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1. Introduction 
1.1  The Project 
The Western Ontario Wardens’ Caucus (WOWC) recognizes the contributions that effective economic 
development makes to the sustainability of the region and its constituent municipalities. With that 
objective in mind, it has worked to garner support and funding to builder a stronger local and regional 
economy. This includes success with the Southwestern Integrated Technology Network (SWIFT) initiative 
and the creation of the Southwestern Ontario Development Fund (SWODF).   

In particular SWIFT is a forward-looking, financially sustainable plan to help the region connect, compete 
and keep pace in a digital world by building a holistic, affordable ultra-high-speed fibre optic network 
across the region.1 The initiative has been spearheaded by community and businesses leaders across 
Southwestern Ontario with partners in Caledon, and Niagara Region.  

The SWODF, which is currently under review, is designed to provide financial assistance and incentives 
to promote regional economic development across Southwestern Ontario thereby enhancing the 
region’s overall economic competitiveness and opportunities for the local labour force. The promotion 
of regional economic development includes: (1) attracting and retaining investment, (2) creating and 
retaining jobs, and (3) promoting innovation, collaboration and cluster development across 
Southwestern Ontario.  

The preparation of an Economic Development Strategic Plan for 
Southwestern Ontario (Figure 1) is also intended to strengthen and 
support economic opportunities across the region. The Plan 
presents an overarching vision of economic growth in 
Southwestern Ontario and the specific opportunities that will 
realize this vision; assessing the large-scale regional impact of 
these prospects; leveraging the resources already in place to 
support these initiatives, and setting out an action plan that 
identifies the required partnerships and resources for moving 
forward. By necessity, the Plan is broad in scope, identifying the 
high-level strategic priorities considered essential to advancing the 
growth of the regional economy and contributing to the 
improvement of the underlying conditions for economic 
development across Southwestern Ontario. 

The Plan emphasizes a regional and collaborative approach to 
dealing with the implications of a transforming economy and 
focuses on identifying cross-cutting regional economic development opportunities that have 
implications for all aspects of the Southwestern Ontario economy. It deliberately goes beyond both 
political and administrative boundaries and strives to effectively leverage the investment and economic 
development efforts of key stakeholders and the region’s business community to deliver more 
sustainable economic growth over the long term. 

                                                           
1 http://swiftnetwork.ca/2017/02/16/what-does-the-future-hold-broadband-as-an-essential-utility/ 

Figure 1: Southwestern Ontario 
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A Focus on the Future 

With the changing and competitive nature of economic development, achieving the objectives set out in 
the Plan will require a new approach, orientation and definition of regional economic development for 
Southwestern Ontario. This approach recognizes that the nature of work is changing and that the skills 
and infrastructure needed to support this shift are also changing. It also requires a better balance 
between traditional forms of inward investment against the opportunities to grow and support the 
needs of the region’s small and medium-sized enterprises and entrepreneurs. The Plan acknowledges 
the fact that employment growth is both an urban and a rural reality and that stronger and more 
effective forms of communication are required to better inform businesses and investors of the 
opportunities that exist in Southwestern Ontario.   

1.2  The Value In A Regional Approach 
The Western Ontario Wardens Caucus anticipates that this Plan will become a foundational document 
that informs and advises key stakeholders on the central priorities for economic development in 
Southwestern Ontario and lays out a path on which they can act. The Plan is also intended to play a key 
role in the coordination of various economic development initiatives being undertaken by local 
governments, the private sector, Western Ontario Community Futures Development Corporation 
(WOCFDC), the Southwestern Ontario Workforce Planning Boards, the South Central Ontario Economic 
Development Corporation (SCOR), as well as the Federal and Provincial Governments. This is particularly 
relevant as it relates to the Province’s regional economic development initiatives. Lastly, it is hoped that 
this strategy will be used to support and inform, but not displace the economic development efforts of 
local and county municipalities by: 

 Supporting innovation and productivity improvements within the business community;  

 Developing a workforce that is responsive to the existing and emerging needs of business;  

 Deploying a broader regional view of sectors, markets, infrastructure and workforce to reflect the 
reality of business.  

Southwestern Ontario is on the cusp of creating a new and exciting way to engage with its economy and 
with the opportunities it presents. To accomplish this, however, WOWC and its economic development 
partners must be deliberate in its efforts to channel ideas and initiatives in innovative and productive 
directions. 

1.3  Strategy Development Process 
Figure 2: Strategy Development Process 
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Regional Economic Performance 

Fundamental to the development of the Economic Development Strategic Plan was the completion of a 
comprehensive analysis of the regional economy. The Regional Economic Profile provides a current 
assessment of the region’s recent economic performance against a select range of social and economic 
indicators including an analysis of current business and industry trends. Consideration has also been 
given to reports, studies, and regional strategies that are seen as having a direct impact on the overall 
direction of the plan. 

The results of this assessment have been used to inform the subsequent stakeholder discussions about 
the realities facing the Southwestern Ontario, and the opportunities to enhance the region’s value 
proposition for the attraction, retention and expansion of business, investment, and future residents to 
the area. A summary report is presented in Appendix A. 

Stakeholder Consultation 

In securing broad-based support for the Economic Development Strategic Plan an extensive consultation 
process was essential. One-on-one interviews, two electronic surveys2 and three regional workshops 
were conducted between October and December 2016, capturing input from the business community, 
economic development professionals, educational institutions, workforce planning boards, small 
business consultants and representatives from senior levels of government.  

These discussions provided insight into the perceived economic growth potential of the region including 
the sectors that may offer the greatest economic development opportunity; the physical and non-
physical infrastructure considered essential to future prosperity; and the quality of the regional 
workforce. As of March 2017, more than 300 business and community stakeholders have provided input 
that yielded valuable insights into Southwestern Ontario’s current realities and continuing challenges as 
it relates to economic growth.  

While the regional economy continues to be characterized by the manufacturing sector (both in the 
fields of automotive and food) it is supported by an active small business community and entrepreneurs.  
These small businesses are pivotal in maintaining Southwestern Ontario’s competitive advantage as they 
often serve the supply chain requirements of the region’s largest employers. This fact was reiterated 
during the consultation process. Many of the businesses that participated suggested there was an 
urgent need to counter a perception that Southwestern Ontario’s economy is stagnating, and that area 
businesses are struggling to grow. It was also noted however, that the business community as a whole 
requires better access to capital, innovation services and workers to stimulate and sustain economic 
development in Southwestern Ontario’s smaller communities.  

Chapter three expands further on the themes that emerged from the consultation process. A detailed 
summary is provided in Appendix B. The summary includes synthesized survey results and regional 
workshop feedback.  

Notes on Data 

The Economic Development Strategic Plan uses data provided by Statistics Canada and OMAFRA’s 
Analyst Tool. The following datasets were used: Canadian Business Patterns, 2001, 2006, and 2011 
Census Data, 2011 National Household Survey, Labour Force Survey and CANSIM Demographics. Emsi’s 

                                                           
2 Business Survey, Economic Development Community Survey 
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Analyst was used with permission from the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs to 
provide forecasted projections on regional labour and industry statistics at the census sub-divisional 
level. Forecasted projections were set out to 2024.   

2016 Census: The data within the report does not incorporate the 2016 Census and the National 
Household survey. It is recommended that the data within this Strategic Plan is reviewed upon release 
of the full 2016 Census and National Household survey in November 2017. 
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about demographics, jobs and industries 
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2. Mapping The Economy 
After a lackluster performance in 2016, economic activity across the globe is projected to increase in 
2017 and 2018.3 However, businesses continue to express a level of uncertainty about the future growth 
potential resulting in subdued investment that would otherwise generate prosperity for cities and 
municipalities. Ultimately, the global economy is delivering a humbling lesson about economic 
development, that top-line growth (gross sales or revenues) does not ensure bottom-line prosperity (net 
income) for today’s businesses.  

Despite slow growth, companies recognize that with access to consumers now at their fingertips, there 
is a need to invest in the digitization of their products and services.4  Exponential technology advances, 
greater consumer power and increased competition mean more and more businesses and industries 
face the threat of commoditization.5 The winners are those that build a strategic advantage through the 
deployment of technology that gets their product and services into the hands of consumers faster and 
cheaper.  

Like most jurisdictions around the world, this has affected 
traditional-based economies.6 Ontario, and in particular 
Southwestern Ontario, is witnessing a growing exodus of young 
labourers and businesses as they search for opportunities in more 
technologically advanced urban areas (e.g. access to high-speed 
internet). This movement has left rural economies vulnerable to a 
further decline of their local economies. Despite these challenges, 
leaders in cities and municipalities across Ontario are determined 
to secure their community’s position as the best place to work, 
invest and live.7 This determination and desire to work together in 
delivering economic development programs provide what markets 
alone cannot do: the ability to influence growth.  

