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OVERVIEW OF MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT

Although there is a perception that the federal and provincial levels of government have a 
higher level of importance and are responsible for the “big ticket” issues, municipal
government has by far the largest direct impact on communities.

To quote former United States Congressman and House Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill, 
“All politics is local”.  Whether it is for business or individuals, municipal government
affects our lives and our livelihood on a daily basis.

Regulating the day-to-day activities that take place within our community is most often 
the responsibility of our municipal government. Whether it is a business or personal issue, 
municipal government is much easier to access compared to the other two levels of
government.

Municipalities make numerous decisions which affect real estate.  Decisions regarding 
land and land use planning have a direct impact on the quality of life in your
communities and your ability to earn a living.  That is why it is important to know how 
decisions are made at the municipal level and more importantly, how to influence those 
decisions.  

Knowing where to go and who to work with is critical.  While municipal Councils make 
decisions regarding policy and major issues, the daily decision-making process is left to 
municipal staff.  Municipal staff also play a key role in advising Council and the Mayor.  
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BACKGROUND AND ROLE OF MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT 

A municipality is often referred to as a “creature of the province”.  This is because a
municipality can only come into existence through the authorization of the provincial 
government.  Municipalities are created through legislation or by the 
Lieutenant-Governor-in-Council (regulations are made by Cabinet).  According to the 
Municipal Act, a municipality may provide any service or thing that the municipality 
considers necessary or desirable for the public subject to rules set out in the Municipal 
Act.

The Ontario provincial government has played a major role in municipal restructuring 
over the past number of years.  For example, it has exercised its authority to amalgamate 
a number of adjoining municipalities into one larger entity.   In other cases, adjoining
municipalities have sometimes requested permission to amalgamate.  Under both sce-
narios, the provincial government must pass legislation to enact the change.

In some areas of our province there is an “upper-tier” regional or county government. 
Upper-tier government is generally made up of a Regional Chair and a number of 
Regional Councillors who represent specific municipalities within the geographic
boundaries of the region.  Elections for Regional Councillors are held at the same time 
and in conjunction with the election of local Councillors.  

Regional Councils often exist to coordinate larger infrastructure type services for seamless 
delivery of services. This may include services such as policing, ambulance, waste
management and landfills, water and sewer and transit. 
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MAJOR MUNICIPAL RESPONSIBILITIES

Regions and/or municipalities are responsible for the following major activities: 

• Strategic financial planning including collection of property taxes and budgeting 

• Roads, water and sewer infrastructure

• Emergency services including firefighting and policing 

• Overall land use pertaining to the region’s or municipality’s Official Plan and
 potential amendments to the plan

• Rezoning applications and minor variance submissions

• Municipal transit services

• Social and community health services

• Garbage collection and recycling programs

• Issuance of building permits

• Parks, pools and public recreation facilities

• Economic development

• By-law enforcement and licensing services
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ROLE AND STRUCTURE OF MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT

The following outline is a general structure for both a municipal and regional
government.  Each municipal or regional government may divide individual
responsibilities differently depending on their own resources.

MAYOR AND COUNCIL

Local government is divided into two primary roles.  The first is the political or policy
making role.  The second is the administrative role, which is responsible for the day-to-day 
operations of the municipality.  

POLITICAL ROLE

Municipal Councils consist of a Mayor or Reeve and elected representatives, known as 
either Councillors or Aldermen.  Every member of Council is elected for a period of four 
years.  Elections across Ontario are held on a fixed date.  The next municipal election will 
be on October 22, 2018.

Municipal and regional politicians may be deemed to be either full-time or part-time in 
nature, depending on the individual municipality.  The Mayor is the political head of
Council, however, he or she only has one vote, just like each of the Councillors. 

The Mayor’s major responsibilities are to chair all Council meetings, represent the
municipality at official functions, and to lead Council in initiating or resolving broader 
municipal issues. Mayors ensure that once Council makes a decision on an issue, city staff 
implement those decisions.

Councillors have no decision-making powers individually, but when they sit as a
Committee or as Council, they collectively have the authority to make binding decisions 
on behalf of the municipality.  In a private corporation, they would be the directors of the 
board. Councillors are expected to meet with and listen to citizens about specific
municipal issues.  Councillors work with the Mayor and city staff to address issues arising 
from constituents.  They also address issues of policy and potential new ideas to
strengthen the municipality.

