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Sent via email to: doug.downeyco@pc.ola.org 
magpolicy@ontario.ca 

October 1, 2019 

The Honourable Doug Downey 
Attorney General of Ontario 
McMurtry-Scott Building, 11th Floor 
720 Bay Street 
Toronto, Ontario 
M7A 2S9 

Dear Attorney General Downey, 

Municipal governments accept the responsibility to pay their fair share of a loss. Always. Making it 
right and paying a fair share are the cornerstones of our legal system. Citizens expect nothing less 
of their local governments. 

But what is a challenge for municipalities and property taxpayers alike, is being asked to assume 
someone else’s responsibility for someone else’s mistake. Municipal governments should not be the 
insurer of last resort. For municipalities in Ontario, however, the principle of joint and several 
liability ensures that they are just that. 

Joint and several liability means higher insurance costs. It diverts property tax dollars from 
delivering public services. It has transformed municipalities into litigation targets while others 
escape responsibility. It forces municipal government to settle out-of-court for excessive amounts 
when responsibility is as low as 1%. 

There must be a better way.  There must be a better way to help ensure those who suffer losses are 
made whole again without asking municipalities to bear that burden alone. There must be a better 
way to be fair, reasonable, and responsible. 

AMO welcomes the government’s commitment to review joint and several liability.  It is a complex 
issue that has many dimensions.  Issues of fairness, legal principles, “liability chill”, insurance 
failures and high insurance costs are all intertwined. Many other jurisdictions have offered 
additional protection for municipalities and AMO calls on the Ontario government to do the same. 

What follows is a starting point for that discussion. Our paper reasserts key issues from AMO’s 2010 
paper, AMO’s 2011 insurance cost survey, provides more recent examples, and details some 
possible solutions of which there are many options. 

Municipalities are in the business of delivering public services. Municipal governments exist to 
connect people and to advance the development of a community.  It is time to find a reasonable 
balance to prevent the further scaling back of public services owing to joint and several liability, 
“liability chill”, or excessive insurance costs. 
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Together with the provincial government, I am confident we can find a better way. 

Sincerely, 

  
Jamie McGarvey 
AMO President 
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Executive Summary 

AMO’s advocacy efforts on joint and several liability in no way intends for aggrieved parties to be 
denied justice or damages through the courts. Rather, municipal governments seek to highlight the 
inequity of how much “deep pocket” defendants like municipalities are forced to pay, for both in 
and out of court settlements. 

It is entirely unfair to ask property taxpayers to carry the lion’s share of a damage award when a 
municipality is found at minimal fault or to assume responsibility for someone else’s mistake. 

Municipal governments cannot afford to be the insurer of last resort. The principle of joint and 
several liability is costing municipalities and taxpayers dearly, in the form of rising insurance 
premiums, service reductions and fewer choices. The Negligence Act was never intended to place 
the burden of insurer of last resort on municipalities. 

As public organizations with taxation power and “deep pockets,” municipalities have become focal 
points for litigation when other defendants do not have the means to pay. At the same time, 
catastrophic claim awards in Ontario have increased considerably. In part, joint and several liability 
is fueling exorbitant increases in municipal insurance premiums. 

The heavy insurance burden and legal environment is unsustainable for Ontario’s communities. 
Despite enormous improvements to safety, including new standards for playgrounds, pool safety, 
and better risk management practices, municipal insurance premiums and liability claims continue 
to increase. All municipalities have risk management policies to one degree or another and most 
large municipalities now employ risk managers precisely to increase health and safety and limit 
liability exposure in the design of facilities, programs, and insurance coverage. Liability is a top of 
mind consideration for all municipal councils. 

Joint and several liability is problematic not only because of the disproportioned burden on 
municipalities that are awarded by courts. It is also the immeasurable impact of propelling 
municipalities to settle out of court to avoid protracted and expensive litigation for amounts that 
may be excessive, or certainly represent a greater percentage than their degree of fault. 

Various forms of proportionate liability have now been enacted by all of Ontario’s competing Great 
Lakes states. In total, 38 other states south of the border have adopted proportionate liability in 
specific circumstances to the benefit of municipalities. Many common law jurisdictions around the 
world have adopted legal reforms to limit the exposure and restore balance. With other 
Commonwealth jurisdictions and the majority of state governments in the United States having 
modified the rule of joint and several liability in favour of some form of proportionate liability, it is 
time for Ontario to consider various options. 

