Freedom of Information in Ontario: A
Citizen’s Guide to Obtaining Municipal
Records

Transparency is one of the cornerstones of democratic government. Residents cannot
meaningfully participate in public affairs if they are unable to access the records that explain
how decisions were made, how public funds were spent, or what information was considered by
elected officials and staff.

In Ontario, access to municipal records is governed by the Municipal Freedom of Information
and Protection of Privacy Act (MFIPPA). The legislation gives residents the right to request
many records held by municipalities, including correspondence, reports, contracts, studies,
emails, meeting records, policies, and other documents that are not routinely available to the
public.

Recent amendments enacted through Ontario’s Bill 97 have significantly changed the timelines
and procedures governing Freedom of Information (FOI) requests. Understanding these changes
can help residents navigate the system more effectively.

Filing a Freedom of Information Request in Niagara-on-the-
Lake

The Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake provides both an online request form and a printable form for
submitting FOI requests. The Town’s website advises that all requests require a $5 application
fee, and that a request is not considered complete until payment has been received. The Town
currently advises that payment may be deposited in the municipal drop box or mailed to Town
Hall. Residents should verify current payment procedures before filing. (Niagara-on-the-Lake

)

The process is relatively simple:

Identify the records you are seeking.

Complete the Town’s FOI request form or submit a written request.
Pay the required $5 application fee.

Retain copies of everything submitted.

Record the date on which the request and fee were delivered.
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One important recent change is that a request is generally not considered received until all
required filing requirements, including payment of the fee, have been satisfied. (Legislative

Assembly of Ontario )



https://www.notl.com/council-government/accountability-transparency/freedom-information?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-44/session-1/bill-97?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-44/session-1/bill-97?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Top Tips for Making an Effective FOI Request

Residents often obtain better results by following several simple practices:
Be Specific
Avoid asking for “all records relating to” a broad subject if possible. Instead, identify:
e specific dates or date ranges;
e particular departments;
e known projects;
e specific individuals;
e identified reports or contracts.
A focused request is often processed more quickly and at lower cost.

Ask for Electronic Records

Where possible, request records in electronic format. This can reduce photocopying costs and
speed up disclosure.

Use Known Document Names

If a council agenda refers to a report identified as CAO-26-015 or DEV-24-003, reference that
report number directly.

Start Narrow

If a matter is complex, begin with a targeted request. Additional requests can always be filed
later.

Keep Communications Professional

FOI legislation concerns access to records, not arguments about public policy. The more factual
and precise the request, the better.

New Time Limits Under Bill 97

For many years, municipalities generally had 30 calendar days to respond to an FOI request.
Bill 97 changed that framework. The standard response period has now increased to 45 business
days, and many timelines throughout the legislation are now measured in business days rather

than calendar days. In practical terms, this means that requests may now take considerably longer

to process than they did previously.



The legislation also permits institutions in certain circumstances to provide access in stages for

large or complex requests.

Critics, including Ontario’s Information and Privacy Commissioner, have expressed concern that
these changes may reduce transparency by extending response timelines and limiting access to

certain categories of records. (IPC Ontario )

Common Reasons Municipalities Refuse Disclosure
Residents are often surprised to discover that not every record must be disclosed.
Among the most common exemptions are:

Personal Privacy

Municipalities are generally prohibited from disclosing personal information about identifiable
individuals.

This exemption is often reasonable and necessary.
Solicitor-Client Privilege
Communications between a municipality and its lawyers are frequently exempt from disclosure.

Municipalities rely heavily on this exemption, and it is one of the most difficult refusals to
challenge successfully.

Third-Party Commercial Information

Information supplied by contractors, developers, consultants, or businesses may sometimes be
withheld if disclosure could cause competitive harm.

Law Enforcement
Records relating to investigations, prosecutions, or enforcement activities may be withheld.
Advice or Recommendations

Municipalities may sometimes refuse access to internal advice or recommendations prepared for
decision-makers.

Are These Exemptions Always Applied Properly?


https://www.ipc.on.ca/en/media/6244/download?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Not necessarily.
An exemption is not simply a label that can be attached to a document.