2.1  Ontario’s Last Five Years 
Over the last five years, Ontario has made significant strides to regain its economic position within the 
global economy. From 2012-2016, Ontario became and remained North America’s leader in attracting 
foreign capital investment.8 Ontario also boasts the highest levels of post-secondary educational 
attainment in the world.9 Building on this momentum the Province has introduced new initiatives to 
support businesses including the Business Growth Initiative intended to reduce costs for business by 
modernizing its regulatory system and adding innovation-driven programs.  

 

                                                           
3 A Shifting Global Economic Landscape. International Monetary Fund. World Economic Outlook Update. 2017 
4 Digitization at its simplest means the conversion of information into digital forms. The impact of this is a real-time global exchange of 
information between multiple connected devices. 
5 The Digitization of Everything: How Organizations Must Adapt To Changing Consumer Behaviour. Ernst and Young. 2017 
6 A Shifting Global Economic Landscape. International Monetary Fund. World Economic Outlook Update. 2017 
7 Emerging Stronger 2016: Measuring Progress, Charting a New Course. Mowat Centre and Ontario Chamber of Commerce. 2016 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 

“It’s time to shift and broaden 
the purpose and practice of 
economic development to 
generate continuous growth, 
prosperity, and inclusion.”  

Ontario Chamber of 
Commerce 
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However, challenges remain. Ontario businesses continue to underinvest in the skills of their employees, 
with workforce training declining by 40% between 1993 and 2013.10 A recent Conference Board report 
card gave Ontario a ‘D’ grade on the number of patents its businesses produce and the productivity of 
its labour force.11 While recent immigrant programs show promise, Ontario continues to see its share of 
economic immigrants fall below the national average, with smaller communities receiving little to none 
of the incoming workers. Lastly, Ontario’s infrastructure is still in much-needed service delivery 
transformation and while meaningful steps are being taken; historical under-investment in 
infrastructure is hindering economic growth.  These findings are consistent with the feedback received 
during the consultation process.  

2.2  Southwestern Ontario’s Economic Realities 
Southwestern Ontario has the assets it requires to be resourceful and resilient, characteristics that are 
foundational to any innovation-based economy. Southwestern Ontario continues to be a key contributor 
to Ontario and Canada’s economy and its relationships and links to the manufacturing and agricultural 
sectors continue to position the region as Ontario’s leader in food production and automotive activity. 
The region is also strategically accessible to both domestic and international markets and hosts several 
world-class post-secondary education institutions with a strong culture of entrepreneurialism – a trait 
that is also evident in many of the municipalities in the region. While these accolades have provided 
Southwestern Ontario with tremendous opportunities (e.g. growing a small business economy) the 
reality remains that Southwestern Ontario’s municipalities (excluding the single-tier municipalities) are 
experiencing ongoing population losses - resulting in businesses being unable to expand or grow due to 
local labour shortages and widening skill gaps.  

Slowing Population Growth will Impact Business Growth and Expansion over the Long Term 

The 2016 Census reports that over 3 million people are living in Southwestern Ontario.12* Of the total 
population, 1,599,420 live within the 15 upper tier municipalities – where most of the population is 
characterized as rural residents. Since 2001 (through 2016), the fastest growing counties have been 
Simcoe, Brant, Wellington, Dufferin and Oxford attributed in large part to their proximity to the Greater 
Toronto and Hamilton Area. In contrast, the counties of Huron and Lambton and the Municipality of 
Chatham-Kent have seen the deepest declines, an area of the region which has witnessed a significant 
loss of manufacturing employment. 

While growth rates in the urban and rural areas are comparable to the Province as a whole, over the 
period 2001-2016, growth has slowed in Southwestern Ontario’s rural areas (2.2% increase in 
population since 2006, compared to Ontario 6.6% increase). This declining trend has projection models 
predicting a more significant population loss across many rural areas of Southwestern Ontario by the 
year 2024 (Figure 3). The implications of this expected population loss are significant considering that 
businesses within the region have already begun to express challenges with employee recruitment. Data 
reveals that 53% of all jobs in Southwestern Ontario are located in rural areas, and while job losses in 
the manufacturing sector have hampered auto-dependent municipalities (Chatham-Kent, Southwold, 
Alliston) it is projected that significant job growth will be occurring across the rural areas of the region. 
In particular, job growth is predicted to happen in smaller scaled manufacturing operations, professional 

                                                           
10 Emerging Stronger 2016: Measuring Progress, Charting a New Course. Mowat Centre and Ontario Chamber of Commerce. 2016 
11 Ibid. 
12 Statistics Canada. 2016 Census of Population. *Includes separated cities. 
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and technical services, healthcare occupations, energy-producing industries and educational institutions. 
Current job growth and projected job growth are illustrated in Figure 4. 

Figure 3: Population Growth and Projected Population Growth, Southwestern Ontario 

 
Source (Figure 3): Statistics Canada Census of Population and Emsi Analyst, Economic Overview 

Figure 4: Job Growth and Job Population Growth, Southwestern Ontario 

 
Source (4): Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey  and Emsi Analyst, Economic Overview 
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Employment Growth Across All Industries and the Manufacturing Sector Rebound 

Southwestern Ontario has experienced a significant loss of employed labourers in the last decade, with 
approximately 86% of all reported job losses coming from the manufacturing sector. From 2006-2016, 
the manufacturing sector across the region’s upper-tier and lower-tier municipalities lost more than 
19,000 labourers as a result of the sharp decline of the global economy and the collapse of oil prices. 
During the same period the region’s agriculture sector also experienced a significant loss of over 2,500 
labourers, although this can be attributed to the corporatization of farming and the integration of 
technology that has reduced the need for workers. Despite these losses, other industries experienced a 
significant increase in employment. Led by Health Care and Social Assistance industries, Southwestern 
Ontario experienced a total net growth of over 35,000 employed labourers in the last decade (Figure 
5).13 

Figure 5: Southwestern Ontario Employment Net Growth by Industry (2006-2016) 

 
Source: Statistics Canada National Household Survey 2011, Statistics Canada Census 2006 and Emsi Analyst, 
Industry Report, Southwestern Ontario Counties,  

Looking forward to 2024, employment growth across all industries is expected to continue. A significant 
portion of that growth is projected to occur in the manufacturing sector as it continues its rebound. 
While gone are the days of large manufacturing assembly plants, the rise of smaller more tech-driven 
manufacturing operations has contributed to the rebound of the sector in the last two years.14 This rise 
has also led to the growth of related supply chain activity that has spurred regional employment growth.  

                                                           
13 Employed labourers do not included self-employed individuals. 
14 Why Small Manufacturers Are Returning to ‘Made In Canada’. Financial Post. 2016 
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Over the next six years, job growth across all industries is projected to grow at twice the rate it did in the 
last decade. Southwestern Ontario is expected to have a net increase of 35,220 employed labourers by 
2024, with Health Care and Social Assistance industries leading that growth, followed by the 
manufacturing sector which is set to add 4,000 workers. Professional, scientific and technical services 
employment (where significant digital industry15 type of work resides), is predicted to add 
approximately 2,000 employees across Southwestern Ontario’s upper-tier and lower-tier municipalities. 
Employment growth by industry can be seen in the figure below. 

Figure 6: Southwestern Ontario Projected Employment Net Growth by Industry (2016-2024) 

 
Source: Emsi Analyst, Industry Report, Southwestern Ontario Counties 

Small Business Economy Defines the Regional Supply Chain 

The majority of business activity in Southwestern Ontario is driven by small business operations (defined 
as businesses with less than 50 employees). Business patterns data reveals that approximately 96% of all 
Southwestern Ontario businesses employ less than 50 individuals, and this does not include businesses 
that are sole-proprietors.  Based on June 2016, business patterns data small business activity is 
concentrated in construction, retail trade, agriculture, professional, scientific and technical services, 
health care and social assistance, accommodation and food, and manufacturing (Figure 7).  

 

                                                           
15 Digital industries refer to any business which is related to working online. From obvious areas like Web Development to less well known 
specialisms such as Graphic Design. 



 

MDB Insight – Western Ontario Wardens’ Caucus Economic Development Strategic Plan Page 12 

Figure 7: Small Business Activity by Top 10 Industry, 2016 

 
Source: Canadian Business Patterns, June 2016 

Stakeholder consultation highlighted the importance of small business to the Southwestern Ontario 
economy, in particular how it supports the supply chain of larger industry players. Looking at business 
patterns data for industries that employ over 100 individuals suggests that the manufacturing sector 
relies on a strong local supply chain that contributes to lower unit costs of production. Strong business 
supports services geared to the growth of the region’s small businesses will be a major consideration for 
the growth and sustainability of the regional economy over the long term. This includes providing access 
to innovation services support, capital, and education and training.  

2.3  Building On Ontario’s Plan 
Like most jurisdictions around the world, Ontario was affected by the global economic recession that 
began in 2008. In response, the Province created the Build Ontario Up plan. The Plan supports 
improvements to the Province’s schools, strengthens the health care system, and proposes investments 
in modern infrastructure. The plan also supports the Province’s business community by introducing 
initiatives that support the growth of Ontario’s technology- driven, competitive global economy.  

