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Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005 

The Case Study Series 

This case is part of a series focusing on the development and implementation of major 
public policies in Ontario. The initiative is being carried out by the Institute for Policy 
Administration of Canada under the direction of Policy and Innovation Leadership group 
within the Cabinet Office of the Government of Ontario and with the participation of 
relevant ministries. The goal is to use actual experiences and events to transmit knowledge 
and lessons about how to formulate and implement policy and to enhance the capacity of 
the Ontario Public Service. The cases will be used for internal training within the OPS. 

So that cases can have greater application across a range of policy areas, the framing of 
each case begins with several strategic questions. These are questions that tend to arise 
across policy areas, and answering them helps to provide much of the content of specific 
cases. For this case, the questions included:  

• What was the nature of the initiative? 

• What have its impacts outside government been? 

• What elements of strategic risk were present and how were they managed?  

• What was the initial approach to governance and accountability and how has it 

evolved? 

• What does the case teach about how to build synergy within government, and/or 

across governments and broader society? 

• What practices related to anticipation, innovation and adaptation emerged in this 

case? 

Each case consists of a number of elements designed to make it useful for both 
organizational learning and teaching:  

• A long case narrative with much detail,  

• A short case, usually 12-15 pages, summarizing the case and lessons learned,  

• A short presentation of the case for overview briefing, and  

• A teaching note linking the key elements of the case with potential areas of learning.  

All materials developed are the property of the Ontario Government. Any interest in them 
should be directed to the Policy and Innovation Leadership group within the Cabinet Office.  
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Scope of this Case 

This case study examines events following the passage of the Accessibility for Ontarians 
with Disabilities Act (AODA), primarily focusing on two areas: 

1. How the Province attempted to fully engage all stakeholders to participate equally 
in the creation of new regulatory standards that would be the key component of the 
AODA. It will detail the challenges, opportunities and frustrations that emerge when 
new expectations for engagement are enshrined in legislation.  

2. How ministries across the provincial government collaborated horizontally and 
made decisions at an unprecedented level in support of the new legislation.  

In the process, it will also examine a number of other key issues: 

• Building consensus in stakeholder groups with varying agendas and competing 
interests 

• Building consensus and managing expectations of employers/business community 
and others who have to implement and comply with standards 

• Managing the expectations of the advocacy community for particular improvements 
against the realities of technological possibilities and expertise 

• Implementing the spirit of the legislation versus practicalities and realities 

• Looking forward to future legislation mandating citizen engagement, what 
constitutes best practices? 

• Implications for leadership competencies in the OPS 

Methodology 

To aid in presenting this case study, the author 

• Reviewed background materials provided by the Ministry of Community and Social 
Services including an independent review requested by the Ontario government and 
completed by Charles Beer in February 2010 entitled, Charting a Path Forward: 
Report of the Independent Review of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities 
Act, 2005; and 

• Interviewed key participants from the Ontario Public Service. Interviewees were 
assured, in the interests of receiving candid feedback, that direct quotations would 
not be attributed to individuals, nor would a quotation be used in a way that might 
readily identify the person making the statement.  

This case study is not intended to make judgments of whether decisions and directions 
were right or wrong. The goal is to transmit knowledge to others who may have policies 
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and/or programs to implement that have elements in common with this project, and to 
provide them with lessons learned to help them in their work. 

The Disability Community 

To understand the significance and implications of the Accessibility for Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act (AODA) it helps to take a closer look at the disability community, the types 
of barriers that its members face daily in their lives and the history of disability legislation 
in Ontario.  

At the outset, it is crucial to appreciate that the disability community is large, diverse and 
dynamic. In 2010, there were an estimated 1.85 million Ontarians living with a disability.i 
This population has increased significantly in recent years and will continue to do so. There 
are two reasons.  

First the definition of persons with disabilities has changed and continues to change. 
Traditionally, persons with disabilities were considered to be those with obvious physical 
impairments resulting from birth, injury or disease. Years ago, ask a man or woman on the 
street their idea of a disabled person and they wouldn’t get much further than describing 
someone in a wheelchair, or perhaps a blind person. Over the years, however, the definition 
of disability has expanded to include various mental health, developmental or learning 
challenges. People with these challenges have vastly different needs that society needs to 
address in new innovative ways. Some of them, who in past years might have led very 
restricted lives, are now participating in mainstream life, while still facing many 
inexcusable barriers.  

Second, the disability community is growing at a relatively faster rate than the general 
population. This is happening for the simple reason: Ontario’s population of older persons 
is increasing rapidly. Having more senior citizens means having an increasing number of 
persons with disabilities associated with old age. In particular, the aging of “baby boomers” 
combined with a decreasing provincial birth rate has created a monumental demographic 
shift that has already increased demands for greater accessibility across all sectors. This 
growing group of “seniors” has been particularly vocal and effective in demanding 
accessibility. They are accustomed to participating in mainstream life, many of them have 
influence and financial resources and they do not accept being marginalized in any way. 
They are also living longer due to advances in medical treatment.  

Unfortunately, despite significant improvements in recent years, they like all members of 
the disability community – young, old or in the prime of life – are faced with serious 
accessibility challenges in their daily lives. They encounter these challenges everywhere: in 
their own homes, on public transit, at work and while attending school.  

Imagine a person in a wheelchair trying to get into most restaurants today, or into the 
washrooms of those restaurants, or down the aisles in smaller stores. And while it is true 
that persons in wheelchairs are now more likely to gain entry into buildings that previously 
weren’t accessible, it’s also true that once in, they often can’t really go anywhere due to 



 

5 

narrow doorways, or aisles or the lack of elevators. Accessibility has yet to be fully 
integrated.  

People with other disabilities are likewise challenged in their efforts to live normal active 
lives. For example, those with motor coordination challenges are faced with an increasing 
array of electronic devices that are difficult to operate even for those who don’t have such 
challenges. Tiny buttons seem to be everywhere today, as are LED screens that are often 
difficult for fully sighted people to see, but impossible for those with some degree of visual 
impairment. Those who are hearing impaired are increasingly faced with devices and 
situations that almost seem designed to frustrate them, everything from a squawky speaker 
at a Tim Horton’s drive-thru to cashiers, tellers and ticket sellers who serve them from 
behind a glass barrier.  

While many persons from the disability community are now entering the workforce when 
in the past they might not have, some workplaces continues to stymie them, and to restrict 
their productivity. They routinely must contend with workstations that are too high, too 
cramped, or too dark or light. In many cases, members of the disability community have no 
alternative but to use equipment that seriously restricts them: computer keyboards that 
are too small; telephones that don’t allow them to adjust the volume; video screens that are 
too dim or too bright; and counter heights that deny them real access. Often, reports and 
other printed materials are available only in typeface that is too small, or for blind people, 
not available in Braille. The list goes on and on. These issues are no mere matter of 
inconvenience. Taken in sum, they represent systemic impediments that impinge on the 
human rights of those disabled persons trying to work normally. Therefore, employment 
accommodation issues have become a matter of human rights.  

For that reason, issue of access and accommodation are increasingly issues of public policy. 
In spite of the many strides taken by government, the private sector and the institutional 
sector to find ways to positively integrate persons with disabilities, the recognition of these 
impediments as a universal challenge mean that greater public interventions will be 
needed.  

The Disability Community: A Powerful Political Force 

 

The disability community is a term that one uses with caution, just as one does not ascribe 
the same characteristics to persons who are called disabled. However, taken as a whole, the 
various organizations have a long history of successfully advocating the Ontario 
government for change. Associated with this, it has put considerable effort into educating 
the general public and lawmakers about all types of disabilities and their respective 
barriers.  

However, and this is important to this case study, the disability community is not a 
cohesive whole. It is complex environment in which large and small organizations act in the 
interests of their specific constituencies or on a more strategic plane, depending on their 
mandate. Further, some of the organizations that focus on the disabled are policy focused, 
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seeking to both educate the public and inspire legislative and policy changes to assist the 
disabled. Some offer specific services to their constituent groups, thereby also being 
involved with government in contractual service delivery arrangements. In this sense, 
soring out the right policy frame as well as ways to engage such a diverse community 
represents a useful heuristic for how government effectively deliver policy change.  

 

Early Legislation 

In the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, enacted in 1982 and effective 1985, the disability 
community’s efforts led to the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the Charter’s 
equality rights. The Charter guarantees persons with disabilities equal protection and equal 
benefit of the law.  

In 1982, the Ontario government amended the Ontario Human Rights Code, under pressure 
from the disability community, to add “handicap” to the prohibited grounds for 
discrimination in the Code, which applies to the public, not-for-profit and private sectors. 
In 2002, the term “handicap” was changed to “disability”.  The Code establishes that, every 
person has a right to equal treatment without discrimination because of disability, with 
respect to service, good, facilities, housing, employment, contracts and membership in 
trade unions, occupational associations and self-governing professions. The Code requires 
employers; landlords and providers of goods, services and facilities to accommodate the 
needs of people with disabilities, unless doing so would cause undue hardship.  

Beginning in 1994, a coalition of Ontarians with disabilities and their organizations formed 
the Ontarians with Disabilities Act Committee for the purpose of establishing new 
legislation in aid of the disability community. As a result of effective lobbying, during the 
election campaign of May 1995, Mike Harris promised in writing to enact an Ontarians with 
Disabilities Act; and to work together with members of the Ontarians with Disabilities Act 
Committee, amongst others, in the development of such legislation. 

In October 1998, the Ontario Legislature unanimously passed a resolution that called for 
the promised Disabilities Act to implement 11 important principles to make it strong and 
effective. Those principles, crafted by the Ontarians with Disabilities Act Committee, the 
predecessor to the AODA Alliance, sought the following:  

1. A barrier-free Ontario as soon as reasonably possible 

2. Primacy over other legislation 

3. Application to all sectors – public, non-government organizations and private 

4. Time limits for the implementation of accessibility plans by providers of goods, 
services and facilities 

5. Time limits for workplace accessibility for public and private employers 
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6. Effective enforcement processes 

7. Consultation with disability community on all regulations  

8. Public education and information resources 

9. Promotion of adaptive technologies and services 

10. Contract compliance as a condition of funding and purchasing 

11. Overall meaningful improvements 

In due course, the Ontarians with Disabilities Act (ODA) was passed in December 2001 and 
embodied many of these principles. Its purpose, described in the Act itself, is as follows: “to 
improve opportunities for persons with disabilities and to provide for their involvement in 
the identification, removal and prevention of barriers to their full participation in the life of 
the province.” 

The Act called for ministries, municipalities, school boards, colleges and universities, public 
transportation providers and hospitals to prepare annual accessibility plans. These plans 
were to be made in consultation with the Accessibility Directorate of Ontario and made 
available to the public. Plans would address the identification, removal and prevention of 
barriers to persons with disabilities in statutes and regulations, bylaws, policies, programs, 
practices and services. As well as looking back on progress in the previous year, each plan 
would outline actions to be taken in the upcoming year.   

The Ontario Government was to lead by example in the areas of procurement, Internet and 
Websites, publications, buildings, and employment. 

