an ongoing basis, and can store 
information that may be needed during an 
emergency such as the latest emergency 
response plans and the location of critical 
infrastructure such as hospitals. With no 
province-wide co-ordinated IT system, the 
ministries we visited had to find solutions to 
address their own needs; thus, one of the min-
istries visited has supported the procurement 
of an IT system to be used by the ministry and 
its stakeholders to assist with information 
sharing and to store documentation relating 
to emergencies, while others use a simple 
database or do not currently have an IT sys-
tem for emergency management. 

•	The provincial emergency management 
program does not focus on all five compon-
ents of emergency management: preven-
tion, mitigation, preparedness, response 
and recovery. Currently, the focus of the 
emergency management program in Ontario 
is mainly on only two of the five compon-
ents—preparedness and response—with the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs also undertaking 
activities related to recovery through the dis-
aster financial assistance programs. When the 
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basic tests—discussions, seminars, workshops 
to familiarize participants with current plans, 
agreements and procedures—and generally 
did not include a simulation of an actual 
emergency requiring the movement of person-
nel and equipment. While we recognize that 
a comprehensive simulation exercise would 
require significant resources, it should be 
included in a multi-year strategy to highlight 
areas requiring further development or 
improvement and determine whether specific 
goals of the plan have been met. 

•	The Province’s overall state of readiness to 
respond to emergencies needs significant 
improvement. An effective and efficient 
response to an emergency includes timely and 
accurate communication, understanding of 
roles and responsibilities, awareness of the 
situation as it develops, information sharing 
and identification of the needed resources. We 
have noted the following concerns with regard 
to Ontario’s state of readiness to respond to 
potential emergencies:

•	 Numbers of trained staff are not suf-
ficient for a lengthy emergency. EMO has 
not identified enough trained staff to main-
tain the Provincial Emergency Operations 
Centre around the clock during a lengthy 
large-scale emergency (longer than two 
weeks) or multiple simultaneous emergen-
cies. This shortage of staffing resources was 
noted as a concern during the 2017 floods 
in Ontario.

•	 A standardized approach for emergency 
response has not been mandated after 
eight years in development. The use of 
a standardized approach to respond to 
emergencies can help avoid problems and 
confusion that can occur when multiple 
organizations are working together, 
which can delay response efforts. Such an 
approach helps provide a common under-
standing of the situation being responded 
to, such as who is in control and who the 

decision-makers are. However, Ontario has 
not mandated such an approach. The need 
to mandate a standardized approach was 
noted during a public inquiry into the 2011 
mall collapse in Elliot Lake.

•	 Agreements are not in place for resour-
ces that may be needed in an emergency 
response. The efficiency of the response 
to emergencies can be greatly enhanced 
and expenses reduced if agreements are 
in place at pre-established rates for the 
resources anticipated to be required, along 
with mutual aid agreements with differ-
ent parties expected to work together and 
arrangements for having specialized teams 
available to assist. However, we found 
that EMO and the ministries we visited 
have few such agreements and arrange-
ments in place. This was noted during the 
2013 southern Ontario ice storm when 
municipalities required debris removal and 
requested assistance from EMO, but con-
tracts were not in place. As a result, wide 
variations were noted in the rates paid by 
municipalities for these services.

Overall Conclusion 
The Provincial Emergency Management Office 
(EMO) and the selected ministries need to improve 
their policies and procedures to ensure that fully 
effective emergency management programs would 
be able to respond quickly if needed to protect 
the public and sustain provincial and municipal 
operations. We noted that emergency management 
in Ontario has been negatively impacted by the 
placement of EMO within a ministry with its own 
priorities, and by high turnover in leadership pos-
itions. We also noted that there has been a lack of 
province-wide oversight by the Cabinet Committee 
on Emergency Management. 

EMO needs to better co-ordinate the provincial 
emergency management program by providing tools 
and resources to ministries and municipalities. EMO 
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and the ministries also did not have effective pro-
cesses to measure, evaluate and publicly report on 
the emergency management program’s objectives.

In addition, we found that emergency manage-
ment operations at EMO and the ministries, includ-
ing the disaster financial assistance programs, are 
not always carried out with due regard for economy 
and efficiency. 

This report contains 14 recommendations with 
39 action items. 

OVERALL MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry of Community Safety and Correc-
tional Services (Ministry), along with partner 
ministries (Ministry of Health and Long-Term 
Care, Ministry of Transportation, Ministry 
of Municipal Affairs, and Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry), appreciates the Aud-
itor General’s findings. 

Ontario’s emergency management system 
helps keep Ontarians safe and lessens the 
impact of disasters. Dedicated emergency man-
agement professionals across the province play a 
key role in protecting Ontarians from harm and 
helping our communities in times of crisis. 

Ensuring Ontario is better prepared and able 
to respond to any emergency is a priority for the 
government. In the 2014 Mandate Letter from 
the Premier, the Ministry was asked to conduct a 
review of Ontario’s emergency management sys-
tem. The external review is now complete and 
a final report has been presented to the Ministry.

We know there are opportunities to improve 
and we are committed to building a system that 
is collaborative, proactive, based on national 
and international best practices, and able to 
adapt to the unique circumstances of commun-
ities across the province.

We are pleased to see that the findings from 
the Auditor General’s report are consistent with 
those of the review. We have already begun to 
address issues by:

•	 reviewing best practices from other jurisdic-
tions and consulting with stakeholders on 
how to transform emergency management 
governance;

•	 developing an enhanced framework of 
requirements in order to establish clear 
expectations of all emergency management 
programs in Ontario; and

•	 working to enhance the existing compli-
ance process to ensure that ministries and 
municipalities meet their requirements 
under the Emergency Management and Civil 
Protection Act.
The Auditor General’s recommendations, 

along with those in the review, will help guide 
the changes under way to improve Ontario’s 
ability to respond to existing and evolving risks. 
We will continue to work with our stakeholders 
to build a better emergency management system 
for Ontarians.

2.0 Background

2.1 What Is an Emergency?
According to the Emergency Management and Civil 
Protection Act (Act), an emergency is a situation or 
an impending situation that constitutes a danger of 
major proportions and could result in serious harm 
to persons or substantial damage to property. An 
emergency may be caused by hazards such as forces 
of nature, diseases or other health risks, an acci-
dent, or an act, whether intentional or otherwise. 

A formal declaration of an emergency may be 
made if conditions in a municipality or in the prov-
ince meet certain criteria, such as when a ministry’s 
existing resources are not sufficient to address the 
emergency or they cannot be relied upon without 
the risk of serious delay. At the municipal level, 
the head of council (typically, the mayor) declares 
an emergency and must notify the Province. At 
the provincial level, the Premier of Ontario and 
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Lieutenant Governor in Council have the power 
to declare a provincial emergency. Even without a 
declaration, however, one level of government can 
request assistance from the next higher level.

2.2 Importance of Emergency 
Management

The focus of emergency management is on pro-
tecting lives, infrastructure, property and the 
environment, helping to ensure the continuity of 
government operations and critical assets, and 
recovery (assisting individuals, businesses and 
communities to return to a state of normalcy).

As a large and complex society and economy, 
Ontario faces the challenge of preparing for and 
responding to many different kinds of emergencies. 
Ontario has the largest and, in places, the most 
concentrated population in Canada, with approxi-
mately 14 million residents. In addition, it has the 
highest nuclear power generating capacity of any 
province or state in North America. 

Growing research about the impact of climate 
change has focused attention on the increasing 
likelihood of more frequent and extreme natural 
hazards. In addition, there are growing threats 
from terrorism and an increased dependency on 
technology, which is vulnerable to cyberattacks.

2.3 Emergency Management in 
Ontario

Ontario’s current emergency management program 
dates back to 2003. Its formation was prompted 
in part by events such as the 1998 eastern Ontario 
ice storm, preparations for the possible disruption 
of electronic communications in the year 2000 
(Y2K), and the 9/11 attacks. Appendix 3 shows the 
history of emergency management in Ontario and 
significant events that have influenced the program 
and its delivery, beginning in the 1950s. The last 
two declared provincial emergencies were the 
severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak 
of March to July 2003 and the electrical blackout 

of August 2003. SARS caused a total of 44 deaths 
in Ontario and left 375 others with serious lung 
disease. The blackout in 2003 left approximately 
10 million Ontarians without power for periods 
ranging from a few hours to several days. 

2.4 Ontario’s Emergency 
Management Program

Ontario’s emergency management program is com-
posed of five interdependent components. These 
are prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response 
and recovery. The Provincial Emergency Manage-
ment Office (which we will abbreviate as EMO, 
which is the same acronym that was used when the 
office went by the name “Emergency Management 
Ontario”) is the provincial co-ordinating office for 
emergency management. Its Emergency Manage-
ment Doctrine for Ontario, which describes the 
concepts and key principles of emergency manage-
ment, outlines how these five components interact 
and what each represents (Figure 1). 

The first step in building an effective emergency 
management program is to identify hazards that 
have occurred or have the potential to occur, and 
assess their risks. After that is done, the results 
provide the basis for the development of the emer-
gency management program. Ontario has identified 
39 types of hazards and has assigned each hazard 
a level of risk and a ministry responsible for that 
hazard (see Appendix 1). Appendix 2 shows other 
types of emergencies that do not relate to a specific 
hazard; each has been assigned to the ministry 
whose responsibilities most closely relate to it (for 
example, the Ministry of Labour has been assigned 
responsibility for any emergency that affects worker 
health and safety).

Other important elements of emergency man-
agement in Ontario include:

•	continuity of government operations plans—to 
help ensure that the government will be able 
to provide time-critical functions and services 
during an emergency and to identify which 
ones need to be recovered quickly afterwards;
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•	a critical infrastructure program—to identify 
and protect assets (processes, systems, facili-
ties, technologies, networks and services) that 
are essential to the health, safety, security and 
economic well-being of people and the effect-
ive functioning of government; and

•	partnerships—establishing relationships 
between major stakeholders such as munici-
palities, ministries and key individuals.

2.4.1 Roles and Responsibilities 

Ontario uses a bottom-up approach to emergency 
response, as outlined in the Emergency Manage-
ment Doctrine for Ontario, which is consistent with 
the approach used by Canada’s federal government 
and other provinces. Municipalities are responsible 
for managing most emergencies, although they can 
request resources and assistance from the provin-
cial government when needed; some exceptions to 

this approach are noted below. (Refer to Figure 2 
and Appendix 4 for a summary of the roles and 
responsibilities of the parties involved in emergency 
management in Ontario.) 

The responses to the floods in southern and 
eastern parts of the province in 2017 and to the 
ice storm in 2013 are examples of the bottom-up 
approach. These emergencies were handled at the 
municipal level for the majority of the communities 
affected. The Province provided assistance as 
requested by the municipalities. 

Municipalities are subject to a series of prov-
incially legislated responsibilities. Some of these 
are creating community emergency management 
programs and plans, having a community emer-
gency management co-ordinator, and establishing 
emergency operations centres. 

At the provincial level, the lead ministry for 
emergency management is the Ministry of Com-
munity Safety and Correctional Services, which is 

Figure 1: The Five Components of Emergency Management in Ontario
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario using data from the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

1.	 Prevention: Actions taken to prevent an emergency or disaster. 
2.	 Mitigation: Actions taken to reduce the effects of an emergency or disaster. This may include structural or non-structural improvements to buildings 

and infrastructure.
3.	 Preparedness: Actions taken prior to an emergency or disaster to ensure an effective response. This may include implementing standards and plans, practice 

tests, public education and public alerts.
4.	 Response: Actions taken to respond to an emergency or disaster. This includes ensuring that a controlled, co-ordinated, effective and rapid response 

is undertaken.
5.	 Recovery: Actions taken to recover from an emergency or disaster and to assist individuals, businesses and communities to return to a state of normalcy. This 

may include environmental clean-up, return of evacuees, or financial assistance.
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Figure 2: Roles and Responsibilities in Emergency Management for Ontario
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Notes:
•	 See Appendix 4 for descriptions of the roles and responsibilities of the parties in this figure.
•	 Provincial response structure is different for nuclear and radiological emergencies and response to First Nations events. The federal government has a 

fiduciary responsibility for First Nations events and the Provincial Emergency Management Office is responsible for the overall provincial off-site response to 
nuclear emergencies.

Federal Government

Lieutenant Governor; Premier

Cabinet Committee on
Emergency Management

Deputy Minister/Commissioner
of Emergency Management

Provincial Emergency 
Management Office

Municipalities

Individuals

PROVINCIAL DIRECTION

PROVINCIAL RESPONSE
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Ministries
Request help from the
Provincial Emergency
Management Office

Request help from
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Request help from
the municipal level

Request help from
the federal level
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where EMO resides. The Province has created two 
emergency response plans—the Provincial Emer-
gency Response Plan and the Provincial Nuclear 
Emergency Response Plan—which are used to co-
ordinate the overall provincial emergency response. 
The Province is responsible for the response to a 
nuclear emergency affecting the area outside of the 
nuclear power facility. Under a cost recovery agree-
ment with the federal government, the Province 
co-ordinates the response for First Nations com-
munities experiencing emergencies on behalf of 
the federal government. Emergencies arising from 
these two areas for which Province has the overall 
responsibility to respond are exceptions to the 
bottom-up approach to emergency management.

The federal government can provide assistance 
to the Province if an emergency requires a level of 
support or resources that go beyond what these 
levels of government are capable of providing. The 
federal government is responsible for emergencies 
such as war, international situations and emer-
gencies in international waters, and has specific 
responsibilities in nuclear emergencies. 

2.4.2 The Provincial Emergency Operations 
Centre 

The new Provincial Emergency Operations Centre, 
a large, state-of-the-art facility that opened in 
2015, is located in Toronto. The facility includes an 
82-seat operations room with a 21-metre-wide wall 
display—the largest in Canada when it opened—
that can provide a real-time view of developing 
emergencies. The operations centre’s purpose is 
to centrally co-ordinate the provincial response to 
emergencies and work with its partners: ministries, 
municipalities and the federal government, juris-
dictions outside of Ontario, and others. 