Fostering a More Innovative and Dynamic Business Environment 

The 2016 Provincial Budget announced the creation of the Business Growth Initiative, a $400 million 
dollar five-year commitment to help create an innovation-driven economy and scale up Ontario firms so 
they can better participate in the global economy. In the fall of 2016, the first programs (Small Business 
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Innovation Challenge Program and the Scale-Up Voucher Program) were rolled out to provide enhanced 
access to capital, resources and expertise that small businesses need to grow into larger, export-
oriented global firms. The Province also established the Ontario Investment Office which provides an 
integrated set of services to those looking to invest in Ontario.  

In Southwestern Ontario, the network of small business enterprise centres and research innovation 
centres have become the platforms to promote and highlight these new programs. However, to 
maximize the impact on municipalities, further investment is needed to increase the impact and 
influence among local businesses.  

Southwestern Ontario’s Broadband Infrastructure Investment 

The 2016 Provincial Budget also commits the Province to its largest infrastructure investment plan in its 
history. The 12 year $160 billion dollar infrastructure agenda is intended to provide Ontarians with more 
access to services, modernized schools, state-of-the-art labs and facilities, renovated hospitals, the 
growth of integrated transportation networks and the growth of post-secondary education 
infrastructure.16  

In Southwestern Ontario, this investment is 
seen through its recent announcement of 
funding towards the SWIFT initiative. The 
SWIFT initiative is a forward-looking, 
financially sustainable plan to help the 
region connect, compete and keep pace in a 
digital world by building a holistic, ultra-high-
speed fibre optic network across the 
region.17 In addition to Provincial and 
Federal dollars, SWIFT has received support 
from the Southern First Nations Secretariat, 
school boards, colleges, universities and 
health care organizations.  

The initiative focuses on creating a fibre 
network that connects the entire region with 
service ranging from 1 Gbps up to 100 Gbps, 
using a combination of public and private 
points of presence, making it easier for 
Internet service providers to connect homes 
and businesses to ultra-high speed internet. 
The timely advancement of broadband 
infrastructure throughout the region is seen as one of the top priorities for sustainable economic growth 
in Southwestern Ontario by both the business community and the region’s economic development 
professionals. 

  

                                                           
16 Ibid. 
17 http://swiftnetwork.ca/2017/02/16/what-does-the-future-hold-broadband-as-an-essential-utility/ 

Figure 8: SouthWestern Integrated Fibre Technology’s Future 
System Network 
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2.4  Measuring our Economic Prosperity  
Traditionally Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been the standard performance indicator of economic 
growth and prosperity. The reason is that GDP measures economic output as the sum of personal 
consumption, business investment, government spending, and net exports. However, as developed 
economies move from primarily producing goods to producing services, GDP is becoming harder to 
calculate, and thus less able to accurately capture a region’s economic output.18  

A report put out by the Institute for Competitiveness and Prosperity titled Looking Beyond GDP: 
Measuring Prosperity in Ontario argues that economic regions should look beyond GDP to understand 
and measure economic prosperity. The report illustrates that GDP fails to capture non-market based 
activities that add value to society and contribute to a community’s ability to attract and retain workers. 
GDP also fails to differentiate between social goods and harms. Activities that facilitate environmental 
damage may contribute to GDP but often has a lasting negative impact on other elements of social well-
being such as health, life satisfaction and safety.  

The report further explains that while Ontario compared to its peer jurisdictions is faring poorly on the 
GDP front, it is outpacing its peers in reputation as a prosperous place to live and work, particularly for 
aspects such as its healthcare and education systems. Southwestern Ontario shares a similar reputation 
with the added accolades of being home to some of the safest communities in Canada and a significant 
number of attributes that contribute to a high quality of life for residents.  This is consistent with the 
consultation input where business and industry participants ranked quality of life as the region’s number 
one competitive advantage and should be a prominent element of any local or regional marketing 
effort. 

The report concludes by making the statement that Ontario (and by extension Southwestern Ontario) 
must take a holistic approach to well-being, balancing the economic and social aspects of prosperity. 
This includes looking at the performance of the economy (GDP) along with specific criteria such as the 
access to services, educational attainment, age-friendliness of communities, access to job opportunities, 
and overall life satisfaction. 

  

                                                           
18 The Trouble with GDP. The Economist. 2016 
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3. Lessons For Southwestern Ontario 
The following discussion provides further insight into the perceived gaps and opportunities for 
Southwestern Ontario based on input derived from an extensive consultation process that included 
business and community stakeholders, elected officials, educators, small business consultants, 
government officials and economic development professionals. The results directly inform the region’s 
competitive position and the direction of the Economic Development Strategic Plan. 

3.1  Perceptions Of Southwestern Ontario 
While there was optimism across the region on the prospects for business or economic success only 28% 
of the business community rated the region as a good place to do business. Also, the majority of 
participants in the consultation did not perceive the region as having been successful in promoting 
economic opportunity or in advocating for the changes that would allow Southwestern Ontario to 
capitalize on these opportunities. The figure following summarizes these findings. 

Figure 9: Perceptions of Southwestern Ontario 

Factor Business Community Economic Development Community 
Overall optimism for 
Southwestern 
Ontario’s future? 

45% said they were somewhat 
optimistic that the economy will 
be stronger 

54% said they were somewhat optimistic 
that the economy will be stronger 

Southwestern 
Ontario as a place to 
grow a business? 

28% rate the region as a GOOD 
place to grow a business 

32% rate the region as a GOOD place to 
grow a business 

Promoting 
Southwestern 
Ontario as a place to 
start/grow a 
business? 

38% would rate Southwestern 
Ontario's performance as FAIR 
towards PROMOTING the region 
as a place to grow a business 

41% would rate Southwestern Ontario's 
performance as FAIR towards 
PROMOTING the region as a place to 
grow a business 

Advocating for 
infrastructure 
improvements for 
Southwestern 
Ontario? 

38% would rate Southwestern 
Ontario's performance as FAIR 
towards ADVOCATING FOR 
IMPROVEMENTS that make the 
region more attractive as a place 
to grow a business 

36% would rate Southwestern Ontario's 
performance as FAIR towards 
ADVOCATING FOR IMPROVEMENTS that 
make the region more attractive as a 
place to grow a business 

Note: There is a margin of error associated with self-administered surveys and this cannot be quantified because we do not know how 
closely the sample of respondents matches the total population of either businesses or economic development officials. As a result, the 
statistics above should be taken as ‘order-of-magnitude’ expressions of perceptions rather than precise point estimates. We do note that 
responses from the business community came from more than 20 sectors, ranging from agriculture and manufacturing to ICT and 
scientific/technical services. 

In addition to the perception of the state of the Southwestern Ontario economy, business and economic 
development survey respondents also flagged workforce skills, broadband, innovation services, and 
transportation infrastructure issues as the top priorities for the Economic Development Strategic Plan. 



 

MDB Insight – Western Ontario Wardens’ Caucus Economic Development Strategic Plan Page 17 

Figure 10: Southwestern Ontario’s Top Priorities, Business Community vs Economic Development Community 

Priority Business Community Economic Development Community 

High 

 Workforce - improve skill levels 
or education 

 Broadband/high-speed internet 
 Transportation infrastructure 

(road, rail, air, water) 
 Innovation services to stimulate 

development of new 
businesses, products or services 

 Advocacy with upper levels of 
government on business issues 

 Broadband/high-speed internet 
 Workforce - improve skill levels or 

education 
 Transportation infrastructure (road, rail, 

air, water) 
 Business infrastructure - serviced land, 

utilities such as water and sewer, energy 
 Innovation services to stimulate 

development of new businesses, 
products or services 

Medium 

 Workforce - expand the pool 
 Access to capital/financing 
 Business infrastructure - 

serviced land, utilities such as 
water and sewer, energy 

 Facilities for start-
ups/incubators 

 Community amenities 
(recreation, culture) 

 Advocacy with upper levels of 
government on business issues 

 Workforce - expand the pool 
 Access to capital/financing 
 Facilities for start-ups/incubators 
 Regional marketing programs 

Low 

 Business networking (to 
encourage information-sharing, 
partnerships, joint 
bids/tenders) 

 Sector-based marketing 
programs 

 Business networking (to encourage 
information-sharing, partnerships, joint 
bids/tenders) 

 Sector-based marketing programs 
 Community amenities (recreation, 

culture) 

Survey respondents were asked to identify ten attributes that they believed gave businesses in 
Southwestern Ontario an advantage in today’s marketplace. Respondents were also asked to identify 
the ten characteristics that they perceive gave businesses a disadvantage in today’s marketplace.  