Municipalities over 10,000 were required to create Municipal Advisory Committees with 
the majority of their members from the disability community. These committee members 
would report to municipal council; advise on accessibility plans; provide input on new 
municipal buildings and renovations; and review site plans. The Act further required that 
these municipalities and other organizations – 80 public transit organizations, 159 
hospitals, 78 school boards, 25 colleges, and 17 universities – submit Accessibility Plans.  

In addition, the Act made it necessary to amend other legislation: the Municipal Elections 
Act; the Municipal Act and Highway Traffic Act; Ontario Human Rights Code; the Planning 
Act; and the Social Housing Act.  

The Accessibility Directorate of Ontario (ADO) 

The government established the Accessibility Directorate of Ontario (ADO) to conduct 
research and educate the public on the purpose and implementation of the Act; consult 
with obligated organizations on accessibility planning and request and review their plans; 
and recommend changes to laws, regulations, programs and policies to improve 
opportunities for persons with disabilities.  
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Origins of the Accessibility of Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) 

The current Ontario government, led by Dalton McGuinty, has a history of working closely 
and directly with the province’s disability community. During the 2003 election campaign, 
Mr. McGuinty, then Leader of the Opposition, in a letter to the ODA Committee, promised a 
stronger  Ontarians with Disabilities Act in the following letter to David Lepofsky of the 
Ontarians with Disabilities Act Committee. 

Dear Mr. Lepofsky, 

I would like to take this opportunity on behalf of the Liberal Caucus to thank you once again for the work that 
you and your organization are doing to improve the lives of people with disabilities here in Ontario. 

I would also like to share with you the Ontario Liberal Party platform for the approaching election regarding 
Ontarians With Disabilities. 

We believe that the Harris-Eves government's Ontarians With Disabilities Act does not even begin to adequately 
address the needs and rights of countless Ontarians. We therefore commit that: 

We will introduce, with the intent of passing within one year of forming government, a strong and effective 
Ontarians With Disabilities Act, following fully accessible, province-wide hearings. It will incorporate all 11 
principles that were adopted by the Ontario Legislature on October 29, 1998. The legislation and regulations will 
include timelines, standards and a mechanism for effective enforcement, and, at a minimum, will reflect the 
substance of amendments to the Conservative bill offered by the Liberal party in the fall of 2001. 

As Premier, I will meet with ODA Committee representatives and my government will work together with the 
Committee to develop the new Act. 

On forming government following the election, we will provide a Cost of Living increase for participants in the 
Ontario Disability Support Program. 

I look forward to continuing to work with you to advance the interests of persons with disabilities in Ontario and 
I wish you the greatest possible success in that regard. 

Yours truly, 

Dalton McGuinty, MPP 
Leader of the Official Opposition 
 

Upon gaining power, the new Liberal government started to make good on its promise. In 
the November 2003 Throne Speech the government committed to “work with Ontarians 
with disabilities on meaningful legislation that will allow them to fully participate in 
building a stronger province.” In early 2004, the government held a series of roundtable 
meetings. These sessions, organized by the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration, 
included representatives of the disability organizations, the private sector and the 
obligated sectors (those having obligations under the ODA). In addition, the government 
held seven public meetings across the province, held a Webcast for students with 
disabilities and received over 475 written submissions.  

During these consultations it was recognized that the ODA was “a good start” and that 
significant progress had been made: 

• Communities were more accessible. 

• There was increased awareness about accessibility. 
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• 551 of 867 organizations with obligations under the ODA (63.6%) had completed 
their plans and made them available to public.  

• The Ontario government had improved public websites, processes for alternative 
formats and procurement policies.  

• There was greater accessibility on conventional transit.  

• All the obligated sectors had implemented staff training on customer service for 
disabled persons. 

However, it was the general consensus that more was needed, that the ODA should be 
expanded to: 

• Extend its requirements to organizations in the private sector; 

• Create a common planning environment that would address the built environment, 
service delivery, and employment that would include benchmarks, consistent 
guidelines, clarity and timelines with respect to developing and reporting plans and 
implementing strategies; 

• Strengthen accountability to address compliance and enforcement requirements; 
and  

• Increase public education and awareness.  

A new vision was developing that saw all Ontarians, including the disabled, participating in 
and contributing fully to life in the Province. The new goal that emerged was to make 
Ontario the leader in accessibility for persons with disabilities by 2025. 
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The AODA: Why a Case Study? 
 

The goal of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005 is to make good on the 
goal of making Ontario accessible to members of the disability community by 2025. It is a 
very ambitious undertaking and certainly the most significant legislation ever for members 
of the disability community. It promises to transform their lives on a daily basis and open 
up opportunities to them. It is commonly described as landmark legislation that marks a 
monumental step forward for the disability community. That is unquestionably true. It also 
has to be recognized that, in order to achieve this end, significant change had to take place 
in how government, business, institutions and society in general operated. To that end, this 
laudable goal became a major and profound policy shift.  

From a policy framework perspective, this legislation creates a series of objectives that 
force major shifts in behaviour across the spectrum of life in Ontario. Therefore, as policy, it 
creates an outward vision that still requires the development of implementation tools – a 
major element of this case. Such tools will incur new costs, force changes in many other 
government functions and shift behaviors in the private sector. The commitment to it 
therefore has to be effective and sustained.  

On this basis alone the AODA warrants close examination. However, it is also monumental 
in terms of its implications for those outside the disability community. In the end, every 
sector in Ontario – public, non-government and private – will need to make significant 
changes to comply with the accessibility standards that will be enshrined in the Act. This 
includes all businesses and organizations in Ontario. The Act requires them to make 
changes within their operations and to their physical environments to increase 
accessibility. Further, they are expected to bear all the costs of doing so. In the end, they 
will improve the ways in which they serve, employ, transport, accommodate, build for, and 
communicate with the disabled. 

A word has to be said to avoid confusion about commitment and alignment of the various 
parties in this case. A considerable degree of consensus about the policy goal existed at the 
time of the passing of the legislation. Even the obligated sectors realized that this was good 
public policy and that the goals of accessibility for disabled persons made sense and were 
the right thing to do. In fact, cast at a high strategic level such a goal is virtually impossible 
to argue with. The challenge, however, for all parties – and this includes the disabled 
organizations, spokespersons and individuals – was in the details, the costs, the timing and, 
as we shall see, in the governance of the change process. This case does not identify, nor 
does the research undertaken for it even uncover, what might be called good guys and bad 
guys. Rather, it identifies an array of actors with specific and occasionally conflicting and 
occasionally aligned interests, groping towards new ways of doing business. In the parlance 
of 21st century public administration, this was truly a wicked problem, ripe with 
opportunity.  
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How will this come about? That in itself is groundbreaking, for the process to develop the 
accessibility standards that form the most meaningful way to develop concrete 
requirements of the Act goes far beyond anything that Ontario has engaged in before. From 
a policy development perspective, this case then offers an example, and a stark and useful 
one, of how governance of a policy direction can and does affect the outcomes, let alone the 
processes and costs associated with achieving such outcomes.  

Under the Act, the government has set up Standards Development Committees (SDCs) 
made up of key stakeholders: representatives of the disability community, those who must 
comply with the regulations that will be created (the obligated sectors), and the 
government. These representatives have engaged in a complex and lengthy process to 
develop proposed standards. In the process they have encountered varying degrees of 
difficulty and significant challenges. Major adjustments have been made midstream to 
change both the composition of the SDCs and the process by which they develop proposed 
standards. To date, despite significant challenges, the committees have produced 
significant results and continue to do so. It has been a fascinating journey, one from which 
others can learn.  

More specifically, the following describes why the AODA is a very useful case study in how 
policy articulation is affected by issues of governance, the interplay and changing role of 
stakeholders as well as the role of government. While the policy instrumentality focus is on 
the establishment of mandatory standards, the process of arriving them and the capacity 
for that process to unravel the policy intent are also of importance in this case.  

Life-Changing Impact on a Significant and Growing Number of People 

The Act has a huge impact on persons with disabilities in Ontario. As described earlier, this 
community is large (estimated at 1.85 million in 2010) and increasing in size as the 
definition of “disability” broadens and as Ontario’s population ages. One in seven Ontarians 
have a disability. The achievement of the Act’s goal will permanently increase this 
community’s participation in all social and economic activities in Ontario, thereby 
fundamentally changing their everyday lives.  

Far-Reaching, All-Encompassing Implications for All Sectors 

The Act requires the government of Ontario to develop mandatory accessibility standards 
to identify, remove and prevent barriers to people with disabilities in key areas of their 
daily lives. The Act’s regulations when passed into law apply to the following areas: 
customer service, information, technology, communications, transportation, employment, 
and the built environment. In this context, the term ‘the built environment’ refers to the 
humanly constructed surroundings that provide the setting for human activity, ranging in 
scale from personal shelter to all forms of buildings, open spaces and utilities. 

These standards also apply to all sectors – public, non-government and private. In order to 
comply, these sectors must make changes to prevent and eliminate accessibility barriers to 
members of the disability community. All sectors are required to bear their costs of 
complying with the Act. The government has made it clear that no new government money 
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will be earmarked for this purpose.  In return, the government has set longer-term 
timeframes for achieving the standards, once they are developed.  

Increased Economic and Social Contributions from the Disability Community 

 

Increasingly, the Government of Ontario, the private sector and the general public have 
come to appreciate the significant contributions that persons with disabilities make to the 
economic and social fabric of Ontario. With the aid of the AODA’s regulations and public 
education these contributions will increase. The disability community has emphasized this 
point throughout its campaign to improve accessibility.  

In 2010, the Martin Prosperity Institute released the results of a study, commissioned by 
the Ontario Government, which examined the potential economic impact in Ontario of 
achieving substantially higher levels of accessibility. It found that the most gains could be 
realized in workplaces and schools. The report estimated that enabling increased 
workforce accessibility would not only increase individual income but could also increase 
the GDP per capita in Ontario by up to $600 per annum. It also estimated that bringing the 
educational level of persons with disabilities up to the average level of achievement in 
Ontario could add up to a further $200 per capita. 

“Our research clearly indicates that there are large pools of untapped human capital that 
could help drive Ontario’s prosperity.” (Report of the Martin Prosperity Institute, 2010) 

The study further stated that compliance with new accessibility regulations would benefit 
Ontario businesses in three ways: 

1. Increased business in retail and tourism sectors 

2. Increased development of accessibility-focused businesses to serve global markets 

3. Further development in our universities, colleges and other institutions of new 
intellectual property that will prepare businesses to compete in a growing number 
of markets that will be defined by accessibility requirements  

“Releasing the constraints that limit full participation in the economy will create a significant 
force for economic growth.” (Report of the Martin Prosperity Institute, 2010) 

On the flip side, the study examined the costs of excluding persons with disabilities from 
full participation in Ontario society. It described the costs of increased health care demands 
and poverty related social problems as “significant”.  

Studies of this kind point to the need, when developing a long-term approach to the 
achievement of a policy goal, to ensure that efforts are made to sustain support through 
research and information. Clearly, the objectives of this policy are contentious, not in their 
ultimate outcome, but in the means to achieve it, the costs and the timing. A focus on this 
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element alone will only serve to diminish support and a clear vision of the policy’s goals. 
Using studies to touch base with the outcome, measure progress to date, suggest 
comparative performance and point to adjustments needed reinforce the original objective 
of the policy.  

