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To advocate with a unified voice to 

all levels of government, advancing 

common needs and opportunities 

through collaboration and evidence-

based solutions, ensuring a 

prosperous and connected  

future for Western Ontario.

To realize Western  

Ontario’s full potential  

for sustainable  

economies and  

prosperous communities.

WOWC’S 
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WOWC’S
MISSION
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The Western Ontario 
Wardens Caucus Inc. 
(WOWC) serves as a 
unified voice for the 
15 upper and single 
tier municipalities in 
Southwestern Ontario, 
advocating for their 
collective interest.
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The WOWC has adopted a strategic 

advocacy approach for 2025-2027 and 

identified a series of key priorities for the 

coming year. This information is intended 

to continue building on the collaboration 

with the member municipalities in rural 

Western Ontario.

The WOWC has conducted significant 

research on its priority issues and is 

proposing concrete solutions to address 

the challenges in rural Western Ontario. 

Being part of the process and the 

conversation will be crucial as we move 

forward. Governments need to be all in 

this together – this partnership will ensure 

collective success for Western Ontario.

PEOPLE REPRESENTED

1.6m

BUSINESSES  
OPERATING

250k

COMMUNITIES SERVED
ACROSS 15 UPPER-TIER AND 

SINGLE-TIER MUNICIPALITIES

300
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WOWC STATEMENT ON TARIFFS

Our communities in Western Ontario thrive when we work 

together. Supporting our local producers, manufacturers, 

and farmers is critical to ensuring continued growth and 

sustainability. The WOWC will remain a vocal advocate for 

solutions that protect our industries and communities, as 

we are committed to working with all levels of government 

to safeguard our region’s economic future.

Western Ontario’s economy is closely linked to trade, 

particularly with the United States, but also within Canada. 

Western Ontario’s exports outside of the region totaled 

over $226 billion in 2022. Exports outside the Western 

Ontario region in the largest industry – manufacturing 

– totaled $145 billion in 2022, representing 64% of total 

regional exports. Tariffs on agriculture and food also 

present substantial risks to the regional economy.

The WOWC will remain a vocal advocate for solutions that 

protect our industries and communities and is committed 

to working with all levels of government to safeguard 

our region’s economic future. As part of this, the WOWC 

strongly supports efforts to develop and implement 

procurement policies that alleviate some of the financial 

and administrative burdens on municipalities.

By collaborating with other levels of government  we 

can together work towards policies that streamline 

procurement, promote local economic development, 

enhance the efficiency of public investments, and make the 

region prosper, benefiting all of Ontario and all of Canada.

Western Ontario’s strength comes from our ability to adapt 

and respond as a region – and, through its priorities such 

as housing, infrastructure, and workforce, strengthening 

the region’s economy. The WOWC remains dedicated to 

partnering with all stakeholders to achieve our common 

objectives and to ensure our communities remain strong 

and resilient.

*Money received in the region from the sale of goods 
and services to foreign and domestic sources

$226.8
billion

SINGLE & UPPER TIER  
WOWC EXPORTS*

$145billion
MANUFACTURING EXPORTS 

FROM WOWC REGION

$12billion
AGRICULTURE EXPORTS 

FROM WOWC REGION
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STRATEGIC PRIORITY 1

INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT AND FUNDING

• �Rural municipalities do not have the per capita tax revenue to fund the water/wastewater systems, lane kilometers of 

roads, bridges and culverts needed to keep the municipality in a state of good repair.

• �Infrastructure Drives Growth – Roads, water, broadband, and transit attract housing and business investment.

• �Demand Outpaces Capacity – Rapid population growth and workforce expansion strain existing infrastructure, limiting 

housing supply.

• �Provincial and federal funding propose subsidies to infrastructure to support rural communities, Western Ontario’s 

contribution to the provincial GDP must be taken to account as this funding is allocated.

• �Secure provincial support for municipalities to maintain and improve existing infrastructure projects, in addition to 

funding for new infrastructure.