Businesses and the economic development community rank the region’s quality of life as one of the 
principal attributes that provide businesses in Southwestern Ontario a competitive advantage over other 
regions. The survey respondents also suggested that access to skilled and semi-skilled workers and 
transportation systems are advantageous to stimulating the development of new businesses, products 
or services in the region. In some sectors, however, it was also identified as a disadvantage. A more 
detailed examination of the survey results suggests that while certain sectors had identified access to 
skilled and semi-skilled workers as an attribute (e.g. retail), respondents from manufacturing, digital 
industries and agriculture sectors felt the availability of skilled and semi-skilled workers was a 
disadvantage to the growth of new businesses.  
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Figure 11: Advantages and Disadvantages of Southwestern Ontario’s Regional Attributes 

Rank 
Advantages (Response Rate) Disadvantages (Response Rate) 

Business        
Community 

Economic 
Development 

Business        
Community 

Economic 
Development 

1. Quality of Life            
(77%) 

Quality of Life              
(87%) 

Skilled and Semi-
Skilled Workforce 

(43%) 

Broadband         
(65%) 

2. 
Skilled and Semi-
Skilled Workforce 

(44%) 

Skilled and Semi-
Skilled Workforce 

(59%) 

Transportation 
Systems                  

(42%) 

Skilled and Semi-
Skilled Workforce 

(41%) 

3. 
Transportation 

Systems                 
(42%) 

Transportation 
Systems                  

(56%) 

Broadband                
(37%) 

Municipal 
Infrastructure    

(39%) 

4. Natural Resources 
(42%) 

Natural Resources 
(42%) 

Development 
Processes             

(32%) 

Competitively Priced 
Raw Materials or 

Energy Inputs               
(38%) 

5. Public Services           
(33%) 

Public Services          
(41%) 

Competitively Priced 
Raw Materials or 

Energy Inputs                      
(31%) 

Transportation 
Systems                    

(37%) 

6. Broadband                 
(33%) 

Economic 
Development 

Services                 
(40%) 

Municipal 
Infrastructure          

(23%) 

Development 
Processes                  

(33%) 

7. 
Education and 

Training Services 
(29%) 

Municipal 
Infrastructure            

(36%) 

Funding Programs               
(21%) 

Funding Programs                
(25%) 

8. Emergency Services 
(28%) 

Education and 
Training Issues          

(31%) 

Public Services           
(21%) 

Innovation Services 
(23%) 

9. 
Municipal 

Infrastructure            
(27%) 

Broadband            
(24%) 

Economic 
Development 

Services               
(21%) 

Economic 
Development 

Services               
(22%) 

10. 
Business Service 

Organizations    
(26%) 

Emergency Services 
(23%) 

Education and 
Training Services 

(18%) 

Advocacy Groups or 
Regional Champions            

(20%) 

In addition to stakeholder results, the consultation results of the workforce planning boards 2015 
Employer One Survey revealed similar advantages and disadvantages. In particular businesses in 
Southwestern Ontario identified the quality of broadband access, availability of workers and necessary 
training programs as the top challenges in the region. A summary chart of the 2016 Employer One 
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Survey (Figure 4) illustrates the good and bad news emerging from businesses indicators by specific 
workforce board. Indicators include number of successful hires in the past year (good news reflecting a 
positive number of hires vs employment losses), hard to fill positions (good news defined by the ease of 
ability for a business to fill a vacant position), availability of training support (good news reflecting the 
available number of training programs available locally that can assist the business in training its 
employees), quality of available workers (good news defined as the total number of regional workers 
that are qualified to fill the position), and access to quality broadband (good news reflects the business’ 
ability to access its industry standard broadband upload and download speeds).  

Figure 12: Good News (+) and Bad News (-) for Businesses by Workforce Board Region, 2015 Employer One 
Survey  

Workforce Board  Hiring Hard to 
Fill 
Positions 

Available 
Training 
Support 

Quality of 
Available 
Workers 

Access to 
Quality 
Broadband 

Four County Labour Marketing Planning 
Board (Bruce, Grey, Huron, Perth) - - - - - 
Chatham-Kent Workforce Planning 
Board - + + + + 
Sarnia Lambton Workforce 
Development Board - + - + - 
Workforce Planning Board of Grande 
Erie + + - + - 
Workforce Planning Board of Waterloo 
Wellington Dufferin + + + + + 
Workforce Windsor-Essex Employment 
Planning Council + - + - + 
Elgin, Middlesex and Oxford Workforce 
Planning and Development Board - + - + - 

Source: 2015 Employer One Survey  

3.2  Themes That Emerge From The Consultation Process 
The plan’s consultation processes yielded consistent major themes that all stakeholders groups believe 
requires a response from municipal leaders and the economic development community.  Each theme is 
discussed further in this section. 

 Address a tightening labour market and the skills availability impacting business growth and 
development; 

 Support the growth of the small business economy through the encouragement of export 
development and scale-up programs and activities; 

 Provide a broader vision of economic development across the region; 

 Counter the lack of a regional profile by informing the regional narrative through promotion and 
marketing activities; 
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 Support regional cluster development and expansion of supply chain opportunities;   

 Advance the development of broadband access across Southwestern Ontario; 

 Address the region’s transportation needs; and 

 Advocate and approve access to infrastructure funding opportunities. 

Address A Tightening Labour Market And The Skills Availability Impacting Business Growth And 
Development 

A top priority in the regional workshops, this theme focuses on actions which would address the 
tightening labour market and perceived skill shortages in Southwestern Ontario. It was suggested that it 
is becoming difficult for businesses to attract workers to their operations despite the availability of well-
paying jobs available. It was also suggested that the workers that were available often did not have the 
appropriate skills to fill available positions. Participants also indicated that skill requirements were not 
being met by current training and education programming. Desired outcomes include: 

 With a growing education and training gap between the type of programs offered by education 
institutions and the skills and requirements of today’s marketplace, there was considerable interest 
in the development of a workforce and education strategy that would help to bridge the disconnect 
between curriculum planning and implementation and the needs of business. Stronger support for 
communicating existing employment opportunities to workers is also required.  

 Regional workshop attendees commented on the lack of an overarching strategy to deal with the 
increased probability and scale of job dislocation. It was acknowledged that the workforce planning 
boards are beginning to collaborate on this issue by bringing together economic development 
practitioners, businesses and educators to influence how regional training and education can 
expand/prepare the skillset of the incoming workforce. 

 Regional workforce planning boards commented on its resource database of labour market 
intelligence as a tool that can inform and assess the current state of the economy. There was a 
discussion that this database should be readily available to local communities to assist them with 
business retention and expansion programming.  

 Based on the regional analysis and stakeholder discussions there is a need to attract a greater 
number of business immigrants to Southwestern Ontario which in turn contribute directly to the 
creation of jobs and businesses in the region. Stakeholders advocated for improved immigrant 
employment programming as a method to attract immigrant investment into rural areas.  

Support The Growth Of The Small Business Economy Through Export Development And Scale-
Up Programs And Activities 

A top priority among survey respondents, this theme focuses on the need to ensure that business 
supports are in place to enable firms to grow their markets and scale up19 their business operations. 
Stakeholders noted that internal business demands are a barrier to exporting/international and 
interprovincial production. They further noted that exporting is seen as a complicated activity that 
requires a different set of skills and resources than the running of day to day operations. The Ontario 

                                                           
19 A firm is “scaling up” if it is experiencing average annualized growth rates in employment or revenue greater than 20 percent per year, over a 
three-year period, and if it had 10 or more employees at the beginning of the period. Put simply, firms are scaling up if they are experiencing 
sustained periods of rapid growth 
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Chamber of Commerce has confirmed that Ontario businesses are failing to enter the global 
marketplace because of their inability to scale up operations and expand when necessary. 20 As such, the 
province is missing out on the economic benefits associated with this activity. Recognizing that the 2016 
Provincial budget has announced a committed investment in its Going Global Export Strategy, 
stakeholders suggested that Southwestern Ontario should be at the table to shape programs and 
initiatives that will support future trade activity across the region. Desired outcomes include: 

 Stakeholders expressed a desire to drive more innovation activity in-house to enable long term 
business sustainability and scale up opportunities. Stakeholders identified the need for business 
support programming that would allow them to overcome internal growth barriers and advance 
trade development discussions.  

 Stakeholders expressed the need to identify and promote resources that can assist businesses in 
reaching international and interprovincial markets. Interests ranged from teaching businesses how 
to navigate international channels (regulations, securities) to programs that would encourage export 
production (funding, trade missions).  

 Stakeholders indicated that public sector agencies should be facilitators in strategically advancing 
competitive business development opportunities. Specifically, there is interest from small 
businesses in building relationships with large companies in the region and actively illustrating the 
benefits that would accrue to large companies if there were stronger supply-chain relationships.  