Unprecedented Stakeholder Participation Signifies New Direction in Developing 
Legislation 

“Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters in partnership with the Ministry of Community and 
Social Services has made significant strides in promoting awareness with employers and the 
broader business communities regarding accommodating, hiring, training and retaining 
people with disabilities. By removing barriers, we foster an inclusive and open environment 
for all employers and encourage them to hire persons with disabilities.” (Ian Howcroft, Vice 
President, Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters, Ontario Division) 

In keeping with the Act’s significance for all sectors and for all Ontarians, and current 
trends worldwide, the government called for a new level of stakeholder participation in 
developing and implementing the AODA. It invited the disability community, the private 
sector, and the public sector to participate in standards development committees to agree 
on new accessibility standards. For the first time, the disability community was to be an 
equal partner in the process not just consulted as it had been during the creation of prior 
legislation that applied to them. While this was a laudable and ambitious goal, simply 
stating that it would be so is insufficient. Having the capacity and skills to effectively play a 
full decision-making role is not a given for any stakeholder group. Therefore, part of the 
challenge this process faced was ensuring that a level playing field was created in terms of 
what the various players could bring to the table.  

“The question asked was, how does one develop a modern regulatory framework? We wanted 
to be innovative and to go from consultation to consensus among all the players.” 
(Interviewee) 

It remains to be seen what implications this change in process will have for developing 
policy and making decisions in other areas. However, having moved in this direction on 
such a major undertaking one can only assume that it may become more commonplace. If it 
does, it will mark a major shift in power and decision-making– from politicians and public 
servants acting alone to stakeholders and members of the public, from those within 
government to those outside it. In this sense, as well as noting its significance with respect 
to how our society responded to people with disabilities, history may record the AODA as a 
landmark piece of legislation for its significance in the evolution of the democratic process 
in Canada. For that reason, any person engaged in policy development of this kind and 
wanting to increase stakeholder participation is well advised to review this case.  

“Ontario's accessibility legislation is an ambitious social policy that should serve to bring 
equality to all. Consistent and pragmatic rules and timelines will help businesses understand 
and meet their obligations to remove and prevent barriers for people with disabilities.” (Len 
Crispino, President and Chief Executive Officer, Ontario Chamber of Commerce) 
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High Level Cross-Government Interaction 

 

The passage of the AODA meant that all Ontario ministries would have to examine every 
aspect of their operations to comply with the new regulations that would follow. The OPS 
expected ministries to comply with the standards not because they were imposed from afar 
but because complying was the right thing to do. Ministries were expected to lead by 
example. Success would require excellent communications and information sharing 
between ministries and a well-coordinated effort within ministries. This was to be 
accomplished with no new resources. Some ministries were also required to go well 
beyond their internal management requirements to participate in the governance process.  

The ADO was partnered with a specific Ministry for each Standard. As such, certain 
ministries would also be required to play a key role in shaping accessibility standards as 
equal partners on Standard Development Committees (SDCs) and later, in an advisory 
capacity to those committees. These Committees consulted with ministries as required. In 
fact, the Committee dealing with customer service, the first committee to complete its 
proposed standards, consulted with every ministry in the province.  

Represents a Longer-term Approach by Government 

 

In an era when governments are often accused of only being interested in short-term plans 
and projects that have an immediate political payoff, the Province took an entirely different 
approach with the AODA.  The setting of a goal of 2025 for the full implementation of the 
standards could readily have been interpreted as an aspirational policy instrument, one 
that set a timeframe so far into the future as to be irrelevant. However, the policy decision 
as shown in the governance model (which changed over the process) and the inclusiveness 
of the requirements, pointed to a more strategic and determined policy direction on the 
part of the government.  It understood that it was a huge undertaking and that the 
legislation would be groundbreaking and requires significant time to fully implement. They 
also were keenly aware that the new standards would first apply to the provincial 
government itself and that it would be necessary to establish methods to introduce it that 
would create a culture within their organizations that would embrace implementation of 
the standards. It is for that reason that customer services was the first set of standards, not 
simply to improve the service, but to help drive to the front lines the needed shift in 
culture. 

“We wanted to change the way we work and the way we look at vulnerable people.” 
(Interviewee) 

The government wanted ministries and its sectors to do the right thing rather than be 
made to do the mandatory thing. The policy challenge posed by such a goal is to put real 
measures and real consequences into play that ensured that the right thing met the 
objectives of the legislation and policy direction.  In addition, they knew that setting up 
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units in each ministry to implement the AODA would take time to address questions of 
staffing, training and ensuring that they were aligned with the overall directions  

As one senior public servant put it:  

“We knew that this would take a generation to achieve, hence the 20-year timeframe.” 
(Interviewee) 

Often major initiatives with extended implementation periods not only lose their steam as 
time passes but also become something less than what was originally envisioned. There 
was little chance of that happening in this case. Ontario’s disability community was the 
principal driver behind developing the new legislation. It had proven itself to be a strong 
and relentless lobby group with a great deal of political influence. In this instance, it was 
supported by all political parties and, most importantly, strongly supported by Premier 
McGuinty. It is also of interest, however, that the obligated sectors were seeking standards 
that were precise and measurable to ensure that they were in compliance and could defend 
the steps they had taken.  

The disability community feared that it might miss this window of opportunity if the time 
required for the development of the standards went beyond this government’s term in 
office. They were determined to take full advantage of the Premier’s public commitment. 
“This is my one kick at the can and I am going to push hard for what I want” was a sentiment 
voiced by many representatives of the disability community as they came to the table.  

This attitude reflects a realistic approach to policy implementation, especially for policy 
changes of such profound consequences. The greatest danger in a policy area such as this is 
the effective use of delaying tactics to play out initial resolve and avoid action. The 
challenge, in recognizing the long-term process, is to ensure robust governance to sustain 
the support while learning and adapting along the way.  
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The AODA, 2005 

The Government of Ontario introduced the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act 
(AODA) in October 2004. After public hearings across Ontario it was amended somewhat 
and the final version was passed unanimously by the legislature in May 2005. It came into 
effect June 13, 2005. Its predecessor, the Ontario Disability Act (ODA) also remained in 
effect with the intention that it would be repealed at some point in the future, when the 
AODA had sufficiently evolved to include regulations and enforcement procedures.  

Other Legislation and Regulations 

 

It should be noted that other Acts still have implications for the disability community 
including the Blinds Persons’ Rights Act, the Education Act and regulations under the 
Ontario Building Code. The latter sets accessibility standards for new buildings, including 
apartment, condominium, commercial and public buildings, and to some renovations. For 
example, provisions cover width of doors, ramps, width of halls, emergency exits and 
parking. As of 2006, the Code requires that ten percent of the units of new apartment 
buildings and hotels must include accessible features. Owners of existing buildings are not 
required to retrofit their buildings to comply with new code requirements and the Code’s 
accessibility requirements do not apply to houses. 

While these codes and other regulations have significant ramifications for the disability 
community, they pale in comparison to what is anticipated from the AODA. In short, the 
AODA is by far the most important piece of legislation ever for Ontario’s disability 
community. 

The AODA is very clear in its preamble about the viewpoint of its originators and their 
intentions. The Act states as follows: 

“Recognizing the history of discrimination against persons with disabilities in Ontario, the 
purpose of this Act is to benefit all Ontarians by, 

(a) Developing, implementing and enforcing accessibility standards in order to 
achieve accessibility for Ontarians with disabilities with respect to goods, 
services, facilities, accommodation, employment, buildings, structures and 
premises on or before January 1, 2025; and 

(b) Providing for the involvement of persons with disabilities, of the Government of 
Ontario and of representatives of industries and of various sectors of the 
economy in the development of the accessibility standards. 2005, c. 11, s. 1. 
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Expanded Role for ADO 

 

While the Accessibility Directorate of Ontario (ADO) is still responsible for overseeing the 
requirements of the ODA, commencing June 2005 with the AODA coming into effect it was 
to lead the development and enforcement of accessibility standards, public education and 
guidance, tools and resources for accessibility planning and programming. In September 
2005, the ADO was transferred from the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration to the 
Ministry of Community and Social Services since this more in line with the mandate of that 
ministry.  

The Accessibility Directorate consists of two branches: 1) the Outreach and Compliance 

Branch; and 2) the Standards Policy and Coordination Branch. The former is responsible 

for the development and implementation of compliance/enforcement systems and public 

education/awareness programs to support implementation of the standards. The latter, the 

Standards Policy and Coordination Branch has as its primary role the development of 

policy and regulations by working with other ministries, key stakeholders and technical 

experts to support the development of accessibility standards; coordinates and supports 

the public review process for the proposed standards; develops policy and submits 

proposed standards to cabinet; works to resolve outstanding issues with stakeholders; and 

conducts economic analyses and inter-ministerial stakeholder engagement.  

Initially, responsibility for the AODA fell to the Minister of Citizenship and Immigration 

who directed that five standards be developed by standards development committees in 

what were considered to be the most critical areas for persons with disabilities: 

• Customer service 

• Transportation 

• Information and communications 

• Employment  

• The built environment 

In September 2005, responsibility for the AODA was transferred to the Ministry of 

Community and Social Services.    
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It was recognized that two types of standards were required, common standards and 

sector-specific standards Common Standards recognized that some barriers were common 

to all sectors. The following areas were identified for common standards: 

• Customer service 

• The built environment 

• Employment 

• Information and communications 

Sector specific standards would apply only to a sector or industry that required unique 

standards. The transportation sector was identified as requiring sector specific standards.  

Subsequently, the Minister of Community and Social Services prescribed that, as required, 

SDCs would  

• Develop long-term accessibility objectives and proposed accessibility 

standards while taking into account technical, economic and other 

considerations; 

• Further define the persons or organizations that are to be covered by 

standards; 

• Submit the initial proposed accessibility standards to the Minister for public 

review within specific timelines; 

• Consider the input received from public review; and 

• Formally submit the proposed accessibility standards to the Minister. At this 

point, the Minister can accept the standards in full, in part and or with 

modifications.  

• If approved by the Minister and Cabinet, these proposed standards would 

then become regulations enforceable by law. 

 

Scope and Role of Standards Development Committees 

Initially, responsibility for implementing the AODA and hence the development of 
accessibility standards, fell to the Minister of Citizenship and Immigration. She directed 
that five standards be developed by standards development committees in what were 
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considered to be the most critical areas for persons with disabilities. The process was not 
unique to the government of Ontario as variations on this model have been used 
successfully in other jurisdictions such as the United States.  

These areas covered virtually all major aspects of life for persons with disabilities: 

(1) Customer service 

(2) Transportation 

(3) Information and communications 

(4) Employment  

(5) The Built Environment 

 

The approach of developing standards reflected what was learned in the policy 
development process. Through consultations within the province and also through looking 
at other jurisdictions, it was recognized that the establishment of standards would provide 
the needed framework for determining both what had to be achieved and how.  

It was recognized that two types of standards were required, common standards and sector-specific standards Common 

Standards recognized that some barriers were common to all sectors. The following areas were identified for common 

standards: 

1. Customer service 

2. The built environment 

3. Employment 

4. Information and communications 

Sector specific standards would apply only to a sector or industry that required unique standards. The transportation 

sector was identified as requiring sector specific standards.  

