
ODRAP REFORM
AMCTO Submission to The Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing as 
part of the Ontario Disaster Relief Assistance Program Review 



 

For more information about this submission, contact:
Rick Johal 
Director, Member and Sector Relations 
rjohal@amcto.com | 905.602.4294 ext. 232 

Eric Muller  
Coordinator, Legislative Services  
emuller@amcto.com | (905) 602-4294 x234

About AMCTO:
AMCTO represents excellence in local government management 
and leadership. AMCTO has provided education, accreditation, 
leadership and implementation expertise for Ontario’s municipal 
professionals for over 75 years.  

With approximately 2,200 members working in municipalities 
across Ontario, AMCTO is Canada’s largest voluntary association 
of local government professionals, and the leading professional 
development organization for municipal administrative staff.  

Our mission is to provide management and leadership service to 
municipal professionals through continuous learning opportunities, 
member support, and legislative advocacy. 

Contact us:
AMCTO | Association of Municipal Managers, Clerks and 
Treasurers of Ontario 
2680 Skymark Avenue, Suite 610  
Mississauga, Ontario L4W 5L6 
Tel: (905) 602-4294 | Fax: (905) 602-4295    
Web:  www.amcto.com | @amcto_policy  

mailto:emuller@amcto.com
mailto:emuller@amcto.com
http://www.amcto.com
http://www.amcto.com


AMCTO ODRAP SUBMISSION �3

March 4, 2015 

Ms Elizabeth Harding 
Assistant Deputy Minister, Municipal Services Division 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing 
Municipal Programs and Education Branch 
777 Bay Street, 16th Floor 
Toronto, ON M5G 2E5 

Dear Ms Elizabeth Harding: 

RE: Ontario Disaster Relief Assistance Program Review

I am writing on behalf of AMCTO – the Municipal Experts, and the approximately 2,200 municipal 
professionals who make up our membership, to present our submission as part of the Ontario 
Disaster Relief Assistance Program (ODRAP) Review.  

During his address to the assembled delegates of the 2015 ROMA/OGRA Combined Conference, 
the Honourable Minister McMeekin said that he was interested in hearing any ideas that would 
enable the province to be more effective in the way that it relieves the suffering of those impacted by 
a disaster. It is in that spirit that AMCTO presents this submission, which is based upon the input of 
municipal professionals from across the province who have been through the ODRAP process. 

We appreciate your consideration of our suggestions and look forward to hearing back in a timely 
manner. Should you have any questions about this submission, please do not hesitate to contact Rick 
Johal, Director of Member & Sector Relations at AMCTO. He is best reached at rjohal@amcto.com or 
905 602 4294 Ext. 232. 

Yours sincerely, 

Michelle Smibert 
AMCTO President 

C. Deputy Minister Laurie LeBlanc 
C. Monika Turner, Director of Policy – Association of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO) 
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INTRODUCTION
The Ontario Disaster Relief Assistance Program (ODRAP) is a key resource for municipalities. While 
not a replacement for private insurance, the program fills the gaps and provides crucial relief to local 
communities after a disaster. Though municipalities have come to rely on the program as a key 
source of post-disaster funding, its composition and structure has on a number of occasions left 
much to be desired.  

Ontario has experienced a number of significant natural disasters over the past two decades. With 
our climate continuing to change at a rapid pace, and the frequency and intensity of catastrophic 
rainfall events growing, the province is likely to see a continued upsurge in the need for emergency 
relief assistance (Sandink, 2007, 24). ODRAP is increasingly important and it is crucial that the 
Ministry of Municipal Affairs & Housing (MMAH) seize the opportunity of this review to make the 
changes that the program needs to be more efficient, effective and reliable.  

As AMCTO worked with municipal professionals across Ontario in the course of preparing this 
submission, the overwhelming message conveyed was that the ODRAP process lacks consistency. 
The experience of one municipality may be vastly different from the experience of another. While 
some spoke positively of their experience, others were frustrated and disappointed.  

This submission is based upon the input and experience of those who have been through the 
ODRAP process while responding to disasters across the province. While each municipality has had 
a unique experience with the program, the following recommendations are reflective of common 
concerns from the municipal sector. We hope these recommendations inform the review process and 
help to ensure ODRAP is a valuable program for municipalities moving forward. Specifically we 
recommend that MMAH:  

1. Create a team of expert ODRAP advisors; 

2. Decentralize and streamline decision making;  

3. Develop a set of best-practices; 

4. Review the 2:1 donation matching program; and 

5. Simplify red tape and reporting.  
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RECOMMENDATION 1: 
CREATE A CONSISTENT TEAM OF EXPERT ODRAP ADVISORS WITHIN MMAH 
THAT COULD BE DEPLOYED TO DISASTERS ACROSS THE PROVINCE. 
The disaster relief process is a steep learning curve for municipal administrators, community 
members chosen to serve on local disaster relief committees (DRC) and MMAH staff. As a result of 
the relative infrequency of natural disasters in Ontario, most municipal staff have not worked on a 
disaster response before. For example, during the 2013-2014 flooding in Minden Hills, only one staff 
member from the Township had previous experience dealing with flooding, and none of the members 
of the DRC had training or experience managing the relief or recovery phase of a disaster (Minden 
Hills, 2014, 5). 

