
The Ontario Provincial Standards (OPS) is a harmonized 
set of standards for roads and public works infrastructure 
in Ontario. Originally devised by the Ministry of 
Transportation Ontario (MTO) and the Municipal 
Engineers Association (MEA) in the 1970s, with input from 
other partner organizations, the OPS has continuously 
been updated, refined, and expanded since then. 

The ongoing updates and improvements to the OPS 
are based on the efforts of more than 90 engineering, 
government and construction industry experts 
who participate in the OPS’s nine specialty and two 
management committees. The updates they make  
are derived from research into the actual performance  
of infrastructure-building materials and techniques in  
the real world, advances in infrastructure science and 
education, and on-the-job experience from the OPS’s 
various partners, particularly its construction industry 
committee members.

Collectively, the OPS committees’ ongoing work is 
reflected in twice-yearly published updates, which are 
issued to the public every April and November. The result 
is a science-based, detailed roadmap for municipalities 
to design, specify and build safe, durable infrastructure 
either directly, or through contract to third-party 
suppliers. The OPS are administered and disseminated  
to municipalities by the MEA, who co-owns the OPS on  
a 50/50 basis with MTO.

Given that the OPS are based on decades of research, 
testing, and industry input, one would expect them to 
be uniformly adopted by municipalities all over Ontario. 
But surprisingly this is not the case. Since the OPS are 
voluntary standards, municipalities have the option of 
adhering to them or not – and many do not when they 
construct their roads and public works infrastructure.

Working to change their minds is where Hilda Esedebe, 
Infrastructure Services Co-ordinator with the MEA and 
the Ontario Good Roads Association (OGRA), comes in. 
One of Canada’s largest municipal associations, OGRA 
helps its membership of 445 Ontario municipalities and 
First Nation communities address public works and 
transportation-related issues. Esedebe often speaks  
about the OPS at industry events, such as the Ontario 
Asphalt Pavement Council’s Fall Asphalt Seminar held  
in Vaughan, Ontario on November 30, 2017.

“The OPS has been time-tested since the 1970s,”  
says Esedebe. “Following its standards offers numerous 
cost-saving benefits to municipalities, including reliable 
recommendations for appropriate materials, construction 
practices, and maintenance procedures.” The OPS is 
supported by industry stakeholders such as OAPC, the 
Ontario Road Builders’ Association (ORBA), and the 
Ontario Stone, Sand & Gravel Association (OSSGA), 
among others.
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Why Following the OPS Makes Sense

As Hilda Esedebe outlined in her Fall 
Asphalt Seminar presentation entitled 
“Ontario Provincial Standards for Roads 
& Public Works (OPS): The Foundation 
for Sustainable Infrastructure”, the 
OPS’s mandate is to develop and 
maintain consistent and cost-effective 
infrastructure construction methods for 
construction – improving the quality 
of municipal and provincial roads and 
public works in Ontario – by providing 
a comprehensive set of standards for 
use by road and public works owners, 
contractors, and consultants in the 
province. (The OPS’s three objectives 
are to improve the administration, 
cost-effectiveness, environmental 
impact, and safety of Ontario’s public 
infrastructure; to renew and update 
the OPS every five years to keep them 
relevant and current; and to promote 
use of the OPS province-wide.)

As a result, the standards provided by 
the OPS offer municipal governments 
and their contractors the very best-
researched, scientifically-proven, and 
consensus-based building standards 
in the province. Using these standards 
can save governments money, because 
they don’t have to research, develop 
and then maintain/update their own 
standards in-house. Using the OPS also 
reduces the risk of miscommunication 
between government and contractors, 
the latter of whom may not be 
familiar with a specific government’s 
idiosyncratic non-OPS standards and 
procedures. 

“When there’s a uniformity 
of standards across the 
province, it reduces the chance 
of miscommunication and 
misinterpretation,” says Esedebe. 
“Following the OPS also leads 
to consistency in training and 
construction methods.”

In fact, the confusion avoided 
by following the OPS can save 
governments and contractors money 
by reducing mistakes, and maximizing 
infrastructure lifespan by simply ‘doing 
the job right’. A further benefit of OPS 
adherence includes being able to 

tap into processes and best practices 
that have already been developed 
in association with the OPS. This 
can result in time savings during the 
project, better quality work being 
done, and lower maintenance costs 
afterwards.

“As well, using the OPS reduces 
the possible risks associated with 
following unvetted and unfamiliar 
specs,” Esedebe says. “Products 
that adhere to the OPS may cost less 
as well, because a lot of them are 
being purchased for OPS-adherent 
projects already. Meanwhile, the use 
of accepted OPS terms in contracts 
allows for uniform documents that  
are easier to understand, all thanks  
to standards that are industry-tested 
and have a great track record.”

Why Doesn’t Everyone Follow the OPS?

Given the clear benefits associated 
with the OPS, a natural question  
arises: Why do some municipalities  
not adhere to these standards?

The answer, says Esedebe, is the status 
quo. “Many municipalities – especially 
the larger ones – developed their 
own standards,” she explains. “They 
spent a lot of time and money creating 
these standards, including bringing in 

legal as well as engineering experts 
to develop them. This is their status 
quo that they are accustomed to and 
comfortable with.”

Ironically, many of these same agencies 
have used the OPS to refine their 
own standards. Yet despite this fact, 
the amount of effort they’ve invested 
in their own standards makes these 
municipalities resistant to change. “It  
is difficult for them to accept the OPS 
as it is, and get rid of all the proprietary 
specifications that they’ve spent so 
much money and energy in creating,” 
says Esedebe. “This is the main reason 
I encounter when asking non-OPS 
municipalities why they haven’t made 
the move to the OPS.”

Still, the MTO’s and MEA’s 
commitment to the OPS, and the 
broad support these standards have 
province-wide, is why the effort to win 
everyone over to the OPS continues  
in Ontario. “To aid the process, we  
are putting together an OPS 101 
course to explain the standards to 
municipal governments,” Esedebe 
says. “We are also updating the OPS 
website (www.ops.on.ca) and doing 
whatever we can to make the OPS 
accessible, easy to understand, and 
simpler to adopt.” 
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