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10 Years after Walkerton – The Transformation 
Journey 

The Impetus for Change
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Impetus for Change
The Tragedy of Walkerton

Underlying assumption that 
Ontario’s drinking water was safe.

Tragedy in Walkerton, Ontario in 
May 2000; 7 deaths and thousands 
ill.

Resulted in loss of trust in the 
quality of Ontario’s drinking water.

Subsequent inquiry resulting in 121 
recommendations.
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Impetus for Change
Expectations Following the Tragedy of Walkerton

Justice O’Connor spoke to the 
need to restore public 
confidence.
• “...Overall goal is to ensure that 

Ontario’s drinking water systems 
deliver water with a risk so 
negligible that a reasonable and 
informed person would feel safe 
drinking the water.”

5



666

Walkerton Inquiry Recommendations

Part One Report – 28 recommendations
• Improve effectiveness and partnership between government 

organizations
• Need to strengthen approvals and inspections
• Stronger training and certification requirements
• MOE business processes
• Better information and data management.

Part 2 Report – 93 recommendations
• Improve provincial oversight and transparency
• Drinking water source protection
• Improved standard setting
• Licensing and accreditation of municipal drinking water systems.



Transforming Ontario’s Approach
to Drinking Water Protection

The Challenges

The Approach
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The Essence of the Challenge

To implement the 121 O’Connor recommendations.

To restore public confidence. 

To ensure that Ontario’s drinking water is among the 
best protected in the world. 
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Turning It Around – Post Walkerton
A New Framework of Protection – Key Milestones

2000 – 2001 (Interim Actions)
• Walkerton Inquiry
• Mandatory inspections of all municipal drinking water systems
• First drinking water inspectors hired
• New powers created through regulation re: standards, sampling and 

treatment, mandatory actions for adverse incidents, etc.

2002 – 2003 (Setting Directions)
• Part 1 and Part 2 Justice O’Connor reports
• Immediate government commitment to implementing all 121 

recommendations
• Safe Drinking Water Act receives royal assent

- Mandatory licensing and accreditation of labs; creation of Ontario Drinking 
Water Advisory Panel; new standards; mandatory annual reports

- Creation of Chief Drinking Water Inspector. 

9 9
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Turning It Around – Post Walkerton
A New Framework of Protection – Key Milestones

2004 - 2005  (Strategy and Infrastructure)
• Creation of the Drinking Water Management Division 
• Strategy – the Drinking Water Safety Net
• Key Drinking Water protection partnerships formed

- Walkerton Clean Water Centre
- Ontario Drinking Water Advisory Committee 
- Municipal Associations

• Recommend transfer of small systems to Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care
• Compliance and enforcement regulation.

2006 – 2007 (Implementing Change)
• Clean Water Act receives royal assent
• First annual Chief’s and Minister’s reports
• Municipal drinking water licensing
• Drinking Water Ontario
• Lead in drinking water 
• Ontario Small Waterworks Assistance program.
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The Turnaround

Representative Examples
of a Modern Drinking Water Protection Framework
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The How - A Paradigm Shift
Ontario’s Drinking Water Safety Net 

Guiding Our Approach to Delivering Safe Drinking Water

Focus on safe drinking water, 
source- to-tap.

From traditional “command and 
control” to multi-faceted partnership.

Checks and balances.

Continuous improvement.

Transparent.

Flexible and pragmatic.
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The Clean Water Act 
Partnerships for Water Protection

Source protection is the vital first step in protecting our drinking water 
supplies.

Ontario is leading the way – the Clean Water Act requires development of 
collaborative, locally driven, watershed-based drinking water source protection 
plans founded on science.

38 Source Protection Authorities. 

Active engagement with First Nations communities. 

A four-step process:
• Establishment of Source Protection Authorities and Committees and completion of 

Terms of Reference
• Undertaking of threat assessments
• Completion of Source Protection Plans
• Implementation and public reporting
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Source Protection In Ontario 
Provincewide Progress Update

All assessment reports for 38 Source Protection areas have been 
posted for comment or have gone through public consultation.

20 assessment reports have been submitted to the ministry for review 
and decision. Three are now approved.

Providing financial resources and technical direction
• ~$170 million invested to date in source protection-related actions
• Through the Drinking Water Stewardship Program, more than 1,500

projects rolled out to date, with help from our local partners. 