Subsequently, the Minister of Community and Social Services (now the responsible 
ministry) prescribed that, as required, SDCs would  

• Develop long-term accessibility objectives and proposed accessibility standards 
while taking into account technical, economic and other considerations; 

• Further define the persons or organizations that are to be covered by standards; 
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• Submit the initial proposed accessibility standards to the Minister for public review 
within specific timelines; 

• Consider the input received from public review; and 

• Formally submit the proposed accessibility standards to the Minister. 

Approved by the Minister and Cabinet, these proposed standards would then become 
legally enforceable regulations.  

The Standards Development Process in Brief 

 

The following steps describe the way in which standards are developed under the Act:  

1. Under the AODA, the Ontario Government sets up a standards development 
committee to develop proposed standards in each of five areas: 

i. Customer Service 

ii. Transportation 

iii. Information and Communications 

iv. Employment  

v. Built Environment  

2. Upon completion of an initial proposed standard, SDC submits proposed standard to 
Minister to post for public review 

3. Proposed standards are then sent out for public review and feedback for a minimum 
of 45 days 

4. The SDC reconvenes and makes revisions, as required, based on the feedback from 
the public consultations 

5. The SDC then resubmits a final proposed standard to the Minister who can accept or 
reject all or part of the proposed standard. 

6. Minister directs that a draft regulation be written in partnership with the ADO and 
the lead ministry 

7. Draft regulation is posted publicly for review 

8. Government decides to enact standard in legislation as a regulation 
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9. Within 5 years of establishing regulation, SDC shall revise existing accessibility 
standard or develop a replacement standard for submission to the Minister who will 
put it out for public review to be followed by SDC revisions, if required, and 
resubmission to the Minister 
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Standards Development Committees 

Composition 

 

The Act clearly defined whom the Minister must invite to participate as members of a 
standard development committee: 

• Persons with disabilities or their representatives 

• Representatives of the industries, sectors of the economy or classes of persons or 
organizations to which the accessibility standard is intended to apply 

• Representatives of ministries that have responsibilities relating to the industries, 
sectors of the economy or classes of persons or organizations to which the 
accessibility standard is intended to apply. 

In addition, the Minister had the option to invite other persons or organizations that he 
might consider advisable including members of the Accessibility Standards Advisory 
Council. 

With respect to the full participation of persons with disabilities, the Act broadly defined 
the term “disability” as follows: 

• Any degree of physical disability, infirmity, malformation or disfigurement that is 
caused by bodily injury, birth defect or illness and, without limiting the generality of 
the foregoing, includes diabetes mellitus, epilepsy, a brain injury, any degree of 
paralysis, amputation, lack of physical co-ordination, blindness or visual 
impediment, deafness or hearing impediment, muteness or speech impediment, or 
physical reliance on a guide dog or other animal or on a wheelchair or other 
remedial appliance or device, 

• A condition of mental impairment or a developmental disability, 

• A learning disability, or a dysfunction in one or more of the processes involved in 
understanding or using symbols or spoken language, 

• A mental disorder, or 

• An injury or disability for which benefits were claimed or received under the 
insurance plan established under the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act, 1997; 
(“handicap”) 

Recruitment Process and Selection Criteria 
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The Accessibility Directorate of Ontario and lead ministries cooperated to plan and 
implement a recruitment strategy as quickly as possible. As such, the development of the 
governance process was, at the outset, controlled by governmental processes. The goal was 
to create SDCs with members who were well informed and with experience that would 
suggest that they could work collaboratively and productively in the committee setting. 
The also strove for balance – i.e. that members would represent large and small 
organizations, represent a cross section of key interests and perspectives on disabilities, 
bring technical and subject matter expertise to the table, and represent the province 
geographically and demographically.  

Prospective SDC members were asked to complete and submit an application form to the 
Ministry. This form was available on-line, and also by fax, e-mail, mail and in alternative 
formats. The ADO reviewed applications and made recommendations for SDC membership 
and for SDC chairs. The Minister appointed a chair for each SDC and the Ministry appointed 
a facilitator for each SDC to provide committee management support to the SDC and its 
chair.   

“Representation is a difficult issue. Large associations may represent broad interests but 
cannot speak for all its individual members.” (Interviewee) 

The ADO/Ministry looked for the following attributes in selecting SDC members: 

• Endorsement from organizations and individuals to represent a broad range of 
interests within an industry, sector or community or area of knowledge or expertise 

• Knowledge or expertise about sectoral issues and about identifying, removing and 
preventing barriers 

• Experience on boards, committees and teams 

• Volunteer or professional skills linked to disability or accessibility and/or general 
familiarity with accessibility issues  

• Strong communication or interpersonal skills  

“We spent a large amount of time selecting the members. There were not enough seats at the 
table to accommodate everyone who wanted to be there.” (Interviewee) 

“We had to make sure that obligated sector representatives supported the primary principles 
of AODA.” (Interviewee) 

Committee Process Before and After Premier’s Intervention 

 

Initially, the SDC process focused on reaching consensus. Each SDC was composed of 
representatives from the government, the disability community and the obligated sectors. 



 

25 

After discussions, members were required to vote on motions and if a majority voted in 
favour of the motion, the issue moved forward.  

When opinions diverged within committees, the disability community’s perception was 
that government representatives too often aligned themselves with representatives of the 
obligated sectors. To varying degrees, depending upon the committee and the issue, a sense 
of “us” versus “them” evolved. The reality was much more complex than that. 

It was well known that the disability community, represented by the AODA Alliance, had 
become very dissatisfied with progress made to implement the AODA.  On August 24, 2007, 
the Alliance sent letters to the three Ontario party leaders asking them, among other things, 
to commit to: 

“Make the AODA’s process for developing accessibility standards stronger, more effective, 
and fairer, so that accessibility standards live up to the 11 principles for disability 
accessibility the Legislature unanimously passed on October 29, 1998, e.g. by: 

“Ensuring the disability community has equal representation on each Standards 
Development Committee, and isn’t out-numbered by other sectors’ representatives, by 
making sure that at least half of each committee’s members are persons self-identified with 
a disability and who are active in the disabilities community. Now the disability community 
isn’t ensured this equal representation.” 

In their responses, all three parties agreed that the process required major changes. The 
Liberal and NDP parties committed to 50% representation by the disability community 
while the Conservative leader committed to making the process fairer by raising the issue 
of committee composition. All three party leaders agreed that standards development 
committees should vote on each standard clause by clause, not just on a single all or 
nothing basis. 

In his letter of response, dated September 14, 2007, Premier McGuinty stated as follows: 

“The AODA is a historic piece of legislation not only because of the accessibility standards it 
will set, but also because of the process by which those standards are being created. Our 
government has proven its commitment to openness and discussion, and has worked hard 
with the disability community to create a fair and effective process. We will commit to a 
number of steps to ensure that we continue to build an accessible and inclusive society. These 
include: 

• Ensuring that the membership of the standards development committees is comprised 
of a 50 per cent representation by the disabled or those representing the disability 
community. We will also waive the ministries’ official roles as committee members. 

• Hiring a full-time staff member to help bring the disability community’s voice to the 
table. 
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• Allowing the standard development committees to have presenters come to their 
meetings. 

• Allowing the standard development committees to vote on individual clauses, to be put 
forward for the proposed standards.” 

In early 2008, the Premier made good on these promises by announcing changes as 
follows:  

• SDCs would have 50 percent representation by persons with disabilities or by 
persons representing the disability community 

• Government representatives would no longer have a vote on committees but would 
instead act only as advisors.  

• Henceforth, SDCs would vote on individual clauses put forward for the proposed 
standards rather than voting to reach consensus on the entire proposed standard. 

• ADO would hire a staff person to assist the disability community on each SDC. Non-
voting members from the disability community would be added to SDCs to balance 
the non-voting government representatives 

• Presenters would be permitted to appear before SDCs 

In voting, members would now have three options: 

1) Affirmative 

2) Affirmative with Comment 

3) Negative with Justification 

Approval would only occur if at least 50% of the total voting membership voted “yes” and 
at least 66.6 percent of the votes cast were “yes” votes.  

These changes applied to four of the original five SDCs. The fifth, the Customer Service SDC, 
had progressed much faster than the others and had already submitted its proposed 
standards to the Minister. The discussions surrounding customer service and the proposals 
that emerged from these discussions entailed less controversy since they focused more on 
education and awareness. For example, one customer service standard prescribes the 
appropriate manner in which guide dogs and support persons are to be accommodated, 
and the staff training required to sensitize employees to the requirements of the legislation.  

The cost implications of the standards varied. In some cases, there were no real cost 
changes, e.g., for the customer service standard. For others, costs were high, especially if 
they involved capital investments. However, given the time frame of implementation, costs 
were spread over many years.  
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“Accessible customer service is about learning how to communicate with someone who has a 
disability and, most importantly, it is about being willing to help.” (Madeleine Meilleur, 
Minister of Community and Social Services) 

The other SDCs – Transportation, Information and Communications, Employment and Built 
Environment – had to recruit additional members to satisfy the new requirement that at 
least 50 percent of SDC members represent the disability community.  

There were a number of issues that arose from the Premier’s decision to add new 
representatives from the disability community: 

• New members had to be oriented to purpose, process, and current status of their 
committee. 

• Some issues that had been resolved were reopened at the request of the new 
members. 

• Some of the original members were discouraged in that it appeared that they were 
taking a step backwards and that they now faced the prospect of an increased time 
commitment, much of it to cover ground already covered.  

Achieving Cross-Government Collaboration 

The AODA had implications for every aspect of life, business and education in Ontario. The 
Government was particularly impacted in two ways: Firstly, ministries were required to 
play a significant role in the development of accessibility standards; and secondly, they 
were also expected to lead by example in the implementation of those standards. The 
challenge called for a major effort. It also affected how ministries would work together and 
placed the ADO Branch into an enforcement role within government.  

“This legislation touched every facet of OPS life and was a complex undertaking. Everyone had 
to balance this with all the other things that they do.” (Interviewee) 

Fortunately, in this case, the basic goal – to make Ontario more accessible to persons with 
disabilities – was universally supported within government. As with such universally 
accepted policy goals, however, the devil was in the details such as timing, costs and 
implementation. The challenge for the Accessibility Directorate of Ontario was to have all 
government ministries embrace the AODA as their own, not to see it as something being 
imposed upon them from the outside. This proved to be easier done in theory than in 
practice.  

“Our biggest challenge was to have the Ontario Public Service see this an enterprise-wide 
approach, not an issue for the ADO alone to manage.” (Interviewee)  

Not surprisingly, as is the case with all major initiatives, particularly ones that do not 
originate from within the organization in question, the ADO encountered challenging 
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inconsistencies of enthusiasm and support. This was to be expected given the realities of 
the challenge. There are ingrained forces that work against cross-government efforts: 
executives are extremely busy with their own files; their first responsibility is to their 
minister and/or deputy concerning their ministry’s priorities; and they are accustomed to 
working vertically within their organization. In addition, they are typically judged solely on 
their performance within that organization, usually concerning issues unique to their 
organization. And they receive performance pay accordingly. Lastly, they would also have 
to reallocate their own resources from within – time, staff and money. 