There are two ways in which municipal Councils are elected; through either the ward
system or the at-large system (also known as a general vote or city-wide vote).

In the ward system, Council is comprised of a specific number of Councillors with each 
elected to represent a specific geographic area (just like a provincial or federal riding) 
called a “ward”.  Varying by municipality, there may be one or more Councillors elected to 
represent each ward. 
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In the at-large system, Council is also comprised of a specific number of Councillors like 
the ward system.  However, rather than representing a specific geographic area in the 
municipality, they are elected on a town or city-wide basis.
 

ADMINISTRATIVE ROLE

The Mayor is not in charge of the civil service or bureaucracy; that responsibility falls to the 
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) for day-to-day issues.  Under the direction of the CAO, 
municipal staff implement the policies passed by Council.  Staff are responsible for both 
capital and operating expenditures, which have been determined by Council.  City staff 
are also expected to take on responsibility for implementing provincial and federal laws 
and statutes, which affect the municipality and local government.

COUNCIL 

Once elected, Council must establish a schedule of regular meetings.  The business of the 
municipality is conducted at these meetings.  Although there is no legislation regarding 
the number of meetings to be held within a year, many municipalities have Council meet-
ings occurring either weekly or bi-weekly.  The fiscal year of all municipalities in Ontario 
runs from January to December.

All Council meetings are open to the public, however portions of a meeting may be closed 
to the public in accordance with the Municipal Act (see the section entitled “Council 
Meetings” for further information).  Council will hear deputations, review correspondence 
from external parties and receive Committee/staff reports and recommendations.  They 
also receive requests and applications regarding matters that cannot be dealt with by 
staff.  Some of these include:

• Adopting or amending by-laws 

• Official Plan and Official Plan amendments

• Development permits  

• Passing policy resolutions 

• Authorizing contracts 

• Authorizing certain expenditures 

COMMITTEES OF COUNCIL

Most municipal Councils operate under a system of committees.  These committees meet 
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on a regular basis to determine particular direction with respect to the area they are
responsible for.  In general, committees meet to review in more detail the potential
direction of Council.  Two types of committees are formed and appointed by Council.  The 
first are committees made up entirely by members of Council.  Examples of these include:

• Executive Committee – may deal with the week-to-week financial expenditures and  
 approvals, legal and personnel matters

• Finance Committee – may be responsible for the creation of the municipal budget
 for the upcoming year and overall strategic financial planning

• Planning Committee – may review potential zoning applications and official plan   
 amendments, economic development initiatives and opportunities, building permit  
 activities and engineering services

The second type of committee are those to which Council appoints members of the
public, along with Councillors.  These may include:

• Library Board – responsible for the overall functioning of the library system within a   
 municipality including operations and the budget

• Transit Commission – responsible for the overall functioning of the transit system  
 within a municipality

• Hydro Commission

• Committee of Adjustment – responsible for all minor land use issues and decisions   
 (but not zoning changes)

• Accessibility Committee – recommends strategies towards developing and
 maintaining a barrier-free community

• Heritage Committee – reviews applications and issues which may impact a building  
 that has historical significance in a community
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 MUNICIPAL STAFF AND DEPARTMENTS

CHIEF ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER

The Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) heads up the civil service of a municipality.  The 
CAO is the senior corporate officer and all municipal staff are under their authority and 
direction.  A CAO is responsible for leading the senior management team, which includes 
department heads such as planning, engineering, parks and recreation, finance and fire.  

The CAO is the individual who reports directly to Council and the Mayor.  In the event that 
a department head is better equipped to respond to a question or concern from a Council 
member, the CAO defers to that individual.   The CAO also ensures that Council’s strategic 
plan, policy decisions and motions are implemented. These may include:

• Capital and operating expenditures as set out in the budget 

• By-law administration and enforcement 

• Administration of provincial and federal laws and statutes affecting local
 government 

DEPARTMENT HEADS

Department heads are responsible for a particular area of operation in a municipality.  
They report directly to the CAO and are part of the senior management team.  Depart-
ments vary from municipality to municipality but may include City Clerk, Finance, Public 
Works, Engineering, Parks and Recreation, Planning and Economic Development.