Provide A Broader Vision Of Economic Development Across The Region 

A top priority in the stakeholder discussions, this theme focuses on the need to improve the 
understanding of economic development at the local level. Stakeholders suggested that many local 
municipalities often confuse the term ‘economic development’ with industrial development. 
Stakeholders indicated that this confusion raises challenges with how ‘economic development’ is being 
measured and valued across the region. Stakeholders further suggested that ‘economic development’ 
should be synonymous with partnerships that focus on a variety of outcomes such as supporting 
business start-ups, encouraging greater sectoral diversification, job creation, sustainable growth, 
improved quality of life. Desired outcomes include: 

 Stakeholders expressed the need to position the region’s marketing and promotional efforts to 
highlight the non-industrial development advantages of Southwestern Ontario. This includes 
narratives that showcase the region’s quality of life, educational institutions, recreational and 
cultural assets, and the strong work-life balance.  

 Stakeholders are interested in seeing the efforts of upper levels of government focus on the benefits 
of regional economic development rather than small, local initiatives. They acknowledge that there 
is a growing expectation of upper levels of government to create collaborative regional relationships 
that will provide a greater return on investment.   

  

                                                           
20 Breaking Barriers Ontario’s Scale Up Challenge. Ontario Chamber of Commerce. 2016.  
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Counter The Lack Of A Regional Profile By Informing The Regional Narrative Through Promotion 
And Marketing Activities 

A top priority in the regional workshops, this theme focuses on the need for a strong marketing and 
promotion narrative that supports investment and talent attraction into Southwestern Ontario. Business 
and community leaders suggested that Southwestern Ontario lacks the business success stories that can 
assist in countering internal and external perceptions of a lagging economy, as well as a consistent brand 
that would appeal to businesses, investors and future residents. While stakeholders see a strong brand 
as an imperative for Southwestern Ontario, they also recognized that mobilizing a regional marketing 
and promotion efforts requires significant resources. Desired outcomes include:  

 Stakeholders identified the need to position the region’s marketing and promotional efforts to build 
business and consumer confidence. It was suggested that the region needs to highlight key areas of 
growth and the strength of the regional supply chain across a range of sectors and the available 
supports that can boost that activity.  

 Stakeholders suggested that consideration is given to creating an organization that can market and 
promote the region (e.g. Ontario East), and that will work in partnership with municipalities to 
enhance the region’s value proposition(s).  

 Stakeholder input highlighted the need to develop a strong narrative around business and sector 
success occurring across the region. 

Support Regional Cluster Development And Expansion Of Supply Chain Opportunities 

A top priority among survey respondents, this theme focuses on building regional industry clusters and 
expanding supply chain opportunities. Stakeholders identified the following industry sectors in 
Southwestern Ontario as the greatest opportunity to grow the supply chain activity; Agriculture and 
Food Processing, Manufacturing and Digital Industries. Stakeholders suggested that more effort needs 
to be directed at creating partnerships between business, workforce boards, education and training 
agencies, economic development personnel, and labour and community organizations. Desired 
outcomes include: 

 Stakeholders identified the need to support regional cluster development by providing easy access 
to ongoing readily available industry and employment data, which can assist businesses and 
municipalities in planning for growth opportunities within these sectors.   

 Stakeholder input identified that critical industry clusters would benefit from regional sector 
strategies and supply chain mapping exercises. The mapping activities would enable businesses and 
local government to determine and address gaps in the regional supply chain.   

Advance The Development Of Broadband Access Across Southwestern Ontario 

A top priority for survey respondents, regional workshop participants and local municipalities, this 
theme focuses on expediting the rollout of SWIFT’s broadband strategy. Stakeholders expressed that 
one of the significant barriers to business attraction and retention in the region is the lack of broadband 
investment. Stakeholders note that broadband supports innovation, technology integration, and 
solutions that improve business efficiencies. Stakeholders suggested that the current broadband 
infrastructure is not allowing them to meet the demands of consumers and expected satisfaction levels 
of users. With today’s economy digitizing at a rapid rate, broadband access is critical for business 
innovation, as well as the attraction and retention of business investment. Desired outcomes include: 
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 Stakeholders expressed the desire to accelerate the rollout of SWIFT’s broadband strategy. 

 Stakeholders identified opportunities for SWIFT to connect and build off existing regional networks 
such as ORION (Ontario Research and Innovation Optical Network) to drive local innovation, 
entrepreneurial research and educational enhancement. 

Address The Region’s Transportation Needs 

A top priority in the regional workshops, this theme focuses on addressing the transportation challenges 
that businesses and communities are facing in Southwestern Ontario. Stakeholders suggested that 
mobility is one of the keys to economic, social and environmental prosperity. It affects where people 
choose to live and where they can work. This in turn influences where businesses locate. While 
stakeholders mentioned the efforts of larger municipalities to extend transit into portions of rural 
communities, it was suggested that the sustainability of these lines are often challenged and did not go 
far enough to support the movement of workers to rural employment opportunities. Desired outcomes 
include: 

 Stakeholders point to the Eastern Ontario Transportation Needs Analysis as an example of the type 
of regional transportation planning that needs to occur in Southwestern Ontario. Central to that 
study was the reporting on the underinvestment that was taking place in transportation 
infrastructure and how that underinvestment was discouraging private sector investment. 

 Stakeholders suggested that while infrastructure located in larger urban settlements was quite 
adequate, smaller urban settlements and rural settlements were disadvantaged as transportation 
infrastructure aged or began to impact the competitiveness of these communities. Stakeholders 
advocated for a regional infrastructure plan that includes recommendations for the advancement of 
reliable rail, integrated public transit systems, and the maintenance of road networks that enables 
north-south and west-east connections for goods and services.   

Advocate And Improve Access To Infrastructure Funding Opportunities 

A top priority for economic development professionals, this theme focuses on advocating for improved 
infrastructure funding programs. Stakeholders identified three specific types of infrastructure funding 
that were critical to the future of Southwestern Ontario. These were enhancements to the regional 
transportation networks, improved broadband access and speed, and rising energy costs. Desired 
outcomes include: 

 Stakeholders suggested that WOWC should be advocating for a regional infrastructure fund. 
Stakeholders point to the Eastern Ontario Development Fund which supports rural municipalities 
who require funding to improve depleted and aging infrastructure.   

 Stakeholders expressed a strong desire in securing local and senior government investment in the 
upgrade and maintenance of major regional corridors and transportation assets. 

 Stakeholders identified the Province’s natural gas investment as an opportunity to continue 
encouraging and developing the alternative energy market in Southwestern Ontario. Input centred 
around the promotion of investment funds that supported the creation and distribution of bio-
energy fuels, geothermal solutions, wind and natural gas.  
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4. Strategic Priorities 
As previously noted, it is anticipated that this Plan will become a foundational document that informs 
and advises key stakeholders on the central priorities for economic development in Southwestern 
Ontario and lays out a path by which they can act on these priorities. The Plan is intended to play a key 
role in the coordination of various economic development initiatives being undertaken by local 
governments, the private sector, Western Ontario Community Futures Development Corporation, the 
Southwestern Ontario Workforce Planning Boards, as well as the Federal and Provincial Governments, 
particularly as it relates to regional economic development initiatives. 

Based on the input derived from the consultation and the regional economic assessment, the Western 
Ontario Wardens’ Caucus Economic Development Strategic Plan is underpinned by four strategic 
priorities (Figure 13).  

Figure 13: Strategic Priorities for Southwestern Ontario 

 
Each priority is centered on supporting and informing the following regional economic development 
outcomes: 

 Innovation and productivity improvements within the business community; 

 Development and deployment of a workforce that is responsive to the existing and emerging needs 
of business; and 

 A regional view of sectors, markets, infrastructure requirements, and workforce challenges to reflect 
the reality of business, industry supply chains and trade. 

The associated actions serve to advance activities around each of the four priorities and are provided 
and prioritized as SHORT TERM (Up to 24 Months) and LONG TERM (3 Years+). It is anticipated that 
short term efforts will be directed at establishing an appropriate governance model for the delivery of 
the strategy and the development of detailed implementation plans (See Chapter Five).  

It should be noted that prioritization of these recommendations reflects a logical sequence of activities, 
with long term efforts building on the work and results of the short term actions. As noted, more 
detailed implementation plans will be required to address needed resources and the timing of each 
action.  

Strategic Priority  
1  

 Regional 
Workforce 
Planning 

Strategic Priority  
2 

 Regional 
Infrastructure 

Investment 

Strategic Priority  
3  

Regional Sector 
Strategies 

Strategic Priority  
4  

Regional 
Marketing and 

Promotion 
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4.1  Strategic Priority 1 – Regional Workforce Planning 
A recent report from the Brookfield Institute for Innovation and Entrepreneurship signals that Canadian 
workers are entering a rapidly growing automated world which will have a profound impact on the 
nature of skill requirements of the future. To be equipped for this change, there is a critical need for 
communities to rethink its approach to learning, work, and training. The report warns that nearly half of 
Canadian jobs are at high risk of being affected by automation and technology over the coming ten to 
twenty years.21 While automation and technological change promises to be economically productive, 
and will likely result in the creation of new jobs, these changes mean that Canadian workers will have to 
adapt to employers’ and consumers’ rapidly evolving requirements.22  

Southwestern Ontario currently lacks an overarching strategy to deal with the changing demands of 
business and industry. Coupled with population growth rates not matching job demand, Southwestern 
Ontario is faced with a tightening labour market that requires ongoing training and support. A recent 
report from the Business Council of Canada claims that rural municipalities will be faced with a wave of 
job dislocation, companies relocating to urban areas to be closer to employment pools, particularly, if 
they are unable to provide greater support for skills and entrepreneurial development. 23 Results from 
the consultation process indicate the employers and workforce planning boards have been assembling 
local labour market information which contains direction on which skills are most needed by industry.  