• �Demonstrate the importance of robust transportation options to connect individuals to their workplaces and recreational 

activities in other communities.

• �Receive clarity from upper levels of government on collaboration and expectations for land assembly (including but not 

limited to road infrastructure as well as utility investments such hydroelectricity, natural gas, water, and wastewater).

PRINCIPLES

GOALS
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ISSUE SUMMARY:  
BROADBAND AND CELLULAR  

INFRASTRUCTURE IMPROVEMENTS

The WOWC reaffirms its strong support for the Province of 

Ontario’s broadband and cellular infrastructure initiatives 

and outlines remaining connectivity needs in Southwestern 

Ontario. Over the past five years, provincial investments 

have significantly expanded high-speed internet and 

cellular access in rural and underserved areas, supporting 

economic development, public safety, and quality of life 

across the region.

The Southwestern Integrated Fibre Technology (SWIFT) 

program, governed by the WOWC, remains a cornerstone 

of broadband delivery in Southwestern Ontario. Phase 1 is 

complete, with Phases 2 and 3 expected to conclude later 

this year. To date, SWIFT has enabled broadband service for 

more than 68,000 homes and businesses and will exceed 

71,000 upon full completion, representing a substantial 

contribution to provincial connectivity objectives.

Despite this progress, broadband gaps remain. Projects 

funded through AHSIP, ICON, and UBF will continue 

through 2028; however, the WOWC has requested that 

Southwestern Ontario be removed from Infrastructure 

Ontario’s Last Mile Challenge and that remaining  

very last premises be assigned directly to SWIFT 

through its established collaborative framework  

with the Province.

In parallel with broadband investments, the Province of 

Ontario and the Government of Canada have committed 

$142 million to the Eastern Ontario Regional Network 

for cellular improvements under the Cell Gap Project. 

In Southwestern Ontario, WOWC and SWIFT have been 

undertaking a regional cellular due diligence exercise since 

2023, in close collaboration with Bell and Rogers. This work, 

expected to conclude in 2026, will identify coverage gaps, 

infrastructure requirements, and potential delivery models.

Building on provincial leadership, WOWC and SWIFT 

intend to seek provincial funding in 2026 to advance 

cellular improvements, including interim support  

for an independent, ground-level assessment of 

cellular service.

The WOWC and SWIFT remain committed to working 

collaboratively with the Province of Ontario to achieve 

shared broadband and cellular connectivity objectives 

and look forward to continuing this partnership to ensure 

remaining service gaps in Southwestern Ontario are 

efficiently and effectively addressed.
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• �The relationship between infrastructure and housing creates a cycle of availability and affordability challenges for WOWC 

municipalities.

• �Strained infrastructure stalls housing expansion, limited municipal budgets and slow provincial/federal funding create 

delays, reinforcing housing shortages, existing housing stock becomes out of reach for Ontario families.

• �High Costs Reduce Affordability – Municipal infrastructure costs are passed to developers, increasing home prices and 

rents.

• �Affordability Challenges Slow Development – Rising prices push workers and families out of the region, affecting 

economic growth and workforce stability.

• �The Cycle Repeats – When infrastructure catches up, demand surges again, restarting the cycle.

To stabilize housing availability and affordability, WOWC municipalities must:

• �Secure sustained infrastructure funding from senior governments to match county growth.

• �Leverage innovative financing (P3s, tax increment financing) to expand services. Prioritize smart growth by building 

housing near existing infrastructure and transit.

• �Advance caucus planning and advocacy to align housing, workforce, and economic growth strategies.

STRATEGIC PRIORITY 2

HOUSING AFFORDABILITY AND AVAILABILITY

PRINCIPLES

GOALS
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STRATEGIC PRIORITY 3

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT AND PRESERVATION

• �Southwestern Ontario is the economic engine of Ontario. It is home to concentrations of critical industries like agriculture 

and manufacturing not found elsewhere in the province.

• �The tourism industry in Western Ontario is also a major driver for seasonal jobs and on farm diversified uses (e.g. 

farmers’ markets/wineries/cideries).