There is precedence in Ontario for joint and several liability reform. The car leasing lobby 
highlighted a particularly expensive court award made in November of 2004 against a car leasing 
company by the victim of a drunk driver. The August 1997 accident occurred when the car skidded 
off a county road near Peterborough, Ontario. It exposed the inequity of joint and several liability 
for car leasing companies. The leasing companies argued to the government that the settlement 
had put them at a competitive disadvantage to lenders. They also warned that such liability 
conditions would likely drive some leasing and rental companies to reduce their business in 
Ontario. As a result, Bill 18 amended the Compulsory Automobile Insurance Act, the Highway Traffic 
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Act and the Ontario Insurance Act to make renters and lessees vicariously liable for the negligence 
of automobile drivers and capped the maximum liability of owners of rental and leased cars at $1 
million. While Bill 18 has eliminated the owners of leased and rented cars as “deep pocket” 
defendants, no such restrictions have been enacted to assist municipalities. 

A 2011 survey conducted by AMO reveals that since 2007, liability premiums have increased by 
22.2% and are among the fastest growing municipal costs. Total 2011 Ontario municipal insurance 
costs were $155.2 million. Liability premiums made up the majority of these expenses at $85.5 
million. Property taxpayers are paying this price. 

These trends are continuing. In August of 2019, it was reported the Town of Bradford West 
Gwillimbury faces a 59% insurance cost increase for 2019. This is just one example. AMO 
encourages the municipal insurance industry to provide the government with more recent data and 
trends to support the industry’s own arguments regarding the impact joint and several has on 
premiums. 

Insurance costs disproportionately affect small municipalities. For 2011, the per capita insurance 
costs for communities with populations under 10,000 were $37.56. By comparison, per capita costs 
in large communities with populations over 75,000 were $7.71. Property taxpayers in one northern 
community are spending more on insurance than their library. In one southern county, for every $2 
spent on snowplowing roads, another $1 is spent on insurance. 

In 2016, the Ontario Municipal Insurance Exchange (OMEX), a not-for-profit insurer, announced that 
it was suspending reciprocal underwriting operations. The organization cited, a “low pricing 
environment, combined with the impact of joint and several liability on municipal claim 
settlements” as reasons for the decision. Fewer choices fuels premium increases. 

Learning from other jurisdictions is important for Ontario. The Province of Saskatchewan has 
implemented liability reforms to support its municipalities. As a municipal lawyer at the time, Neil 
Robertson, QC was instrumental in laying out the arguments in support of these changes. Now a 
Justice of the Court of Queen’s Bench for Saskatchewan, AMO was pleased to have Neil Robertson 
prepare a paper and address AMO conference delegates in 2013. Much of the Saskatchewan 
municipal experience (which led to reforms) is applicable to the Ontario and the Canadian 
municipal context. Summarised below and throughout this paper are some of Robertson’s key 
findings. 

Robertson found that, regardless of the cause, over the years municipalities in Canada have 
experienced an accelerating rate of litigation and an increase in amounts of damage awards. He 
noted these developments challenge municipalities and raise financial, operational and policy 
issues in the provision of public services. 

Robertson describes the current Canadian legal climate as having placed municipalities in the role 
of involuntary insurer. Courts have assigned municipal liability where liability was traditionally 
denied and apportioned fault to municipal defendants out of proportion to municipal involvement 
in the actual wrong. 

This increased exposure to liability has had serious ramifications for municipalities, both as a 
deterrent to providing public services which may give rise to claims and in raising the cost and 
reducing the availability of insurance. The cost of claims has caused insurers to reconsider not only 
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what to charge for premiums, but whether to continue offering insurance coverage to municipal 
clients. 

Robertson also makes the key point that it reasonable for municipal leaders to seek appropriate 
statutory protections. He wrote: 

“Since municipalities exist to improve the quality of life for their citizens, the possibility of 
causing harm to those same citizens is contrary to its fundamental mission. Careful 
management and wise stewardship of public resources by municipal leaders will reduce the 
likelihood of such harm, including adherence to good risk management practices in 
municipal operations. But wise stewardship also involves avoiding the risk of unwarranted 
costs arising from inevitable claims.” 

And, of course, a key consideration is the reality that insurance premiums, self-insurance costs, and 
legal fees divert municipal funds from other essential municipal services and responsibilities.   

It is in this context that AMO appreciated the commitments made by the Premier and the Attorney 
General to review the principle of joint and several liability, the impact it has on insurance costs, 
and the influence “liability chill” has on the delivery of public services.  Now is the time to deliver 
provincial public policy solutions which address these issues. 

Recommendations 

AMO recommends the following measures to address these issues: 

1. The provincial government adopt a model of full proportionate liability to replace joint 
and several liability. 

2. Implement enhancements to the existing limitations period including the continued 
applicability of the existing 10-day rule on slip and fall cases given recent judicial 
interpretations, and whether a 1-year limitation period may be beneficial. 