Given that many municipal administrators have limited exposure to disaster response, it is crucial 
that the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing act as an expert-level resource to advise and 
assist municipalities and their respective disaster relief committees. While some municipalities have 
spoken highly of their MMAH representatives, others have noted inconsistency in the level of ODRAP 
knowledge and familiarity that Ministry staff possess.  

To mediate this challenge the Ministry should create a standing roster of expert ODRAP advisors, 
housed within MMAH that could deploy to disasters across the province. These expert advisors 
would receive the most current, and specialized training and would be empowered with the 
necessary tools and decision-making authority to provide a high-level of service. Their role would not 
be to manage the emergency relief or recovery process—a responsibility that is best left to the 
municipality and local disaster relief committee—but to serve as advisors who are able and 
empowered to navigate a municipality and its DRC through the process.  

RECOMMENDATION 2: 
DECENTRALIZE AND STREAMLINE DECISION-MAKING DURING A DISASTER. 
Closely linked to the need to provide a higher-level of specialized service, is the need to decentralize 
decision-making during a disaster response, especially for larger, ongoing emergencies. We heard 
overwhelmingly that the ability to respond to citizen needs and relieve suffering during a disaster is 
hampered by slow decision-making. For example, one disaster response official waited 4 weeks to 
get a minor clarification about the ODRAP program guidelines (Minden Hills, 2014, 16). 

One of the reasons that decision making is slow is that few decisions are made at the ground level, 
by MMAH representatives who are present in the disaster zone. Instead many decisions are relayed 
back to the Ministry offices in Toronto creating an additional delay. While this may be appropriate for 
some programming decisions, it is certainly not for the tight-timelines faced by those responding to 
an emergency situation.   
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The Ministry should decentralize its decision-making when it comes to ODRAP. One natural way to 
do this would be to provide MMAH advisors, who are actually on the ground at the scene of a 
disaster, with greater decision-making authority.  This would lead to more relevant, responsive and 
timely decisions within the context of events on the ground. It would also lead to better coordination 
and communication between MMAH and municipalities, which is frequently identified as a concern 
(Fragomeni, 2014). 

There would also be value in including clear timelines for decisions from MMAH and the Minister in 
the ODRAP guidelines. While the program guidelines contain clearly defined time limits for a 
municipality to make decisions or deliver on key reporting requirements, there are no corresponding 
timelines for decisions by Ministry staff or the Minister.  

RECOMMENDATION 3: 
DEVELOP A SET OF BEST-PRACTICES TO IMPROVE CONSISTENCY DURING A 
DISASTER RESPONSE. 
A team of ODRAP experts and timelier decision-making would be well complemented by a set of 
best-practices on how to get the most from ODRAP. As we prepared this submission, we heard 
repeatedly that it appears as though MMAH staff start from scratch every time they respond to a 
request for assistance under ODRAP. It did not seem to those who had worked on multiple disaster 
responses that the Ministry learned from its previous use of the program, or used past experiences to 
make improvements.  

We have also heard from municipalities that there is no structured process for them to learn from the 
experiences of other municipalities who have been through the process before. As a result, many 
DRC members and municipal staff felt that there was a range of options available to them that they 
were simply unaware of.  

There is great value in the experiences and lessons-learned from those who have been through the 
program during previous disaster responses, and the Ministry should undergo a sustained review 
process to generate a series of best-practices, and lessons learned with regard to ODRAP.  This is a 
process that should include the results of rigorous monitoring and evaluation of ODRAP in every 
medium- to large-scale disaster. It should also result in MMAH creating a set of best-practice tools 
and resources that can be given to municipalities at the outset of a disaster to help them respond in 
the most efficient, effective, and relevant manner possible.  
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RECOMMENDATION 4: 
REVIEW THE 2:1 PRIVATE DONATION MATCHING COMPONENT.   
One of the most prominent aspects of ODRAP is the 2:1 private donation matching program, which 
stipulates that the province will match funds raised by a DRC “up to a 2 to 1 ratio to settle the claims, 
up to 90 per cent of the estimated eligible amount” (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing, 2009, 
11). While the 2:1 matching program has been lauded by some (Minden Hills, 2014), it has also led 
to confusion, misperception and frustration.  