Municipalities must justify the exemption being claimed. In many cases only portions of a record
may properly be withheld, while the remainder should be disclosed.

The Information and Privacy Commissioner frequently orders municipalities to conduct
additional searches, reconsider exemptions, or disclose records that were improperly withheld.

Residents should not assume that a refusal letter is the final word.

What Happens if You Disagree with the Town’s Decision?
If you believe records have been improperly withheld, that searches were inadequate, fees are
excessive, or deadlines have not been met, you may appeal to the Information and Privacy

Commissioner of Ontario (IPC).

The IPC is an independent oversight body responsible for resolving disputes under Ontario’s
access-to-information legislation.

Appeals must generally be filed within the prescribed appeal period identified in the decision
letter.

What Happens After an Appeal Is Filed?

Many residents assume the IPC immediately issues a ruling. In practice, the process is more
gradual.

Typically:
1. The IPC acknowledges receipt of the appeal.
2. An intake analyst or staff member may contact the appellant.
3. Preliminary discussions occur to clarify the issues.
4. The file may proceed to mediation.
5. If mediation is unsuccessful, the matter moves to adjudication.

During mediation, the parties attempt to resolve the dispute voluntarily. Additional records are
often located, exemptions narrowed, or fees reduced.

If mediation fails, an adjudicator reviews written submissions from the parties and issues a
formal order.

How Long Does the IPC Process Take?



There is no fixed timeline.
Simple disputes may be resolved within a few months.

More complex appeals can take a year or longer, particularly where multiple exemptions, large
record collections, or third-party interests are involved.

Patience is often required.

IPC Contact Information

Information and Privacy Commissioner of Ontario

2 Bloor Street East, Suite 1400
Toronto, Ontario M4W 1A8

Telephone: 416-326-3333
Toll Free: 1-800-387-0073

Website: www.ipc.on.ca

Final Thoughts

Freedom of Information remains one of the most powerful tools available to Ontario residents
seeking transparency and accountability from government. While recent legislative changes have
extended timelines and introduced new procedural hurdles, the fundamental right to request
records remains intact.

For residents of Niagara-on-the-Lake, FOI requests can be an effective way to obtain information
relating to development approvals, municipal spending, infrastructure projects, consultant
reports, contracts, and decision-making processes. Used thoughtfully and strategically, the
legislation remains an important mechanism for ensuring that local government remains
accountable to the public it serves.

Sample Freedom of Information Request For
Correspondence

Freedom of Information Coordinator
Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake

Re: Request under the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act

Pursuant to the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, I request
access to the following records:


tel:416-326-3333
tel:1-800-387-0073
http://www.ipc.on.ca/

All correspondence, including emails, letters, memoranda, briefing notes, reports and
attachments, exchanged between the Mayor, Chief Administrative Officer, and members of
Council concerning the proposed reduction in Council size between January 1, 2026 and March
31, 2026.

I request that the records be provided in electronic format wherever possible.

If any portion of this request is unclear, I ask that the Town contact me so that [ may clarify or
narrow the request before any decision is made.

Enclosed is the required $5 application fee.

Name:
Address:
Telephone:
Email:

Date:
Signature:

Example 2 — Request for Consultant Reports, Contracts and
Invoices

Freedom of Information Coordinator
Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake

Re: Request under the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act

Pursuant to the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, I request
access to the following records relating to the [name of project or initiative]:

1. Any consultant reports, studies, technical memoranda, presentations, or recommendations
prepared for the Town between January 1, 2025 and December 31, 2025.

2. Any contracts, agreements, purchase orders, or amendments relating to the engagement
of consultants for this project.

3. All invoices submitted by consultants and any records showing payments made by the
Town in connection with the project.

I request that the records be provided electronically where possible.

If any records are withheld, please identify the specific exemption relied upon and provide
access to any portions of the records that can reasonably be severed and disclosed.



Enclosed is the required $5 application fee.

Name:

Address:

Telephone:

Email:

Date:

Signature:

Example 3 — Request Relating to a Development Application

Freedom of Information Coordinator
Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake

Re: Request under the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act

Pursuant to the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, I request
access to the following records relating to the development application for [property address or
file number]:

1. Correspondence between Town staff, Council members, consultants, and the applicant.
Internal staff reports, briefing notes, memoranda, and recommendations concerning the
application.