3. Implement a cap for economic loss awards. 

4. Increase the catastrophic impairment default benefit limit to $2 million and increase the 
third-party liability coverage to $2 million in government regulated automobile insurance 
plans. 

5. Assess and implement additional measures which would support lower premiums or 
alternatives to the provision of insurance services by other entities such as non-profit 
insurance reciprocals. 

6. Compel the insurance industry to supply all necessary financial evidence including 
premiums, claims, and deductible limit changes which support its, and municipal 
arguments as to the fiscal impact of joint and several liability.   

7. Establish a provincial and municipal working group to consider the above and put forward 
recommendations to the Attorney General. 
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Insurance Cost Examples 

The government has requested detailed information from municipalities regarding their insurance 
costs, coverage, deductibles, claims history, and out-of-court settlements. Municipalities have been 
busy responding to a long list of provincial consultations on a wide range of topics.  Some of the 
information being sought is more easily supplied by the insurance industry. AMO’s 2011 survey of 
insurance costs produced a sample size of 122 municipalities and assessed insurance cost increases 
over a five-year period.  The survey revealed an average premium increase which exceeded 20% 
over that period. 

All of the same forces remain at play in 2019 just as they were in 2011.  Below are some key 
examples. 

Ear Falls - The Township of Ear Falls reports that its insurance premiums have increased 30% over 
five years to $81,686.  With a population of only 995 residents (2016), this represents a per capita 
cost of $82.09.  This amount is a significant increase from AMO’s 2011 Insurance Survey result.  At 
that time, the average per capita insurance cost for a community with a population under 10,000 
was $37.56.  While the Township has not been the subject of a liability claim, a claim in a 
community of this size could have significant and long-lasting financial and service implications.  
The Township has also had to impose stricter insurance requirements on groups that rent municipal 
facilities.  This has had a negative impact on the clubs and volunteers’ groups and as a consequence, 
many have cut back on the service these groups provide to the community. 

Central Huron – For many years the municipality of Central Huron had a deductible of $5,000.  In 
2014, the deductible was increased to $15,000 to help reduce insurance costs.  The municipality 
also increased its liability coverage in 2014 and added cyber security coverage in 2018.  The 
combined impact of these changes represents a premium cost of $224,774 in 2019, up from 
$141,331 in 2010.  Per capita costs for insurance alone are now $29.67. 

Huntsville – Since 2010, the Town of Huntsville reports an insurance premium increase of 67%.  In 
2019 this represented about 3.75% of the town’s property tax levy.  At the same time, Huntsville’s 
deductible has increased from $10,000 to $25,000.  The town also reports a reluctance to hold its 
own events for fear of any claims which may affect its main policy.  Additional coverage is 
purchased for these events and these costs are not included above. 

Ottawa - In August 2018, the City began working with its insurance broker, Aon Risk Solutions 
(“Aon”), to prepare for the anticipated renewal of the Integrated Insurance Program in April 2019.  
As the cost of the City’s insurance premiums had risen by approximately 25% between 2017 and 
2018, this early work was intended to ensure that any further increase could be properly accounted 
for through the 2019 budget process. Early indications of a possible further 10% premium increase 
prompted the City and Aon in late 2018 to explore options for a revised Program, and to approach 
alternative markets for the supply of insurance. 

On January 11, 2019, an OC Transpo bus collided with a section of the Westboro Station transit 
shelter, resulting in three fatalities and numerous serious injuries. This was the second major 
incident involving the City’s bus fleet, following approximately five years after the OC Transpo – VIA 
train collision in September 2013. 

Attachment 1 - Page 8 of 18



The January 2019 incident prompted insurance providers to re-evaluate their willingness to 
participate in the City Program. Despite Aon’s work to secure an alternative provider, only Frank 
Cowan Company (“Cowan”), the City’s existing insurer, was prepared to offer the City an Integrated 
Insurance Program.  Cowan’s offer to renew the City’s Program was conditional on revised terms 
and limits and at a significant premium increase of approximately 84%, or nearly $2.1 million per 
year.  According to Cowan, these changes and increases were attributable to seven principle factors, 
including Joint and Several Liability:  

1. Escalating Costs of Natural Global Disasters; 
2. Joint and Several Liability; 
3. Claims Trends (in the municipal sector); 
4. Increasing Damage Awards; 
5. Class Action Lawsuits; 
6. New and/or Adverse Claims Development; and, 
7. Transit Exposure. 