A duty officer staffs the operations centre 
around the clock and monitors situations around 
the province and in neighbouring areas that may 
have an impact on the province. If a situation war-
rants, the level of monitoring escalates to enhanced 
monitoring and then to activation if the situation 

continues to escalate. The duty officer is the main 
provincial contact for municipalities and others, 
including First Nations, needing assistance from the 
Province during an emergency. 

Since it opened, the Provincial Emergency 
Operations Centre has mainly been used to respond 
to First Nations emergencies such as flooding, to 
provide assistance to municipalities during emer-
gencies, and to host meetings. 

2.4.3 Provincial Disaster Financial 
Assistance Programs

The Ministry of Municipal Affairs is responsible for 
Ontario’s disaster financial assistance programs, 
which are intended for homeowners, tenants, small 
businesses, farms, not-for-profit organizations 
and municipalities. These programs are claims-
based and are meant to assist with a sudden and 
unexpected natural event with costly and wide-
spread impacts. They apply to essential expenses 
(for necessary furnishings and appliances) and 
the repairs needed to return infrastructure to 
pre-disaster conditions. They are not intended 
as a replacement for private insurance claims or 
coverage, although individuals with no coverage or 
without full coverage may be eligible for assistance.

The Province pays the claims for disaster finan-
cial assistance out of its contingency fund. In some 
circumstances, such as when costs exceed a certain 
amount (based on a dollar amount times the 
population), Ontario may be eligible for the federal 
government’s disaster financial assistance. With 
its large population, however, it is very unusual for 
Ontario’s costs to exceed this amount.

2.4.4 Governing Legislation and Standards

The Emergency Management and Civil Protection 
Act (Act) and its regulation establish the legal basis 
and framework for managing emergencies that fall 
within the responsibility of the Ontario Govern-
ment and the municipalities. For this purpose it 
defines the Province’s authority and responsibility 
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over ministries and municipalities. Specific provi-
sions in the Act establish criteria for declaring a 
provincial or municipal emergency and develop-
ing and implementing a municipal or ministry 
emergency management program, including the 
requirement to identify hazards and assess risks, 
and to identify elements of critical infrastructure. 
Some ministries have additional legislated require-
ments that they are expected to comply with. For 
example, the Forest Fires Prevention Act mandates 
the Minister of Natural Resources and Forestry to 
declare a “forest fire emergency area” if necessary, 
and the Health Protection and Promotion Act gives 
the Chief Medical Officer of Health broad powers to 
investigate and respond to medical risks. 

An Order in Council from 2009 assigns respon-
sibilities to 13 ministries based on specific types 
of emergencies and/or emergency services (func-
tions). Their ministers are responsible for the prep-
aration of the appropriate emergency programs and 
response plans for these emergencies (see Appen-
dix 1 and Appendix 2). 

2.5 Ongoing Initiatives Affecting 
Emergency Management 

In 2014, the Premier sent mandate letters request-
ing that EMO and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 
undertake a review of their programs. At the time 
of our audit, several initiatives had been under-
taken with the goal of transforming emergency 
management in Ontario, including the following:

•	EMO recently engaged in a Provincial Emer-
gency Management Review undertaken by a 
consultant. The scope of the review included 
a comprehensive program evaluation and 
identification of opportunities to improve 
emergency management, a review of legisla-
tion and policy, and a jurisdictional/environ-
mental scan. The review began in November 
2016, and a final report with recommenda-
tions was issued to the Ministry in August 
2017. We reviewed the findings and noted that 
many of the issues identified were similar to 

those we identified during our audit, such as 
the need for a better governance structure to 
promote effective oversight, the lack of sup-
port available from EMO for ministries and 
municipalities, and the need for a standard-
ized approach for emergency response.

•	In 2015, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 
engaged a consultant in a review of the 
Ontario Disaster Relief Assistance Program to 
determine if it was addressing current needs 
and to build upon lessons learned from recent 
events, including the 2013 ice storm. The 
report for the review was finalized in February 
2015. As a result of the review, in March 2016, 
the Ministry of Municipal Affairs announced 
two new disaster financial assistance pro-
grams to replace the Ontario Disaster Relief 
Assistance Program:

•	 Disaster Recovery Assistance for Ontarians 
helps affected residents repair or replace 
essential property and cover eligible emer-
gency costs. 

•	 Municipal Disaster Recovery Assistance 
reimburses municipalities for eligible extra-
ordinary emergency response and repair 
costs.

3.0 Audit Objective 
and Scope

Our audit objective was to assess whether selected 
ministries have policies and procedures to ensure 
that:

•	effective provincial emergency management 
programs are in place, including the co-ordin-
ation and oversight of ministries and muni-
cipalities, in order to protect the public and 
sustain provincial and municipal operations; 

•	emergency management operations are car-
ried out with due regard for economy and 
efficiency; and
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•	emergency management program objectives 
are appropriately measured, evaluated for 
effectiveness and publicly reported. 

Before starting our work, we identified the audit 
criteria we would use to address our audit objective 
(see Appendix 5). These criteria were established 
based on a review of applicable legislation, direc-
tives, policies and procedures, internal and external 
studies, and best practices. Senior management at 
each ministry we visited reviewed and agreed with 
the suitability of our objective and related criteria.

We conducted the audit between December 8, 
2016, and August 31, 2017, and obtained written 
representation from each ministry’s management 
that, effective November 17, 2017, it has provided us 
with all the information it was aware of that could 
significantly affect the findings or the conclusion of 
this report.

We conducted our work primarily at the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office (EMO) 
of the Office of the Fire Marshal and Emergency 
Management division, within the Ministry of Com-
munity Safety and Correctional Services. We also 
conducted work at the emergency management 
branches at the following ministries (ministries that 
had been assigned specific hazards): the Ministry of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services, the 
Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, the Min-
istry of Transportation, and the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry. In addition, we reviewed 
the disaster financial assistance programs at the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs. We selected these 
ministries based on the risk the hazards assigned to 
them pose to Ontarians, the frequency of occurrence 
of these hazards, and the components of emergency 
management that the ministries are involved with.

In conducting our audit work, we reviewed 
applicable legislation, regulations, ministry policies 
and relevant files, and interviewed ministry staff at 
the various locations visited. At the ministries whose 
emergency management branches we audited, we 
focused on the risk assessment process; continuity 
of government operations plan; emergency response 
plans; practice testing; public education; response 

capabilities, including the emergency operations 
centre and use of information technology; lessons 
learned; and performance measures. In addition to 
these, at EMO we focused on the role of provincial 
co-ordination and oversight of emergency manage-
ment for the Province. At the Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs, we focused on the provincial disaster finan-
cial assistance programs and financial assistance 
provided during the most recent special assistance 
program for the 2013 southern Ontario ice storm. 
Most of our work focused on the five-year period 
ending March 31, 2017. 

In addition, we held meetings and interviews 
with numerous stakeholders to gain an under-
standing of their perspectives on emergency 
management in Ontario, and to identify areas of 
improvement and best practices. The stakeholders 
were as follows: 

•	Public Safety Canada;

•	Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada;

•	Public Health Ontario;

•	the Ontario Association of Emergency 
Managers;

•	the Association of Municipalities of Ontario;

•	Ontario Power Generation; 

•	Bruce Power;

•	the Canadian Red Cross; 

•	the Insurance Bureau of Canada; 

•	Greenpeace;

•	the Canadian Environmental Law Association; 
and

•	nine municipalities, based on size, risk of haz-
ards within these municipalities, and events 
that have occurred there: Ottawa, Toronto, 
Brampton, Durham, Sault Ste. Marie, Belle-
ville, Kenora, Burlington and Amherstburg.

We also reviewed reports on audits completed 
by the Ontario Internal Audit Division and legisla-
tive audit offices in other provinces, at the federal 
level and in other countries, along with reports on 
best practices.

We engaged an independent consultant with 
expertise in the field of emergency management to 
assist us on this audit.
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4.0 Detailed Audit 
Observations

4.1 Governance and Organization 
Structure Not Conducive to 
Effective Emergency Management
4.1.1 Governance of Emergency 
Management Is Not Effective for a 
Province-Wide Program

Overall strategic direction for the Province’s emer-
gency preparedness is the responsibility of the 
Cabinet Committee on Emergency Management 
(Committee), which consists of eight members of 
the Provincial Parliament and the Premier. The 
Committee has the significant mandate to provide 
strategic direction and ensure that the Province is 
prepared to address emergency situations. How-
ever, the Committee does not hold regular meetings 
and has not delegated responsibility to anyone else. 
We could find no evidence of its having held a for-
mal meeting in the past five years. Without meeting 
regularly, the Committee cannot provide proper 
oversight and strategic direction for the Province or 
a government-wide focus for emergency manage-
ment, and cannot demonstrate that the Province is 
prepared to address an emergency situation. 

Members of the Committee did, however, 
receive updates on recent emergencies, such as the 
December 2013 southern Ontario ice storm, and 

were prepared in the event that the Committee 
needed to respond.

Concerns about the overall oversight of emer-
gency management were brought to the govern-
ment’s attention as far back as 2005 in an internal 
review report, Emergency Management Processes in 
the Ontario Public Service. The report concluded: 
“At the enterprise level, processes are not currently 
sufficient to ensure that Ontarians and the resour-
ces of the Province are adequately protected against 
emergencies and disasters.” It suggested that 
emergency management be regularly discussed at 
the executive level, by being included as a standing 
agenda item at meetings of the Deputy Ministers’ 
Council, which has not been done.

In looking for best practices, we found that 
Alberta and British Columbia both have active 
high-level government-wide committees overseeing 
emergency management in the province, as noted 
in Figure 3. 

4.1.2 Province No Longer Has a Dedicated 
Office for Emergency Management 

Concerns over Competing Priorities
The Provincial Emergency Management Office 
(EMO) is responsible for Ontario’s provincial 
emergency management program. In addition, the 
Emergency Management and Civil Protection Act 
(Act) requires EMO’s Chief of Emergency Manage-
ment to co-ordinate, monitor and assist with the 
development and implementation of emergency 

Figure 3: Comparison of Governance Structures for Emergency Management across Jurisdictions
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Ontario Alberta British Columbia
Responsibility for 
overall governance of 
emergency management

•	 Cabinet Committee 
(Ministers and the 
Premier)

•	 Deputy Minister 
Committee

•	 Assistant Deputy 
Minister Committee

•	 Deputy Minister Committee*

•	 Assistant Deputy 
Minister Committee*

•	 Executive Director Committee** 
(chaired by the minister overseeing 
emergency management) 

Frequency of meetings During emergencies Every two months *	 Monthly
**	Quarterly



236

Ch
ap

te
r 3

 •
 VF

M
 S

ec
tio

n 
3.

04

management programs for other ministries and 
municipalities. EMO’s Chief reports to the Com-
missioner of Emergency Management, who is 
appointed by the Lieutenant Governor. 

EMO is positioned within the Ministry of Com-
munity Safety and Correctional Services (Ministry). 
This results in EMO competing with other priorities 
of the Ministry, including urgent priorities per-
taining to policing, fire and correctional facilities. 

We noted that over the past several years, 
emergency management has not fared well in the 
Ministry and has not been given the priority needed 
to be an effective program for the Province. 

Specifically, two divisions within the Min-
istry—Emergency Management Ontario (as EMO 
was known at the time) and the Office of the Fire 
Marshal—amalgamated in 2013. This resulted 
in a merger in leadership, moving from one chief 
for each office (an assistant deputy minister–level 
position) to one chief overall. The leadership of the 
Office of the Fire Marshal was retained, and priority 
has been given to this area of the new organization 
and not to emergency management. 

Emergency management experienced the reduc-
tions in staffing and budgets after the amalgama-
tion shown in Figure 4.

In addition, programs and activities were sus-
pended or reduced:

•	Key programs that were put on hold included 
the Ontario Critical Infrastructure Assurance 
Program (used to identify key infrastructure 
and identify ways to mitigate its vulner-
abilities; see Section 4.2.2), the Surge Cap-
acity Program (used to assist with resource 

needs during an emergency by bringing in 
increased staff; see Section 4.5.1) and the 
Incident Management System (a standardized 
approach structure used by all levels involved 
in a response; see Section 4.5.2).

•	Several emergency management working 
groups such as a group working on the 
Incident Management System and annual 
conferences of stakeholders used to network 
and discuss emerging events to build compre-
hensive emergency management programs for 
the Province were put on hold.

The Province has not shown a commitment to 
emergency management, but instead has allowed 
programming to decrease. This came to light in a 
follow-up report conducted by the Ontario Internal 
Audit Division of the government on the collapse of 
the roof of a large commercial mall in Elliot Lake in 
2012. EMO stated that it was unable to implement 
many important recommendations from the 2014 
public inquiry into the collapse in part because of 
resource issues. 

The report directed 16 of its 38 recommenda-
tions on emergency response to EMO. As of Decem-
ber 2015, when they were last followed up on, only 
two had been implemented. Among the actions that 
EMO stated it cannot implement because of its cur-
rent resources are the following:

•	Timely debriefings and lessons-learned 
reports should be mandatory for all agencies 
and organizations involved in rescue and 
recovery operations. 

Figure 4: Operating Expenses and Staffing Resources in the Provincial Emergency Management Office, 
Selected Years
Source of data: Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

2009/10 2012/13 2016/17
Operating expenses—actual ($ million) 10.1 9.2 6.4
Staffing resources (full‑time employees) Total positions: 84

Filled positions: 69
Vacancies: 15

Total positions: 63
Filled positions: 57
Vacancies: 6 

Total positions: 58
Filled positions: 46
Vacancies: 12

Note: The 2009/10 fiscal year represents the peak funding and staffing at the Provincial Emergency Management Office before amalgamation in 2013. 
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program and demonstrate that the program has 
been given lower priority than expected in the 
province. This limits EMO’s influence and its ability 
to co-ordinate and oversee the emergency manage-
ment activities of ministries and municipalities. We 
discuss this further in Sections 4.1.3 and 4.1.4.