CITY CLERK

The City Clerk is the official keeper of the records for the municipality.  The Clerk or their 
representative attends all Council and Committee meetings and is responsible for ensur-
ing that proper procedure is followed at the meetings.  The Clerk is also the person who 
prepares Council and Committee agendas and is the person to speak to when seeking to 
make a presentation to Council or Committee.  Agendas for Council meetings are gener-
ally available on the municipality’s web site prior to the meeting or can be picked up at 
the City Clerk’s Office.

The Clerk is a valuable asset that is often overlooked in the municipal process.  The Clerk 
can help boards identify the procedure to pursue an issue through Council and in some 
cases, let boards know when opportunities arise to endorse or object Council direction.  
Of all department heads, the Clerk should be the individual REALTORS® and boards know 
on a first name basis.  

Some of the Clerk’s responsibilities may include:
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• Administrative and secretarial services to Council and committees

• Maintenance and preservation of official minutes, by-laws, agreements and
 corporate records

• Circulation of development application notices (rezoning applications require a   
 public meeting process which gives residents living within a certain distance of the 
 proposed development the right to present and speak to the development)

• Administration and implementation of municipal elections

• Coordination of lawyers’ letters regarding building and property compliance

• By-law enforcement

• Municipal parking control

• Issuing licenses (e.g. marriage and business)  

• Maintain vital statistics such as births, deaths and marriages

FINANCE

The Finance Department head, who may be known as the Treasurer, is responsible for 
managing the financial affairs of the municipality and they report to Council on a regular 
basis.  Financial responsibilities include in part:

• Budgets 

• Taxation

• Accounting

• Insurance

• Supplies and Services 

ENGINEERING

Often, the head of the Engineering Department is an engineer.  The responsibilities of this 
department are focused in part on the planning, approval and construction of essential 
services such as roads, sewers and water lines.  

This department is important when a new development is proposed or an infill project is 
being considered.  The chief engineer will make recommendations on potential
development based on existing capacity and need.  If the existing infrastructure does not 
require upgrading or new installation, it is much easier to get a positive recommendation 
for a development.  The estimated cost of a new development can often make or break an 
application.  Additional responsibilities include:
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• Major capital projects including road construction, park and trail development
• Traffic engineering
• Approving utility locations within roads
• Assessing infrastructure and creek conditions

PARKS AND RECREATION

The Parks and Recreation Department is responsible for recreation and cultural which is 
typically an important component of most people’s home buying decisions.  It represents 
a large part of the public relations component of the municipality.  

When large residential and commercial developments are considered, this department 
evaluates the proposal from a recreation and aesthetic perspective.  For example, is a new 
park required within the residential development? What type of landscape aesthetics are 
required to ensure that a new commercial development will be an attraction?  

The Ontario Planning Act normally requires that 5% of land for proposed residential
developments and 2% of land for proposed industrial and commercial developments be 
set aside for parkland.  Municipalities may accept cash-in-lieu or have different require-
ments, depending on the specific Master Plan policies for parkland in the community.

The department may also enforce the site plan (once passed by Council) regarding any 
new development.  It is critical to have this department engaged and onside when
working through any zoning or land use issue at Council.  

The following responsibilities may fall within this department’s purview:

• Upkeep of all municipally owned facilities including arenas, museums, community   
 centres and cultural facilities

• Direct and indirect recreational programs

• Maintenance of all parks and recreational facilities such as community pools, base  
 ball and soccer facilities

PLANNING AND BUILDING 

The Planning and Building Department has the most significant impact on city or
municipal growth.  The department head is responsible for the municipality’s Official Plan 
(OP) and Zoning By-law.  The Official Plan is the document which outlines the strategic 
direction in which a municipality should grow. The Zoning By-law implements the
strategic direction of the Official Plan by outlining the specific uses allowed on each
parcel of land.
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When applications for rezoning are submitted to a municipality, they start in this
department.  Boards should be familiar with the department and the individuals who 
work there.  Whether it be a rezoning application for a new subdivision or an issue such 
as a side yard setback at the Committee of Adjustment, a positive relationship with the 
people in this department are critical to successful applications.  