Cowan also indicated that the primary policy limits for the 2019-2020 renewal would be lowered 
from $25 million to $10 million per occurrence, thereby raising the likelihood of increased costs for 
the City’s excess liability policies. 

Joint and Several in Action - Recent Examples 

The following examples highlight joint and several in action.  The following examples have occurred 
in recent years. 

GTA Municipality – A homeowner rented out three separate apartments in a home despite being 
zoned as a single-family dwelling. After a complaint was received, bylaw inspectors and Fire 
Prevention Officers visited the property. The landlord was cautioned to undertake renovations to 
restore the building into a single-family dwelling.  After several months of non-compliance, charges 
under the fire code were laid. The owner was convicted and fined.  A subsequent visit by Fire 
Prevention Officers noted that the required renovations had not taken place.  Tragically, a fire 
occurred which resulted in three fatalities. Despite having undertaken corrective action against the 
homeowner, joint and several liability loomed large. It compelled the municipality to make a 
payment of $504,000 given the 1% rule. 

City of Ottawa - A serious motor vehicle accident occurred between one of the City’s buses and an 
SUV.  The collision occurred at an intersection when the inebriated driver of the SUV failed to stop at 
a red light and was struck by the City bus. This collision resulted in the deaths of the SUV driver and 
two other occupants, and also seriously injured the primary Plaintiff, the third passenger in the SUV.   
The secondary action was brought by the family of one of the deceased passengers.  

The Court ultimately concluded that the City was 20% liable for the collision, while the SUV driver 
was 80% at fault.  Despite the 80/20 allocation of fault, the City was required to pay all of the 
approximately $2.1 million in damages awarded in the primary case and the $200,000 awarded in 
the secondary case, bringing the amount paid by the City to a total that was not proportionate to its 
actual liability. This was due to the application of the principle of joint and several liability, as well as 
the interplay between the various automobile insurance policies held by the SUV owner and 
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passengers, which is further explained below.  Although the City appealed this case, the Ontario 
Court of Appeal agreed with the findings of the trial judge and dismissed it. 

This case was notable for the implications of various factors on the insurance policies held by the 
respective parties. While most automobile insurance policies in Ontario provide for $1 million in 
third party liability coverage, the insurance for the SUV was reduced to the statutory minimum of 
$200,000 by virtue of the fact that the driver at the time of the collision had a blood alcohol level 
nearly three times the legal limit for a fully licensed driver.  This was contrary to the requirements 
of his G2 license, which prohibit driving after the consumption of any alcohol. Further, while the 
Plaintiff passengers’ own respective insurance provided $1 million in coverage for underinsured 
motorists (as the SUV driver was at the time), this type of coverage is triggered only where no other 
party is in any way liable for the accident.  As a result, the primary Plaintiff could only effectively 
recover the full $2.1 million in damages if the Court attributed even a small measure of fault to 
another party with sufficient resources to pay the claim. 

In determining that the City was at least partially responsible for the collision, the Court held that 
the speed of the bus – which according to GPS recordings was approximately 6.5 km/h over the 
posted limit of 60 kilometres an hour – and momentary inattention were contributing factors to the 
collision. 

To shorten the length of the trial by approximately one week and accordingly reduce the legal costs 
involved, the parties had earlier reached an agreement on damages and that the findings regarding 
the primary Plaintiff would apply equally to the other. The amount of the agreement-upon damages 
took into account any contributory negligence on the part of the respective Plaintiffs, attributable to 
such things as not wearing a seat belt. 

City of Ottawa, 2nd example – A Plaintiff was catastrophically injured when, after disembarking a 
City bus, he was struck by a third-party motor vehicle. The Plaintiff’s injuries included a brain injury 
while his impairments included incomplete quadriplegia. 

As a result of his accident, the Plaintiff brought a claim for damages for an amount in excess of $7 
million against the City and against the owner and driver of the third-party vehicle that struck him.  
Against the City, the Plaintiff alleged that the roadway was not properly designed and that the bus 
stop was placed at an unsafe location as it required passengers to cross the road mid-block and not 
at a controlled intersection.  

Following the completion of examinations for discovery, the Plaintiff’s claim against the Co-
Defendant (the driver of the vehicle which struck the plaintiff) was resolved for $1,120,000 
comprising $970,000 for damages and $120,000 for costs. The Co-Defendant’s policy limit was $1 
million. The claim against the City was in effect, a “1% rule” case where the City had been added to 
the case largely because the Co-Defendant’s insurance was capped at $1 million, which was well 
below the value of the Plaintiff’s claim. 