With the anticipated population decline, there is a need to actively attract workers to Southwestern 
Ontario. This includes proactively attracting business immigrants to the region and advocating for 
improved worker movement between communities.  

If these issues are not addressed in the near-to-long term, the region will continue to see a greater 
percentage of people exiting the labour force than entering the labour force concluding in a non-
competitive business environment.  

Regional Workforce Planning Objectives and Recommendations 

 Objective 1: To strengthen the access and quality of labour market intelligence to address the needs 
of businesses and create opportunities to bring together businesses, economic developers and 
educators to strengthen the alignment between business needs and education programming. 

 Objective 2: To assemble intelligence that will inform municipal business retention and succession 
planning activities. Included in this objective is the need to advocate for improved programming 
support. 

 Objective 3: To improve the region’s access to skilled and talented labour pool that is poised and 
positioned to respond to changing economic conditions.  

  

                                                           
21 The Talented Mr. Robot: The Impact of Automation on Canada’s Workforce. Brookfield Institute for Innovation and Entrepreneurship. June 
2016 
22 The Second Machine Age: Work Progress and Prosperity in a Time of Brilliant Technologies. Brynjolfsson, Erik and Andrew McAfee. 2014 
23 Labour market information: an essential part of Canada’s skills agenda. Business Council of Canada. June 2016 
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Short Term Actions  
1. Strengthen local labour market intelligence through 
a validated local job demand vacancy reporting system 
(e.g. Magnet) that is further informed through the 
region’s Employer One survey results. The job vacancy 
reporting system should capture near real time labour 
market demand by such criteria as industry activity, 
occupational demand, education, wages, municipality 
and/or county and/or Southwestern Ontario. 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; 
Academic 
Researchers/Post-
Secondary Institutions; 
Contracted Consulting 
Services 

Short-term action 
 
24 months 

2. Create a Workforce Working Group to inform 
strategic thinking on regional workforce issues and 
alignment of programming that advances employment 
growth and job retention across Southwestern 
Ontario. Solicit participation from upper and single tier 
municipalities and external agencies and organizations 
that are actively engaged in site location decisions, 
business development and workforce planning. 

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; Chamber 
of Commerce; Western 
Ontario Workforce 
Planning Boards; Industry 
Associations; 
Boards of Education; 
OYAP 

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months 

3. Advocate for programming support from 
Southwestern Ontario Development Fund (SWODF) 
streams (and other programs) that include assessment 
criteria and thresholds categories for small business 
and balances job creation with job retention 
indicators.   

Western Ontario CFDCs; 
Province of Ontario; 
MEDG; OMAFRA 

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months 

4. Host a bi-annual regional workforce conference that 
highlights local intelligence sources and best practices 
on workforce development issues such as technology 
integration, mobile training and other activities. 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Academic 
Researchers/Post-
Secondary Institutions; 
Contracted Consulting 
Services; Boards of 
Education; OYAP 

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months 

Long Term Actions  
5. Assist the Western Ontario Workforce Planning 
Board in completing a comprehensive Workforce 
Strategy for Southwestern Ontario that validates 
labour supply and demand at the municipal and 
regional level. Using this intelligence to develop an 
evidence-based workforce strategy will ensure a 
collaborative approach to creating a skilled, resilient 
labour force that is poised to meet local employer 
demand, now and looking forward, and more 
effectively leverage the workforce planning efforts of 
community partners and the Province. 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Academic 
Researchers/Post-
Secondary Institutions; 
Contracted Consulting 
Services; Boards of 
Education; OYAP 

Long-term action 
 
24 months  
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
6. Build collaborative relationships between economic 
development organizations and educational 
institutions in support of the rollout of the workforce 
strategy to support the type of programs/curriculums 
that educators should be building. Information may 
flow from an on-site business visitation program 
between businesses and educators, where interest in 
experiential learning (co-op, internship, etc.) may be 
identified. 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Economic 
Development 
Organizations; Sector 
Based Organizations 
(Manu., Agri., Construct.); 
Boards of Education; 
OYAP 

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years 
 
 

7. Create a “Western Ontario Online Training 
Network”; a portal for suppliers of education and 
training services in Southwestern Ontario to showcase 
their course offerings and assist with youth retention 
and re-attraction. Enable users to search by key word 
or topic and ensure provider responsibility for 
updating content. Include links to Massively Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs) and employment agencies, 
home-based business association; and links to 
innovation services and entrepreneurship. 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Public Sector and 
Post-Secondary 
Institutions; Boards of 
Education; OYAP  

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years 

8. Assist in the development of regional market ready 
kits that are designed to attract business immigrants 
and migrants into Southwestern Ontario. This should 
include profiles of businesses looking for succession 
buyers and lifestyle opportunities that exist across the 
region. Another option is to explore collaboration with 
The Association of Canadian Community Colleges 
(ACCC), through the Canadian Immigrant Integration 
Program (CIIP). CIIP prepares newcomers for economic 
integration while still in their country of origin and also 
helps immigrants prepare for economic success by 
providing information, planning and online support 
through partners in Canada.  

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; Chamber 
of Commerce; Workforce 
Planning Boards; Industry 
Associations; Association 
of Canadian Community 
Colleges; Western Ontario 
CFDCs  

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years 

 

 

4.2  Strategic Priority 2 – Regional Infrastructure Investment  
Efficient and modern infrastructure is a cornerstone of a strong regional economy. The call for 
infrastructure investments in Southwestern Ontario ranged from enhanced transportation systems and 
broadband investment to energy improvements.  Southwestern Ontario is one of the largest economic 
regions in North America. With economic opportunities focused on supporting Canada’s largest goods 
and services corridor, it is paramount that Southwestern Ontario’s infrastructure is up to date and 
leveraged to maximize the region’s potential.  
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Mobility is one of the keys to economic, social and environmental prosperity. It affects where people 
choose to live and work. In turn, this influences where businesses locate. In an increasingly competitive 
world, highly mobile regions are the ones that succeed in attracting residents, investment and a skilled 
workforce. In Southwestern Ontario today the movement of goods and people is challenged. 
Stakeholder input revealed that while trucking routes were well defined across the region, the ability to 
move labour, goods and services on rail or bus has limited intercity travel to personal automobile traffic. 
It was noted that intercity travel can be an active catalyst for economic growth in allowing businesses in 
rural communities access to urban talent pools (who are increasingly eschewing car ownership).  

In 2016, SWIFT announced it received funding to begin Phase 1 of its regional rollout. The start-up phase 
focuses on developing a point of presence in select public institutions across Southwestern Ontario. 
From these locations, individual carriers can connect and provide last mile services to surrounding 
businesses and residents providing immediate access to SWIFT’s anticipated broadband speeds.  

SWIFT’s investment comes at an opportune time. Stakeholder input reveals broadband as one of the 
region’s top challenges to business investment. The 2016 Canadian Radio-Television and 
Telecommunication ruling also raised the bar of acceptable broadband speeds, a ruling that had most of 
Southwestern Ontario going from a fully serviced community to a non-serviced community overnight. 
With today’s economy digitizing at a rapid rate, broadband access is critical for businesses and 
communities that are looking to innovate. 

Over the past fourteen years, hydro prices in the province have tripled, exceeding by far those in the 
rest of the country. This has created hardship for many Ontarians and local municipalities. Today the 
topic of rising energy costs has municipalities concerned about its impact on industry and business 
opportunities. In 2016, the Provincial government announced it was working to find a solution to 
mitigating energy costs. Part of that solution involves the Province’s Natural Gas Grant which is built on 
an $100 million commitment to expanding natural gas throughout rural communities.  

At the core of these regional infrastructure needs is the implication associated with the ability to 
appropriately fund infrastructure. Southwestern Ontario municipalities are already challenged in paying 
for services. Over-reliance on residential tax assessment, increases in local government debt, and policy 
and program design conditions present major challenges to local governments’ ability to generate 
sufficient revenues to maintain and build infrastructure. These challenges if not addressed will hamper 
economic growth at a regional level. 

Regional Infrastructure Investment Objectives and Recommendations 

 Objective 1: To advocate and provide for the building of regional transportation infrastructure that 
improves Southwestern Ontario’s access to major markets and improves the mobility of its 
workforce through intercommunity travel. 

 Objective 2: To continue building on SWIFT’s Future State Network as Southwestern Ontario’s 
ubiquitous service for broadband access. 