RECOMMENDATION 1

We recommend that the Ministry of Commun-
ity Safety and Correctional Services (Ministry) 
through the Provincial Emergency Management 
Office review best practices in other jurisdic-
tions and recommend to the Cabinet Committee 
on Emergency Management a governance struc-
ture that promotes and supports effective over-
sight of emergency management in the province 
and increases emergency preparedness, and 
that the Ministry implement this structure with 
the approval of the Cabinet Committee. 

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation and recognizes the importance 
of clarifying the provincial emergency manage-
ment governance structure. 

The Ministry has already begun work to 
address this issue, as this was also identified 
in the recent provincial emergency manage-
ment review. More specifically, the Ministry is 
reviewing best practices from other jurisdictions 
and consulting with stakeholders on how to 
transform emergency management governance 
to ensure it can effectively guide the develop-
ment and implementation of best practice emer-
gency management programs in Ontario. 

A proposal for this transformation will be 
developed.

•	On request, the Province should make 
incident support teams available to incident 
commanders. 

Frequent Turnover and Vacancies in the 
Leadership of Provincial Emergency Management 

Since the 2013 amalgamation of EMO and the 
Office of the Fire Marshal within the Ministry of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services, 
leadership at EMO has experienced frequent turn-
over. Four different people have acted as Chief of 
Emergency Management, and at the time of our 
audit, the current Chief was in an interim position.

The Commissioner of Emergency Management, 
to whom the Chief reports, has the overall respon-
sibility for providing leadership to the government’s 
emergency management program and advises the 
Premier and the government on policy, procedures 
and legislation related to emergency management. 
Yet the position of commissioner has also experi-
enced instability over the past five years.

The Commissioner used to have a single focus 
on only emergency management, but that changed 
in 2012 when responsibility for overall public safety 
in the province was added to the Commissioner’s 
emergency management responsibilities. In fact, 
the current Commissioner, who was appointed 
in August 2016, is also the Deputy Minister of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services and 
therefore shares his time between emergency 
management and the many other responsibilities of 
the Ministry. Before the Deputy Minister’s appoint-
ment, the Commissioner’s position was vacant for 
almost two years. As a comparison, British Colum-
bia has a dedicated Deputy Minister for emergency 
management and a dedicated Parliamentary Secre-
tary to whom this person reports. (A Parliamentary 
Secretary is a member of the legislature who has 
been assigned by the Premier to assist a minister in 
a specific area.)

The frequent changes in leadership at EMO, 
along with not having a dedicated Commissioner 
in place for the past five years, have impacted the 
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4.1.3 Oversight Process for Ministries and 
Municipalities Does Not Ensure They Are 
Prepared to Respond to an Emergency

Currently, the Act assigns the day-to-day respon-
sibility for emergency management to the Chief of 
Emergency Management (an Assistant Deputy Min-
ister). The Chief’s responsibilities include monitor-
ing, co-ordinating and assisting in the development 
and implementation of emergency management 
programs in the province for ministries and muni-
cipalities. However, the legislation does not give 
the Chief the authority to enforce the legal require-
ments of ministries and municipalities. Instead, 
the Chief can only encourage and request their 
co-operation, and therefore cannot ensure they are 
adequately prepared to respond to an emergency.

Requirements in the Act and Regulation
The Act and its regulation include many require-
ments for ministries and municipalities relating to 
emergency management. These include:

•	developing and implementing an emergency 
management program;

•	formulating an emergency response plan;

•	conducting an annual hazard identification 
and risk assessment;

•	identifying critical infrastructure;

•	conducting an annual practice test;

•	undertaking public education;

•	designating an emergency management co-
ordinator; and

•	undertaking training.
In addition to the legislative requirements, other 

responsibilities for ministries and municipalities are 
outlined in the two provincial plans—the Provincial 
Nuclear Emergency Response Plan and the Provin-
cial Emergency Response Plan. 

EMO is given the responsibility by the legislation 
for creating and maintaining these two plans. On 
the basis of this responsibility, it has identified the 
additional requirements and recommendations 
included in these plans. 

The Provincial Nuclear Emergency Response 
Plan is a Cabinet-approved document that outlines 
requirements for several organizations, such as 
nuclear power companies, municipalities in the 
immediate area of the nuclear power facilities, host 
municipalities where people affected by a nuclear 
emergency will go, specified ministries and federal 
departments. The plan requires ministries and 
municipalities to develop plans for their assigned 
responsibilities; for instance, the Ministry of 
Transportation oversees the development of traffic 
control plans for nuclear emergencies, in consulta-
tion with the Ontario Provincial Police, and munici-
palities in the area of nuclear power facilities are to 
have a public alert system.

The Provincial Emergency Response Plan is a 
Ministry-approved document that includes the 
general responsibilities for ministries and munici-
palities noted earlier as legislative requirements, 
and other added responsibilities such as making 
provision for persons with disabilities. It also 
includes specific responsibilities for organizations; 
for example, the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry is to provide flood and waterflow forecast-
ing services, and the Ministry of Transportation is 
to co-ordinate the use of contracted equipment and 
engineering expertise.

Ministries and municipalities are expected to co-
ordinate their emergency response plans with the 
two provincial plans, and their plans are expected 
to include all responsibilities assigned to them. 

Oversight Process Does Not Ensure 
Co-ordination or Completeness of All Plans

EMO interprets its legislated monitoring respon-
sibility as having the ministries and municipalities 
complete an annual self-assessment compliance 
checklist, which EMO reviews. 

The compliance checklists include mandatory 
requirements found in the Act and its regulation. 
We noted, however, that the checklists do not 
include the responsibilities assigned by the two 
provincial emergency response plans noted in the 
previous subsection. We reviewed these additional 



239Emergency Management in Ontario

Ch
ap

te
r 3

 •
 S

ec
tio

n 
3.

04

responsibilities at the ministries we visited that had 
been assigned specific hazards (see Section 3.0) 
and noted the following: 

•	The Ministry of Transportation oversees the 
development of traffic control plans in part-
nership with the Ontario Provincial Police and 
other responders. These plans are a critical 
component of evacuation planning, as some of 
Ontario’s nuclear power facilities are located 
close to high-density population centres. 
The Ministry’s traffic control plans for areas 
near nuclear power facilities are still in draft 
form, even though the Ministry has realized 
the need for updating them since the 2011 
nuclear disaster in Fukushima, Japan.

•	The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care’s 
Radiation Health Response Plan, which was 
a requirement in the 2009 Provincial Nuclear 
Emergency Response Plan, was not finalized 
until 2014—five years after it was required. 
The ministry informed us this was due in part 
to a number of other ministry emergency 
responses during this period.

EMO does not review each ministry’s plans to 
ensure they are aligned with the provincial plan 
or with other ministry plans and, because it does 
not track these plans, it does not ensure that all 
required plans, such as plans for all specific haz-
ards, have been prepared. Further, EMO does not 
ensure it has the most recent version of all plans, 
nor does it have a central storage place for the plans 
in case they are needed in an emergency, even 
though both of these are required under law. 

We noted a best practice in an audit report from 
the Office of the Auditor General of Newfoundland 
and Labrador, where the emergency management 
office in that province reviews and approves all 
emergency response plans for municipalities, and 
recommends any necessary changes. This is meant 
to ensure that the plans include all required com-
ponents and show evidence of regular updates. We 
also noted that offices in other jurisdictions such as 
Alberta, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island have 
the authority to require that plans be submitted for 
review and integration with the provincial plan. 

Oversight Process Does Not Consider the Quality 
of Emergency Management Programs in Place

We found as well that the review of the annual 
self-assessment compliance checklists (compli-
ance review) does not look at the quality of the 
emergency management programs. The ministries 
and municipalities simply indicate if they have met 
certain requirements with a brief explanation of 
how the requirement was met, such as having an 
emergency response plan and having performed 
practice tests for these response plans. This type of 
self-evaluation does not assess whether these plans 
and tests will help ensure that an organization is 
prepared to respond to a real-life emergency. For 
example, it does not assess whether the ministries’ 
and municipalities’ plans contain all the critical 
components they should have, or if the practice 
tests focused on high-risk areas and included all 
relevant parties. 

We noted that the quality of the compliance 
review undertaken by EMO also needs improve-
ment—for example, many files were missing 
supporting documentation to verify compliance, 
or were missing explanations to support the assess-
ment given. Further, the extent of the review varied 
according to the reviewer, and we found that no 
supervisory review had been done to ensure the 
reviews are completed correctly and consistently. 
In addition, reviews were not performed or were 
incomplete in certain years: in 2014, no reviews 
were performed for ministries, and only some were 
performed for municipalities; in 2013, no reviews 
were performed for municipalities. As a result, 
there is no indication of whether ministries and 
municipalities were in compliance with legislation 
during those years.

For those organizations not in compliance 
with the legislated requirements, EMO does not 
have a follow-up process in place to ensure that 
corrections are made. It also does not analyze the 
results of the compliance review process to identify 
systemic problems and gaps that it may need to 
address across the province.
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RECOMMENDATION 2

To ensure that the emergency management pro-
grams in place at Ontario’s ministries and muni-
cipalities include all delegated responsibilities 
and are sufficiently preparing them to respond 
to emergencies, we recommend that the Min-
istry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services through the Provincial Emergency 
Management Office:

•	 assess whether the Chief of Emergency 
Management has sufficient authority under 
legislation to enforce the legal requirements 
of ministries and municipalities and whether 
changes are needed to obtain this authority;

•	 implement an oversight process that focuses 
on the quality and sufficiency of the emer-
gency management programs in place;

•	 provide feedback to and work with non-
compliant ministries and municipalities to 
ensure that they make timely improvements; 
and

•	 summarize and report on the results of the 
compliance reviews to identify systemic 
issues across the province.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation that the existing oversight 
and compliance review processes need to be 
improved. 

The Ministry is currently developing an 
enhanced framework of requirements for 
Ontario’s emergency management system, in 
order to establish clear expectations of all emer-
gency management programs in Ontario. 

The Ministry is working to enhance the exist-
ing compliance process to ensure that ministries 
and municipalities meet their requirements 
under the Emergency Management and Civil 
Protection Act. 

The Ministry commits to reviewing the prov-
incial emergency management requirements, and 
the existing compliance and oversight processes.

4.1.4 Insufficient Co-ordination and Support 
for Emergency Management in the Province 

We noted that EMO is not sufficiently fulfilling 
its legislated role of co-ordinating and assisting 
ministries and municipalities with their emergency 
management programs. This has resulted in an 
environment where these organizations often work 
independently, with little of the support or tools 
they need to help manage their emergency manage-
ment programs. This was a common theme in our 
discussions with these organizations; it leads to 
duplication of efforts and inefficiency, by requir-
ing them to develop components of emergency 
response programs on their own. 

Municipalities and ministries we spoke to 
informed us that they lacked support in the form 
of various templates and guidelines for items such 
as emergency response plans; plans for continuity 
of government operations; samples of practice 
tests; lists of best practices; information on lessons 
learned during past events; and avenues for sharing 
information. In contrast, we noted that some prov-
inces put information on their public websites to 
assist organizations with their emergency manage-
ment programs. For instance, Manitoba’s website 
includes information and assistance for completing 
an emergency response plan, with a template and 
a set of instructions for using it. Alberta’s website 
includes a planning guide for continuity of business 
(that is, continuity of government operations).

Support to Municipalities Does Not Ensure 
Readiness to Respond to an Emergency

Municipalities are the first to respond to emergen-
cies at the local level, making it critical that they 
have effective emergency management programs 
they can put into action quickly. But in order to carry 
out their responsibilities in local emergencies, many 
municipalities require support from the Province. 

EMO situates field officers throughout the prov-
ince. These staff members are critical to the success 
of emergency management, as they are the day-to-
day face of EMO for Ontario’s 444 municipalities. 
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Their role is to help municipalities with training 
and practice tests, and with developing emergency 
management programs, and they advise and 
assist municipalities with their annual compliance 
requirements. They can also be deployed to help 
during emergencies. In total, 10 field officers are 
available to assist with municipal emergency man-
agement programs, resulting in an average load of 
40 to 50 municipalities each. 

In our interviews with municipalities, we found 
that the resources, expertise and state of prepared-
ness at the municipalities varied widely. Although 
many of the large and some of the medium-sized 
municipalities say they do not require a great deal 
of assistance from the Province—some told us that 
their own level of expertise exceeds the field offi-
cers’ expertise—most of the smaller ones do need a 
high level of assistance (for example, with practice 
tests or strengthening their emergency response 
plans). Yet many of those told us that EMO does not 
provide enough support to assist with their emer-
gency management programs. One informed us that 
it was given more time with its field officer before 
amalgamation of EMO with the Fire Marshal’s 
Office, when EMO had more staff available. Another 
municipality located near a nuclear facility informed 
us that local field officers in the past have not had 
sufficient experience with nuclear emergency man-
agement. This municipality feels it is highly import-
ant that the field officer for this area receive proper 
and timely training on nuclear risks from EMO. 
Representatives at another municipality said that 
they would like EMO to undertake more emergency 
practice tests that they could participate in.

These unequal levels of preparedness and 
support mean that some municipalities may not 
be adequately prepared to respond if a local emer-
gency arises, resulting in different levels of public 
safety across the province in the case of an actual 
emergency. This puts an increased responsibility on 
the provincial government to come to the aid of the 
least-prepared areas.

The Province Does Not Have a Co-ordinated IT 
System in Place for Emergency Management 

Information technology (IT) is a critical component 
of a co-ordinated provincial emergency manage-
ment program. The Province does not yet have a 
co-ordinated IT system in place for emergency man-
agement, even though it has spent about $7.5 mil-
lion for such a system. 

In 2009, EMO began to implement a system 
known as the Emergency Management Enterprise 
Solution. The system was meant to provide real-
time information to key stakeholders by being 
a single, central, secure, shareable information 
repository with an integrated geographic informa-
tion (mapping) system and emergency alerts. EMO 
cancelled the project in 2015 before ever going live, 
after extensive delays, and after discovering user 
dissatisfaction and software defects. 