On the issue of liability, the pre-trial judge was of the view that the City was exposed to a finding of 
some liability against it on the theory that, because of the proximity of the bus stop to a home for 
adults with mental health issues, the City knew or should have known that bus passengers with 
cognitive and/or physical disabilities would be crossing mid-block at an unmarked crossing.  This, 
according to the judge, could have resulted in a finding being made at trial that the City should 
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either have removed the bus stop or alternatively, should have installed a pedestrian crossing at 
this location. 

The judge assessed the Plaintiff’s damages at $7,241,000 exclusive of costs and disbursements 
which he then reduced to $4,602,930 exclusive of costs and disbursements after applying a 
reduction of 27.5% for contributory negligence and subtracting the $970,000 payment made by the 
Co-Defendant’s insurer.  

Settlement discussions took place and the judge recommended that the matter be resolved for 
$3,825,000 plus costs of $554,750 plus HST plus disbursements. 

Joint and Several Liability in Action - Other notable cases 

Deering v Scugog -  A 19-year-old driver was driving at night in a hurry to make the start time of a 
movie. She was travelling on a Class 4 rural road that had no centerline markings. The Ontario 
Traffic Manual does not require this type of road to have such a marking. The driver thought that a 
vehicle travelling in the opposite direction was headed directly at her. She swerved, over-corrected 
and ended up in a rock culvert. The Court found the Township of Scugog 66.7% liable. The at-fault 
driver only carried a $1M auto insurance policy. 

Ferguson v County of Brant - An inexperienced 17-year-old male driver was speeding on a road 
when he failed to navigate a curve which resulted in him crossing the lane into oncoming traffic, 
leaving the roadway, and striking a tree. The municipality was found to have posted a winding road 
sign rather than a sharp curve sign. The municipality was found 55% liable.  

Safranyos et al v City of Hamilton -   The plaintiff was leaving a drive-in movie theatre with four 
children in her vehicle at approximately 1 AM. She approached a stop sign with the intention of 
turning right onto a highway. Although she saw oncoming headlights she entered the intersection 
where she was struck by a vehicle driven 15 km/h over the posted speed limit by a man who had 
just left a party and was determined by toxicologists to be impaired. The children in the plaintiff’s 
vehicle suffered significant injuries. The City was determined to be 25% liable because a stop line 
had not been painted on the road at the intersection. 

Mortimer v Cameron - Two men were engaged in horseplay on a stairway and one of them fell 
backward through an open door at the bottom of a landing. The other man attempted to break the 
first man’s fall and together they fell into an exterior wall that gave way. Both men fell 10 feet onto 
the ground below, one of whom was left quadriplegic. The trial judge determined both men were 
negligent, but that their conduct did not correspond to the extent of the plaintiff’s injuries. No 
liability was attached to either man. The building owner was determined to be 20% and the City of 
London was found to be 80% liable. The Court awarded the plaintiff $5 M in damages. On appeal, 
the City’s liability was reduced to 40% and building owner was determined to be 60% liable. The City 
still ended up paying 80% of the overall claim. 

2011 Review of Joint and Several Liability – Law Commission 
of Ontario 

In February 2011 the Law Commission of Ontario released a report entitled, “Joint and Several 
Liability Under the Ontario Business Corporations Act”.  This review examined the application of 
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joint and several liability to corporate law and more specifically the relationship between the 
corporation and its directors, officers, shareholders and stakeholders. 

Prior to the report’s release, AMO made a submission to the Law Commission of Ontario to seek to 
expand its review to include municipal implications.  The Law Commission did not proceed with a 
broader review at that time, but the context of its narrower scope remains applicable to 
municipalities.  In fact, many of the same arguments which support reform in the realm of the 
Business Corporations Act, are the same arguments which apply to municipal governments. 

Of note, the Law Commission’s1 report highlighted the following in favour of reforms: 

Fairness: “it is argued that it is unfair for a defendant, whose degree of fault is minor when 
compared to that of other defendants, to have to fully compensate a plaintiff should the other 
defendants be insolvent or unavailable.” 

Deep Pocket Syndrome: “Joint and several liability encourages plaintiffs to unfairly target 
defendants who are known or perceived to be insured or solvent.” 

Rising Costs of Litigation, Insurance, and Damage Awards: “Opponents of the joint and several 
liability regime are concerned about the rising costs of litigation, insurance, and damage awards.” 

Provision of Services: “The Association of Municipalities of Ontario identifies another negative 
externality of joint and several liability: municipalities are having to delay or otherwise cut back 
services to limit exposure to liability.” 

The Law Commission found that the principle of joint and several liability should remain in place 
although it did not explicitly review the municipal situation. 