The Minister, Deputy Minister and the ADO recognized that it would be necessary to win 
over those at the highest levels of the Ontario Public Service, to enlist them as champions of 
the AODA who would lead their respective ministries to action. On a more practical note, it 
was also imperative that the ADO ensures that the ministries understood their legal 
obligations to comply with whatever standards came out of the AODA. For example, how 
would a ministry make documents available in appropriate formats for clients from the 
disability community? How would it accommodate staff with certain disabilities? 

The ADO leadership and the Deputy Minister of MCSS developed a plan to inform senior 
leaders – ministers, deputy ministers and ADMs – and to enlist their active support. Their 
support was required for two purposes: to enlist their ministry’s participation in standard 
development committees; and to implement the standards once they came into effect. At 
the end of the day, it would be the individual ministries, not the ADO that would take 
accountability for ensuring that the standards were being met. In line with this, each 
ministry would need to dedicate resources to this responsibility.  

At the outset, both the Minister and the Deputy Minister actively demonstrated horizontal 
leadership by meeting with all deputy ministers and holding educational forums to 
encourage efforts in support of the new legislation. This communications role continues to 
this day. Many policy initiatives receive strong initial support and a show of force from the 
top. Policies of this kind require sustained support.  

An ADM Steering Committee was established in 2006 with a mandate to engage all the lead 
ministries. It was chaired by the ADM, ADO and included both ADO directors. It was 
supported by a shadow committee of Directors. Subsequently, the ADO briefed the senior 
management committees of every ministry for a total of 27 presentations. They also briefed 
all the directors of communication and visited key ministries such as Agriculture and 
Education to use their networks to get a ministry-specific message out in language that 
their respective staffs could relate to.  

Overall, the ADO’s approach has been to seek advice from ministries not to tell them what 
to do. Generally, this approach has worked very well in terms of gaining support and active 
participation. The ADO meets every two weeks with representatives of the diversity office 
from each of the ministries. There is a strong sense of commitment to meeting the 
standards, in no small part due to the communication efforts of the senior leaders 
throughout.  
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“Our approach is to ask what they need from us not what they need to do for us.” 
(Interviewee) 

As to be expected, there were times during the SDC process when the ADO and some 
ministries had to clarify their own objectives and perspectives outside the committee 
arena. At the outset there had been an ADM Steering Committee, which over time had lost 
its focus and effectiveness. The committee had encountered difficulty building a common 
understanding and support for the various initiatives required to make Ontario truly 
accessible. ADMs were routinely delegating attendance to their subordinates.  

The current ADM, ADO, reinvigorated the ADM Steering Committee. She accepted as a key 
leadership challenges the need to make this committee functional. The purpose was to 
create common goals and to build trust and horizontal cooperation between the affected 
ministries.  

To this end, the ADM held meetings on a needs basis to build support and momentum. The 
goal was to enforce the notion that everyone had ownership in the AODA and that the 
ministries needed to help and support each other. Meetings were held only if there was a 
specific reason for them. Most importantly, these meetings were used to make ADM-level 
decisions as opposed to simply informing attendees. The meetings were used to build trust 
and relationships and to make efforts jointly owned. Briefings of senior officials and 
ministers, which had previously been done by the ADM, ADO only, began to be also done as 
a team with her colleague ADMs. Collaboration was the focus and it worked.  

The ministries became united in their objectives and worked as a team of senior leaders. 
The ADM, ADO saw her value added as being the relationship bridge between her 
colleagues and put a great deal of her time and effort into this activity. 

As of today, every ministry has set up a compliance lead to ensure that the accessibility 
standards are respected. The ADO works closely with those offices, looking for a variety of 
ways to establish communication tools for problem solving. For example, it continues to 
work very closely with the Diversity Office of the Ministry of Government Services; the 
ADM, ADO, meets with the Diversity Office every few months and an ADO director meets 
with them every two weeks. This example points to the need when implementing such a 
crosscutting policy to show some adaptability in problem-solving to address unique 
circumstances as they arise. 

The Diversity Office is now getting reports from all the ministries on their compliance with 
the customer service standard, the first to go into effect. Over 900 public sector 
organizations have to report and comply. By late 2010, the rate of compliance was very 
encouraging – 98 percent. Success at this level would not have been possible without the 
buy-in and commitment from the organizations reporting. This commitment has been a 
direct result of the strong leadership of the Minister, Deputy Minister and the ADO 
leadership team. They, in turn, leveraged the strong political support.  

Spotlight on the Transportation SDC 
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In arriving at five sets of standards it was anticipated that some would be more difficult 
than others. In particular, developing standards for transportation and the built 
environment was seen as particularly challenging because they both involve issues that are 
very much front and centre, and often very frustrating for the disability community. 
Resolving these issues often requires significant physical changes to devices, buildings and 
vehicles.  

“Political correctness got in the way of pushing issues and reaching decisions.” (Interviewee) 

Not surprisingly, discussions within these two committees were more complex, and 
sometimes less than harmonious. Nonetheless, both committees eventually completed 
their work. The experience of the Transportation SDC provides a good example of how very 
contentious issues can eventually be overcome.  

The focus of the Transportation SDC was on preventing and removing barriers in public 
transportation to persons with disabilities. In support of this goal, the committee was to 
submit a proposed standard to the Minister. This standard would impact many sectors and 
other ministries – i.e. the Ministry of Education (school buses), Ministry of Health and Long 
Term Care (emergency health vehicles) and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
(taxis). ADO and MTO were partners in leading this process.  

After the Premier’s decision to alter committee composition, the Transportation SDC 
resumed work in February 2008 with equal membership from the disability community 
and the obligated sectors. Representatives from the ADO and the Ministry of 
Transportation acted as advisors. The issues involved proved to be contentious, and 
discussions became emotionally charged. In the end, the Transportation SDC was the only 
one of the five SDCs that was unable to reach consensus in a number of areas. In November 
2008 it submitted a proposed standard without recommendations in some areas.  

Subsequently, under the direction of the ADM, the ADO led planning activities and 
facilitated meetings with MTO representatives in an effort to make full use of MTO’s 
resources and expertise, and identify issues and possible solutions. Next, the two 
established an inter-ministerial working group to support policy development. This was 
co-chaired by representatives of both organizations. This helped create a model that was 
applied to all Standards groups.  

The working group faced challenges around governance and expectations for a number of 
reasons: 

• Some who had participated in the lengthy SDC process in an advisory capacity had 
assumed that the committee’s recommendations, once voted upon in the altered 
regime, would be automatically accepted, ignoring the decision-making role of the 
Minister; 
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• Some government representatives were inclined to protect current policy positions 
within their ministries and resist change; and 

• Members of the working group were overtaxed in that they were still responsible 
for their substantive positions, leading to time and focus conflicts. .  

As a result, relationships became strained, attendance suffered and the group could not 
agree on how to move forward.  

In response, the ADO and MTO assigned senior managers to lead the process and 
established working group tables to collaboratively develop policy options to submit to key 
internal and external stakeholders for consideration. External stakeholder working groups 
were also established. The goal was to jointly develop recommendations while building 
trust between the working tables and stakeholder groups.  

Members were asked to respond to different approaches, using the SDC recommendation 
as a starting point. This increased the level of engagement. They were encouraged to 
propose innovative solutions. Proposals from the working group were then discussed 
separately with members from the disability community, municipalities and the transit 
sector. These discussions played a major role in progressing forward. The discussions were 
candid, and led to concessions and changes in some of the recommendations. In the end, 
both internal and external stakeholders felt that their concerns were being taken into 
consideration and that the process was fairer.  

“The defining moment for the Transportation SDC was when we the group asked, “Can we live 
with it?” rather than ‘Is it perfect?’” 

The final proposed Accessible Transportation Standard has now been submitted to the 
Minister of Community and Social Services for consideration as law.  

Success was attributed to three main factors: 

1. Strong, dedicated leadership from the Minister, Deputy Minister and the ADO 
leadership team 
2. A policy development process that considered innovative ideas and approaches 
3. Meaningful external stakeholder engagement  

 

This approach was successfully used as a model for the remaining three standards. 

Current Status of Standards Development 

 

The Accessibility Standards for Customer Service were approved by Cabinet and came into 
effect on January 1, 2008. The standards apply to every designated public sector 
organization and to every other business or organization that provides goods or services to 
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members of the public and that has at least one employee in Ontario. The Standard’s legal 
requirements are set out in two Ontario Regulations under the AODA. 

The first regulation states the requirements of the customer service standard. Public sector 
organizations were required to be in compliance by January 1, 2010; private and non-for-
profit organizations must comply by January 1, 2012. As of November 2010, over 99% of 
public sector organizations had reported their compliance. The second regulation exempts 
providers of goods and services with less than 20 employees, other than designated public 
sector organizations, from the requirement to file compliance reports.  

Under the Accessibility Standards for Customer Service, businesses and organizations must 
do certain things to make sure they are providing accessible customer service to people 
with various kinds of disabilities: 

• Establish policies, practices and procedures on providing goods or services to 
people with disabilities. 

• Set a policy on allowing people to use their own personal assistive devices to access 
your goods and use your services and about any other measures your organization 
offers (assistive devices, services or methods) to enable them to access your goods 
and use your services 

• Use reasonable efforts to ensure that your policies, practices and procedures are 
consistent with the core principles of independence, dignity, integration and 
equality of opportunity. 

• Communicate with a person with a disability in a manner that takes into account his 
or her disability. 

• Train staff, volunteers, contractors and any other people who interact with the 
public or other third parties on your behalf on a number of topics as outlined in the 
customer service standard. 

• Train staff, volunteers, contractors and any other people who are involved in 
developing your policies, practices and procedures on the provision of goods or 
services on a number of topics as outlined in the customer service standard. 

• Allow people with disabilities to be accompanied by their guide dog or service 
animal in those areas of the premises you own or operate that are open to the 
public, unless the animal is excluded by another law. If a service animal is excluded 
by law, use other measures to provide services to the person with a disability. 

• Permit people with disabilities who use a support person to bring that person with 
them while accessing goods or services in premises open to the public or third 
parties. 
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• Where admission fees are charged, provide notice ahead of time on what admission, 
if any, would be charged for a support person of a person with a disability. 

• Provide notice when facilities or services that people with disabilities rely on to 
access or use your goods or services are temporarily disrupted. 

• Establish a process for people to provide feedback on how you provide goods or 
services to people with disabilities and how you will respond to any feedback and 
take action on any complaints. Make the information about your feedback process 
readily available to the public.ii 

The Accessible Information and Communications, Employment and Transportation 
Standards have all been submitted to government as final proposed standards. On May 31, 
2010, the government announced that these standards would be regulated in a single 
Integrated Accessibility Regulation (IAR) that streamlines and aligns requirements. A 
summary of requirements for incorporation into the proposed IAR was posted on the 
Government of Ontario’s Regulatory Registry from September 2 to October 16, 2010, for 
public review. In the coming months, a draft regulation will be posted on the Ministry of 
Community and Social Service’s website for a second public review period. This is a 
requirement under the AODA. Following this public review period, the government will 
consider all comments and decide what will become law and when. 

