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Niagara Governance Reform: Policy Considerations if
Amalgamation Is Not Pursued

1. If Amalgamation Is Not Proceeding, What Are Niagara’'s Next

Steps?

CURRENT RECORD

The public record reflects that:

¢ Multiple Niagara municipalities, including Niagara-on-the-Lake, have stated that no
comprehensive business case, financial model, or service-delivery study has been
presented to justify amalgamation.

* Previous governance reviews (2019-2024) identified duplication, inconsistent service
delivery, and coordination challenges within the two-tier system, without concluding that
structural consolidation was required.

® The Regional Chair has framed governance reform as broader than amalgamation,
including council composition, service alignment, and operational efficiency.

These facts indicate that governance reform and amalgamation are not synonymous.

RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS (NON-AMALGAMATION PATH)

If amalgamation is not pursued, the logical next phase should be an evidence-based service
and governance review, focused on measurable performance rather than structural
elimination.

Specifically:

e Freeze structural boundary changes while a formal review is conducted.
e Commission a regional service performance audit covering:

e Transportation and transit

® Roads

e Water and wastewater

* Waste management

¢ Planning and growth management

e Public health and social services

The audit should evaluate:

e Cost per capita

e Service outcomes and performance metrics

¢ Duplication or overlap between tiers

e Clarity of accountability

Clarify which services must remain regional, which may be devolved, and which may be
better delivered through shared-service agreements.

This approach addresses the core criticism that governance reform discussions have been
assertion-driven rather than evidence-driven.
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2. Where Should Governance Improvements Focus?
Consistent themes across prior reviews and council discussions identify four principal
pressure points:

1. SERVICE DUPLICATION & ACCOUNTABILITY

Two-tier governance can create confusion regarding responsibility for outcomes, particularly
in:

® Transit

¢ Housing coordination

* Planning

e Social services

Improvement priority: clarify accountability frameworks before altering structure.

2. CAPITAL PLANNING & INFRASTRUCTURE BACKLOG

Regional infrastructure condition and long-term funding pressures are frequently cited as
drivers for reform.

Any governance improvement must include:

e Transparent infrastructure condition assessments
¢ Coordinated capital planning across tiers

¢ | ong-term funding sustainability analysis

Structural change does not inherently resolve infrastructure financing gaps.

3. COUNCIL SIZE & GOVERNANCE MECHANICS

Niagara currently has 126 elected officials, a figure often cited in public debate.

Recent Regional Council discussion (February 26 meeting) demonstrated majority support for
reducing Regional Council to 12 members plus the Chair.

Several lower-tier municipalities have independently initiated council size reductions (e.g.,
Fort Erie, Lincoln, Pelham).

This indicates governance efficiency improvements can occur within the existing municipal
framework.

Improvement priority:

¢ Reduce Regional Council size

e Streamline committee structures

* Improve decision-making efficiency

These measures do not require amalgamation.
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4. INTER-MUNICIPAL COORDINATION (NOT CONSOLIDATION)

Several municipalities argue that the core issue is coordination among local governments, not
the existence of those governments.

Improvement priority:

e Standardize service-level agreements

* Mandate shared services only where economies of scale are demonstrable (e.g.,
procurement, IT, asset management)

¢ Improve administrative alignment without altering municipal identity

3. Should Niagara Push Back on Provincial Downloading?

Evidence Context

Municipal leaders and fiscal analysts consistently identify downloaded responsibilities without
matching revenue tools as a key source of financial strain.

While municipalities are creatures of the Province, the Province has also signalled preference
for locally driven solutions.

Policy-Consistent Position

Niagara should:

¢ Quantify downloaded costs versus revenue tools provided.

e Present evidence-based fiscal analysis.

e Coordinate advocacy through AMO and other two-tier regions.

® Frame discussions around fiscal sustainability and long-term affordability, not political
resistance.

This approach aligns with formal municipal requests that the Province clarify reform scope,
timelines, and expectations.

4. Should a Governance Commission Be Created?

Rationale

The current debate has been characterized by compressed timelines, perceived top-down
framing, and political polarization.

Previous provincial governance reviews in Ontario have relied on independent or quasi-
independent review bodies.

A structured commission could:

® Restore public confidence

e Shift discussion from politics to evidence
¢ Provide structured, transparent analysis
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Conditions for Credibility
Any commission must include:
e Afixed, clearly defined mandate:
e Service delivery efficiency
e Governance effectiveness
e Fiscal sustainability
¢ Publicly accessible evidence and reporting
* Defined timeline
e Interim and final reporting requirements

Local participation is essential to maintain legitimacy.

5. Should Mayors Be Excluded from a Commission?
The record demonstrates division among municipal leadership, and concern that the process
has become politicized.

A balanced structure is recommended:
* Mayors participate as non-voting advisors or witnesses.
* \oting members consist primarily of:

¢ Independent experts

e Qualified citizen representatives

e Governance and fiscal specialists

This structure preserves institutional knowledge while reducing conflicts of interest.

6. Should Residents Be Included?

Public legitimacy depends on meaningful resident inclusion.

Multiple municipal leaders have identified lack of consultation as a central concern.

Meaningful inclusion requires:

* Qualified citizen representatives serving as Commission members

¢ Public hearings held across municipalities

e Plain-language summaries explaining fiscal trade-offs and governance implications

Public trust is strengthened when residents are informed participants rather than observers.

If amalgamation is not pursued, Niagara still faces substantive governance challenges.
The next phase of reform should be:

e Evidence-led

e Service-focused

® Transparent

e Publicly legitimate

® Coordinated in response to provincial downloading pressures

A structured, independent commission with clearly defined scope, constrained political
participation, and meaningful resident inclusion represents the most credible path forward.