2014 Resolution by the Ontario Legislature and Review by the 
Attorney General 

Over 200 municipalities supported a motion introduced by Randy Pettapiece, MPP for Perth-
Wellington which called for the implementation a comprehensive, long-term solution in 2014.  That 
year, MPPs from all parties supported the Pettapiece motion calling for a reform joint and several 
liability.   

Later that year the Ministry of the Attorney General consulted on three options of possible reform:  

1. The Saskatchewan Model of Modified Proportionate Liability 

Saskatchewan has adopted a modified version of proportionate liability that applies in cases where 
a plaintiff is contributorily negligent. Under the Saskatchewan rule, where a plaintiff is contributorily 
negligent and there is an unfunded liability, the cost of the unfunded liability is split among the 
remaining defendants and the plaintiff in proportion to their fault. 

1 Law Commission of Ontario. “Joint and Several Liability Under the Ontario Business Corporations Act.” Final Report, February 
2011 Pages 22-25. 
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2. Peripheral Wrongdoer Rule for Road Authorities 

Under this rule, a municipality would never be liable for more than two times its proportion of 
damages, even if it results in the plaintiff being unable to recover full damages. 

3. A combination of both of the above 

Ultimately, the government decided not to pursue any of the incremental policy options ostensibly 
because of uncertainty that insurance cost reductions would result.  This was a disappointing result 
for municipalities. 

While these reviews did not produce results in Ontario, many other common law jurisdictions have 
enacted protections for municipalities. What follows are some of the options for a different legal 
framework. 

Options for Reform – The Legal Framework 

To gain a full appreciation of the various liability frameworks that could be considered, for 
comparison, below is a description of the current joint and several liability framework here in 
Ontario. This description will help to reader to understand the further options which follow. 

This description and the alternatives that follow are taken from the Law Commission of Ontario’s 
February 2011 Report entitled, “Joint and Several Liability Under the Ontario Business Corporations 
Act” as referenced above.2   

Understanding the Status Quo and Comparing it to the Alternatives 

Where three different defendants are found to have caused a plaintiff’s loss, the plaintiff is entitled 
to seek full payment (100%) from any one of the defendants. The defendant who fully satisfies the 
judgment has a right of contribution from the other liable parties based on the extent of their 
responsibility for the plaintiff’s loss. 

For example, a court may find defendants 1 (D1), 2 (D2) and 3 (D3) responsible for 70%, 20%, and 
10% of the plaintiff’s $100,000 loss, respectively. The plaintiff may seek to recover 100% of the loss 
from D2, who may then seek contribution from D1 and D3 for their 70% and 10% shares of the loss. 
If D1 and/or D3 is unable to compensate D2 for the amount each owes for whatever reason, such as 
insolvency or unavailability, D2 will bear the full $100,000 loss. The plaintiff will be fully 
compensated for $100,000, and it is the responsibility of the defendants to apportion the loss fairly 
between them. 

The descriptions that follow are abridged from pages 9-11 of the Law Commission of Ontario’s 
report.  These are some of the key alternatives to the status quo. 

  

2 Ibid. Page 7. 
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1. Proportionate Liability  

a) Full Proportionate Liability  

A system of full proportionate liability limits the liability of each co-defendant to the proportion of 
the loss for which he or she was found to be responsible. Per the above example, (in which 
Defendant 1 (D1) is responsible for 70% of loss, Defendant 2 (D2) for 20% and Defendant 3 (D3) for 
10%), under this system, D2 will only be responsible for $20,000 of the $100,000 total judgement: 
equal to 20% of their share of the liability. Likewise, D1 and D3 will be responsible for $70,000 and 
$10,000. If D1 and D3 are unable to pay, the plaintiff will only recover $20,000 from D2.  

b) Proportionate Liability where Plaintiff is Contributorily Negligent  

This option retains joint and several liability when a blameless plaintiff is involved. This option 
would cancel or adjust the rule where the plaintiff contributed to their loss. As in the first example, 
suppose the plaintiff (P) contributed to 20% of their $100,000 loss. D1, D2 and D3 were responsible 
for 50%, 20% and 10% of the $100,000. If D1 and D3 are unavailable, P and D2 will each be 
responsible for their $20,000 shares. The plaintiff will remain responsible for the $60,000 shortfall 
as a result of the absent co-defendants’ non-payment (D1 and D3).   

c) Proportionate Liability where Plaintiff is Contributorily Negligent with a 
Proportionate Reallocation of an Insolvent, Financially Limited or Unavailable 
Defendant’s Share  

In this option of proportionate liability, the plaintiff and remaining co-defendants share the risk of a 
defendant’s non-payment. The plaintiff (P) and co-defendants are responsible for any shortfall in 
proportion to their respective degrees of fault.  