Source Protection Plan development taking place 2010-2012.
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Established in response to Inquiry recommendations calling for more accessible, readily available 
training for owners and operators – particularly in small, remote and First Nations communities.

Provided education and training to more than 24,700 drinking water professionals since 2005 – in 
every region of the province.

Conducted in past fiscal year alone, 273 training and education sessions throughout Ontario.

Three state-of-the-art Mobile Training Units provide hands-on training in rural Ontario. 

New world – class facility opened in June.

Opportunities for the future  

Education & Training
The Walkerton Clean Water Centre
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Quality Management Approaches
Municipal Drinking Water Licensing

Program is the first of its kind in North America.

Transforms the traditional drinking water system approvals approach, 
which focused on design, construction and operations.

More proactive, system-wide management through:  Implementation 
of quality management concepts

• Ensuring long-term sustainability by requiring the 
development of a financial plan

• Enabling the pre-authorization of future alterations to the 
drinking water system to reduce the owner’s regulatory 
burden

• Developed in partnership with Ontario’s municipal drinking 
water representatives

• Accreditation by Canadian General Standards Board 
(CGSB).

Current Status
• Ministry received all applications by June 1
• To date, 199 licences have been issued to 80 municipalities.

Municipal Drinking 
Water Licence

Drinking Water 
Works Permit

Permit to Take 
Water

Financial Plan

Operational Plan

Accredited 
Operating Authority
Incorporating Ontario’s 

Drinking Water Quality 
Management Standard
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What Have We Achieved?
Realizing Significant Results

Source Protection Planning well underway across Ontario.

• ~300 people on 19 committees across the province working to assess 
and address local threats.

Increased public transparency through Minister and Chief Drinking 
Water Inspector annual reports and dedicated website. 

Highest level of training for operators of drinking water systems in 
North America; supported by rigorous certification standards and
innovative training solutions.

Ontario has invested more than $515 million in stimulus investments 
for water and environmental infrastructure upgrades.
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What Have We Achieved?
Meeting high standards and quality

During 2008-09, in more than 520,000 drinking water quality test results 
from municipal residential drinking water systems, 99.87% of the results 
met Ontario’s strict drinking water standards.

99.38% of tests reported by systems serving designated facilities, such 
as day cares, schools or health care centres, met provincial drinking 
water standards.

99.40% of the tests from non-municipal year-round residential systems, 
such as mobile home parks, met the standards.

Preliminary results from 2009-10 are even better.

…
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What Have We Achieved?
Meeting high standards and quality

49% of all municipal 
residential drinking 
water systems 
inspection ratings @ 
100% – a 16% 
increase in 100% 
ratings over 4 years

84% of these systems 
achieved > 95% – a 
12% increase over    
4 years

Municipal Residential Drinking Water Systems Inspection Ratings
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What Have We Achieved?
Leadership in Drinking Water Protection

2006 and 2009 – Ontario receives highest score for drinking water 
protection and only grade “A” in independent reports.

2007-2009 annual international jurisdictional reviews rated Ontario as 
best-in-class/strongest performer.

2009 awarded an Institute of Public Administration for Canada (IPAC) 
national Silver Award for Innovative Management for its leadership in 
protecting Ontario’s drinking water.

The world is watching – Drinking Water Management Division has 
hosted numerous international delegations and has entered into three 
cooperative agreements with other jurisdictions.
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Looking Ahead
The Path Forward for Drinking Water Protection

Overarching water strategy for Ontario, and proposed new Water Opportunities 
and Water Conservation Act.

Delivery of municipal councillors standard of care and training starting late 
December 2010.

Work begins on developing source protection plans – public consultation on 
draft plans anticipated for 2011.

Continue rollout of Municipal Licensing Program – goal is to have all systems 
licensed by summer 2011.

New strategy to improve compliance among small, non-municipal systems ––
risk-based, focused on compliance assistance tools and cost reduction.

Continued focus on emerging issues, and actions we can take to address 
them.
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Conclusions
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Ontario’s Drinking Water 
Among the best protected in the world; high quality.

This achievement was made possible through a strategic shift 
from a “command and control” approach to a pragmatic and 
strategic framework that focuses on safe drinking water –
Ontario’s drinking water safety net. 

Recognition that providing safe drinking water is a shared 
responsibility.

Ongoing commitment to keep Ontario’s drinking water safe 
through continued regulatory oversight and vigilance, pro-active 
partnerships, ongoing support to the regulated community, 
continuous improvement and transparency.
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