The final accessibility standard, the proposed Accessible Built Environment Standard, was 
submitted to the Minister of Community and Social Services on July 19, 2010. It was posted 
for information purposes on the Ministry of Community and Social Services’ website from 
September 9 to November 12, 2010.  

Challenges and Lessons Learned 

The following issues were raised by a significant number but not necessarily all of the 
persons interviewed. In a few cases there were differences of opinion; nonetheless, the 
following reflects the viewpoint of the majority. These insights can be applied in 
stakeholder-centered policy design for future projects.  

A) Process 

Terms of Reference, Initial Understandings 

Differences of opinion and understanding about the role of the SDC committees emerged to 
varying degrees within the committees themselves.  

In his independent review, Charles Beer reported as follows: 

“It is widely believed that the committees terms of reference were too vague, leading to an 
open-ended exercise.”  
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Both Beer and interviewees reported that these misunderstandings were not resolved as 
soon as they emerged. This does not mean that nothing was done. In some instances, there 
was a conscious decision to not act upon the issues, to give them time to work themselves 
out. With respect to the built environment, there was a misunderstanding at the outset 
whether single family housing and building retrofits were within its scope (they were not) 
but the committee went ahead with standards development for these areas anyway, 
wasting time, energy and resources. One person interviewed commented: “We thought the 
terms of reference were clear on a go forward basis and that changes to the Building Code 
would affect new construction and major renovations only. They (the disability community) 
ignored that.” It required the Minister to make it clear to the SDC that these were beyond 
the terms of reference. 

An argument could be made that government could have drafted initial standards as a 
starting point for discussion. Persons interviewed differed on this issue: Some felt that a 
straw man approach would have been useful in getting the discussions started while others 
thought it might have just created more confusion. It must be noted that there was 
considerable pressure from the disability community and from political forces to get the 
committees up and running quickly, to demonstrate action. This is not uncommon with 
regard to high profile, politically charged issues. This task would have taken considerable 
time.  

The key lesson here, however, is not to try to get precise and completely perfect terms of 
reference at the outset, but to recognize that these will evolve and that the means has to be 
put in place to enable them to do so. Further, as a subset of this, roles, unless required by 
policy, law or previous decisions, may vary as the process grows and adapts.  

Role of Expert Groups such as the Canadian Standards Association 

 

The Association was originally brought in to provide expertise on how to create standards. 
However, it was found to be not as useful where the main requirement is negotiating, 
building consensus across a broad spectrum of different interests and backgrounds. One 
interviewee stated as follows:  

“I was not impressed at all. They are experts at technical standards but that is not what we 
were doing.” 

This points to two insights of potential value to others:  

o A standard is not just a standard: seeking expertise without contextual 
understanding is hardly fair or useful to any participant in the process, and  

o Complex governance arrangements often have to sort out what their roles are in 
relationship to so-called experts.  

Committee Size 
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As a result of the desire to be inclusive and flexible, the size of standards development 
committees was never capped. As a result they became big and unwieldy. Four of the five 
committees had from 38 to 46 members. Not surprisingly they were difficult to manage and 
it was hard for all members to engage in constructive conversation and debate. These two 
factors sometimes made it difficult for committees to reach consensus on key issues. 

“There are never enough seats for everyone who wants to be at the table.” (Interviewee) 

There are many times in which there will be no control over the size of consultative or 
deliberative entities. This is a good example of that. However, when faced with these 
situations, a realistic approach has to be taken to what such a large group can do. In 
addition, creating rules of engagement, the training of committee members and the 
potential creation of internal structures such as sub-committees need to be considered.  

Committee Composition 

 

At the outset, some committee members were lacking in the skills, experience and 
knowledge required to deal with complex issues in a challenging committee environment 
composed of members with different views and vastly different interests.  

A number of persons representing the disability community were not familiar with how 
government works, and the role of ministers and bureaucrats. Some were unclear from the 
outset about the actual process that must be completed before standards could be enacted. 
As well, there was a lack of committee experience and, as a result, a lack of negotiating and 
public speaking skills. To a lesser extent, this also applied to some members from other 
sectors. This was exacerbated by the lack of a detailed orientation program. This was later 
corrected.  

The challenge is to ensure that all players at the table are on a level playing field in terms of 
understanding the task, the process, their role and how decisions are reached within 
government. This applies to all parties involved.  

There were also perceived gaps in terms of representation. In the SDCs original format, the 
disability community felt that it was under-represented, at least in terms of its influence if 
not numbers and that they were not being adequately supported.  

“The disability community felt outnumbered and manipulated by the government 
representatives.” (Interviewee) 

After the disability community was bumped up to 50 percent representation there were 
still some concerns about under-representation of persons with non-visible disabilities – 
i.e. those with mental health or learning disabilities. The challenge in these situations is to 
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satisfy everyone while ensuring that committee size and representation is both fair and 
ultimately workable.  

Committee Dynamics and Voting Process 

 

Overall, sources report that there were problems in moving forward among four of the five 
SDCs.  

When membership and voting procedures changed as a result of the Premier’s direction, 
emphasis shifted from consensus to negotiation. The decision-making process was made 
more difficult by the change of players and the diminished role of government 
representatives. New members representing the disability community were joining 
committees at the same time that knowledgeable and experienced government 
representatives were forced to step back.  

As frustrations grew among some members, some committees became more adversarial, 
creating more of an “us” versus “them” atmosphere. This was particularly true with respect 
to the Transportation SDC. On occasion, some members of the disability community 
exhibited a high level of emotion that was understandable but difficult to work around. 
While AODA officials attempted to provide emotional support this was both beyond their 
capacity and role.  

While logistical support to the committees had been provided from the beginning – to 
provide meeting space, etc. – there had been no one to assist members with technical 
issues. After the change, a person from the disability community with a degree in universal 
design was brought in to assist all committees. She was able to help members, and 
particularly members of the Built Environment SDC to understand the technical issues and 
to help committees as a whole understand the perspective of members of the disability 
community. She was described as “a very useful addition to the team” by one interviewee. 
Another part-time person was also assigned to make sure specific needs were met – i.e. 
getting documents in certain formats, making sure that there was sign language support at 
meetings, etc.  

The three support persons reported to the Director of Outreach and Compliance rather 
than the Director of Standards Policy and Coordination.  

“This assured a separation of functions,” according to an interviewee who went on to 
explain: “For example, one of our staff was at times acting as an advocate for the disability 
community and this was not their role. I could say ‘no, your role is....”. They were to be 
neutral and it is not their job to try to move or suggest change to the content of 
documents.” 

Additional comments from the disability community (as stated in the Beer Report) about 
the process included the following: 
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• Some members felt that clause by clause voting was impractical.  

• Because abstentions were not permitted (recorded as a no vote) some members felt 
obliged to vote when they did not understand all the ramifications 

• Some members felt they needed more time for questions, clarification etc. and that 
some issues put aside for later discussion were not revisited 

Representatives of the obligated sectors often felt unable to raise all their concerns (largely 
financial) in the SDC setting, fearing that their comments would be seen as politically 
incorrect, insensitive, etc. This was complicated by the fact that discussions were 
sometimes emotionally charged. Some expressed the view that they felt disempowered 
when composition of the committees was arbitrarily changed to give the disability 
community greater representation. There was a sense that the deck had been stacked 
against them. As a solution, these members sought out back door routes to make their 
views known to politicians. Some members questioned if the disability community really 
appreciated the costs associated with their proposals, or if they did appreciate them, if they 
cared.  

For example, some suggestions put forward by the disability community, particularly with 
reference to the transportation sector and the built environment, involved physical 
changes or the creation of structures and devices for which the costs were extremely high 
or completely unknown. In addition, there was the added complication of competing 
interests. In case of heritage buildings, for example, expectations of physical changes ran 
contrary to other legislation or requirements.  

Another dimension of the governance challenge involved the scope of representation of 
certain members once the 50/50 quota was imposed. There were individuals in these 
committees who represented very specific concerns, often focusing on one narrow element 
but also individuals who represented umbrella groups, often with a broader set of 
concerns. This led to significant backchat dealings. As such, the observation below shows 
the frustrations that developed.   

“The obligated sector felt outnumbered and was cautious about not being seen to be 
unsupportive.” (Interviewee.)  

Not surprisingly, government representatives experienced a sense of demotion during the 
SDC committee process and some confusion about their new role after losing their vote and 
being relegated to the role of advisors. Were they to act as a spokesperson for their sector 
or not? How were they to walk the line between advising the entire committee and being 
knowledgeable experts about their sector? To complicate matters, SDC members expected 
them to support their recommendations to the Minister. 

As one government representative put it,  

“How can I as a Director or ADM say ‘No, I don't agree’? It was very tricky.” (Interviewee) 
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SDC Chairs 

 

The role of SDC Chair was very challenging, requiring outstanding skills and a much larger 
time commitment than originally anticipated. The workload increased considerably when 
disability community participation was expanded as these new members had to be brought 
up to date. Faced with increased demands on their time and increased complexity of the 
task, two chairs quit round this time. When a retired ADM was brought in to replace them 
as Chair, the committees began to make progress due to her facilitation skills and 
understanding of government processes.  

Collaboration Across Committees and Among Chairs 

 

One significant challenge for the chairs was that there was no mandated communication 
between them. The result was that five separate groups worked without comparing notes, 
with no requirement to confirm responsibilities and harmonize findings.  

From the outset some questions remained unanswered. For example, is counter height 
about customer service or the built environment? Or employability? Technical issues were 
particularly in need of a more horizontal approach to ensure consistency and to allow 
further investigation of the practicality of some of the proposals. For example, while some 
things were clearly desirable it would have been advantageous to determine across all 
committees if they were at all realistic from a cost perspective, or even possible from a 
technical perspective.  

In addition, with five SDCs working in isolation the obligated sector was concerned about 
the prospect of having to respond multiple times to the same issue. It also resulted in the 
final standards having gaps, duplications and contradictions. 

Technical Gaps/Retaining Experts 

 

The terms of reference made some provision for retaining experts in two ways: 1) They 
included a provision that would allow a presenter to make a presentation to an SDC 
meeting; and 2) It foresaw the need for SDC Task Groups that could include others to offer 
expert advice. However, in practice, these provisions did not prove to be adequate and/or 
sufficiently used.  

Technical knowledge gaps, especially among the disability community sector, held up 
progress when complex technical issues arose, as was sometimes the case with respect to 
transportation, engineering and architectural issues. This was hardly surprising given the 
technical complexity of the issues. In reality, very few people would have this expertise, 
which substantiates the argument that the committees should have concentrated their 
efforts on defining desirable outcomes rather than devising the means to reach them.  
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In the case of standards involving the Built Environment SDC, there were clearly going to 
be impacts on major provincial regulatory frameworks, such as the Provincial Policy 
Statement under the Planning Act and the Ontario Building Code. Notwithstanding such 
impacts, the challenge was that of the complexity of the regulatory framework and the 
multiple layers of needs and implications for the disability community. In this instance, the 
real possibility exists that the removal of one barrier could readily create another if the 
implications were not fully thought through.  