Using the above example of the $100,000 total judgement, with a shortfall payment of $50,000 from 
D1 and a shortfall payment $10,000 from D3, P and D2 must pay for the missing $60,000. P and D2 
have equally-apportioned liability, which causes them to be responsible for half of each shortfall - 
$25,000 and $5,000 from each non-paying defendant. The burden is shared between the plaintiff (if 
determined to be responsible) and the remaining defendants.  

d) Proportionate Liability with a Peripheral Wrongdoer  

Under this option, a defendant will be proportionately liable only if their share of the liability falls 
below a specified percentage, meaning that liability would be joint and several. Using the above 
example, if the threshold amount of liability is set at 25%, D2 and D3 would only be responsible for 
20% and 10%, regardless of whether they are the only available or named defendants. However, D1 
may be liable for 100% if it is the only available or named defendant. This system tends to favour 
defendants responsible for a small portion of the loss, but the determination of the threshold 
amount between joint and several liability and proportionate liability is arbitrary.  

e) Proportionate Liability with a Reallocation of Some or All of an Insolvent or 
Unavailable Defendant’s Share 

This option reallocates the liability of a non-paying defendant among the remaining defendants in 
proportion to their respective degrees of fault. The plaintiff’s contributory negligence does not 
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impact the application of this reallocation. Joint and several liability would continue to apply in 
cases of fraud or where laws were knowingly violated.  

f) Court Discretion  

Similar to the fraud exception in the option above, this option includes giving the courts discretion 
to apply different forms of liability depending on the case.  

For example, if a particular co-defendant’s share of the fault was relatively minor the court would 
have discretion to limit that defendant’s liability to an appropriate portion.  

2. Legislative Cap on Liability  

Liability concerns could be addressed by introducing a cap on the amount of damages available for 
claims for economic loss. 

3. Hybrid  

A number of jurisdictions provide a hybrid system of proportionate liability and caps on damages. 
Co-defendants are liable for their portion of the damages, but the maximum total amount payable 
by each co-defendant is capped to a certain limit.  

The Saskatchewan Experience 

As referenced earlier in this paper, the Province of Saskatchewan responded with a variety of 
legislative actions to assist municipalities in the early 2000s.  Some of those key developments are 
listed below which are abridged from “A Question of Balance: Legislative Responses to Judicial 
Expansion of Municipal Liability – the Saskatchewan Experience.”  The paper was written by Neil 
Robertson, QC and was presented to the annual conference of the Association of Municipalities of 
Ontario in 2013. Two key reforms are noted below. 

1. Reforming joint and several liability by introducing modified proportionate liability: 
“The Contributory Negligence Act” amendments 

The Contributory Negligence Act retained joint and several liability, but made adjustments in cases 
where one or more of the defendants is unable to pay its share of the total amount (judgement). 
Each of the parties at fault, including the plaintiff if contributorily negligent, will still have to pay a 
share of the judgement based on their degree of fault. However, if one of the defendants is unable 
to pay, the other defendants who are able to pay are required to pay only their original share and 
an additional equivalent share of the defaulting party’s share.  

The change in law allows municipalities to reach out-of-court settlements, based on an estimate of 
their degree of fault. This allows municipalities to avoid the cost of protracted litigation.  

Neil Robertson provided the following example to illustrate how this works in practise: 

 “…If the owner of a house sues the builder for negligent construction and the municipality, as 
building authority, for negligent inspection, and all three are found equally at fault, they would each 
be apportioned 1/3 or 33.3%. Assume the damages are $100,000. If the builder has no funds, then 
the municipality would pay only its share ($33,333) and a 1/3 share of the builder’s defaulting share 
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(1/3 of $33,333 or $11,111) for a total of $44,444 ($33,333 + $11,111), instead of the $66,666 
($33,333 + $33,333) it would pay under pure joint and several liability.” 

This model will be familiar to municipal leaders in Ontario.  In 2014, Ontario’s Attorney General 
presented this option (called the Saskatchewan Model of Modified Proportionate Liability) for 
consideration.  At the time, over 200 municipal councils supported the adoption of this option along 
with the “Peripheral Wrongdoer Rule for Road Authorities” which would have seen a municipality 
never be liable for more than two times its proportion of damages, even if it results in the plaintiff 
being unable to recover full damages.  These two measures, if enacted, would have represented a 
significant incremental step to address the impact of joint and several to Ontario municipalities. 