Since there is no provincial IT system for emer-
gency management, the ministries we visited were 
left to seek out their own tools to assist in managing 
their programs. We therefore found a variety of sys-
tems in use. Specifically, the Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care supported the procurement of an 
IT system for use by the health sector, the Ministry 
of Community Safety and Correctional Services and 
EMO were using a simple database as their system, 
and the Ministry of Transportation and the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Forestry had no IT sys-
tems in place for emergency management. 

We found that one consequence of this 
unsystematic IT approach is that there is a lack of 
important documentation available on past emer-
gencies and related events. There is no complete 
list of all relevant events or information on how 
these events were handled (timing of actions, 
persons involved and decisions made). Having this 
information available after emergencies and events 
is important as a record of what occurred during 
the emergency and to help with lessons learned in 
order to make improvements for responses to future 
events (which we discuss further in Section 4.4.4).

We noted an example of the use of a co-ordinated 
IT system detailed in a report following Hurricane 
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Sandy, which struck the east coast of the United 
States in 2012. The Hurricane Sandy FEMA After-
Action Report, by the U.S. Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA), noted that the use of the 
system facilitated information sharing and ensured 
that each party involved in the response shared a 
common operating picture. This in turn contributed 
to a unified response. 

RECOMMENDATION 3

To ensure that the Province has a co-ordinated 
emergency management program in place that 
supports the ministries and municipalities with 
their emergency management programs and is 
able to share information in a timely manner, 
we recommend that the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services through the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office:

•	 review the needs of municipalities and its 
own staffing practices, and put in place the 
appropriate level of support and staffing 
required to assist all of Ontario’s municipal-
ities in preparing for emergencies; 

•	 develop central resources, supports and 
best practices for emergency management 
to allow for better co-ordination, expertise 
and consistency of emergency management 
programs across Ontario; and

•	 review the information technology needs 
of the province and implement an effective, 
co-ordinated province-wide information 
technology solution.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation that the Province needs to 
enhance its existing support to municipalities 
and ministries in order to assist them in devel-
oping their emergency management programs. 

Currently, the Ministry provides some 
supports to ministries and municipalities. For 
example, some exercising and training tools are 
available to municipal and ministry emergency 

management staff through an online portal and 
through a team of field officers. 

The Ministry will prioritize how to address 
existing ministry and municipal needs by enhan-
cing existing guidance and tools, and by assess-
ing staffing needs to support the development 
of additional tools/resources consistent with 
national and international best practices. 

The Ministry is also working with other min-
istries to procure an emergency management IT 
solution that can be used to support a co-ordin-
ated response to provincial emergencies. This 
will include an enhanced capacity to share infor-
mation, request and track resources, and support 
more rapid damage assessments. A broader 
review of ways to leverage additional technology 
to enhance emergency management programs, 
including response, will be undertaken. 

4.2 Risk Identification and 
Assessment Processes Are 
Not Sufficient to Ensure the 
Emergency Management Program 
Includes All Areas of Concern 

As described in Section 2.4, an important first 
step to build an effective emergency management 
program for Ontario is the identification and assess-
ment of the province’s potential hazards, critical 
infrastructure and time-critical services that need 
to be provided during an emergency. However, we 
found that the processes followed were not suf-
ficient to identify the areas of risk that the province 
and ministries should focus their efforts on. This 
results in emergency management programs for the 
province and ministries that either do not include 
all risks or do not focus on the appropriate risks.
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4.2.1 Provincial Risk Assessment Has Not 
Been Updated and Is Not Co-ordinated 
across the Province

Risk Assessment Has Not Been Updated for 
Recent Occurrences

The Act requires each ministry and municipality to 
conduct a hazard identification and risk assessment 
(together called “risk assessment” in this report) 
to identify hazards that may exist and assess the 
various risks to public safety that could give rise to 
emergencies. A risk assessment is also to be com-
pleted at the provincial level. Undertaking a risk 
assessment demonstrates which types of hazards 
are of concern and highlights those that need to be 
given priority. The results of the risk assessment 
process are to be used to establish the focus of the 
emergency management program.

The last provincial risk assessment was com-
pleted in 2012 and was based on information on 
emergencies in Ontario up to 2009. As a result, the 
current assessment does not consider emergencies 
that have occurred over the past eight years or the 
latest information on the effects of climate change 
and other risks whose frequency and severity may 
have changed, such as cyberattacks and terrorism. 
Risk assessment is meant to be an ongoing process 
as new hazards are identified and risk levels change.

When EMO completed the provincial risk 
assessment in 2012, it identified hazards that 
were not included in earlier assessments, such as 
cyberattacks, geomagnetic storms and meteorite 
crashes. But responsibility for these hazards has not 
been assigned to a ministry, because the last Order 
in Council was approved three years earlier, in 
2009. By default, the new hazards have become the 
responsibility of the Ministry of Community Safety 
and Correctional Services, which does not have 
expertise in dealing with them. The Ministry has 
not incorporated these hazards into its emergency 
management program, and it has not developed 
emergency response plans to address them.

Risk Assessment Process Is Not Performed 
Collaboratively to Ensure a Co-ordinated 
Approach in the Province

The current approach in the province is that EMO, 
ministries and municipalities all undertake a risk 
assessment process independently of each other. 
This is another example of organizations working in 
silos rather than working collaboratively on emer-
gency management. The Province completes its 
own risk assessment, even through the ministries 
have the subject matter expertise on the hazards, 
and municipalities have the local knowledge on 
where the hazards are likely to occur. 

The best practices identified by our expert 
suggest that these processes should be done col-
laboratively to enhance discussions and under-
standing of the hazards, risks and vulnerabilities 
affecting the Province, and its preparedness 
priorities. Other jurisdictions, such as the federal 
government (through Public Safety Canada), have 
developed an all-hazard risk approach, which is a 
co-ordinated approach to risk assessment involv-
ing all departments and ministries that would be 
involved if a specific emergency were to occur. This 
approach recognizes that the ownership of risk is 
often shared across different ministries. Therefore, 
it brings all parties involved together in the risk 
assessment process. 

RECOMMENDATION 4

To ensure that the provincial risk assessment 
is effective at identifying and assessing current 
hazards in Ontario, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services through the Provincial Emergency 
Management Office: 

•	 undertake a comprehensive review and 
update of the provincial risk assessment, 
in collaboration with all ministries and 
municipalities; 

•	 seek approval for the assignment of respon-
sibilities for new hazards; and

•	 implement an ongoing cyclical review pro-
cess using best practices.
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MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendations to review and update the 
provincial risk assessment and implement an 
ongoing cyclical review process. 

Work is under way on this initiative, includ-
ing investigating options for how to share 
hazard-specific information with stakeholders in 
support of their planning efforts. 

The Ministry is committed to reviewing 
the process by which emergency management 
responsibilities are assigned to ministries.

4.2.2 Critical Infrastructure Programming 
Is Not a Current Focus of the Emergency 
Management Program in Ontario 

Before merging with the Fire Marshal’s Office in 
2013, EMO started work on a program to identify 
critical infrastructure in the province so it could 
be prioritized and protected in an emergency. This 
program was put on hold after the merger. The pro-
gram was later transferred to the Executive Office 
of the Ministry and is still on hold. 

The program identified nine sectors of critical 
infrastructure in need of protection and continuity 
planning in an emergency: food and water, electri-
city, transportation, gas and oil, financial institu-
tions, telecommunication systems, public safety 
and security, government operations, and health. 
Many of these areas are the responsibility of the pri-
vate sector, but they have an impact on government 
business and Ontarians.

Issues with critical infrastructure were identi-
fied in 2005 in an internal corporate review report, 
Emergency Management Processes in the Ontario 
Public Service. The report noted that sufficient 
processes were not in place for the Province to 
fulfill an appropriate leadership role to ensure that 
critical non-governmental infrastructure remains 
operational in times of emergency or disaster.

All areas of critical infrastructure were impacted 
during the southern Ontario ice storm of 2013, with 

the most serious result being failure of the energy 
supply. EMO issued a report after the event noting 
the need for organizations in the critical infrastruc-
ture sectors to collaborate and identify their inter-
dependencies, and to develop plans to minimize 
disruptions across linked sectors. However, four 
years after the report was issued, the Province has 
not yet followed up on these recommendations. 
(Section 4.4.4 discusses the importance of lessons 
learned from past events.)

4.2.3 Oversight Is Lacking to Identify Time-
Critical Services and Develop Continuity 
Plans for Government Operations

Continuity planning for government operations is 
an important component of an emergency manage-
ment program. Continuity plans contain contact 
information for essential staff, detailed processes of 
communication and guides to alternative work sites; 
they also prioritize time-critical activities within 
each ministry that need to continue during an emer-
gency or to be restored quickly. Activities such as 
provincial highway maintenance, laboratory exam-
inations and flood monitoring are some examples. 

During a widespread emergency, the Province 
may have to allocate limited government resources 
(staff, vehicles, generators, health supplies and so 
on) to ministries with services of highest priority. 
To do so, it needs a comprehensive, prioritized list 
of all time-critical services in the province. EMO 
does not maintain such a list, even though it was 
recommended in an internal audit report in 2007, 
and again in reports in 2011 and 2013. 

We also noted that the ministries we visited do 
not have adequate oversight practices in place for 
their continuity plans, which leaves open the risk 
that not all time-critical services have been identi-
fied and planned for appropriately. Three of the 
four ministries with specific hazards assigned that 
we visited (the Ministry of Community Safety and 
Correctional Services, the Ministry of Transporta-
tion, and the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry) performed no review to ensure that all 
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necessary continuity plans are completed. In fact, 
we noted that some continuity plans for govern-
ment operations had not been prepared.

Further, the four ministries require different 
levels of approval for their branch continuity plans. 
For example, while the Ministry of Transportation 
requires an Assistant Deputy Minister to approve 
these continuity plans, the Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care and the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services require a director’s 
approval, and the Ministry of Natural Resources 
and Forestry requires a manager to approve the 
plans. Not having senior staff such as an Assistant 
Deputy Minister approve these plans is not a good 
practice, because in that case senior staff may not 
be aware of whether plans have been prepared for 
all time-critical services or if the plans are up to date 
and reflect current operations. In addition, although 
the emergency management branches of the four 
ministries set out the requirements for approval of 
their continuity plans, they did not verify that the 
specified level of approval was actually obtained.

There is no legislative requirement for munici-
palities to have continuity of operations plans, even 
though it is equally important for them to ensure 
that they can continue to offer time-critical services 
to their residents and businesses.

RECOMMENDATION 5 

To ensure that all critical infrastructure and 
time-critical services in the province are appro-
priately identified, and that up-to-date plans 
are in place to protect critical infrastructure and 
maintain continuity of government operations, 
we recommend that the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services through the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office:

•	 develop and maintain a comprehensive list-
ing and plans for the protection of critical 
infrastructure and all time-critical govern-
ment services in the province; 

•	 develop processes and supports to assist min-
istries with planning the continuity of their 

operations, including having an appropriate 
level of approval in place for the plans; and

•	 evaluate requiring municipalities to have 
plans for the continuity of their operations.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation.

The Ministry is exploring options to expand 
the Ontario Critical Infrastructure Assurance 
Program, while taking into consideration the 
confidentiality needs of owners. 

With respect to time-critical government 
services, the Ministry works with ministries 
to identify and ensure the availability of such 
services. Through the provincial continuity of 
operations program, the government has plans 
in place to ensure the maintenance and res-
toration of time-critical services. The program 
establishes recovery time objectives within 
which critical services have to be restored. The 
Ministry will work with ministry partners to 
identify how best to prioritize critical services 
across the government. 

The Ministry recognizes that municipal con-
tinuity of operations plans are an important part 
of an emergency management program. The 
Ministry will develop enhanced guidance and 
tools to support municipal continuity of oper-
ations plans. The Ministry will also consult with 
municipal stakeholders to determine whether 
continuity of operations plans should be a man-
datory requirement of any future emergency 
management program regulations.

4.3 The Provincial Emergency 
Management Program Does Not 
Focus on All Five Components of 
Emergency Management 

Ontario, like most other jurisdictions, bases its 
emergency management program on five inter-
dependent components: prevention, mitigation, 
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preparedness, response and recovery. (We discussed 
these in Section 2.4.) The progression of emergency 
management according to the five components is 
to first try to prevent an emergency from occurring, 
and then to mitigate, or reduce, its impact. Emer-
gencies that cannot be prevented or mitigated must 
be handled through preparedness and response 
activities, and may require recovery assistance. It 
is essential to know what can be prevented or miti-
gated in order to know the extent of the prepared-
ness and response activities needed.

When the current program was set up in 2003, 
emergency management was divided up into 
three progressive levels of achievement: essential, 
enhanced and comprehensive. The comprehensive 
level included all five components. The plan for 
Ontario was to reach the comprehensive level 
by the end of 2006. Today, in 2017, emergency 
management programs in Ontario, including the 
provincial program, still focus predominantly 
on the essential level and only two components, 
preparedness and response. (The Ministry of Muni-
cipal Affairs is involved with recovery activities 
through its disaster financial assistance programs, 
as discussed in Section 4.6.) We did note some 
exceptions to this, such as at the Ministry of Health 
and Long-Term Care, which mainly focuses on 
mitigating the effects of potential medical emergen-
cies. Because the provincial and ministry programs 
mainly focus on preparedness and response, we 
mainly focused our attention on these components 
during our audit.

All five ministries we visited told us that they are 
involved to some extent in activities that relate to 
the three other components—prevention, mitiga-
tion (as shown in Figure 5) and recovery. Most 
of these activities, however, take place outside of 
emergency management and are not taken into 
account by or co-ordinated with the activities of 
the ministries’ emergency management branches. 
In addition, EMO does not maintain information 
on the mitigation and prevention initiatives under-
taken in the province. As we have mentioned, keep-
ing track of prevention and mitigation activities 

helps to determine the preparedness and response 
activities that are needed.