Their responsibilities may include the following:

• Implementing the policies of the Official Plan and Zoning By-law, including land   
 use and community development such as housing, commercial and industrial
 development, transportation, community design and resource management

• Building permit applications

• Inspection of building and plumbing systems during construction

• Landscape architecture and urban design related matters

The Planning Department also acts as the coordinator with all other departments and 
agencies, such as the Fire Department, conservation authorities, the Ministry of Municipal 
Affairs and Housing, etc. to receive their input on proposed developments as required.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The Economic Development Department is responsible for the attraction and retention of 
businesses to a municipality. It works closely with a business to give them a “one window” 
approach when dealing with the municipality.  To convince a business to relocate requires 
a significant amount of work, time and attention.

It is also important for the department head to be knowledgeable about the business life 
in a community. In this department, information about the current state of an industry 
and its future trends is critical. 

This department’s responsibilities include:

• Business recruitment, retention and site selection

• Corporate visitation programs

• Small business development

• Industry seminars and workshops

• Market research and assistance

• Domestic and international marketing

• Event planning 

• Tourism promotion

MUNICIPAL DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
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COUNCIL MEETINGS

Council meetings are required to be held in public, except those which deal with specific 
matters as outlined in the Municipal Act. Issues which meet one or more of the following 
criteria may be discussed during a closed meeting or “in camera”:

• The security of the property of the municipality

• Personal matters about an identifiable individual or municipal employee

• Litigation or potential litigation affecting the municipality

• Proposed or pending acquisition or disposition of land owned by the municipality

• Labour relations or employee negotiations

• A matter in respect of which a Council may hold a closed meeting under another   
 Act (e.g. Municipal Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act) – note:   
 this criteria is rarely used

• Information explicitly supplied in confidence to the municipality by Canada, a
 province or territory or a Crown agency of any of them

• A trade secret or scientific, technical, commercial, financial or labour relations
 information, supplied in confidence to the municipality which, if disclosed, could   
 reasonably be expected to prejudice significantly the competitive position or
 interfere significantly with the contractual or other negotiations of a person, group   
 of persons or organization

• A trade secret or scientific, technical, commercial or financial information that
 belongs to the municipality and has monetary value or potential monetary value

• A position, plan, procedure, criteria or instruction to be applied to any negotiations   
 carried on or to be carried on by or on behalf of the municipality

• An ongoing investigation respecting the municipality by the Ombudsman
 appointed under the Ombudsman Act

In most municipalities, the Mayor acts as chair, wearing the Chain of Office and does not 
take an active role in debate. To begin, Council may approve the agenda, adopt minutes 
from the previous meeting, hear deputations and public presentations and review
correspondence from the general public and business community.  Generally, municipal 
staff does not actively participate in this portion of the meeting unless asked to clarify an 
issue by a Council member.

Once this is complete, Council will review Committee and staff reports and
recommendations.  Council members discuss the items and move motions to take a 
particular action with respect to each matter.  These actions could include approving 
the recommendation in the report, amending the recommendation, not approving the 
recommendation, deferring a decision to a later time, referring the matter either back to 
Committee or staff for further action or information, or tabling the recommendation until 
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a later time or until such time as a Council member lifts it from the table.  Staff typically 
respond to questions from Council members during this portion of the meeting.
Towards the end of the meeting, items such as by-laws, notices of motion by Councillors 
concerning items they wish to have addressed at future meetings and adjournment are 
dealt with.  The last action taken by Council at every meeting prior to adjournment is 
adoption of the Confirming By-law which is a by-law that confirms all actions taken by 
Council during the meeting.  This is done in accordance with the Municipal Act.

At any point during the meeting, Council may go into “Committee of the Whole” to allow 
Council members to discuss a matter(s) in a more informal manner, which means they 
have the ability to speak to a matter more than once, seconders on motions may not be 
required and other more informal rules are applied to the conduct of this portion of the 
meeting.  Once Council rises from Committee of the Whole, they must adopt all actions 
taken in Committee of the Whole.

PUBLIC MEETINGS

Public meetings are not to be confused with regular Council meetings.     