2. Providing for uniform limitation periods while maintaining a separate limitation 
period for municipalities: “The Limitations Act” 

This act established uniform limitation periods replacing many of the pre-existing limitation periods 
that had different time periods. The Municipal Acts in Saskatchewan provide a uniform one-year 
limitation period “from time when the damages were sustained” in absolute terms without a 
discovery principle which can prolong this period. This helps municipalities to resist “legacy” claims 
from many years beforehand. This act exempts municipalities from the uniform two-year 
discoverability limitation period.  

Limitation periods set deadlines after which claims cannot be brought as lawsuits in the courts. The 
legislation intends to balance the opportunity for potential claimants to identify their claims and, if 
possible, negotiate a settlement out of court before starting legal action with the need for potential 
defendants to “close the books” on claims from the past. 

The reasoning behind these limitations is that public authorities, including municipalities, should 
not to be punished by the passage of time. Timely notice will promote the timely investigation and 
disposition of claims in the public interest. After the expiry of a limitation period, municipalities can 
consider themselves free of the threat of legal action, and continue with financial planning without 
hurting “the public taxpayer purse”. Municipalities are mandated to balance their budgets and must 
be able to plan accordingly.  Thus, legacy claims can have a very adverse affect on municipal 
operations. 

Here in Ontario, there is a uniform limitations period of two years. Municipalities also benefit from 
a 10-day notice period which is required for slip and fall cases. More recently, the applicability of 
this limitation deadline has become variable and subject to judicial discretion. Robertson’s paper 
notes that in Saskatchewan, courts have accepted the one-year limitations period. A further 
examination of limitations in Ontario may yield additional benefits and could include the one-year 
example in Saskatchewan and/or the applicability of the 10-day notice period for slip and fall cases. 

Other Saskatchewan reforms 

Saskatchewan has also implemented other reforms which include greater protections for building 
inspections, good faith immunity, duty of repair, no fault insurance, permitting class actions, and 
limiting nuisance actions. Some of these reforms are specific to Saskatchewan and some of these 
currently apply in Ontario. 
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Insurance Related Reforms 

Government Regulated Insurance Limits 

The April 2019 provincial budget included a commitment to increase the catastrophic impairment 
default benefit limit to $2 million. Public consultations were led by the Ministry of Finance in 
September 2019. AMO wrote to the Ministry in support of increasing the limit to $2 million to 
ensure more adequate support those who suffer catastrophic impairment.  

In 2016, the government lowered this limit as well as third-party liability coverage to $200,000 from 
$1 million. This minimum should also be also be increased to $2 million to reflect current actual 
costs. This significant deficiency needs to be addressed. 

Insurance Industry Changes 

In 1989 the Ontario Municipal Insurance Exchange (OMEX) was established as a non-profit 
reciprocal insurance provider for Ontario’s municipalities.  It ceased operations in 2016 citing, “[a] 
low pricing environment, combined with the impact of joint & several liability on municipal claim 
settlements has made it difficult to offer sustainable pricing while still addressing the municipalities’ 
concern about retro assessments.”3  (Retro assessments meant paying additional premiums for 
retroactive coverage for “long-tail claims” which made municipal budgeting more challenging.) 

The demise of OMEX has changed the municipal insurance landscape in Ontario. That joint and 
several liability is one of the key reasons listed for the collapse of a key municipal insurer should be 
a cause for significant concern.  Fewer choices fuels cost.  While there are other successful 
municipal insurance pools in Ontario, the bulk of the insurance market is dominated by for-profit 
insurance companies. 

Reciprocal non-profit insurers are well represented in other areas across Canada. Municipalities in 
Saskatchewan, Alberta, British Columbia are all insured by non-profit reciprocals. 

The questions for policy makers in Ontario: 

Are there any provincial requirements or regulations which could better support the non-profit 
reciprocal municipal insurance market? 

What actions could be taken to better protect municipalities in Ontario in sourcing their insurance 
needs?  

How can we drive down insurance costs to better serve the needs of municipal property taxpayers? 

  

3 Canadian Underwriter, August 11, 2016  https://www.canadianunderwriter.ca/insurance/ontario-municipal-insurance-
exchange-suspends-underwriting-operations-1004098148/ 
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Conclusion 

This AMO paper has endeavoured to refresh municipal arguments on the need to find a balance to 
the issues and challenges presented by joint and several liability. It has endeavoured to illustrate 
that options exist and offer the reassurance that they can be successfully implemented as other 
jurisdictions have done. 

Finding solutions that work will require provincial and municipal commitment.  Working together, 
we can find a better way that is fair, reasonable, and responsible. It is time to find a reasonable 
balance. 
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