An expert we consulted advised us of the 
importance of having a strategy for all five compon-
ents, which is consistent with how Ontario initially 
envisioned its plan for the emergency management 
program. Emergency management sees all five 
components as part of a continuum, or a feedback 
cycle, as Figure 1 illustrates. The expert informed 
us that Ontario is the only province in Canada that 
assigns the responsibility for the financial assistance 
for recovery activities to a different ministry (the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs) than the ministry 
responsible for the other components, which are 
the responsibility of EMO, with little co-ordination 
between the two. 

After performing a risk assessment to identify and 
prioritize hazards, as described in Section 4.2.1, the 
next step for an emergency management program 
is to take every opportunity to prevent and mitigate 
the impact of hazards. It is important to assess the 
costs of prevention and mitigation efforts compared 
to the potential savings in response and recovery 
costs if preventive actions are taken ahead of time. 
If Ontario improved its prevention and mitigation 
activities, then the need for expensive recovery 
assistance in certain areas should decrease. 

Several research studies have shown that funds 
invested in emergency prevention and mitigation 
can save money compared to what would be needed 
for response and recovery if an emergency occurs. 
For example, a report prepared by Public Safety 
Canada in March 2017, titled 2016–2017 Evaluation 
of the Disaster Financial Assistance Arrangements, 
discusses reports on the benefits of mitigation 
efforts in several different countries. One report in 
particular referred to a 2005 study on earthquakes, 
floods and wind hazards prepared for the U.S. Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency that indicated 
that the overall benefit-to-cost ratio is about 4 to1 
(a savings of $4.00 in response and recovery costs 
for every $1.00 spent on mitigation). One of the 
conclusions in the Public Safety Canada report was 
that “mitigation is the most effective approach to 
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reduce costs associated with disaster recovery. The 
evaluation found that mitigation can improve disas-
ter resilience of Canadian communities and reduce 
financial burden from future disasters.”

Currently, the Canadian federal government’s 
National Disaster Mitigation Program, a five-year 
program that began in 2015, is providing fund-
ing for mitigation projects intended to reduce the 
impact of flooding. The program offers municipal-
ities and conservation authorities in Ontario the 
opportunity to increase their mitigation efforts. 
While the conservation authorities have been 

participating in the program with the support of 
municipalities, the municipalities themselves have 
been slow to respond. The Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs, which administers the program for Ontario, 
is currently trying to increase awareness of the pro-
gram in the province so that more municipalities 
can benefit from it before it expires in 2020. Since 
the municipalities are on the front lines of respond-
ing to local emergencies, increasing their mitigation 
efforts could decrease their reliance on the Province 
if an emergency occurs. 

Ministry Hazards Mitigation/Prevention Activity
Community Safety and 
Correctional Services

Terrorism/CBRNE (chemical, biological, 
radiological, nuclear and explosive)

•	 Intelligence-gathering 

Freezing rain •	 Consult with operational ministry partners (i.e., 
Ministry of Transportation to close highways or 
make de‑icing recommendations)

Snowstorm/blizzard •	 Consult with operational ministry partners (i.e., 
Ministry of Transportation to close highways or 
make de‑icing recommendations)

Health and 
Long‑Term Care

Human health (e.g., diseases and epidemics) •	 Immunization
•	 Disease and outbreak monitoring

Municipal Affairs Any emergency that requires the co-ordination of 
extraordinary provincial expenditures

•	 Developing technical standards for the 
construction of buildings

•	 Leadership in land-use planning, such as not 
allowing development in flood plain areas

Natural Resources 
and Forestry

Flood •	 Water level monitoring 
•	 Flood mapping
•	 Pre-spring melt planning sessions
•	 Maintaining sandbag stockpile

Forest/wildland fire •	 FireSmart Program (provides information to 
help prepare for and manage wildfires)

•	 Road signs (e.g., safe campfires, restricted 
fire zones)

Oil/natural gas •	 Licensing wells
•	 Providing well data to the public 

and municipalities
•	 Natural gas storage inspections 

Transportation Transportation •	 Provincial highways management 
and maintenance

•	 Traveller information and highway messages
•	 Road user safety campaigns

Figure 5: Examples of Mitigation and Prevention Activities Undertaken by Ministries Visited
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario
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RECOMMENDATION 6

To ensure that Ontario is making reasonable 
efforts to prevent potential hazards or mitigate 
their impacts, and that these efforts are co-ordin-
ated with emergency management programs, 
we recommend that the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services through the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office work 
with ministries and municipalities to:

•	 determine what prevention and mitigation 
activities are being done in the province; and

•	 assess the costs and benefits of other pre-
vention and mitigation opportunities to 
determine which ones to implement and 
incorporate into their emergency manage-
ment programs.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
findings on the importance of prevention and 
mitigation as part of a complete emergency 
management program. 

The Ministry acknowledges that current 
programs and legislation are focused on 
preparedness and response, and notes that it 
is important to recognize that there are other 
prevention and mitigation activities occurring 
in Ontario under other programs, outside of 
emergency management.

The Ministry will develop options to further 
enhance and co-ordinate Ontario’s mitigation 
programming.

4.4 Emergency Preparedness 
Activities Need Improvement 
4.4.1 Provincial Emergency Response Plans 
Have Not Been Updated for Recent Events

Although internal requirements call for the provin-
cial emergency response plans to be fully updated 
every four years, the two provincial plans, the 
Provincial Emergency Response Plan and the Prov-

incial Nuclear Emergency Response Plan (which 
are critical components of the emergency manage-
ment program), have not been updated since 2008 
and 2009. 

Emergency response plans should be updated 
regularly to incorporate program changes and 
current best practices (such as the effective use 
of social media), and to maintain accurate infor-
mation. Updates should also follow significant 
emergencies, practice tests whose results suggest 
improvements are needed, and worldwide events 
such as terrorist attacks or cyberattacks. Updates 
must also take into account new or developing fac-
tors that may increase the risk of emergencies, such 
as the effects of climate change. In this way, the 
most current plans can be used in emergency situa-
tions as a step-by-step guide on what to do, whom 
to contact, and where to find critical information. 

Examples of relevant information that should 
be included in plans are the plans’ relationships to 
other plans (for example, plans of other levels of 
government and other ministries); data on mutual 
aid agreements (see Section 4.5.3); and a list of 
core plan elements (for example, roles and respon-
sibilities, procedures and guidelines, operations, 
training and testing). 

Several events have occurred within and outside 
the province that suggest the need to update the 
plans dating from 2008 and 2009. For example, a 
report prepared after the 2013 ice storm by EMO 
noted the lack of a shared understanding of the 
roles that senior provincial officials are expected to 
undertake during an emergency. It recommended 
updating the provincial plan to define their roles 
and responsibilities, but this has not been done. 

4.4.2 Ministry Response Plans Have Not 
Been Updated for Many Years

The Act requires each ministry to have a general 
emergency response plan. In addition, the minis-
tries that have been assigned responsibilities for a 
specific hazard (Appendix 1) also need to develop 
plans for these hazards. Although the Act requires 
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these plans to be reviewed annually and updated 
as needed, we noted that many of the plans had 
not been updated for several years and there was 
no evidence of annual reviews being done. For 
example, the severe weather plan at the Ministry 
of Community Safety and Correctional Services 
was last updated in 2005; this is of concern due to 
the increasing effects of climate change and events 
such as the ice storm that hit southern Ontario in 
2013. In addition, the same ministry last updated 
its terrorism and civil disorder plans in 2010. Given 
the events occurring across the world, this is an 
important plan to keep updated. Nevertheless, this 
ministry and the others were considered to be com-
pliant by EMO according to the annual compliance 
review process we discussed in Section 4.1.3. 

We noted that some sections of the plans at 
the ministries we visited were out of date or mis-
sing information, and did not incorporate lessons 
learned from past events. For example, the plans we 
reviewed lacked clarity relating to roles and respon-
sibilities to ensure everyone involved understands 
what they need to do; did not include contact infor-
mation for key personnel within the ministry or 
private-sector suppliers, or indicate where it could 
be found; and did not identify key stakeholders 
with response roles, such as suppliers and not-for-
profit organizations. The plans also did not take 
into account social media as a powerful means of 
monitoring information and informing the public. 

4.4.3 Approach to Practising for 
Emergencies Does Not Ensure Preparedness

An important aspect of preparing for emergencies is 
to perform practice tests for a simulated emergency 
with all relevant parties. Although we noted that 
all the ministries that we visited that had been 
assigned specific hazards were undertaking the 
annual practice test that the Act requires in order 
to evaluate their emergency response plans and 
procedures, we found that the current process is 
not ensuring that the ministries are adequately 
prepared to respond to an emergency. The Act also 

requires municipalities to conduct annual practice 
tests, which EMO monitors via the annual munici-
pal compliance checklist.

Our expert noted that best practices for practice 
tests suggest that they should be based on high-risk 
and high-consequence events and ensure that the 
plans are practised using a multi-year approach, 
usually three to five years. The practice tests should 
increase in complexity and scale over time, starting 
with basic practice tests that include discussions, 
seminars or workshops to familiarize participants 
with plans and policies, and then developing 
into complex practice tests that closely mirror a 
real event, with mobilization and deployment of 
resources and personnel. EMO includes similar 
information regarding the approach to practice 
tests on its website; Figure 6 shows a “building 
block approach” of increasing complexity that it has 
developed, while Figure 7 explains some of the dif-
ferences between basic and complex practice tests. 

During our review, we noted that none of the 
ministries visited had a multi-year strategy in place 
to ensure that all emergency response plans are 
tested periodically. More specifically, 82% of the 
practice tests performed were of the basic type 
(see Figure 8). Of further concern, for three of the 
ministries (the Ministry of Community Safety and 
Correctional Services, the Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care, and the Ministry of Transporta-
tion), the majority of the practice tests focused on 
plans for continuity of government operations, as 
opposed to response plans for specific emergencies. 
In general, the focus was on meeting the require-
ment in legislation of conducting one practice test 
per year rather than working toward the best prep-
aration for responding to an emergency. 

We also noted that about 50% of the complex 
practice tests performed over the past five years 
focused on nuclear emergencies. (Of all practice 
tests performed, 9% were complex nuclear emer-
gency practice tests, compared to 18% in total that 
were complex tests.) However, complex practice 
tests should also be completed for other types of 
emergencies based on a multi-year plan, as noted 
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Figure 6: Increasing Practice Test Complexity Using the Building Block Approach
Source of data: Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services
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Type of Practice Test

Basic practice tests

Complex practice tests

1.	 Typically involve discussions regarding a hypothetical, simulated event, generally held in an informal setting.
2.	 Designed to test and evaluate, in a simulated real-time environment, multiple complexities, functions or activities including the movement of personnel 

and equipment.
3.	 Typically the most complex and resource-intensive type of practice tests: multi-agency, multi-jurisdictional practice tests test many facets of emergency response 

and recovery.

Figure 7: Differences between Basic and Complex Practice Tests of Emergency Preparedness
Source of data: Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

Basic Practice Tests Complex Practice Tests
Purpose Familiarize participants with current plans, policies, 

agreements and procedures 
Validate plans, policies, agreements and procedures; 
clarify roles and responsibilities; and identify resource 
gaps in an operational environment

Structure Aimed at facilitating an understanding of concepts 
and identifying strengths and shortfalls

Designed to test multiple activities and co-ordination 
of activities

Setting Conducted in an informal setting intended to 
generate discussion of issues through seminars, 
workshops, tabletop activities and games

Performed in realistic environment 

Movement of personnel and equipment is simulated

Cost Less costly More costly, resulting from increased time and 
resource commitment during planning and execution
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through the Provincial Emergency Management 
Office work with ministries to:

•	 annually review and update their emergency 
response plans for any recent events or best 
practices; and 

•	 implement a multi-year testing strategy based 
on high-risk and high-consequence events 
that periodically tests emergency response 
plans using a variety of testing methods.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation relating to the importance of 
up-to-date emergency plans and regular testing.

The Ministry is currently revising the 
Provincial Nuclear Emergency Response Plan. 
Public consultations have been held and a new 
Plan will be published to incorporate feedback 
received and will ensure alignment with applic-
able national and international standards. The 
Ministry will work with other ministries and 
designated municipalities to ensure that their 
plans are reviewed and updated to conform 
to the new Provincial Nuclear Emergency 
Response Plan. 

As well, the Ministry has begun a revision 
of the Provincial Emergency Response Plan. As 
part of this revision process, the Ministry will be 
consulting with stakeholders and establishing a 
continuous review cycle. 

The Ministry is also developing a provincial 
multi-year testing strategy based on current 
risks, needs assessments, corrective action 
planning, and best practices with ministries and 
municipalities.

4.4.4 Lessons Learned from Past Events 
Have Not Been Used to Continuously 
Improve Emergency Management Programs

Emergency management operates on a cycle of 
continuous improvement. This includes: 

•	evaluating an emergency event or practice 
test of a response plan by reviewing what 

previously. (No complex practice tests were con-
ducted for floods, severe weather events and pan-
demics, for example.) In addition, we noted that 
there was only one government-wide complex prac-
tice test in the past five years other than for nuclear 
emergencies and special events, and it focused on 
the continuity of government operations.

The focus on practice tests for nuclear emergen-
cies is driven by the licensing requirements of the 
nuclear power companies. The tests are paid for 
and organized by these companies and generally 
focus on their concerns. We noted that the tests 
mainly concentrate on events occurring inside the 
nuclear power facility—the responsibility of these 
companies; they usually do not extensively test 
areas outside the nuclear power facility—the Prov-
ince’s responsibility. 

RECOMMENDATION 7

To ensure that the Province and its ministries 
are appropriately prepared to respond to an 
emergency, we recommend that the Ministry of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services 

Figure 8: Proportion of Basic vs. Complex Emergency 
Practice Tests Done in Ontario, Excluding Continuity of 
Government Operations Plans, 2012–2016
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

*	 Nuclear complex practice tests represent 50% of all complex practice tests.