In order to hold a public meeting (generally to deal with a specific issue), Council must 
provide public notice. For example, public meetings are often held to determine specific 
land use changes. 

Public meetings can be held on nights different from the Council meetings, but in some 
cases may be held in conjunction with a Council meeting.

Using a rezoning application as an example, the first order of business for a public
meeting is for the Clerk or meeting Chair to briefly highlight the issue at hand.  The
applicant, those in favour, those opposed and the department head of Planning have the 
opportunity to present their views to Council for consideration.

Throughout the public meeting, Councillors may ask questions of any of the presenters 
or deputations regarding the application.  Typically during the public meeting process, all 
individuals present at the meeting will have an opportunity to address Council.

Councillors have the opportunity to present their opinion when the report from staff is 
presented. This can occur on the same day if the public meeting forms part of a
regular Council meeting and the matter is referred to the regular Council meeting for 
consideration.  However, if the public meeting was the entire purpose of the meeting, the 
matter(s) on the agenda will likely be referred to staff to take into consideration the
comments received from the public and business community and those issues which 
may have been raised by Council members.  The matter will then be brought back to a 
future Council meeting in the form of a report.
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This can be a very contentious process, especially if the public meeting is dealing with a 
controversial issue.  The more information and facts that a Councillor has on the issue, 
the better they can understand the application.  Applicants need to respond to residents’ 
concerns or meet with those who object to the potential development well in advance of 
a public meeting to encourage support and diffuse criticism.  Councillors are swayed by 
voters and the more resistance they see to a proposed change, the more likely they will be 
to vote against the development.  
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HOW COUNCIL WORKS

As mentioned earlier, Council meetings are held on regular dates agreed to at the
beginning of a new year.  The meeting schedule becomes official when Council votes on 
it for endorsement.  

Council members are expected to attend all regularly scheduled meetings.  In most
municipalities, Council meetings are held at the beginning of a week, either Monday or 
Tuesday.   Meetings are held in Council Chamber at the town or city hall.  In some
municipalities, Council meetings are covered via television by the local cable station or are 
streamed on the municipality’s web site.  

The Mayor is the chair and is responsible for ensuring Council follows the agenda and 
the formal proceedings.  Robert’s Rules of Order are one example of guidelines for the 
meeting and are enforced by the Mayor or the Clerk. All municipalities have Procedural 
By-laws, in accordance with the Municipal Act, which sets out the rules, regulations and 
guidelines for the conduct of the meeting.  Often municipalities use different methods 
to work through the meeting process provided they meet the requirements of the Act.  
When visiting or presenting to a Council, it is helpful to review the Procedural By-law 
ahead of time, allowing you to remain focused on your presentation rather than the order 
of events.

The CAO and department heads are required to attend Council meetings in order to
present their issues to Council and the public.  Department heads are also present to
respond to questions from Council members on issues pertaining to their department. 

Reports from individual Committees/departments are presented to Council either 
through written reports placed on the meeting agenda or through a formal presentation 
to Council.  After each report is presented, the Mayor will ask for a motion from the floor.  
Once a motion regarding the report has been moved and seconded, discussion on the 
issue can begin.  

At this point Councillors may ask questions of department heads or to the CAO regarding 
the issue and indicate their views. When all members of Council have had a chance to 
speak, the motion will be read and voted on. 

During this process, Council members have the right to seek a deferral or refer the matter 
to staff for more information on the issue.  It is important to note that when a Councillor 
moves this type of motion, it is not debatable.  Council may also seek to have the matter 
tabled to a future date or until such time as the matter is lifted from the table by a
Council member.  Often the public is led to believe that a decision has been made when 
in fact the action taken may simply move the report to a point later in the meeting or off 
the agenda for another evening.
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DEPUTATION PROCESS

When a member of the public speaks to Council, they are referred to as deputations.  

Deputations are very straightforward in terms of presentation, yet they are very formal in 
terms of process.  An individual or organization who wishes to present to Council
typically has to apply in writing to the City Clerk  in advance of the meeting.  The
submission requirements and length of time required to submit a request to be a
deputation varies greatly amongst municipalities so becoming familiar with the
requirements in your municipality may be the difference between being permitted to ad-
dress Council concerning a matter or not.