“The results were in the eyes of the beholder. The dominance of the disability community was 
not helpful. Nothing got thrown out.” (Interviewee) 

Not surprisingly, having become involved in technical details, the Built Environment SDC 
took longer than others.  

Beer comments that this gap may have been narrowed through the increased participation 
of members of accessibility advisory committees operating in larger municipalities and 
within transit systems, but he states that this expertise was “largely untapped”. 

Gaps in Information About Costs 

 

The ADO made significant efforts at costing but found it very difficult. In looking elsewhere 
they discovered that no other jurisdiction appeared to have discovered a successful model 
to emulate.  

“Costing was one of the most difficult things. People will challenge costs but at the same time 
how can we cost a standard that does not yet exist?” (Interviewee)  

Obligated sectors often claimed that they just did not have the money to make changes that 
were being proposed in committee. However, it was often unclear just how much money 
was involved.  

“Because conversations at SDCs were private we thought that obligated sector organizations 
would do more costing and that they would be frank in their comments but this did not often 
happen.” (Interviewee) 

It turned out that one of the more productive forums for discussions about costs were the 
public review forums that followed the submission of initial proposed standards by the 
SDCs. For example, the Information and Communications standard was significantly 
modified after the public review process where feedback from all sources, including some 
from the disability community, suggested that the cost impact of the proposed standard 
was huge and not practical. In the end, the disability community just wanted access to 
documents and information, as they required it. As a result, the standard was rewritten.  

Public Review Process 
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The process calls for each SDC to submit their initial proposed standards to the Minister. 
The Minister then instructs that public consultation be undertaken. The Director of 
Outreach and Compliance managed the process. The Director decided to hire a consultant 
to manage the process to ensure neutrality – i.e. that the manager of the process would not 
be seen to be advocating for any particular position. In interview, a government source 
confirmed that this strategy worked. 

The ADO then posted the proposed standards on its website and a notice advising of it was 
sent to 4000-5000 persons and associations who had an interest in the standards process. 
The AODA requires a minimum of 45 days for this phase but on average the Ministry 
allowed 75-90 days to help ensure a meaningful consultation. For each SDC, between 8 and 
10 in-person sessions were held across the province, several of them bilingual. In addition, 
anyone could respond with comments on the ADO website. 

The in-person sessions were facilitated by the contractor who started off with a series of 
questions for the group. Public sessions were kept to a maximum of 32 people. If more than 
that wanted to attend another session was organized. It was estimated that 80 percent of 
the attendees were there to speak and provide feedback; and another 20 percent were 
there to listen and educate themselves. There was representation from both the disability 
community and the obligated sectors. SDC members could attend as well. 

The ADO staff attended some meetings but avoided going into the session room. They were 
concerned that their presence would distract those attending from giving general feedback 
on the proposed standards – i.e. that the attendees would recognize them as knowledge 
experts and ask them a lot of questions about technical details. This was not the point of the 
sessions.  

Everything that took place at the sessions was recorded and documented. After each 
session, the facilitator and the ADO held a conference call debrief to identify any 
contentious issues that might surface in the media the next day. In this way, the ADO could 
prepare a response if required. Reportedly, this approach worked well. 

For the most part, the standards were legitimized more than changed through the public 
consultation process with the exception of the Information and Communication SDC as 
described earlier. It gave the obligated sector associations a chance to express views. The 
main thing that emerged was a request from the obligated sectors not to have all of the 
standards promulgated at the same time but to gradually introduce them, their rationale 
was that they didn’t feel that they could comply with all the requirements for all the 
standards – i.e. writing plans, training staff – at one time.  

The process also served to clarify the extent of some viewpoints. One interviewee put it as 
follows: “We knew that there were some issues in the disability community as to whether they 
were arguing for their individual perspective or the broader organization they represented 
and this gave us a chance to confirm if they were speaking for a larger constituency.” 

“The public consultation process is highly recommended. It gave us a good sense of where the 
stakeholders were coming from; it validated views and perceptions.” (Interviewee) 
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Post-SDC Tables 

 

On average the Minister accepted about 90 percent of the recommended standards leaving 
significant areas yet to be agreed upon. A significant decision was then taken by the ADM, 
ADO to create four sector working groups – the obligated sector, municipalities and the 
disability community – to try and bring the final standards to consensus for all but the 
Customer Service standard which has already been completed. All the ministries with lead 
roles were invited to be part of the process. Subsequently, one working group will also be 
created for the Built Environment. 

It was felt that the best approach would be to deal with each of the sectors individually, 
with the government members playing a brokering role. Members were invited to 
participate on a confidential basis with formal confidentiality agreements in place; tables 
were small - 8 to 10 members only. The idea was to have open discussions in a safe place 
where all present could honestly state their views and concerns. Both ADO directors 
participated in setting up and leading these sector specific consultations. The ADM was not 
in attendance but was available to assist in moving issues forward if required. This strategy 
left her with room to broker agreements before involving her Deputy Minister and it 
worked very well. 

The transit sector was called together first because it felt that it had the most to invest in 
complying with the standards once approved and because they had felt uncomfortable in 
openly disagreeing with some of the proposed standards. The municipalities were called 
together next, followed by the business working group and then the disabled community.  

The government used the meetings primarily to educate the participants on the proposed 
standards, presented the approach to harmonizing and streamlining the standards, and to 
bring political perspectives and realities to the table and to hear the concerns of the various 
represented groups and organizations. By playing the role of the honest broker, 
government representatives were able to negotiate back and forth between the groups and 
settle on final agreements with them. At the time of preparing this case study these 
meetings are still continuing since they will be useful vehicles for consultation as the 
compliance and enforcement policies are created and enacted. They will be used to build 
required education and resources needed. They will also assist in identifying any issues 
that are emerging for a particular sector or group.  

B) Role of Government Officials 

 

As governments move to engage their citizens as active players in the policy development 
process, the question that emerges is, what is the role of government? To be an observer? 
Facilitator? Expert advisor? In this case study these questions emerged as major issues for 
the government players. 
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The majority of those interviewed felt that government has to have a legitimate role at the 
table during negotiations and discussions. Government representatives bring knowledge of 
how policy is formulated, political awareness, and knowledge of the processes involved in 
bringing issues for decisions to the political level. And they are often subject matter 
experts. Government representatives also have the resources to help non-government 
members attain a full level of involvement – i.e. access to experts, research and government 
networks through which they can access subject matter experts. 

Interviewees felt that the government needs to steer the process, not own it or dominate it. 
In the final analysis, the minister looks to the public service to brief them, create Cabinet-
level documents and to be their subject matter experts on both specific content as well as 
process. As one person said: “We have to manage the process, not let it manage us.” Clarity 
around timeframes, deadlines, objectives of the specific meeting being held all contribute to 
more effective decision-making. Further, government, in creating such processes, has the 
responsibility to prepare members to be effective participants through programs of 
orientation, education about governance and the creation of sets of ‘rules of the game’.  

Government is not to be an advocate for one group over another but to bring to the table an 
understanding of political considerations and expectations and to help steer the meetings 
to useful outcomes for all concerned. If one or more stakeholders groups have a poor 
understanding of government processes and the government players are not equal 
partners, this can lead to a great deal of wasted energy. Government representatives can 
also play the role of ‘honest broker’ as happened after the Transportation SDC brought in 
recommendations that were viable as the gaps and contradictions within the 
recommendations made it politically impossible to approve them in the form submitted.  
The government players were able to move between the parties to try and help all parties 
reach agreement. For example, the obligated sector was more freely able to talk about their 
concerns related to costs without being specifically identified by the disability community 
as being against a particular item. 

C) Horizontal Collaboration: Leadership Implications for the OPS 

 

As citizens demand more of a voice in government decision-making, it is reasonable to 
assume that AODA model of citizen engagement will become more the norm. What then are 
the leadership competencies required of government leaders to be effective in working 
across ministries and with a wide range of external stakeholders? 

“As public servants are better able to locate and share information across silos, the incentives 
around hoarding will begin to shift. For many in civil service, gift economies become more 
prevalent than scarcity economies. Sharing information or labour (as a gift) within civil 
service increases one’s usefulness to, and reputation among, others within the system. Power 
and influence in this system thus moves away from the ability to control information, and 
instead shifts to a new set of skills: the ability to convene, partner, engage stakeholders, act 
creatively and analyze.”iii 
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The main concept raised in this case study is the need for all engaged ministries to have a 
view of being ‘one government.” “We cannot put Ministries side by side at a table and call it 
horizontal management if we’re still only thinking of our silo.” “There is a need to develop a 
broad perspective and to be clear on accountability.”  

At this time the Ontario government’s executive performance pay system is not set up to 
reward cross-government executive teams. Individual ministries are determined to be high 
or lower functioning and if one is in a lower functioning ministry, performance pay is at a 
lower rate, even if an individual Executive was outstanding. One interviewee notes “I have 
no idea if my colleagues have AODA commitments in their performance agreements.” This 
reflects a circumstance common to executive performance measurement in that this 
crosscutting government initiative should be reflected in the performance expectations of 
all responsible for this implementation, not simply the government unit with the lead for it.  

Both of these factors do not encourage a ‘one government’ perspective. Recognizing that 
only so many issues are current at a given time, it is worth thinking about whether a new 
initiative like this should not be reflected in performance agreements where all lead 
ministries and their DM, ADM, etc. would have a shared ownership and accountability for 
results and be rated as one team. This would certainly encourage the desired spirit of 
cooperation and collaboration. 

There was consensus of opinion among the persons interviewed with respect to what 
competencies will be necessary to be effective in an enhanced citizen engagement model. 
Chief among these were the following: 

• Being able to form and sustain relationships built on trust, not authority; for 
example, using positive influence to achieve outcomes. 

• Being a team builder – i.e. win/win not win/lose thinking and behaviour. “What can 
I give to you- what do I need from you?” 

• Thinking beyond a ministry-only view – i.e. taking a whole of government 
perspective. 

• Being results focused – i.e. being clear on the desired outcome and knowing how to 
measure and report against it. 

• Using negotiating skills and recognizing that things will not always go well. Knowing 
how to deal with problems directly and how to bring the issues back into a positive 
focus. 

• Being flexible and adaptable while displaying a positive attitude.  

• Being innovative, thinking creatively, keeping an open mind, and looking for new 
possibilities. 
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• Employing good listening skills including exhibiting patience with those who may 
not share your view. 

Creating leaders with this ability to work collaboratively requires assessing those elements 
noted above and placing less reliance on purely cognitive capacity. As citizen engagement 
becomes the norm of government functioning, these competencies will not be ‘nice to have’ 
but necessary to have. 

The skills outlined above reflect what leaders need to have to successfully engage citizens. 
From a policy design perspective, this case offers some useful conclusions as well:  

o Policy design should have a realistic notion of the costs and consequences of citizen 
engagement,  

o Precise meaning has to be given to such phrases as “stakeholder engagement” to 
guide implementation,  

o Effective governance has to provide active roles for all defined participating groups 
and not be seen as the loss to some and gain for others, and 

o Governmental officials involved have to carefully balance their policy mandate with 
their operational concerns, but both are legitimate issue.  