Complex: Hazard Specific
Emergency Response
Plan (6%)*

Complex:
Nuclear (9%)

Basic (82%)

Complex: Other (3%)*
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We found that there are no province-wide or 
ministry criteria to specify when lessons-learned 
reports should be completed and who should com-
plete them. Our expert noted it is important to have 
an independent review conducted after a major 
event occurs. 

We reviewed all the practice tests undertaken 
from 2012 to 2016 across the ministries we visited 
and found that only half of the reports had been 
prepared. Similar information is not available for 
the total number of emergency responses for those 
years due to a lack of documentation available on 
these emergencies. 

Another important component of continuous 
improvement is monitoring and learning from 
global events. For example, following the Fuku-
shima Daiichi nuclear disaster in Japan in 2011, sev-
eral reports and studies examined lessons learned 
and ways to improve nuclear emergency manage-
ment programs, such as reviewing and updating 
evacuation plans. It was not until 2017 that EMO 
proposed updates to the Provincial Nuclear Emer-
gency Response plan, six years after the event. 
However, no changes have been made yet.

RECOMMENDATION 8

To ensure that lessons learned from actual past 
emergencies and practice tests for response 
plans are used to improve emergency man-
agement programs, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services through the Provincial Emergency 
Management Office work with ministries to:

•	 develop standardized criteria that specify 
when lessons-learned reports are to be 
completed; 

•	 implement the recommendations of 
these reports in emergency management 
programs; and

•	 track and periodically report on the progress 
made in implementing them.

happened, why it happened, and how it could 
be done differently to improve outcomes; 

•	making any needed updates to emergency 
management programs and response plans; 
and 

•	tracking, following up and reporting to man-
agement on the implementation results of 
recommendations received. 

A report commissioned by the Alberta Emer-
gency Management Agency on the Fort McMurray 
wildfires in 2016 noted that the use of a continuous 
improvement approach had a positive impact on the 
response. One example described how the emer-
gency response leadership adapted to the rapidly 
growing need by assigning provincial employees 
from other branches to assist with staffing surge 
capacity problems. (Section 4.5.1 discusses surge 
capacity issues we identified in Ontario.)

As noted in Section 4.4.1, Ontario does not 
regularly update or improve its emergency response 
plans after emergencies occur or when practice 
tests are undertaken. Neither EMO nor any of the 
ministries we visited that had been assigned specific 
hazards had a process in place to track and follow 
up on lessons learned from practice tests and actual 
emergencies to ensure they make improvements. 
As a result, there is a risk that previously identified 
issues will continue to occur. Examples we noted of 
recurring issues during recent emergencies in the 
province include: 

•	problems with the clarification of roles and 
responsibilities among responders and stake-
holders (James Bay Coast flooding, 2014; Gull 
Bay highway flooding, 2014); 

•	issues with communication, including 
ensuring the appropriate organizations are 
included in teleconferences (southern Ontario 
ice storm, 2013; James Bay Coast flooding, 
2015); and

•	response plans that needed improvement, 
such as better integration between plans or 
updates to their content (southern Ontario ice 
storm, 2013; Gull Bay highway flooding, 2014; 
James Bay Coast flooding, 2015).
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MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation and recognizes the importance 
of identifying and tracking the implementation 
of lessons learned from events and exercises. 

To improve the existing process, the Ministry 
will work with ministries to develop guidance 
on when lessons-learned reports should be 
completed and how recommendations should 
be addressed, tracked and reported on. 

Currently, the Ministry has training courses 
for exercises that promote the development of 
lessons-learned reports and corrective action 
plans. The Ministry also conducts lessons-
learned reporting on major provincial incidents 
(such as the 2013 southern Ontario ice storm).

4.4.5 Preparedness for Nuclear 
Emergencies Needs Improvement

EMO is responsible for the overall provincial 
response to nuclear emergencies. Ontario has three 
nuclear power facilities and 18 operating reactors, 
which makes it the largest nuclear jurisdiction in 
North America and one of the largest in the world.

The Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission over-
sees Canada’s nuclear facilities. In an emergency, 
the Province has responsibility for the off-site 
response (outside the boundary of the nuclear 
power facility), while nuclear power companies 
and the federal government are responsible for the 
on-site response. EMO’s responsibilities include 
maintaining a response plan for nuclear emergen-
cies (which it has not updated since 2009) and 
participating in practice tests of the plan (see Sec-
tions 4.4.1 and 4.4.3). 

EMO receives annual funding from nuclear 
power companies located in Ontario for the nuclear 
emergency management program. In each of the 
2015/16 and 2016/17 fiscal years, it received a total 
of $1,125,000. The government’s original intention 
for the funding was to recover 100% of the costs 
incurred for the nuclear emergency management 

program; however, there is no basis to support 
how the current level of funding was determined 
or what the funds are intended to cover. In addi-
tion, EMO was unable to provide any information 
on the actual costs spent to operate the provincial 
nuclear emergency management program. When 
EMO requested a funding increase in 2015 from 
$750,000 to the current amount, the nuclear power 
companies simply agreed. EMO could not provide 
us documentation to support either the old amount 
or the amount of the new request, except the obser-
vation that the funding had not been increased for 
some time. Although the funding is for the provin-
cial nuclear program, it is not tied to any require-
ments or deliverables. 

The nuclear emergency management program 
requires EMO to have its own staff with specific 
technical knowledge in order to assess risks and 
provide the Province with independent and object-
ive advice. However, EMO has not kept this position 
filled at all times: the senior scientist position 
was vacant from July 2016 until April 2017. To 
compensate for this vacancy, EMO relied in part on 
a technical network of retired nuclear power com-
pany staff and a nuclear consulting group. In 2015, 
a staff member from a nuclear power company 
worked at EMO while being paid directly by the 
nuclear power company. This type of arrangement 
could pose a risk to EMO’s objectivity.

Some neighbouring U.S. states have nuclear 
power facilities that could require an emergency 
response within Ontario. Yet Ontario municipalities 
that may be affected by the nuclear power facilities 
receive little assistance from the Province, in con-
trast to Ontario municipalities that may be affected 
by nuclear power facilities located inside the prov-
ince—even though such assistance is a requirement 
of the Provincial Nuclear Emergency Response Plan. 

Municipalities located near in-province nuclear 
power facilities receive assistance with the pre-
distribution of thyroid blocking pills (KI pills), 
practice tests, and funding from the nuclear power 
companies to assist with their emergency manage-
ment programs and response training. While the 
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nearby U.S. power company provides some funding 
to one municipality, the municipality does not think 
it is adequate to support its nuclear emergency 
program. In addition, the municipality told us 
that EMO also does not provide much support or 
assistance with regard to nuclear emergencies. As a 
result, it and other municipalities located near out-
of-province nuclear facilities are left to fund much 
of their own emergency preparedness and response 
activities, even though off-site nuclear emergencies 
are the Province’s responsibility.

RECOMMENDATION 9

To ensure that Ontario’s nuclear emergency 
management program is effectively preparing 
the Province to respond to nuclear emergencies 
that may impact Ontarians, we recommend 
that the Ministry of Community Safety and 
Correctional Services through the Provincial 
Emergency Management Office:

•	 use independent nuclear expertise at all 
times to assess nuclear risks, plans and 
response strategies; 

•	 develop agreements with the Ontario 
nuclear power companies that state the 
requirements and deliverables for all parties; 

•	 develop agreements with the U.S. nuclear 
power companies that state the requirements 
and deliverables for all parties; and

•	 provide the same level of support and assist-
ance to municipalities regardless of whether 
a nearby nuclear facility is located inside or 
outside the province. 

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation, and recognizes the need for 
independence and clarity in its arrangements 
with the nuclear power companies, and for the 
need for all municipalities affected by nuclear 
facilities to receive the same level of support 
from the Province. 

To improve the independence of its nuclear 
expertise, the Ministry has staffed the Senior 
Scientist position.

The Ministry is in the process of updating 
the Provincial Nuclear Emergency Response 
Plan, and as part of the development of the 
site-specific implementing plans will develop 
agreements with ministries, Ontario and U.S. 
nuclear power companies, and affected muni-
cipalities. These agreements will outline clear 
deliverables, support, outcomes and perform-
ance measures.

4.4.6 Public Education Currently 
Has Little Reach 

The approach to emergency management in Can-
ada, including Ontario, assumes that an individual 
or family will be self-sufficient for 72 hours during 
certain kinds of emergencies, such as some weather 
events or power outages, or if they need to be even-
tually evacuated from their home. If people are not 
aware of how to prepare for an emergency, they may 
be exposed to a number of potential risks if an emer-
gency occurs, increasing their risks and the burden 
on municipalities and the Province for assistance. 

According to a 2014 publication by Statistics 
Canada, only about half of Ontarians had engaged 
in any kind of emergency planning activities, 
which is slightly better than the results for Canada 
overall. About one-quarter of Ontarians had taken 
precautionary measures, such as storing water or 
obtaining back-up generators, which is similar to 
the national average.

The Act requires each ministry to provide public 
education on emergency preparedness. We noted 
that there are benefits to having a co-ordinated 
provincial approach to public education, which 
include providing a consistent message and increas-
ing the reach of the information. However, there 
currently is no such approach in Ontario.

EMO has direct access to the National Alert 
Aggregation & Dissemination System and has the 
authority to issue public broadcast alerts in the 
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MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendations.

The Ministry will work with stakeholders to 
assess current public education programming, 
identify public education needs, and develop 
a year-round Ontario-wide public awareness 
strategy. The Ministry commits to working with 
ministries to enhance the assessment of public 
education program effectiveness.

4.5 Planning Improvements Are 
Needed to Prepare for Effective 
and Efficient Emergency 
Response to Potential Future 
Emergencies

An effective and efficient response to an emergency 
includes timely and accurate communication, 
understanding of roles and responsibilities, aware-
ness of the situation as it develops, information 
sharing and identification of the needed resources. 
We have noted the following concerns with regard 
to Ontario’s state of readiness to respond to poten-
tial emergencies. 

4.5.1 Numbers of Trained Staff Are Not 
Sufficient for a Lengthy Emergency 

EMO has not identified and trained sufficient staff 
from the Ministry or elsewhere who would be 
prepared to maintain the Provincial Emergency 
Operations Centre’s activities around the clock dur-
ing a lengthy large-scale emergency (longer than 
two weeks) or multiple simultaneous emergencies. 
The current plan is to have internal staff work shifts 
around the clock during a prolonged emergency 
response. With staff unable to work effectively 
around the clock for longer than two weeks, essen-
tial operations cannot be guaranteed past this limit. 
EMO told us that when it followed this plan during 
the spring 2017 floods, it did not have sufficient 
staffing resources. 

province using the system in the event of an actual 
emergency. Also, ministries and municipalities 
may request a public broadcast alert to be issued. 
Through the same system, the Ontario Provincial 
Police issues amber alerts and Environment Canada 
issues all alerts relating to weather. Currently, these 
alerts appear on television and radio stations. Start-
ing in 2018, telecommunications companies will be 
required to provide cell phones with the capability 
to receive emergency alerts. 

EMO uses the Internet and Twitter to provide 
public awareness regarding emergencies, and 
reinforces its messages during the annual emer-
gency preparedness week in May. However, we 
found that EMO does not measure the impact 
of these efforts to see if they are effective. We 
found that EMO’s current reach through Twitter is 
about 55,000 Ontarians, which is less than 0.5% 
of the population, and therefore may not yet be 
a very effective source of public education on 
preparedness. 

EMO spent approximately $100,000 in 2011 on 
developing a mobile phone application (a “mobile 
app”) to help with public education and informa-
tion. It was not implemented, as it did not receive 
approval for use from the Communications Office 
within the Cabinet Office. We noted that other 
provinces such as Saskatchewan and Alberta have 
mobile apps available to assist in informing the 
public about emergencies and other incidents.

RECOMMENDATION 10

To ensure that Ontarians are informed on how 
to prepare for an emergency and on risks to be 
aware of in the province, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services through the Provincial Emergency Man-
agement Office work with ministries to:

•	 develop an appropriate and effective public 
education program on preparing the public 
for emergencies that the Province may face;

•	 implement the program; and

•	 assess the effectiveness of the program.
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of response functions, such as who is in control and 
who the decision-makers are. Several reports that 
reviewed past emergencies for lessons learned have 
made this point. The need to mandate a standard-
ized approach was identified in the lessons-learned 
report following the SARS emergency in 2003, 
and again in the public inquiry report following 
the mall collapse in Elliot Lake in 2012, and in a 
lessons-learned report prepared by EMO on the 
2013 ice storm. 

As an example, in the mall collapse in Elliot 
Lake, it was noted that although the standard 
response approach was used, it was not fully 
adhered to or understood by all parties. The chief 
officer, who should have the final say on all deci-
sions, did not exercise full authority. Also, although 
the local Ontario Provincial Police (OPP) division 
was in charge of the operation, when the special-
ized provincial OPP team arrived, it took over 
leadership responsibilities that it had no authority 
for. It was noted that this may have contributed to 
the delay in response.

RECOMMENDATION 11

To ensure that the Province is ready to respond 
to emergencies effectively, we recommend 
that the Ministry of Community Safety and 
Correctional Services through the Provincial 
Emergency Management Office (EMO):

•	 approve and mandate a standardized emer-
gency response approach for the Province; 
and 

•	 work with ministries to develop a strategy 
for lengthy, large-scale emergency staffing 
requirements within EMO’s and the minis-
tries’ emergency operations centres.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation. 

The Ministry is currently reviewing the 
standardized emergency response approach 
and is working with stakeholders to ensure 

We noted similar issues at the emergency oper-
ations centres of two of the ministries we visited: 
the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, and the 
Ministry of Transportation. For example, during 
the Ebola disease outbreak starting in 2014 (which 
did not reach Ontario), the Ministry of Health and 
Long-Term Care undertook mitigation work for 
eight months. It told us it activated its continuity of 
government operations plan so that it could focus 
on long-term monitoring of the situation. 