Most Councils have guidelines in place regarding the length of time the deputation can 
speak, acceptable behaviour and language and how many times an individual can
present on the same issue to Council.  At the conclusion of the deputation, only Council 
members can ask questions of the presenter.  

These deputations can be an effective way to deliver your message to Council.  Local
media regularly covers Council meetings.  Good presentations have resulted in decisions 
by Council being reversed or new initiatives introduced.

COUNCILLOR DEBATE

Councillors have numerous opportunities throughout a meeting to speak to an issue or 
motion.  Generally speaking, individual Councillors may speak as follows:  

• Speaking to a motion  – Councillors have the opportunity to speak to a motion and   
 to ask questions of staff and fellow Councillors.  Typically, Councillors can only speak   
 once to a matter, unless Council is in Committee of the Whole.  If they are in
 Committee of the Whole, they may be able to speak numerous times on an issue.    
 Municipalities may or may not have time limits on how long a Councillor can speak   
 to a particular issue whether in Committee of the Whole or not.

• Notice of Motion – Councillors are permitted to move a notice of motion on any   
 issue that may or may not be related to a municipal issue.  The opportunity    
 to present the notice is usually one of the last items on the agenda.  The Councillor   
 must present the notice of motion in writing and must read the notice to Council. 
 The notice of motion is not voted on, but can now be debated at the next Council   
 meeting.  It is at the second meeting that the mover of the motion may speak to it   
 first in terms of explanation and can also be the final speaker to the motion, after all  
 other Councillors have had the opportunity to speak.

• Questions to presenters during deputations or public meetings – Councillors may   
 question any person or group making a formal presentation to Council as either a   
 deputation on a public issue or a deputation during a public meeting.  
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STAFF REPORTS

Reports from staff to Council are typically presented through a written report from one of 
the Council Committees.  Reports come to Council from staff for two reasons:
• Request from Council – Councillors often ask for reports on particular issues that   
 have been raised, sometimes by constituents.   If a majority of Council supports the
 request through a motion, staff are obligated to report back to Council on the issue.

• Request from Staff – All departments spend time preparing reports to Council
 concerning decisions that require the approval of Council.  Examples include capital
 expenditures, approval of a successful Request for Proposal, Official Plan
 amendments and non-budgeted expenditures.  These reports can be the most   
 controversial because they can be expensive decisions not budgeted for or because  
 they require by-law enforcement.  

HOW BY-LAWS ARE DEVELOPED

By-laws are as much a part of municipal life as a listing agreement is in real estate. 
By-laws are in essence a municipal ordinance that establishes and sets out regulations
related to a particular subject matter (e.g. Zoning By-law, Traffic By-law, loitering,
Licensing By-law, etc.).

By-laws work in much the same way as provincial legislation.  Initially a by-law is 
introduced via a report to Council.  For example, if the Planning Department presents a 
report to Council regarding the rezoning of a property, it must be formalized in a by-law.  
Without the official by-law, the municipality has no legal ability to enforce it.  

Once the report has been presented to Council and a motion to approve has been passed, 
it can then be drafted into a by-law.  In many cases, the by-law is already attached to the 
staff report and appears on the agenda for adoption.  After Council approves the by-law, it 
comes into effect once the Mayor and City Clerk sign it.  It can now be enforced.  
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SUMMARY

Municipal government affects many aspects of a community’s growth and daily activity. 
This manual has focused on how a community is affected by the day-to-day activities of 
municipal governments.  More specifically, the manual outlines how decisions made by 
your municipal government can have a significant impact on REALTORS® and the real 
estate market.  

If you have questions, comments or suggestions regarding any topics covered or those 
not covered please contact OREA.  Your input into this manual is important as it will
continue to grow in the coming years.

CONTACT US: 

Matthew Thornton
Vice President, Public Affairs & Communications
416-445-9910
mthornton@orea.com

Lindsay Stevens
Manager, Government Relations & Policy
416-445-9910
LindsayS@orea.com

The trademarks REALTOR®, REALTORS®, and the REALTOR® logo are controlled by the Canadian Real Estate Association (CREA) and 
identify real estate professionals who are members of CREA.
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