 Objective 3: To recognize the limitations of the assessment base through informed policy and 
financial strategies. 
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Short Term Actions  
9. Create an Inter-Municipal Transit Working Group 
Consisting of mayors/wardens, CAOs and transit 
managers from across the region to develop options 
for integrated transit services across southwestern 
Ontario. The working group should evaluate a variety 
of inter-regional transit models including alternatives 
to traditional public transit.  

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; 
Southwestern Ontario 
small city mayors 

Short-term action  
 
12-18 months  

10. Advocate for the creation of a Southwestern 
Ontario Infrastructure Task Force. The WOWC should 
lead the creation of the task force comprised of 
municipalities in Southwestern Ontario, to explore 
(among other topics) possible cost savings through 
collaborative action.  (examples: reducing costs 
through larger tenders and equipment sharing, greater 
use of techniques to extend the life of existing assets, 
advocacy towards rising energy costs, and the creation 
of an infrastructure investment fund to support 
upgrading, revitalization and expansion of regional 
infrastructure.  

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; 
Southwestern Ontario 
small city mayors 

Short-term action 
 
24 months  

11. Working with SWIFT representatives, identify 
barriers that are preventing access and user uptake for 
each broadband infrastructure investment in place by 
SWIFT, advocate for timely municipal and private 
sector investment to assist the completion of Phase 1 
and work collaboratively with ORION to provide access 
to businesses looking to grow their research and 
development arms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SWIFT; Upper and Single 
Tier Municipalities; 
Western Ontario CFDCs 

Short-term action 
 
24 months  
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Long Term Actions  
12. Undertake a Southwestern Ontario transportation 
needs analysis study to assess the competitiveness of 
Southwestern Ontario’s transportation infrastructure 
and services and provide recommendations on 
improvements that will enhance economic growth in 
the region. The study should identify the need and 
justification for transportation improvements and the 
feasibility of various transportation alternatives (e.g. 
rail, road, air and marine); examine all goods 
movement travel needs in identifying long-term 
challenges and opportunities and considers all modes 
in road, rail, air and marine and potentially others, as 
possible options to improve the overall transportation 
system and provide estimates of a return on 
investment for each of the prioritized transportation 
infrastructure and services improvements. 

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; 
Southwestern Ontario 
Transportation Alliance; 
Ministry of 
Transportation; Western 
Ontario CFDCs 

Long-term action 

 

4.3  Strategic Priority 3 – Regional Sector Strategies 
Sector strategies are regional, industry-focused approaches to building skilled workforces and the most 
effective way to align public and private resources to address the talent needs of employers. While the 
approach is not new, there is a growing body of evidence showing that sector strategies can 
simultaneously improve employment opportunities for job seekers and grow trade development 
opportunities for industries.  

Many regions and a majority of peer jurisdictions are now investing in sector strategies as stand-alone 
initiatives or as components of other activities. In Eastern Ontario, with the help of the Eastern Ontario 
Wardens’ Caucus, the region has undertaken a regional food sector strategy that is underpinned by an 
asset mapping exercise that has illustrated the industry’s supply chain. Asset Mapping is a tool used to 
document the businesses and resources in a defined area. This tool can be used in many forms, 
including creating maps of resources, identifying strengths and opportunities, or to show networks, 
trading patterns, trends and gaps.   

Regional sector strategies can also support a sector’s ability to grow its export and trade development 
opportunities, particularly as best practices emerge from businesses within the regional cluster. 
Accessing new customers via international markets is an essential component of business growth. 
According to the Ontario Chamber of Commerce, most companies looking to scale their business must 
go elsewhere for new customers due to the country’s relatively small market. Without most of the 
available business programs supporting export development, business growth is being limited to local 
and regional markets.  
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Regional Sector Strategies Objectives and Recommendations 

 Objective 1: To provide leadership in the development of sector strategies in the areas of 
manufacturing, agri-food processing and packaging, energy and digital industries. 

 Objective 2: To support the growth of export and trade development activities across small and 
medium sized businesses in Southwestern Ontario. 

Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Short Term Actions  
13. Engage the Province of Ontario (MEDG/OMAFRA) 
in the creation of cluster strategies that build on the 
business growth and supply chain opportunities in 
Southwestern Ontario. 

MEDG; OMAFRA; FedDev 
 

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months  

14. Actively engage the Province (MEDG/OMAFRA) in 
the development of sub-regional economic 
development plans. 

MEDG; OMAFRA Short-term action 
 
12 months  
 

15. Engage senior levels of government on an annual 
basis to discuss the issues and challenges facing the 
growth of the region’s target sectors and the regional 
economy more generally. Prepare appropriate briefs, 
white papers to ensure an evidence-based discussion.  

Western Ontario Warden 
Caucus  

Short-term action 
 
12 months  

16. Collect, create and maintain comprehensive sector 
profiles for each of the region’s target sectors and host 
the profiles on the WOWC website. Each sector profile 
should contain statistics on the number of businesses, 
the number of occupations available, export and 
import figures and characteristics of the sector’s 
workforce (age, skill level, where job growth is 
occurring etc.). 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Economic 
Development 
Organizations; Sector 
Based Organizations 
(Manufacturing, 
Agriculture, Construction 
etc.) 

Short-term action 
 
24 months  

17. Engage with the Ontario Chamber of Commerce to 
develop regional workshops to educate businesses on 
the opportunities associated with upscaling their 
business operations, and promote the province’s 
programming to support this effort. The regional 
workshops should also include insight from industry 
association and specific challenges emerging from 
growing sectors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ontario Chamber of 
Commerce; Industry 
Associations; Western 
Ontario CFDCs  

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months  
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Long Term Actions  
18. Map and profile Southwestern Ontario’s 
Innovation Ecosystem to better understand the 
breadth of innovation services (local, provincial and 
federal), collaborative supports and local assets that 
can contribute to establishing a competitive 
advantage for the attraction of businesses and 
investors, contribute to the retention and expansion 
of existing businesses and assist with stimulate 
business start-ups. Include network of innovation 
sites, incubators, research partnering between 
universities and businesses, investment capital 
networks, and relevant workforce development 
programs. The profile should identify and address gaps 
in the innovation ecosystem and put forward 
recommendations to work with ecosystem partners.  

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Public Sector and 
Post-Secondary 
Institutions; Western 
Ontario CFDCs; 
Contracted Consulting 
Services  

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years 
 
 

19. Undertake an asset mapping project for each key 
regional sector to gain a deeper understanding of the 
ways in which businesses interact with each other and 
with entities outside of the region. Each asset mapping 
project should be completed in three phases. The first 
phase should be asset identification that catalogues a 
complete business directory across the sector. The 
second phase should be to assess the strengths and 
weaknesses of assets and identify gaps in the regional 
cluster. The third phase should be a comprehensive 
assessment that includes the perspectives of sector 
representatives on the value of regional assets to their 
operations, the linkages between regional assets, and 
the underlying business culture of the sector.  

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; Industry 
Associations; Western 
Ontario CFDCs; 
Contracted Consulting 
Services 

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years  

20. Advocate for the Province to accurately measure 
the scale-up challenge and monitor its public policy 
responses by working with Statistics Canada and 
industry groups to collect and publicize relevant data. 

MEDG; OMAFRA; 
Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Western Ontario 
CFDCs  

Long-term action 
 
24 months  

 

4.4  Strategic Priority 4 – Regional Marketing And Promotion 
A community’s image or place brand plays a key role in economic development marketing, contributing 
to the differentiation of an area and outlining the unique value proposition of the community to 
businesses, visitors and residents. Effective and strong place branding requires a strategic approach to 
public relations and communications, as well as the broad recognition across the community that the 
formation and management of an image or brand for a community is an ongoing, interactive, and 
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community-wide process. Community branding is more than the development of a logo, tagline, or 
slogan – it requires a brand identity with community traction and buy-in, strong stewards that will 
ensure the brand is communicated consistently over the long term, and a commitment from 
stakeholders to deliver on the core messages of the brand. Once a brand is clearly identified and 
supported, lead agencies can provide direction to other community stakeholders through their 
individual marketing and communications efforts. (e.g. website design, marketing collaterals, digital 
development and technological innovation).  

Business and community leaders have suggested that Southwestern Ontario lacks a strong regional 
brand. Given the competitive nature of both investment and talent attraction across the globe, there is a 
need for a stronger narrative from all levels of government towards the business successes and sector 
successes occurring across the region. Successful business stories can assist in countering internal and 
external perceptions of lagging investment and promote a brand and value proposition that appeals to 
new and existing businesses, workers and residents. In addition, success stories that reflect and 
celebrate the unique quality of place experience, strengths associated with research and development, 
the ecosystem of support that is in place for start-ups and entrepreneurs will also reflect a value 
proposition that appeals to businesses, workers and residents.  

Mobilizing regional marketing and promotion efforts requires significant effort and resources. Over the 
long term, consideration must be given to deploying a functional body to market and promote the 
region, particularly a body that will work in partnership with municipalities to enhance the region’s value 
proposition.  