During a prolonged emergency, it is common 
to reduce operations to a predetermined level of 
essential, time-critical services. To achieve this level 
without having to put all operations on hold, how-
ever, requires planning and support for additional 
staffing resources. EMO and the two ministries 
previously mentioned have not fully planned for a 
prolonged emergency.

As mentioned in Section 4.4.4, the report on 
the 2016 wildfires in Fort McMurray, Alberta, 
noted that having identified and trained provincial 
employees to fill a range of functions and supporting 
roles in the emergency operations centre in case an 
emergency arose was critical to sustain the response 
required during that long-lasting emergency.

4.5.2 A Standardized Approach to 
Emergency Response Has Not Been 
Mandated after Eight Years in Development 

A best practice in emergency management is 
mandating the use of a standardized response 
approach, including a standard organizational 
structure, functions, processes and terminology for 
use at all levels of the response. However, Ontario 
has not mandated such an approach even though 
in 2009 it developed one that it intended to imple-
ment across the province—the Incident Manage-
ment System (IMS). IMS has still not been adopted 
by all ministries and municipalities. 

The use of a standardized approach to respond 
to emergencies can help avoid problems that can 
occur when multiple organizations are working 
together. It helps provide a common understanding 
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its adoption across the province. In April, the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office re-
established the Incident Management System 
(IMS) Steering Committee to guide this work. 
The committee consists of almost 30 organiza-
tions across Ontario. 

The Ministry is committed to: 

•	 revising the IMS Doctrine to make it simpler 
to use and to ensure alignment with contigu-
ous jurisdictions; 

•	 offering Ontario stakeholders access to a 
wider suite of courses focused on managing 
larger-scale and complex incidents; and

•	 developing a strategy to improve adoption by 
all responder organizations in Ontario. 
The Ministry recognizes the importance of 

having sufficient staff for lengthy, large-scale 
emergencies. While the Ministry recognizes 
that some ministries and municipalities have 
surge capacity programs in place, the Ministry 
is working with stakeholders to develop an 
Incident Management Team/Incident Support 
Team (IMT/IST) program, to identify and train 
staff in advanced IMS functions to supplement 
capacity within emergency operations centres 
or at sites for extended, large-scale and complex 
emergency responses.

4.5.3 Agreements Are Not in Place for 
Resources That May Be Needed in an 
Emergency Response

Emergency management can improve the efficiency 
of the response to emergencies and reduce expenses 
if it anticipates the resources it may need and seeks 
out reliable sources for them at pre-established 
rates, and if it has put in place mutual agreements 
with other parties and establishes or makes arrange-
ments for specialized teams. However, we found 
that EMO and most of the ministries we visited have 
few such agreements in place and have not even 
determined what types of resources they may need, 
as we describe in the following subsections.

The Province Has Few Mutual Aid Agreements 
in Place 

It is important to have in place mutual aid agree-
ments for emergency assistance. Such agreements, 
between the Province and other jurisdictions and 
levels of government, the private sector and non-
governmental organizations, could provide for 
resources such as personnel, equipment, materials 
and services. EMO and three of the ministries we 
visited that had been assigned specific hazards 
(the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, the 
Ministry of Transportation and the Ministry of 
Community Safety and Correctional Services) had 
a minimal number of mutual aid agreements in 
place, while the Ministry of Natural Resources and 
Forestry had several of these agreements in place.

EMO recognizes that other cross-border agree-
ments should be signed as well. It is currently 
reviewing how best to enter into these agreements.

The Province Does Not Have a Specialized 
Response Team to Assist During an Emergency

EMO does not have a specialized provincial 
response team in place, such as an all-hazard 
response team that can be brought in for any 
type of emergency. The concept of such a team 
was developed in 2008 with the intent to launch 
it in 2012, but the team is still not in place. The 
Province’s lack of a specialized team was identi-
fied in the public inquiry report following the mall 
collapse in Elliot Lake in 2012, which noted that it 
should establish agreements with ministries to use 
their specialized teams and also should have its 
own specialized response team. 

We noted that some specialized teams exist at 
the ministries we visited. For example, the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Forestry’s specialized 
response team includes additional trained staff 
ready to be deployed on a rotational basis as 
needed to assist with an emergency. The Ministry 
of Health and Long-Term Care has a special medical 
assistance team to provide surge support for med-
ical emergencies.
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storage and not the management of them. 
The Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care 
continues to pay to store these expired sup-
plies at a cost of over $3 million per year. The 
ministry has started to dispose of some of the 
expired supplies. For example, it disposed of 
a relatively small amount (7%) of the total 
expired supplies last year—1,500 pallets—at 
a cost of $370,000. It will continue to incur 
these storage and disposal costs until all the 
expired supplies have been disposed of. 

We found one ministry, the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Forestry, that planned ahead and 
has an inventory of sandbags available that are 
used within the ministry and can be requested by 
other ministries and municipalities through a cost-
recovery program. 

RECOMMENDATION 12

To ensure that the Province is ready to respond 
to emergencies efficiently and economically, we 
recommend that the Ministry of Community 
Safety and Correctional Services through the 
Provincial Emergency Management Office: 

•	 work with ministries to ensure that they plan 
for and enter into all relevant agreements and 
plans for any resources that may be needed 
during an emergency and, whenever pos-
sible, ensure that these agreements specify 
pre-established rates for these resources;

•	 work with ministries to ensure that they 
plan for and enter into all relevant agree-
ments and plans for any services that may 
be needed during an emergency and, 
whenever possible, ensure that these agree-
ments specify pre-established rates for these 
resources; and

•	 develop its own specialized response team.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry agrees with the Auditor General’s 
recommendation and recognizes the need 
to establish agreements for key services and 

Agreements for Goods and Services Are Not 
in Place 

EMO and most of the ministries we visited had 
given little consideration to what goods and ser-
vices they might need during an emergency, or to 
what arrangements they might need to make to 
obtain them at pre-established rates. Not having 
these arrangements in place can result in delays 
in obtaining these items or additional costs at a 
critical time. EMO created a supply chain group in 
2008 involving members from all levels of govern-
ment and the private sector, to provide strategic 
resources when and where they are needed during 
large-scale emergencies. However, it was never 
operationalized. 

We noted the following specific issues:

•	During the 2013 ice storm in southern 
Ontario, some municipalities requested help 
from the Province for debris management that 
required heavy equipment, chainsaws and 
other resources. Since the Province and min-
istries did not have any agreements in place 
for these types of services, the municipalities 
had to pay the rates that were being asked at 
the time of the emergency. We noted instances 
where these rates varied significantly between 
municipalities, for example, from $123 to 
$345 per hour for similar services. 

•	Although the Ministry of Health and Long-
Term Care currently has a stockpile of over 
26,000 pallets of supplies for medical emer-
gencies, including respirators, face shields, 
needles, disinfectant wipes, disposable therm-
ometers and other items, more than 80% 
of these supplies have reached their expiry 
date. The original cost of the expired supplies 
is approximately $45 million. Although the 
ministry has donated a small amount of sup-
plies to two other countries for emergency 
situations, it did not put the majority of these 
supplies into circulation within the health-
care system so that they could be used before 
expiring. The ministry informed us that its 
budget for these supplies only allowed for 
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resources that may be needed during an emer-
gency before any events occur. 

The Ministry is working on a process intended 
to expedite the emergency procurement process, 
as well as to ensure that prices paid are fair and 
reasonable. This work will include a variety of 
services and resources that might be required in 
an emergency. Options for bolstering capacity 
in a variety of additional functional areas (for 
example, heavy equipment, emergency feeding, 
and others) will be developed. 

The Ministry will explore options to ensure 
Ontario can enter into mutual aid arrangements 
with contiguous provinces and states. Options 
for a province-wide mutual aid system will also 
be developed. 

As noted above, the Ministry is also working 
with stakeholders to develop an Incident Man-
agement Team program in order to identify and 
train staff to supplement response capacity.

4.6 Financial Assistance Recovery 
Programs Lack Timeliness and a 
Consistent Approach to Handling 
Claims

The Public Accounts of Ontario reported expendi-
tures of almost $50 million under various disaster 
financial assistance programs to cope with the con-
sequences of natural disasters since the 2012/13 
fiscal year. Of these expenses, 71% were for the 
program for municipalities, and 29% were for the 
program for Ontarians (including individuals, small 
businesses, farms and not-for-profit organizations). 
In addition, Ontario paid $136.9 million by way 
of a special program (before receiving the federal 
reimbursement) to municipalities and conservation 
authorities for the consequences of the 2013 south-
ern Ontario ice storm. 

A recent review of provincial disaster financial 
assistance programs to help Ontarians recover from 
disasters resulted in two new programs, mentioned 
in Section 2.5, that began operating in March 
2016: Disaster Recovery Assistance for Ontarians 

(for homeowners, tenants, small owner-operated 
businesses and farms, and not-for-profit organiza-
tions), and Municipal Disaster Recovery Assistance. 
The new programs included changes intended 
as improvements over the previous program, by 
clarifying the program and eligibility guidelines, 
lowering the eligibility threshold for municipalities, 
extending the timeline for municipalities to submit 
claims, introducing cost-sharing for municipalities, 
and introducing special provisions for low-income 
households (see Figure 9). 

4.6.1 Financial Assistance Recovery 
Programs Do Not Provide Timely Assistance

The Ministry of Municipal Affairs has set its target 
for finalizing and making payments for 80% of 
the eligible claims to individuals under Disaster 
Recovery Assistance for Ontarians to within eight 
months following the activation of this program. 
However, only approximately 40% of claims met 
this target during the program’s first year, 2016, 
although approximately 60% of the claims were 
closed within eight months of receiving the claims. 
Still, this is an improvement over the previous 
program, which generally took a year or longer for 
claims to be paid. However, as of the end of August 
2017, more than 25% of all claims submitted for 
events in 2016, which is at least 10 months after the 
last event occurred (events occurred from March to 
September 2016) had not been paid. These claims 
were made by people who experienced hardship, 
and it is therefore critical that they be reimbursed 
in a more timely manner. 

There is no defined time frame for the activation 
of the Disaster Recovery Assistance for Ontarians 
program. We noted that with natural disasters, the 
2016 assistance programs were activated from five 
to 27 days after the damage. It is important that 
Ontarians in need are informed as to whether finan-
cial assistance will be provided in a timely manner.

The Municipal Disaster Recovery Assistance pro-
gram was activated four times during its first year, 
2016. On average, the claims were paid within eight 
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months of the submission date. However, there is 
no target for when payments should be made under 
this program. 

4.6.2 Federal Government Reimbursement 
for Disaster Not Requested in a 
Timely Manner

As seen in Figure 10, for the 2013 southern Ontario 
ice storm, it was not until February 2014 that a 
special assistance program was announced, two 
months after the storm. Then it was not until Sep-
tember 2014, nine months later, that the program 
guidelines and claim form were released. The Prov-
ince made payments for this program from March 
2015 to June 2016, up to two-and-a-half years later, 
totalling $136.9 million. However, it was not able 
to request an advance from the federal government 
as it did not meet the requirement of making pay-
ments within 12 months of the event. Further, it has 
not filed a request for an interim payment with the 
federal government. The opportunity to do so has 
now passed due to the fact that it has filed the final 
claim with the federal government (see Figure 10). 
Historically, payments from the federal government 
have been finalized between seven and 10 years 
after the event, so a timely request for an advance 
or an interim payment is important for the Prov-
ince’s cash flow while waiting for reimbursement. 

4.6.3 Improved Policies and Procedures 
Are Needed to Ensure Consistency and 
Proper Verification of Claims Submitted

Based on a review of claims that had been paid 
for the two new financial assistance recovery pro-
grams, we noted that policies and procedures were 
applied inconsistently when processing claims. 
Guidelines are lacking or unclear, leading to excep-
tions and judgment calls in program administra-
tion. We also noted a significant amount of back 
and forth communication between the ministry (or 
its contracted service providers who review claims 
for Disaster Recovery Assistance for Ontarians and 
reviewed claims for the 2013 southern Ontario ice 
storm financial assistance program) and claimants 
on issues with claim submission, which created 
inefficiencies and increased the time needed to 
process the claims.

In addition, in reviewing the special program 
for the 2013 ice storm, we noted several instances 
where invoices did not contain sufficient detail for 
us to determine what the claimed expenses were 
for, or if they even related to ice storm damage. For 
example, in some instances there was no description 
of the extent or type of work conducted or the time 
period the work was for. Further, we noted the use 
of an informal appeal process for handling disputes 
after the final claim amount was determined, which 
created an unfair process for those not aware of this 
option. This process was not documented in the 
program guidelines. 

Figure 10: Timeline for Ice Storm Assistance Program
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

2013 2014 2015 2016

Future DateFeb 26 Jun
Announcement of
Special Assistance
Program

Completion of
final payments

Receipt of cost-sharing
reimbursement from
federal government

Dec 21–22
Southern Ontario
ice storm

Mar–May
Interim payments

Nov
Provincial claim
submitted to
federal government

Sep
Guidelines
released
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from potential future emergencies to finan-
cial assistance programs.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry of Municipal Affairs (MMA) agrees 
with these recommendations and recognizes 
the importance of providing financial assistance 
quickly to people who experienced hardship, 
while maintaining appropriate review and 
approval processes to ensure public funds are 
expended properly. 

MMA recognizes that significant efficiencies 
can be achieved if better-quality and more com-
plete applications are received and has taken 
steps to address this for both disaster programs, 
including providing better guidance and hold-
ing public and municipal information sessions 
after a natural disaster. More MMA and claims 
adjusting staff have also been hired to speed up 
the process. MMA will continue to implement 
processes to allow for more timely review and 
payment of claims, while maintaining the over-
sight needed in administering publicly funded 
programs. MMA will also review and update its 
claims review processes and associated policies, 
procedures and documentation, and apply them 
consistently. Currently, MMA is working with 
the Office of the Provincial Controller Division 
to improve process mapping and internal con-
trols documentation for the programs. 

