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The landscape of municipal governance 
in Ontario has undergone a significant 
transformation with the introduction 
and expansion of strong mayor powers.

Enacted through the Strong Mayors, 
Building Homes Act, 2022 (Bill 3) and 
the Better Municipal Governance Act, 
2022 (Bill 39), this legislative frame-
work was created to centralize executive 
authority in the hands of various heads 
of council.

The concept of “strong mayor” govern-
ance is not new: cities like New York 
and Chicago have long empowered 
mayors with unilateral executive author-
ity. Premier Doug Ford’s government 
adopted this model in 2022, citing the 
urgent need to expedite housing and 
infrastructure development.

Initially, only Ottawa and Toronto 
had this designation. A year later, on 
July 1, 2023, this power expanded to 26 
additional municipalities, all having been 
identified as large and fast-growing, and 
who had submitted a housing pledge 
to the province. By Oct. 31, 2023, 
these powers increased to a total of 47 
municipalities.

Most recently, on April 9, 2025, the 
provincial government announced that 
starting May 1, 2025, they intended to 
designate another 169 municipalities 
with access to strong mayor powers.

Unlike the traditional “weak mayor” 
model, where the mayor is a “leader among 
equals” with limited authority, a “strong 
mayor” wields centralized executive pow-
ers that fundamentally alter the balance of 
power within municipal governance.

Once designated, the head of council 
– the mayor – acquires significant, new 

authority over the municipality’s opera-
tions, legislative decisions, and financial 
governance.

Power to reshape 
municipal administration
One of the significant changes intro-
duced under the strong mayor powers 
framework is the ability of the head of 
council to directly shape and manage the 
internal administration of their munici-
pality. These powers, embedded in the 
Municipal Act, 2001, create a model of 
centralized executive authority that fun-
damentally alters the mayor’s role within 
municipal governance.

A cornerstone of this shift is that 
strong mayors are granted all the powers 
typically reserved for a municipality’s 
chief administrative officer. According to 
section 284.5 of the Municipal Act, 2001, 
these powers are now assigned to the 
head of council.

Traditionally, the CAO is responsible 
for exercising general control and man-
agement of municipal affairs to ensure 
efficient and effective operations. With 
strong mayor powers, the mayor assumes 
this role, effectively becoming the munic-
ipality’s top executive administrator. This 
authority extends into staff management.

Unlike “weak” mayors, who typically 
require council consensus or rely on 
delegated authority, strong mayors can 
directly instruct municipal employees 
to conduct research, provide advice, 
and implement policy decisions. These 
directions must be issued in writing, as 
stipulated under section 284.3 of the 
Municipal Act, 2001. This ensures a clear 
record of mayoral decisions and enhances 

One mayor to 
rule them all

Eric Davis is a partner with SV Law 
and his practice focuses exclusively on 
municipal and planning law. He is an 
LSO-certified specialist in municipal 
law: local government and land use 
planning and development. Davis acts for 
municipalities and other public bodies 
across Ontario, including school boards, 
homeowners, businesses, developers, and 
other private sector clients. He focuses on 
matters related to municipal governments. 
Davis can be reached at edavis@svlaw.ca.

Rhyss Oldacre is a summer student 
at SV Law. She is entering her third 
year of studies at the University of 
Windsor Faculty of Law and has a 
particular interest in municipal law.

39 — MUNICIPAL WORLD — JULY 2025



both transparency and accountability 
within the municipal administration.

Power to determine 
organizational structure
Section 284.6 of the Municipal Act, 
2001, assigns the power to determine the 
municipality’s organizational structure to 
the mayor, including the ability to hire 
and dismiss the heads of divisions and 
other key staff. This means a strong mayor 
can shape their senior team to reflect their 
administrative and political priorities. 
However, there are important limitations.

Certain statutory officers, such as the 
clerk, treasurer, integrity commissioner, 
ombudsman, auditor general, and few 
others, are excluded from this author-
ity. These positions are protected by law 
and must continue to be appointed or 
removed through separate statutory pro-
cesses, safeguarding their independence 
within the municipal framework.