Regional Marketing and Promotion Objectives and Recommendations 

 Objective 1: To support the creation and delivery of marketing and promotional objectives for 
Southwestern Ontario. 

Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Short Term Actions  
21. Create an Economic Development Resources 
component for the WOWC Website that highlights the 
priorities and implementation of the Economic 
Development Strategic Plan, highlights the region’s 
major regional assets (airports, post-secondaries, 
transportation connections, etc.). Ensure it is a 
repository for community profiles, regional news 
stories, business resources, and quality of place 
considerations for workforce attraction etc. Work with 
local training boards, research centres and economic 
development organizations to provide datasets 
detailing economic information.  

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards; Economic 
Development 
Organizations; Sector 
Based Organizations 
(Manufacturing, 
Agriculture, 
Construction etc.) 

Short-term action 
 
12-18 months  

22. Track and report on a set of shared metrics that 
highlight the changes or shifts in critical economic, 
environmental and social indicators 

Western Ontario 
Workforce Planning 
Boards, Western 
Ontario CFDCs 
 
 

Short-term action  
18-24 months  
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Recommendations Suggested Partners Timing 
Long Term Actions  
23. Create an arms-length region economic 
development organization that delivers marketing 
support and market research that responds to the 
needs of Southwestern Ontario’s constituents and 
investment opportunities. The organization would be 
responsible for improving competitive intelligence, 
sector expertise and regional supply chain knowledge; 
provide ongoing and timely analysis of the regional 
economy including business performance data, 
workforce demand; provide project management 
oversight as it relates to regionally significant 
initiatives; and provide comprehensive marketing and 
promotional effort to support the long-term 
development of the regional economy.  

Upper and Single Tier 
Municipalities; 
Southwestern Ontario 
small city mayors 

Long-term action 
 
3-5 years 
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5. Effective Implementation 
5.1  A Regional Governance Model 
Cities and municipalities across North America are banding together to develop and deliver strategies 
that promote a wider regional economic development vision having realized that there are greater 
strengths and opportunities in achieving economic development through co-operation and a more co-
ordinated approach.  Bringing together their individual strengths provides them with a more compelling 
message with which to attract investment and allows for the more effective and efficient delivery of 
programs and projects at a regional level.   

One of the primary challenges for derailed or delayed implementation of any economic development 
strategy is the lack of financial resources and the reliance on municipal staff or volunteers who often 
don’t have the time or the expertise needed to lead a regional economic development initiative. While 
in-kind support from partner organizations is a consideration, this too can present challenges in the face 
of shifting mandates and competing priorities, particularly if other levels of government fund these 
organizations. The situation is further complicated when trying to take action at a regional scale where 
there may be deeply rooted jurisdictional and programmatic fragmentation, as was the experience with 
the creation of the Southwest Economic Alliance (SWEA). 

Economic regions, of course, vary in their size and function; some are entire States or Provinces, others 
follow County boundaries and others are city regions.  What distinguishes all of the regional economic 
development efforts is the recognition of an integrated regional economy and an understanding of the 
benefits of co-operating across jurisdictional boundaries to promote the economic growth and 
development of the wider region. 

This diversity of size and function has also lead to many different models or governance structures for 
regional economic development.  Research suggests that the emphasis on governance to achieve 
success, in particular, horizontal and vertical collaboration across tiers of government is essential.  Some 
of the key factors in the governance of these prosperous regions include:  

 Leadership – the public sector plays a key role, however, they are not the only actor and other 
institutions and individuals also important 

 Strategic, long term (and collective) vision – all regions had a sustained and evolving vision,  
developed through a sophisticated analysis of the region drawn from research activity and evidence. 

 Tailored policy – with an agreed strategy there was greater alignment and tailoring of regional and 
local policy to meet wider regional needs. 

 Program synergy and interdependence – these regions also look for opportunities to combine, 
coordinate and integrate parallel programs to be delivered across the region as a whole. 

 Institutional support – there is no “one institution fits all” but rather a need to align with 
appropriate institutions (regarding leadership, resources, autonomy, stakeholder engagement, 
capacity, etc). 

The level of effort and coordination required to implement the Southwestern Ontario Economic 
Development Plan successfully will be significant. For this reason, it is essential that consideration is 
given to the appropriate governance structure through which business and community stakeholders, 
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civic leaders and elected officials from across Southwestern Ontario can regularly come together to 
make well-informed, strategic and regional contributions to economic development.  

Building on the work of the WOWC Economic Development Committee, a WOWC Advisory Council 
should be created to oversee the implementation planning associated with the Economic Development 
Strategic Plan. The Advisory Council would function as a forum for thinking and acting regionally; enable 
decision-making and effective collaboration between various agencies and organizations; and provide a 
focal point for the implementation and monitoring of the regional economic development strategy; with 
regular reporting to WOWC.   

Specifically, the Advisory Council would be responsible for: 

 Overseeing the creation and efforts of any related working groups; 

 Serving as a conduit for information and policy positions with stakeholders; 

 Tracking and reporting on the performance of the Southwestern Ontario economy, as it relates to 
the strategic priorities of the Economic Development Strategy; 

 Tracking and reporting on the overall progress of the implementation of the Strategy using agreed 
upon metrics; and 

 Identifying the need for advocacy by the Western Ontario Wardens Caucus on key issues, as 
necessary. 

When considering the structure of an Advisory Council, a 10-member Board of Directors is 
recommended based on the following representation:  

 Two directors from WOWC appointed annually; 

 One director from the WOCFDCA designated annually; 

 One director from SWODF's regional office (MEDG) designated annually; 

 One director from the separated cities, appointed annually by the Southwestern Ontario Small City 
Mayors; 

 Two directors from the private sector; candidates to be identified and appointed annually by the 
Advisory Council; and 

 Two at-large directors to reflect the changing mix of stakeholders based on the priorities of the 
Strategy Plan (e.g. Workforce Planning Board, EMC, Economic Development Professionals, etc).  

Administrative and logistical support will be required to ensure the implementation of the Southwestern 
Ontario Economic Development Strategic Plan. In the short term, this will require a 
consultant/employee to assist the Advisory Council with prioritising the proposed action items and 
preparing the implementation plans. Over the longer term, however, consideration should be given to 
the creation of an arms-length regional economic development organization that can provide the 
Wardens’ Caucus and the regions constituent municipalities with:  

 Improved competitive intelligence, sector expertise and regional supply chain knowledge - provided 
to the Advisory Council and shared with municipalities and stakeholder organizations;  
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 Ongoing and timely analysis of the regional economy including business performance data, 
workforce demand etc. - provided to the Advisory Council and shared with municipalities and 
stakeholder organizations;  

 Project management oversight as it relates to regionally significant initiatives; emerging from the 
implementation of the Economic Development Strategic Plan; and   

 A comprehensive marketing and promotional effort to support the long term development of the 
regional economy. 

In consideration of this effort, it is recommended that the operation of the Advisory Council be 
supported financially by the upper-tier municipalities. While there may be opportunities to contract out 
some of the short term services to a stakeholder or outside organization (e.g. Western Ontario Regional 
Network); this should be done in consideration of the longer term sustainable funding that will be 
required to ensure the effective implementation of the Economic Development Strategic Plan. 

5.2  Implementation 
The Economic Development Strategic Plan sets out a strategic roadmap for economic development in 
the region.  Recognizing the challenges associated with this level of strategic planning an 
implementation framework and series of operational plans will be critical to the execution of the Plan if 
the Western Ontario Wardens` Caucus is to achieve and successfully deliver on the Plan’s 
recommendations. 

Effective implementation will also require collaboration with a broad range of industry associations, 
organizations, business, senior levels of government and economic development professionals. These 
partners will need to work together over the long term to achieve the vision of economic growth for 
Southwestern Ontario. 

There is significant optimism across the region for the growth of the Southwestern Ontario economy. 
However, many of the businesses that participated in the consultation phase of the project felt that the 
region is not promoted in a way that illustrates the employment opportunities, business investment, or 
that counters the negative narrative that has emerged in recent years.  

While the Western Ontario Wardens’ Caucus has led the development of the Economic Development 
Strategic Plan, it is worth pointing out that the WOWC is only one of many players that will need to be 
involved in the implementation of the Strategic Plan. In particular, the WOWC and its partners will need 
to: 

 Collaborate with all regional stakeholders partners, and their related agencies associated with 
economic development to ensure the adequate resourcing of the Plan; 

 Work closely with the Provincial and Federal Governments to articulate and facilitate regional 
economic development activities that are mutually beneficial and meet with Southwestern Ontario’s 
needs; and 

 Promote the intent and objectives of the Plan to business and community stakeholders to ensure an 
ongoing level of engagement and commitment to the Plan’s implementation. 
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Appendix A 
 

Regional Economy Assessment 
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Appendix B 
 

Consultation Summaries – Survey Results and 
Regional Workshop Feedback Reports 
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