Who Watches Municipal Council? Ontario Proposes Major Changes to Council
Accountability
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Most residents assume that municipal councillors are subject to rules governing their conduct
and that there are consequences when those rules are breached. What many people may not
realize is that, across Ontario, those rules currently vary from municipality to municipality.

The Ontario government is now proposing significant changes that could reshape how municipal
elected officials are held accountable.

On May 1, 2025, the Province introduced Bill 9, the Municipal Accountability Act, 2025. If
passed, the legislation would create a more standardized system of conduct and oversight for
municipal councils and certain local boards across Ontario.

At present, municipalities are required to establish their own codes of conduct. These codes set
expectations regarding matters such as respectful behaviour, conflicts of interest, use of
municipal resources, and interactions with staff and the public. Municipalities also appoint
Integrity Commissioners who investigate complaints alleging violations of those codes.

However, the current system has limitations.

An Integrity Commissioner can investigate a complaint and determine whether a councillor has
breached the code of conduct, but the penalties available are relatively modest. In most cases, the
strongest sanctions currently available are a reprimand or the suspension of a councillor’s pay for
up to 90 days.

Bill 9 would introduce a province-wide framework that goes much further.



Under the proposed legislation, the Province would gain authority to establish a standardized
code of conduct that would apply across Ontario. Municipal councillors and members of certain
local boards would also be required to participate in mandatory code of conduct training.

More significantly, the bill would create a process that could ultimately result in a councillor
losing their seat.

Under the proposal, a municipal Integrity Commissioner could recommend that the matter be
referred to the Integrity Commissioner of Ontario if four conditions are met. First, there must
have been a breach of the code of conduct. Second, the breach must be serious. Third, the
conduct must have caused harm to the health, safety, or well-being of one or more persons.
Finally, the existing penalties must be insufficient to address the misconduct or prevent it from
recurring.

The Integrity Commissioner of Ontario would then conduct a separate review. In assessing the
matter, the Commissioner could consider whether the conduct has undermined public confidence
in the councillor or in the council itself.

If the provincial Integrity Commissioner concludes that removal is justified, a recommendation
would be sent to the municipal council.

Even then, removal would not be automatic.

The bill requires that all eligible members of council vote in favour of the recommendation
before a councillor can be removed from office. If approved, the councillor’s seat would be
declared vacant, and that individual would be prohibited from serving on council or local boards
within the municipality for four years.



The legislation would also apply to individuals who hold multiple municipal positions. If one
position is vacated through this process, any related municipal positions held by that individual
would also become vacant.

Supporters of the proposed legislation argue that it strengthens public confidence in local
government by providing meaningful consequences for serious misconduct. Critics may question
whether requiring unanimous support from the remaining members of council sets too high a
threshold for removal.

Regardless of where one stands on the proposal, Bill 9 highlights an important issue: municipal
councils are not entirely self-governing bodies operating without oversight. Integrity
Commissioners, the courts, provincial ministries, the Ombudsman, auditors, conflict-of-interest
legislation, freedom-of-information laws, and, in some circumstances, the Criminal Code all play
a role in ensuring accountability.

As Ontario moves toward the 2026 municipal election, understanding how elected officials are
supervised and held accountable is becoming increasingly important.

This article is the first in a series examining the various mechanisms that oversee municipal
councils in Ontario and how those systems affect local government here in Niagara-on-the-Lake.