Many of the issues stem from the fact that the 2:1 donation matching program is not truly a matching 
program, but more accurately a provincial top-up of the private ODRAP component. Under the 
current program architecture, while the province will match private donations collected by a DRC, 
there are two important limits. For one, it only covers up to 90 per cent of eligible claims covered 
under the private component. The more complicated aspect of the matching component however, is 
that the province will only match funds as long as the local DRC does not raise more than 1/3 of 
eligible private claims. Once a local community raises more than 1/3, the province will only provide 
top-up funding to reach 90 per cent of eligible claims. For instance, following the Goderich tornado, 
the local DRC raised more than $4 million in donations. However, instead of being matched by $8 
million of provincial funding, MMAH provided only $2.16 million, because that was all that was 
needed to reach 90 per cent of eligible claims (Creces, 2013).  

In effect the 2:1 matching program creates a perverse disincentive, which discourages local 
communities from fundraising too successfully and punishes them when they do. The more money a 
local community raises on its own, the less support that it gets from the province. However, the 
potentially more troubling aspect of the 2:1 matching program is the way that it distorts expectations 
at the local level and places members of the local DRC in a fraught position where they are 
encouraging donations based upon a matching program that may or may not exist.  

The result is two-fold: a level of frustration directed at the DRC, which is often made up of prominent 
members of the community who volunteer their time to help those affected by the disaster; and, 
blame for the matching program being unfairly directed at the municipality.  

The current 2:1 private donation matching program is in serious need of review. If it is to remain a 
true donation matching program, then the conditions and limitations should be removed. However, if 
the Ministry is not willing to do this, it should be restructure and refocus the 2:1 component as a 
provincial top-up, designed and communicated clearly as a supplement to private fundraising.  

RECOMMENDATION 5: 
SIMPLIFY RED TAPE AND REPORTING. 
There is also room for some of the ODRAP decision-making and reporting processes to be 
simplified. A study conducted in 2005 by the Institute for Catastrophic Loss Reduction (ICLR) found 
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that those who filed with claims through private insurance were generally satisfied, while those 
eligible for ODRAP believed that payments came too slowly, and were generally dissatisfied with the 
program (Sandink, 2007, 26).   

One concern cited frequently by municipalities that have been through the ODRAP process is that 
program materials were either not available or late arriving (City of Thunder Bay, 2014, 4). It is 
particularly troubling that a number of municipalities reported that the ODRAP guidelines were being 
updated, and were not provided until weeks and even months into their disaster response.  

In the course of future responses, all program documentation should be provided to a municipality at 
the outset. It is unreasonable to assume that a municipality will be able to work within the confines of 
a complicated program like ODRAP, without receiving program documents or guidelines until after it 
has made important decisions, many of which are likely to impact program eligibility.  

The current program documents also lack clarity around what is and is not covered by the program. 
A number of municipalities reported that they were unsure about what expenses could be 
reimbursed, how much money a municipality could receive and whether or not a community was 
even eligible for the program in the first place (Mcgrath, 2014). In at least one iteration of the 
program pillowcases and beds were eligible for coverage, but pillows and mattresses were not. 
Meanwhile businesses could be reimbursed for lost inventory, but a farmer couldn’t claim crop 
losses (Creces, 2013). This lack of clarity has led to a number of perplexing situations that if left 
unresolved will cast doubt on the efficacy and legitimacy of the program in the future.  

There is also widespread concern about the ability of a municipality to access advance funds for 
citizens in immediate distress. For instance, during the Minden Hills flood response, advance funds 
were not available for more than two months, despite immediate requests from the municipality and 
the fact that a number of families were out of their homes for 3-4 weeks, and unable to access 
financial resources (Minden Hills, 2014, 10).  

Finally, this review should look closely at the disaster information report, which municipalities are 
required to submit within 14 days of a declaration of disaster by the Minister. The disaster information 
report was frequently cited by those that we consulted as a frustrating and ineffective piece of 
reporting. In the past it has produced inaccurate estimations of damage, and consumed a significant 
amount of staff time that could be better spent responding to citizen needs. Take again for example, 
the experience of Minden Hills. Just 14 days after the declaration of disaster, when the disaster 
information report was due to be submitted, the streets were still flooded and access to the disaster 
zone was severely restricted (Minden Hills, 2014, 22).  

There is a strong case for eliminating the disaster information report requirement. However, if the 
Ministry feels that it is a useful tool that helps them assist municipalities during the response phase of 
a disaster, it should be simplified to be less time-consuming and focused on helping the Ministry 
gain an understanding of the magnitude of the disaster, rather than identifying exact dollar figures.  
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CONCLUSION
This program review provides the Ministry with an excellent opportunity to learn from those who have 
been through the ODRAP process. While ODRAP is clearly an important lifeline for municipalities 
providing relief to their citizens following a disaster, there is clearly some room for improvement. As 
we have detailed in this submission, the program could be more effective, efficient and relevant. 
Most importantly the delivery of the program could become more consistent, so that the service a 
municipality receives is not contingent on its size, location, or the prominence of the disaster it is 
struggling to recover from.  

We would encourage the Ministry to take seriously the recommendations contained in this 
submission. The importance of this program will only continue to grow.  
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