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Safety Net Transforms Drinking Water Protection in Ontario

Following the tragic events in Walkerton in May 2000, Ontario transformed its approach to drinking water protection.  Moving from a model of strict regulatory command and control, Ontario adopted a new vision for drinking water protection by implementing a pragmatic and strategic drinking water safety net approach.  

As a result of this new framework, Ontario has become a model for drinking water protection and the world is watching.  Key achievements to date include:

· all 121 recommendations of the Walkerton Inquiry have been met; 

· demonstrated improvement in drinking water quality test results;

· in 2007-08, the number of municipal residential drinking water systems meeting 100% compliance increased by 17% over 2005-06; 

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

· since 2005, more than 17,000 course participants have attended training delivered by the Walkerton Clean Water Centre;

· recent polls show Ontarians’ confidence in their drinking water is above the national average.

With this significant turnaround, Ontario’s drinking water is now among the best protected and highest quality in the world.  In recognition of this achievement, Ontario’s Ministry of the Environment has been named a finalist in the 2009 IPAC Award for Innovation Management. 
How it Was Done

In response to the O’Connor Commission’s recommendations, Ontario’s Ministry of the Environment created the position of Chief Drinking Water Inspector in summer 2003 and the Drinking Water Management Division in January 2004 to develop and implement a new vision for drinking water protection in Ontario.  The division started with the guiding principle of a multi-faceted approach and developed a unique framework for drinking water management.  

The result is what is now known as Ontario’s drinking water safety net – a pragmatic and strategic framework that guides the government’s approach to delivering safe drinking water, and has transformed Ontario into a world leader in drinking water protection.  It is a living, evolving framework that reflects the belief that providing safe drinking water is a shared responsibility, and that actively engaging the regulated community will help to enhance consumer protection and maximize compliance. 

Ontario’s premise for the safety net is a focus on source-to-tap protection, meaning that protective measures are taken at every stage of the process, from the drinking water source through to treatment and distribution.  This approach brings risk-based analysis into every stage of drinking water protection, and clearly articulates our vision and guiding principles to stakeholders, the regulated community and the public.  This underlying philosophy was made concrete through the Safe Drinking Water Act, 2002, and the groundbreaking Clean Water Act, 2006.  

The safety net also incorporates an effective, coordinated response when a drinking water issue is suspected, involving system owners and operators, public health units, laboratories, and ministry staff.  A key feature of the safety net is its approach to compliance that includes effective targeting based on the level of risk, regulated community engagement in compliance improvement, targeted inspections and, where necessary, enforcement action to address significant non-compliance issues.  Dedicated education and outreach staff help the regulated community to comply, keep the public well-informed, and promote positive behaviour.

The drinking water safety net developed and implemented by Ontario following the tragic events in Walkerton has transformed drinking water protection.  The province will maintain a focus on continuous improvement and maximize the effectiveness of the safety net to ensure that Ontarians can continue to enjoy drinking water that is among the best protected in the world.  

IPAC Award for Innovative Management

The IPAC Award for Innovative Management, established in 1990, recognizes exceptional management within the public sector in Canada. The theme of the 2009 competition was “Turn Around”. The award is sponsored by IBM Canada.

For more information, please contact:
Ontario Ministry of the Environment
John Stager
Chief Drinking Water Inspector and Assistant Deputy Minister, Drinking Water Management Division, 416-314-4463

john.stager@ontario.ca
Institute of Public Administration of Canada

Carole Humphries,

Director of Membership and Marketing
(416)-924-8787, ext. 234
chumphries@ipac.ca
www.ipac.ca
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