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Unless local political 
fiefdoms are dismantled, 
municipalities won’t 
have the leverage to 
extract a bigger cut of 
tax revenue from upper 
government levies like 
the refurbished PST

Critiquing Premier 
Christy Clark’s ward-
robe or financing city 

infrastructure?
Hmmm. Let’s see. When it 

comes to provincial election 
issues, it’s a no-brainer which of 
the two will get more airtime.

But, while it has little chance 
of doing so, that stodgy infra-
structure item should take pri-
ority, even in a world given over 
to Twitter-depth analysis.

Urban infrastructure is a key 
piece of the financing cities 
puzzle in B.C. and the rest of 
Canada.

That financing is fast becom-
ing dysfunctional. To those in 
the know, it already is. Credit 
Metro Vancouver with at least 
raising the issue via its regional 
finance symposium late last 
year.

The event featured keynote 
speaker Gord Hume, billed as a 
civic affairs commentator (read: 
urban finance troublemaker).

“The fundamental line,” 
Hume told Public Offerings 
prior to his symposium pres-
entation, “is simply how do we 
build dynamic 21st century cit-
ies that compete in this global 
economy with a 17th century 

tax structure and a 19th century 
governance model?”

Property taxes, according to 
the champion of cities as the 
21st century’s prime economic 
engines, are not up to the task. 
In Hume’s book Taking Back Our 
Cities, those taxes are described 
variously as feudal, regressive 
and medieval.

Municipalities, after all, are 
at the bottom of the taxpayer 
funding totem pole, reaping a 
mere $0.08 from each tax dol-
lar in Canada. The feds and 
provinces, which continue to 
download responsibilities on to 
municipal governments, take 
the other $0.92.

That’s not good for building 
the kind of dynamic urban cen-
tres needed to secure top global 
talent to build the economy and 
attract head offices that will 
create the economic vitality 
needed to sustain it. Add to that 
the question of who’s going to 
defuse the ticking time bomb of 
crumbling city infrastructure.

Hume pointed to a 2007 
Federation of Canadian Muni-
cipality study that pegged the 
infrastructure deficit for Can-
adian municipalities at around 
$123 billion. But he figures 
that’s a touch low. His estimate: 
between $600 billion and $1 
trillion. 

You’re not going to cover that 
with property taxes, especially 
when raising them significantly 
would instantly have the rabble 
at the gates, torches in hand, 
demanding political heads on 
sticks.

While recently released Can-
adian Federation of Independent 
Business (CFIB) data gathered 
from 2000 to 2010 showed that 
some Canadian municipal gov-
ernments are getting spending 
under control, far too many 
aren’t. Had they based spending 
increases on population growth 
and inflation during the years 
covered by the study, the CFIB 
figures British Columbians 
would have saved $4.26 billion.

But turning the tide on the 
municipal funding crisis in-
volves more than cutting spend-
ing, because, as Hume points 
out, cities have been burdened 
with aforementioned respon-
sibilities downloaded from more 
senior levels of government.

So a new funding deal for cit-
ies is needed. That requires 
senior government action. For 
B.C. cities, that means making 
it a priority issue in this year’s 
provincial election. But that 
also requires a united municipal 
government front.

Out our way, that’s asking 
a lot, considering that even 
initiatives that would yield ob-
vious benefits across municipal 
boundaries like instituting a 
regionwide municipal police 
force are virtual non-starters in 
the balkanized reality of Metro 
Vancouver.

But unless local political fief-
doms are dismantled, munici-
palities won’t have the leverage 
to extract a bigger cut of tax 
revenue from upper government 
levies like the refurbished PST. 
And without that new deal for 
cities, B.C.’s urban development 
and economic growth will stall.

The competition for global tal-
ent is intensifying, and the prize 
for winning that competition is 
getting richer. Especially for re-
gions like Canada’s West Coast 
that have the natural advan-
tage of proximity to booming 
economies.

“Metro Vancouver,” Hume 
pointed out, “is ideally pos-
itioned for this growing global 
shift to Asia and Southeast 
Asia.”

But location means little with-
out execution.

That will require beating 
local political swords into 
plowshares. And parking that 
Christy wardrobe issue – no 
matter how seductively shallow 
it might be. •

Timothy Renshaw (trenshaw@biv.
com) is the editor of Business in 
Vancouver. His column appears every 
two weeks.
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Letters 
Why has NDP leader 
not revealed his party’s 
campaign platform?
even though the provincial 
election is just three months 
away, nDP leader adrian Dix 
still refuses to reveal the 
nDP’s election platform. Why? 
is it so empty that he has to 
hide it from public view for as 
long as he possibly can?

i think the public deserves to 
see what sort of plan Dix and 
the nDP have for this province. 
Voters should be able to evalu-
ate the nDP’s platform and 
weigh it against the platforms, 
plans and visions of other 
parties. 

Unfortunately, all Dix has 
done so far is defend his 
secrecy around the nDP plat-
form by claiming the Bc Liber-
als never revealed their plans 
this early on when they were in 
opposition during the 1990s. 

Well, i almost bought that 
argument from Dix until i 
checked the facts. not sur-
prisingly, the facts don’t line 
up with Dix’s claim.

in 1996, for instance, the 
Bc Liberals released their 
platform three months before 
the election; and that was at 
a time when B.c. did not have 
a fixed election date as we do 
now.

and in 2000, the Bc Liberals 
released their platform more 
than a year before the elec-
tion. These were documents 
that voters could read and 
study, evaluate and compare. 

How sad it is, then, that B.c. 
voters still have absolutely 
nothing solid from mr. Dix 
this close to the election. His 
platform and plans remain 
a mystery. You would think 
that someone such as mr. Dix, 
whose fundamental honesty 
has been in question since the 
1990s, would be doing every-
thing he could to be open and 
honest with the public about 
his plans. 

obviously, and sadly, that is 
clearly not the case.

fred Reemeyer,  
coquitlam