• �The ongoing trade war with the United States reinforces the need for Ontario to protect and develop provincial industry 

and workforce.

• �Expand Workforce Housing – Increase affordable and attainable housing to attract and retain skilled workers, ensuring 

businesses can fill critical positions.

• �Enhance Regional Workforce Training – Strengthen partnerships with colleges, universities, and industry to align training 

programs with local job market needs.

• �Invest in Rural Infrastructure & Broadband – Improve transportation, digital connectivity, and servicing to support 

business expansion, remote work, and economic growth.

• �Advocate for Sustainable Economic Incentives – Work with governments to secure funding, tax incentives, and policies 

that attract investment and support local businesses.

PRINCIPLES

GOALS
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ISSUE SUMMARY:  
DELAYS PROCESSING  

VULNERABLE SECTOR CHECKS

The WOWC is raising concerns regarding prolonged 

Vulnerable Sector Check (VSC) processing times, which 

have become a significant barrier to hiring and onboarding 

staff in long-term care (LTC) homes and early childhood 

education (ECE) settings. These delays are occurring amid 

already acute workforce shortages and are having a direct 

impact on staffing stability and service delivery.

Under the Fixing Long-Term Care Act, VSCs are mandatory 

for individuals working in LTC homes and, in certain cases, 

ECE settings. Since VSC processing was centralized, 

member municipalities report turnaround times extending 

several months—significantly longer than when checks 

were conducted through local police detachments. As 

a result, qualified candidates are unable to enter the 

workforce in a timely manner.

Municipalities are also experiencing inconsistent Ontario 

Provincial Police (OPP) interpretations regarding which 

positions require VSCs, leading to repeated documentation 

requests, legal clarification, and further processing 

delays. Students and temporary workers—particularly 

those in dietary aide and support roles—are abandoning 

placements as extended waiting periods consume much of 

their limited work terms.

Given the cumulative impacts on workforce capacity, 

continuity of care, and service delivery, WOWC 

respectfully requests the support of the Ministry 

of the Solicitor General and the OPP to work 

collaboratively with municipalities to identify root 

causes and implement practical solutions to address 

VSC processing delays.

Potential measures include reinstating local detachment 

processing, enabling interim or conditional screening 

options, establishing consistent provincial guidance on VSC 

requirements, and creating expedited pathways for LTC- 

and ECE-related roles.

The WOWC remains committed to working collaboratively 

with the Province of Ontario to achieve shared public 

safety and workforce objectives and looks forward to 

ensuring that VSC processing challenges are efficiently and 

effectively addressed.
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STRATEGIC PRIORITY 4

MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES AND SUPPORT 

• �Mental health and addictions challenges are the result of a convergence of factors, many of which require broader 

societal change to address.

• �Although the provision of health care is a provincial government responsibility, municipalities have been forced to take an 

outsized role in address mental health and addictions challenges, with limited fiscal ability to do so.

• �The rate at which municipalities allocated resources to mental health and homelessness supports is unsustainable and 

diminishes their ability to respond to other key issues.

• �Secure dedicated funding for wraparound community supports in small and rural communities, echoing the supports 

offered by the HART hub model found elsewhere in Ontario.

• �Funding relief from other orders of government for the root causes of homelessness, to ensure the burden does not 

disproportionately fall to municipalities.

PRINCIPLES

GOALS
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The WOWC strives for partnership, 
collaboration, and dialogue with other 
levels of government—and embodies 

these values in its advocacy 
efforts in the spirit of maintaining 

and supporting these critical 
relationships. Investing in municipal 

services will lay foundations for 
the continued recovery and future 

prosperity of our communities.

Kate Burns Gallagher 
Executive Director 

kate@wowc.ca 

www.wowc.ca

Warden Marcus Ryan  
Chair 

mryan@oxfordcounty.ca

Warden Kevin Marriott 
Vice-Chair 

kevin.marriott@county-lambton.on.ca

Justin Bromberg 
Manager of Government Relations 

justin@wowc.ca 