Further expanding the reach of their 
administrative powers, strong mayors 
also control the structure and leadership 
of local boards and committees.

Sections 284.7 and 284.8 of the 
Municipal Act, 2001, grant the mayor 
the authority to appoint chairs and 
vice-chairs of any prescribed local boards 
and to establish, dissolve, and assign 
functions to prescribed committees 
(see O. Reg. 530/22). This allows the 
mayor to not only determine who leads 
key civic bodies but also to reshape 
committee structures to align with their 
strategic vision.

Power to advance provincial priorities
Mayors also have enhanced legislative 
authority for the purpose of advancing 
prescribed “provincial priorities.” 	
These priorities are outlined in regulation 
(see O. Reg. 580/22).

Under section 284.9 of the Municipal 
Act, 2001, the lieutenant governor in 
council may, by regulation, designate 

these priorities. As of now, the prescribed 
provincial priorities include:
•	 building 1.5 million new residential 

units by Dec. 31, 2031
•	 constructing or maintaining the infra-

structure necessary to support housing 
development, such as transit, roads, 
utilities, and servicing

It is important to note that the terms 
contained in the listed “provincial priori-
ties” have not been defined, so there is 
room for interpretation.

When one of these priorities is at 
stake, a strong mayor gains several sig-
nificant powers designed to streamline 
municipal action. For instance, under 
section 284.10 of the Municipal Act, 
2001, the mayor may require council to 
consider a matter that they believe could 
potentially advance a provincial priority, 
even if doing so contravenes the munici-
pality’s procedural bylaw.

Power to veto municipal bylaws
Strong mayors also possess the author-
ity to veto all or part of certain bylaws. 
Under section 284.11 of the Municipal 
Act, 2001, a mayor can issue a veto if 
they are of the opinion that all or part of 
a bylaw could potentially interfere with a 
prescribed provincial priority.

This veto power applies specifically to 
bylaws made under the Municipal Act, 
2001, the Planning Act, and any other 
prescribed legislation, with certain exclu-
sions. For example, a mayor may veto all 
or part of an amendment to the munici-
pality’s zoning bylaw if they believe it 
would hinder housing targets or infra-
structure goals set by the province.

To exercise this veto, the strong mayor 
must notify council in writing within 
two days of the bylaw’s passage at the 
latest. However, this veto is not absolute. 
Council may override it by holding a 
vote within 21 days, during which at 
least two-thirds of council members 
must support the override. Importantly, 

the strong mayor retains the right to 
vote on whether or not their own veto 
should be overturned.

Fundamental restructuring 
of local authority
The strong mayor powers framework 
provides a clearly defined authority to 
designated heads of council. These laws 
establish a governance model that cen-
tralizes key executive powers in the office 
of the mayor; specifically, to support the 
advancement of provincial objectives 
such as construction and infrastructure 
development.

Under this framework, strong mayors 
are granted significant operational con-
trol over the municipality, including the 
ability to direct staff, shape the organi-
zational structure, and influence local 
policy through initiating and vetoing 
bylaws. This is not a simple policy adjust-
ment, it is a fundamental restructuring 
of local authority. The province alone 
determines which municipalities are des-
ignated and retains the discretion to set 
or revise the scope of these powers.

Strong mayors may propose bylaws 
or even force council consideration of 
matters if they believe the issue could 
advance provincial priorities, regardless 
of whether it aligns with local procedural 
rules. When municipal councils or staff 
attempt to circumvent or resist these 
authorities, they risk acting ultra vires 
and undermine the legislative intent of 
streamlining governance to meet urgent 
provincial goals.

Upholding the integrity of this frame-
work requires councils and staff to act 
with a clear understanding of their legal 
and institutional roles and to engage in 
constructive co-operation. Respecting 
the limits of their role is not only a legal 
obligation but also essential for maintain-
ing public trust and achieving effective 
local governance under this evolving 
framework.
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