3. Traffic, planning, servicing, environmental, heritage, urban design, or peer review reports
prepared or received by the Town.

4. Records of meetings, including agendas, minutes, notes, presentations, and summaries of
discussions relating to the application.

5. Any conditions, draft agreements, or settlement proposals considered by the Town in
connection with the application.

The requested period is from the date the application was first submitted to the Town to the
present.

I request that the records be provided electronically wherever possible.
If clarification is required, please contact me before processing the request.

Enclosed is the required $5 application fee.



Name:

Address:

Telephone:

Email:

Date:

Signature:

Example 4 — Request Relating to a Closed Session (In
Camera) Meeting

Freedom of Information Coordinator
Town of Niagara-on-the-Lake

Re: Request under the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act

Pursuant to the Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, I request
access to the following records relating to the closed-session (in camera) meeting of Council held
on [date] concerning [subject matter, if known]:

1. The staff report, briefing note, memorandum, presentation, background report, or other
document that formed the basis for the decision to move into closed session.

2. Any records identifying the basis upon which Council or staff concluded that the matter
qualified for closed-session consideration, including staff reports, briefing notes,
memoranda, recommendations, or other non-privileged materials relied upon in reaching
that determination.

3. Iflegal advice was obtained in relation to the matter, records identifying:

o the date on which the advice was requested;

o the date on which the advice was provided;

o the individual, law firm, municipal solicitor, or external legal counsel who
provided the advice; and

o the general subject matter of the advice,

but not the substance of any solicitor-client privileged communication, legal opinion, or
privileged legal advice.

4. Any agendas, background materials, presentations, briefing notes, handouts, or
supporting materials provided to members of Council in connection with the matter.



Any resolutions, motions, or procedural records authorizing Council to proceed into
closed session, including records identifying the specific provision of the Municipal Act
relied upon to exclude the public.

Any records created following the closed-session meeting that summarize decisions
made, directions given to staff, actions authorized, or next steps arising from the
discussion.

Any records identifying whether external consultants, legal counsel, planners, engineers,
accountants, investigators, or other advisors participated in, attended, or provided
materials for consideration in connection with the matter.

Any records identifying whether the matter was subsequently discussed in open session,
including any reports, recommendations, resolutions, or public communications arising
from the closed-session deliberations.

I request that the records be provided electronically wherever possible.

If any records are withheld, please identify the specific exemption relied upon for each record or
portion of a record withheld and provide access to any portions that can reasonably be severed
and disclosed.

If clarification is required to process this request, please contact me before making a decision so
that [ may consider narrowing or refining the request.

Enclosed is the required $5 application fee.

Address:

Telephone:

Signature:

Applicant’s Note

Closed-session records are often subject to legitimate exemptions under MFIPPA, including
solicitor-client privilege and personal privacy protections. However, residents should not assume
that all records relating to a closed-session meeting are automatically exempt from disclosure.



Municipalities remain responsible for demonstrating that any claimed exemption applies and for
disclosing any portions of records that can reasonably be severed and released.

Important: Maintain Your Own FOI Diary
Residents should maintain their own file and calendar system for every FOI request submitted.
Keep copies of:

* The completed request form or letter.

* Proof of payment of the $5 application fee.

* Any emails or correspondence with the Town.
* Notes of telephone conversations.

* The date on which the request was submitted.
* The date on which the fee was paid.

* Any deadlines identified in correspondence.

Applicants should not assume that they will always receive an acknowledgement of receipt
immediately after submitting a request. As a result, it is prudent to maintain your own record of
when the request was delivered and when the statutory response period is expected to expire.

A simple spreadsheet or diary entry can be extremely helpful. Record the filing date, calculate
the applicable deadline, and follow up if no response has been received. If an appeal becomes
necessary, a well-maintained file will assist both the applicant and the Information and Privacy
Commissioner in understanding the history of the request.

As a general rule, if transparency matters to you, manage your FOI request the same way you
would manage any important legal, financial, or administrative matter: document everything and
keep copies of everything.
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