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March 15, 2017 
 
 
Public Health Expert Panel Members 
c/o 
Dr. David Williams, Chair 
Roselle Martino, Executive Sponsor              
 
Dear Panel Members, 
 
On behalf of member Medical Officers of Health, Boards of Health and Affiliate 
organizations of the Association of Local Public Health Agencies (alPHa), I am writing to 
share alPHa’s perspectives on key issues currently under the Expert Panel’s 
consideration. As the provincial association that provides leadership to Ontario’s boards 
of health and public health units1, we have long been engaged in the matters within the 
mandate of the Expert Panel. We hope that the distillation of our years of experience is 
helpful to you as you pursue this important work. 
 
As you will know, Ontario’s local public health system is grounded in a population health 
approach – focused on upstream efforts to improve health and health equity. Our 
system is enviable across Canada in that it benefits from:  i) a structure that promotes 
strong municipal and other non-health sector relationships so important to health, and 
ii) a comprehensive legal and programmatic framework . These assets mean that 
Ontarians are effectively served by a local public health system that works in partnership 
to respond to local needs while at the same time ensuring compliance with provincial 
standards2.  
 
Such strengths in Ontario’s local public health system notwithstanding, there have been 
a number of occasions to scrutinize and recommend improvements. Many 
improvements have been made as our system has evolved and recommendations from 
numerous reports have been implemented over the years.   
 
As the Panel will be aware, since the May 2000 E. coli outbreak and tragic deaths in 
Walkerton there have been numerous opportunities to review the structure, 
organization, governance, functions and capacity of Ontario’s local public health system.   
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_________________________ 
1 For clarity, please note that each local public health unit in Ontario is governed by a local board 
of health. For simplicity, the term local public health will be used to refer to these entities as a 
whole in this document. 
2 Local public health works through multiple channels and on multiple issues in order to have an 
impact on the health of the population. The work is diverse, including individual clinical service 
delivery, education, inspection, surveillance, and policy development among other activities. 
What unifies local public health action is its focus on prevention, upstream interventions and 
societal factors that influence health. 
 



Public Health Expert Panel                   Page 2 of 3 
March 15, 2017 
 

These reviews have afforded alPHa’s members with many opportunities to carefully consider how the 
local public health system could best support the health of Ontarians. Through much participation in the 
many reviews over many years, a number of consistent messages have been put forward by alPHa that 
we would like to share with the Expert Panel for your consideration in the current review. These are 
described in our comments that follow, noting that we would be pleased to discuss any of these items in 
more detail. 

1. PROVINCIAL RELATIONSHIP   

Local public health should remain independent of health care structures such as local health integration 
networks (LHINs). While alPHa views Ontario’s LHINs as important partners in community health, and 
we welcome our new role in supporting population level planning for the health system, it is important 
for local public health to remain organizationally separate from these structures. Provincial public health 
funding and accountability agreements must continue to be directly negotiated between local boards of 
health and the MOHLTC. This direct relationship mitigates against the threat of financial and functional 
resource allocation to the acute care system as has been evidenced in the experience of the many other 
regions in Canada and around the world with integrated health systems. Despite the best of intensions 
in many jurisdictions, over time, the resources available to local public health have been eroded and 
public health functions have become dispersed and focused more on downstream secondary prevention 
and treatment. 

2. MUNICIPAL RELATIONSHIP 

Board of health members should be drawn from the communities the board serves, and should include 
a balance of municipally elected officials, as well as committed citizens chosen by the Board or 
appointed by the province. Municipal representation on boards of health ensures valuable connections 
with decision makers and staff in non-health sectors where there is scope of authority over key 
determinants of health (e.g., by-laws, built environment, social services, child care, land use planning, 
long-term care, safe drinking water, recreational facilities, first responders, etc.). Board members should 
be selected based on their interest in public health issues and the fulfillment of specified competencies 
through recruitment processes where possible and complemented with training where specific 
competencies require further development. 

3. NUMBERS OF BOARDS OF HEALTH 

Changes to health unit boundaries should be considered only in the context of optimizing human and 
financial resources, and ensuring equitable availability of public health expertise and technical 
requirements for full local delivery of public health services in all parts of the province.  Any such 
consideration must be undertaken in full consultation with local public health. 

4. ALIGNING LOCALLY TO PROMOTE HEALTH 

Local public health is responsible to plan for the overall health of the population each board serves.  The 
LHIN boundaries have been established based on referral patterns for patients of acute care institutions.  
This markedly contrasts with the health promoting approach of local public health that is much broader, 
reaching people where they live, go to school, work and socialize. alPHa has recommended that when 
re-thinking LHIN boundaries consideration should be given to the current alignments between local 
public health, education, municipal and social service boundaries because of the support these sectors 
provide to local public health, population  health and local health systems. 
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5. LOCAL PUBLIC HEALTH CAPACITY CONSIDERATIONS 

There is an important distinction between providing population health information and translating this 
information into planning, funding and delivery decisions for acute care and other downstream services. 
It should not be assumed that the latter is a public health competency. It must be recognized that the 
work for public health as described in the Patients First discussion paper is additional to public health’s 
core functions and mandate and the related resources must be identified to accommodate this work to 
ensure that public health capacity to promote and protect health and improve health equity is not 
eroded. 

 

Local public health in Ontario is uniquely mandated and positioned to promote and protect the health of 
the population.  We play a role that is often not well understood and we appreciate the opportunity to 
provide input based on our many years of experience and wealth of grounded knowledge.  We would be 
pleased to discuss these and related issues further with you and ask that you not hesitate to follow up 
with us. 

On behalf of alPHa, I wish you all the best in your deliberations on these important matters and I look 
forward to your recommendations. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Linda Stewart 
Executive Director 
 