Through building code and land-use plan-
ning policies, MMA works to mitigate the 
potential impacts of disasters before they occur 
by encouraging the development of resiliently 
planned communities and requiring well-sited, 
safe, sound structures. We acknowledge the 
opportunity to reduce the need for disaster 
recovery financial assistance through invest-
ments in climate change adaptation and will 
assess the cost/benefit of adding incentives 
to our disaster recovery programs to support 
climate resilience.

4.6.4 Financial Assistance Recovery 
Programs Do Not Encourage Prevention 
and Mitigation

Ontario’s financial assistance recovery programs 
are designed to fund repairs back to pre-disaster 
conditions only, even though it may be beneficial to 
build better replacement structures to reduce vul-
nerability to future emergency events. For example, 
when a water tunnel under a road collapses, the 
road may flood and give way. Rather than replacing 
the tunnel as it was when it failed (risking that the 
same failure could happen again), improving the 
tunnel could potentially prevent or mitigate the 
damage from future similar emergencies. 

The concept of building back better ties into the 
five components of emergency management, as 
the prevention and/or mitigation of future damage 
could be among the benefits resulting from recovery 
efforts. Building back better is also one of four pri-
orities under the United Nations Sendai Framework 
for Disaster Risk Reduction, which Canada has 
signed on and made a commitement to. This frame-
work focuses on preventing new risks and reducing 
existing risks of disasters. This is done through 
mitigation and prevention actions, which have 
been proven to be more economical than the cost of 
response and recovery, as noted in Section 4.3. 

RECOMMENDATION 13

To ensure that the provincial government pro-
vides timely and consistent financial assistance 
to those who are affected by the consequences 
of natural events, and to encourage prevention 
and mitigation efforts, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs: 

•	 implement processes to allow for the more 
timely review and payment of claims;

•	 document the requirements for its claims 
review processes and ensure that policies 
and procedures are in place and are applied 
consistently; and

•	 consider adding prevention and mitigation 
incentives to avoid similar consequences 
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4.7 The Province Does Not 
Measure the Performance of 
Its Emergency Management 
Program or the State of Readiness 
in Ontario 

The readiness of the Province to respond to 
emergencies is a key measure of an emergency 
management program. Yet EMO has not established 
any performance measures relating to the delivery 
of program objectives or the effectiveness of the 
provincial emergency management program. We 
were told by EMO that it does not know what the 
overall state of readiness is in Ontario. Similarly, 
none of the ministries that we visited that had 
been assigned specific hazards had developed any 
specific performance measures for their emergency 
management programs.

Although EMO tracks and reports basic sta-
tistical data relating to the provincial emergency 
management program, such as the number of 
locally declared emergencies, number of commun-
ity evacuations required during emergencies and 
percentage of community populations evacuated, 
we found that documentation was not always avail-
able to support or verify this information. 

Examples of performance data that goes beyond 
basic statistical data and that can be used to evalu-
ate and improve an emergency management pro-
gram include:

•	the frequency with which hazard identifica-
tion and risk assessment are conducted, and 
the extent to which data is incorporated into 
emergency management programs;

•	the degree to which emergency management 
plans reflect best practices and are current; and

•	the percentage of lessons learned identified in 
practice tests that have been implemented.

Measuring and reporting on performance can 
inform management and other stakeholders on the 
progress of the emergency management program 
and whether program objectives are being met suf-
ficiently. It could also assist the oversight body—the 
Cabinet Committee on Emergency Management—

with its mandate, which is to ensure that Ontario 
is prepared to address emergencies that may arise. 
We noted that a best practice in another jurisdic-
tion is to include its state of readiness among the 
performance information contained in its annual 
report, highlighting strengths, weaknesses and 
areas for improvement. 

RECOMMENDATION 14

To ensure that the Provincial Emergency Man-
agement Office (EMO) and ministries are held 
accountable for Ontario’s state of readiness and 
that information is available on the perform-
ance and effectiveness of their emergency 
management programs, we recommend that the 
Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional 
Services, working through EMO and ministries: 

•	 identify appropriate performance measures 
related to the emergency management pro-
grams’ objectives; 

•	 regularly assess the programs’ performance; 
and

•	 report publicly on the results.

MINISTRY RESPONSE

The Ministry recognizes that performance meas-
urement is important to ensure that emergency 
management programs are effective.

The Ministry annually reports on the munici-
pal and ministry compliance with the Emergency 
Management and Civil Protection Act. Addition-
ally, the Ministry reports statistical information 
on emergencies that occur in the province on an 
annual basis, including performance data for 
the Provincial Emergency Operations Centre. 

The Ministry will review best practices in 
emergency management and performance 
management to inform the development of 
performance indicators. The Ministry will use 
these performance indicators to assess program 
performance and will report on results.
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Appendix 1: Assignment of Emergencies to Ministries by Order in Council, by 
Risk Level

Source of data: Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

2009 Order in Council Assignment of
Assessed Risk1 Hazard1 Emergency Management Responsibilities
Extreme Freezing rain Community Safety and Correctional Services

Snowstorm/blizzard

Tornado

Hazardous materials incident Environment and Climate Change2

Human health Health and Long-Term Care

Flood Natural Resources and Forestry2

Forest/wildland fire

Very High Geomagnetic storm Community Safety and Correctional Services

Terrorism/CBRNE (chemical, biological, 
radiological, nuclear and explosive) 

Drinking water Environment and Climate Change2

Oil/natural gas Natural Resources and Forestry2

High Agricultural and food Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs

Nuclear Community Safety and Correctional Services

Drought/low water Natural Resources and Forestry2

Critical infrastructure failure Responsibility varies depending on the nature of the 
infrastructure failure 

Moderate Civil disorder Community Safety and Correctional Services

Cyberattack

Earthquake 

Human-made space object crash 

Windstorm

Landslide Natural Resources and Forestry2

Transportation Transportation

Low Building/structural collapse Community Safety and Correctional Services

Explosion/fire 

Extreme temperatures

Hurricane

Natural space object crash

Radiological 

Dam failure Natural Resources and Forestry2
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2009 Order in Council Assignment of
Assessed Risk1 Hazard1 Emergency Management Responsibilities
Very Low Fog Community Safety and Correctional Services

Hail

Lightning

Sabotage 

Special event (e.g., Pan Am Games, concerts, 
policital rallies, etc.)

War and international

Energy supply Energy2

Erosion Natural Resources and Forestry2

Land subsidence (e.g., sink holes, drainage of 
organic soils, etc.)

Natural Resources and Forestry2

Mine Northern Development and Mines2

1.	 Assessed risk and type of hazard from the 2012 Provincial Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment. Assessed risk is based on frequency, consequences 
and changing risk (future projections) of the hazard.

2.	 Ministry assignments from the 2009 Order in Council have been updated to reflect current ministry names.
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Appendix 2: Assignment of Emergencies to Ministries by Order in Council, by 
Functional Categories

Source of data: Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

2009 Order in Council Assignment of
Type of Emergency Emergency Management Responsibilities
Any emergency related to the administration of justice Attorney General

Provision of legal services to government in an emergency

Any emergency that requires emergency shelter, clothing and food; victim 
registration and inquiry services (i.e., direct support for family members of 
missing persons); personal services 

Community and Social Services

Any emergency that requires the co-ordination of provincial 
emergency management  

Community Safety and Correctional Services

Any emergency that requires the continuity of provincial government services

Any emergency that affects worker health and safety Labour

Any emergency that affects labour relations and human resource management 
in the provincial government 

Government and Consumer Services1,2

Any emergency that requires the co-ordination of extraordinary 
provincial expenditures

Municipal Affairs2

Any emergency that requires the support of provincial emergency 
management in Northern Ontario

Northern Development and Mines2

Health services in an emergency Health and Long-Term Care

1.	 Treasury Board Secretariat is now the responsible ministry.

2.	 Ministry assignments from 2009 Order in Council have been updated to reflect current ministry names.
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Appendix 3: History of Emergency Management in Ontario and Selected 
Related Events

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario using reported data and data from the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services

Evolution of Emergency Select Significant Select Significant
Period Management in Ontario Events in Ontario Events outside of Ontario
1950–1969 •	 Emergency Measures Ontario was formed

•	 Focus on preparedness for nuclear attack
•	 Emphasis on continuity of government and 

public preparedness
•	 Provincial leadership role and local volunteers/

programs

•	 Polio epidemic
•	 Hurricane Hazel
•	 Northeast blackout

•	 Red River flood
•	 Alaska earthquake

1970–1979 •	 Decentralized: Emergency Measures 
Ontario disbanded

•	 Ministries given leadership for 
hazard‑based programs 

•	 Sudbury tornado
•	 Mississauga 

train derailment

•	 Typhoon Nina
•	 Three Mile 

Island nuclear 
plant “meltdown”

1980–2000 •	 Emergency Planning Ontario formed in 1980 
and later changed its name to Emergency 
Measures Ontario

•	 Emergency Plans Act (1983)

•	 Barrie tornado
•	 Eastern Ontario 

ice storm
•	 Walkerton 

E. coli outbreak

•	 Chernobyl 
nuclear disaster

•	 Exxon Valdez oil spill

2001–2010 •	 Emergency Measures Ontario changed to 
Emergency Management Ontario (2003) with 
the passing of new legislation

•	 Emergency Management and Civil Protection 
Act (2003, 2006, 2009)

•	 Province of Ontario Emergency Response 
Plan (2008)

•	 Province of Ontario Nuclear Emergency 
Response Plan (2009)

•	 Order in Council for assignment of types of 
emergencies (2009)

•	 Continuity of government operations program 
moved from Ministry of Government Services to 
Emergency Management Ontario (2009)

•	 SARS outbreak*
•	 Blackout*
•	 Peterborough floods
•	 H1N1 influenza 

pandemic

•	 Indian Ocean tsunami
•	 Hurricane Katrina
•	 BC wildfires
•	 Haiti earthquake
•	 9/11

Since 2010 •	 Hazard Identification and Risk Assessment 
(HIRA) (2012)

•	 Amalgamation of Emergency Management 
Ontario and the Office of the Fire Marshal 
(August 2013) 

•	 Provincial reviews of the disaster relief program 
and emergency management (2015, 2017)

•	 New Provincial Emergency Operations 
Centre (2015)

•	 Goderich tornado
•	 Elliot Lake 

mall collapse
•	 Southern Ontario 

ice storm
•	 Toronto flash floods

•	 Fukushima 
nuclear disaster

•	 Hurricane Sandy
•	 Lac Mégantic 

train derailment
•	 Ebola disease outbreak
•	 Fort McMurray wildfire
•	 Hurricanes Harvey, 

Irma and Maria

*	 Declared provincial emergencies (under previous legislation).
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Appendix 4: Description of Roles and Responsibilities of Participants in 
Emergency Management in Ontario 

Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

Participant Roles and Responsibilities
Federal Government •	 Provides assistance to the provincial government when requested, and may take the lead 

during emergencies that clearly impact or come under federal jurisdiction.

Lieutenant Governor; Premier •	 Have the power to declare a provincial emergency.

Cabinet Committee on 
Emergency Management

•	 Provides strategic direction on issues that pertain to provincial emergencies referred to this 
committee by Cabinet or the Premier’s Office.

•	 Overall responsibility for ensuring the Province is prepared to address emergency situations.
•	 Assumes other emergency management responsibilities that Cabinet considers appropriate. 

Commissioner of 
Emergency Management

•	 Overall responsibility for provincial management of emergencies.

Chief of 
Emergency Management

•	 Oversees the day-to-day operations of emergency management.
•	 Responsible for monitoring, co-ordinating, and assisting in the development of emergency 

management programs for ministries and municipalities.

Provincial Emergency 
Management Office

•	 Located within the Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services.
•	 Responsbile for the overall co-ordination of emergency management in the province.
•	 Maintains the provincial emergency response plans used to co-ordinate the overall 

provincial emergency response.
•	 Maintains the Provincial Emergency Operations Centre.
•	 Monitors ministries and municipalities for compliance with legislation. 
•	 Prepares the provincial hazard identification and risk assessment.
•	 Responsible for the overall provincial off-site response to nuclear emergencies (nuclear 

power companies are responsible for the on-site response).

Ministries •	 All ministries are required to have an emergency management program including an 
emergency response plan, emergency operations centres, hazard identification and risk 
assessment, ministry action group (to carry out ministry responsibilities and direct ministry 
actions) and ministry emergency management co-ordinator.

•	 In addition, 13 different ministries have been assigned responsibility for specific types of 
emergencies, including responsibility for an emergency response plan for the specific type 
of emergency assigned. See Appendices 1 and 2.

Municipalities •	 Manage local emergencies (main party involved with emergency response in the 
local area).

•	 Emergency programs include the creation of community emergency management programs, 
plans, forming municipal emergency management control groups (responsible for the 
monitoring and control of the emergency response, establishing emergency operations 
centres and having a community emergency management co‑ordinator). 

•	 Emergencies are declared by the head of council; the Province must be notified.

Individuals •	 Individuals are expected to be self-sufficient for 72 hours during an emergency.
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Appendix 5: Audit Criteria
Prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Ontario

1. There is sufficient oversight and co-ordination over emergency management functions within the Province, including those 
within and among ministries and municipalities, to ensure compliance with legislated requirements and policies and to 
keep Ontarians safe.

2. Emergency management plans are based on a thorough risk identification and assessment process with a clear assignment 
of responsibilities of various types of emergencies to appropriate parties. Plans are regularly reviewed, tested and updated 
accordingly, using knowledge gained from testing and past experiences.

3. There are clear objectives for emergency management plans and programs within the Province that are consistent with the 
overall provincial emergency management mandate. Performance measures and targets are established, monitored and 
compared against actual results to ensure that the objectives are achieved and that corrective actions are taken on a timely 
basis when issues are identified.

4. Emergency management information systems provide timely, accurate and complete information to assist with emergency 
management and performance measurement and public reporting. 

5. Emergency management programs and functions are efficiently managed, and goods and services are acquired 
economically and in accordance with government requirements.
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