The success of the AODA implementation to date is due in no small part to the selection of 
individuals in key positions with these traits. In particular the ADM of the ADO ensured 
that her team lived these values and this contributed substantially to their ability to 
develop positive outcomes for improving accessibility. Her fellow ADMs collaborated with 
her and demonstrated a willingness to build relationships based on trusting each other.  

 

Learning Points 

Persons interviewed put forward the following suggestions for others working on a similar 
initiative. Again, not all of them agreed with each one. The following describes suggested 
best practices noted by a majority of interviewees. 
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Policy Design 

Designing policies that engage citizens and groups in determining standards or resolving 
issues means providing some guidance on governance. While flexibility and responsiveness 
are important, some sense of expectations, especially for government officials, need to be 
outlined.  

Understanding Terms of Reference and Other Details 

 

It is imperative that stakeholder groups have a clear understanding of the scope of their 
assignment and the procedures to be followed.  

In this case, there was some confusion with respect to a committee’s purpose and operating 
procedure. Was the committee to agree upon a desired outcome and then determine the 
details to reach that outcome? Or, when necessary, were they to refer technical and cost 
issues to a sub-committee of experts?  

This sort of question should not arise midstream. Everyone participating in the committee 
process should know exactly what their goal is and what the process is.  

In addition, it is essential that committee members understand, as much as possible, the 
time commitment that will be necessary of them, the hours of work, and any other details – 
i.e. financial considerations, travel requirements, etc. – that might effect their decision to 
participate or continue to participate positively in the committee.  

Reporting Progress 

 

Standards development committees progressed at very different rates. This was to be 
expected in some cases, as the issues were more complex with greater impacts. In some 
instances progress slowed due to misunderstandings, lack of information and procedural 
difficulties. Sometimes they just got off mission.  

There should be a requirement for in-progress reporting by the chair. Interim reporting 
gives the Minister and senior bureaucrats a sense of where progress is being made and 
where committees may be straying from their mandate. It permits an opportunity to clear 
up misunderstandings, provide extra assistance as may be required as well as unblock 
logjams when they arise in an expeditious manner.  

Committee Size 

Generally, committees were too large to engage in meaningful and manageable discussions. 
As a result of their size, some members did not contribute as they might have in a more 
intimate setting.  
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Committees of this type need to be a workable size, ideally 15 members or less including 
the Chair.  

Committee Composition and Procedures 

Government must decide on both reasonable and workable representation on committees. 
They must also decide what proportion should be government officials, and if they are 
voting members or advisors. In the United States, equal membership from government, 
obligated sectors and the disability community has been successful in leading to proposed 
standards that have been accepted without change since the committee reaches a true 
consensus at the SDC stage. Amongst those interviewed for this study, there was support 
for that model being integrated in future as a best practice.  

The role of government is to determine what the distribution of committee membership 
should be by interest group particularly in cases where differences in views and 
perspectives are anticipated. The goal should be to develop committees where stakeholder 
groups feel they have an appropriate level of influence. If they don’t, the committee work 
will bog down and/or stakeholder groups will seek alternative routes to express their 
views. 

Ideally, committee members will develop a high degree of mutual respect and trust and a 
belief that the process will inevitably lead to a reasonable and fair conclusion. However, it 
is inevitable in some instances, that some members may become dissatisfied and attempt 
to use other channels to increase their influence. They may directly approach political 
decision makers or senior bureaucrats. At the same time, these officials cannot reasonably 
refuse to meet with persons who demand to see them. The challenge for senior leaders is to 
believe that the committee process will work and to not interfere with that process except 
in very exceptional cases.  

Determining the required qualifications for committee members is arguably the most 
important decision in setting up committees of this type. In determining these 
qualifications it is essential to actively engage key non-government stakeholders to assist 
in determining the selection criteria. This could be done in two ways: 1) by asking 
stakeholders to respond to a government-proposed criteria based on government expertise 
and experience; or 2) by asking key stakeholder groups to develop the criteria. No matter 
which method is used, the government will need to insist upon minimum standards and 
make these requirements from the outset.  

Once selection criteria have been established, they must be applied equally to all 
applicants.  

All committee members need to be committed to achieving the proposed outcomes. Every 
effort should be made to ensure that there is a clear statement of these outcomes. This does 
not mean that there should be uniformity of thinking or unanimity on methodologies. .  

Orientation 
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Once selected, it is imperative that government ensures that all members have an 
orientation that will review the terms of reference for all committee members at one time. 
Further orientation should include the following elements:  

• An overview of how legislation is created (role of public input, bureaucrats, 
Minister, Cabinet); 

• The role of committee members and limits (i.e. Minister’s right to accept or reject 
committee recommendations in whole or in part); origins of their particular 
committee (background material, origins of their committee, relevant legislation, 
need for new legislation, etc.); 

• Background briefings to provide context; and 

• Administrative and monetary details – i.e. compensation for travel and other related 
expenses, per diem payments, and any special requirements (translation, special 
disability needs) 

Committee Support 

 

As committees begin it is imperative that government provide them with the support they 
need so that they can participate fully in decision-making. For example, it is crucial that 
government officials distribute supporting documents to all members at a sufficiently early 
time in the committee process; that they meet the needs of those with special 
requirements; and that they provide committees with appropriate tools and space to do 
their work.   

In addition, as government moves to engage citizens in decision-making, government will 
increasingly bring to the table persons with deep personal interests that transcend 
business or government interests. Government needs to be sensitive to the passion and 
personal pain that these people may bring to the table and be prepared to provide 
additional personal support to these persons outside the confines of the committee 
meeting. 

Selecting a Chair 

 

In selecting a chair, government must first decide if the chair is to be a senior member of 
the committee or a skilled facilitator. Once determined, the government needs to hire a 
chair with appropriate skills. In committees dealing with the development of legislation, it 
is highly desirable that the chair be very familiar with government processes, practices and 
policies. In the event that the chair does not have this background, it is desirable that they 
have a support person with this knowledge. In cases where committee members have a 
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large emotional investment in the outcomes, it is advisable that the Chair be seen as a 
neutral and respected party.  

Upon choosing a chair, the government must make it clear to the chair what the 
expectations are of both the chair and the committee.  

Ongoing Monitoring 

 

One of the roles of government is to support the chairs and provide overarching 
coordination. Where there are a number of committees dealing with overlapping issues, it 
is critical that the chairs be required to consult and keep each other informed so as to avoid 
duplication and conflicting recommendations. In addition, there should be a requirement 
for milestone reports from each chair as we saw in this case.  

Avoiding and Resolving Disputes 

 

When committees focus on outcomes only, they are normally able to achieve their 
objectives. However, in situations where a committee is attempting to provide detailed 
solutions, achieving the desired result becomes more challenging. In these situations, it is 
essential that members build a high degree of trust – i.e. that they accept what other 
committee members with more expertise in a particular area are telling them. In the event 
of a technical impasse there must be a pre-defined means to unblock it. 

Government leaders can play critical roles in helping to unblock issues that have become 
intractable. There is an art to knowing which level of government official to have intervene 
at any given time. Using the authority and power of the hierarchy at strategic points is a 
tactic worth considering when determining who to have at the negotiating table and who to 
have behind the scenes to intervene as required. In the case of the AODA implementation, 
ministers, deputy ministers, assistant deputy ministers and directors were all used at 
appropriate times to advance the discussions and to build consensus amongst the players.  

Importance of Building Trust  

“The main things we learned are to show respect, be consistent and don’t change the message; 
that built trust.” (Interviewee) 

“For example, the Director is making the speech at the Ontario Chamber of Commerce 
conference not delegating it to a more junior member.” (Interviewee) 

“Show respect and this builds the relationship.” (Interviewee) 

All of these quotes reflect the necessity of creating relationships built on trust not authority 
or power. In the world of citizen engagement the old hierarchal structures are not what will 
lead to success, rather it is building relationships that are mutually beneficial and driven by 
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the desire to achieve a shared outcome. As one interviewee put it - ‘we began to make 
headway when we changed our language to ‘can we/ you live with it?”  
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Conclusion 

The Government of Ontario has made significant progress in just a few years towards its 
ultimate objective of making Ontario accessible by 2025. While there have been the 
inevitable setbacks and hiccups along the way, the process has successfully brought to 
fruition the final proposed standards to be enacted for all five standards development 
areas.  

To reiterate, the main principles that drove this change were to:  

• Change the way the OPS works with citizens, other levels of government and within 
the OPS; and  

• Give a voice to vulnerable people who had been “excluded from the boardrooms of 
decision makers.”  

One interviewee described it as a “phenomenal culture change in the OPS” and by way of 
illustration added the following: 

“Within the OPS we now put tremendous effort into how we purchase technology and how we 
make documents accessible.” (Interviewee) 

The model that was used was a challenging one to be sure: firstly, to bring together people 
with an interest in a common goal, but with varying perspectives on how to attain it; and 
secondly, to create and implement a successful process leading to agreement. No easy task. 
Traditional consultation models are less inclusive – they solicit ideas but may not act upon 
them. The government took a huge risk in its belief that if it brought together all the parties 
with an interest, they could find a way forward. 

The lessons from the study seem to be clear. First, leaders must above all take a whole of 
government approach and demonstrate that in their actions and words. Numerous 
interviewees noted that the Minister, Deputy Minister and ADO leaders were role models in 
doing just that. Secondly, these leaders must be people who can share information, work 
collaboratively and accept that engagement will mean “give and take” and that they are not 
in control of the outcome, but must manage the process and be prepared to play the role of 
honest broker. This includes understanding that it is the proper role of political leaders to 
determine the direction of policy and process and to make adjustments as they see fit.  

“Government should be participatory. Public engagement enhances the Government’s 
effectiveness and improves the quality of its decisions. Knowledge is widely dispersed in 
society, and public officials benefit from having access to that dispersed knowledge. Executive 
departments and agencies should offer Americans increased opportunities to participate in 
policy making and to provide their Government with the benefits of their collective expertise 
and information. Executive departments and agencies should also solicit public input on how 
we can increase and improve opportunities for public participation in Government.”iv 
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(President Barack Obama, Memorandum to the Heads of Executive Departments and 
Agencies) 

Emotional intelligence and relationship building are the key personal attributes for success 
in this model. Consequently, we need to be sure that in hiring our leaders, we are assessing 
those capacities and competencies. 

It is reasonable to assume that more and more stakeholder groups will demand to be 
directly involved in the processes leading to government regulation and that the citizen 
engagement model used to implement the AODA will be looked upon as an excellent model 
to build upon. 

 Ontario is well and truly on the path to meeting its 2025 objectives. 



 

 
                                                
i 2009 Annual Report, Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2005, page 36 
ii Ministry of Community and Social Services Website, 
http://www.mcss.gov.on.ca/en/mcss/programs/accessibility/ComplyingStandards/whatYouHavetoComply.
aspx 
iii David Eaves, After the Collapse: Open Government and the Future of the Civil Service, Reprinted in 
Open Government, Edited by Daniel Lathrop and Laurel Ruma, O’Reilly Media Inc., 2010, page 150 
iv Open Government, Edited by Daniel Lathrop and Laurel Ruma, O’Reilly Media Inc., 2010, page 389  
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