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The federal government is expected to write some big cheques in the next while for 

infrastructure spending, which has stakeholders wondering how big those cheques will be and 

how will they be allocated among Canadian municipalities. "There's going to be humongous 

spending," said Michael Atkinson, Canadian Construction Association president. 

 

"And it couldn't come at a better moment, especially if it's in time for this year's construction 

season." 

Some $53 billion from the Building Canada Fund will be spent on infrastructure over the next 10 

years. On top of that, during last year's election campaign, the Liberals talked about spending 

$60 billion over 10 years on social infrastructure, green infrastructure and mass transit. 

"I think there might be even more spending that will be announced in the (March 22) budget," 

said Atkinson. 

"It's early in the government's mandate and the pressure will be on it to stimulate the economy." 

What's needed is not just spending, but also a stable, long-term plan in which federal and local 

government policy goals are aligned, says Raymond Louie, president of the Federation of 

Canadian Municipalities (FCM). 

According to the national organization, local government is responsible for delivering almost 60 

per cent of the public infrastructure in Canada, which includes roads, bridges, government 

buildings, water treatment facilities and recreation centres. 

The federal and provincial levels of government typically provide funding for infrastructure 

capital projects and local government provides land and funding for its operating expenses. 

In its February 2016 budget submission to the federal government, the FCM proposed that 

funding be delivered through predictable mechanisms similar to the existing federal Gas Tax 

Fund transfer program. 

"In that way, everybody wins, because there's a smooth, steady flow of funding to local 

governments, not a lot of peaks and valleys," he said. 
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Until now, federal funding to municipalities for infrastructure has been allocated project by 

project. 

"That approach has made it hard for local governments to plan, because they never know if their 

project is going to get funded or not," said Louie. 

The FCM wants Ottawa to switch to a different model, whereby local governments receive a 

lump sum that combines a basic amount that every municipality would get, plus an amount based 

on population. 

"We've made a good case to the federal government," said Louie. 

"Now we just have to wait and see what the budget brings." 

But Jack Mintz, president's fellow at the University of Calgary's School of Public Policy, said it 

isn't entirely clear how much of an infrastructure deficit there actually is in Canada. 

"It is hard to calculate an infrastructure deficit," said Mintz. 

"In principle, it is the difference between what we ought to spend and how much we actually 

spend. We can observe what we spend, but how much we should spend is a judgment call." 

Mintz said engineers measure the infrastructure deficit as the difference between the cost of 

replacing depreciated assets and how much is spent. 

"This is based on the notion that we should keep up the same amount of infrastructure capital 

stock as previously," he said. 

"However, perhaps the stock should expand. Or, perhaps, it is becoming obsolete and should not 

be replaced, like a rural road. I don't think anyone has a handle on this." 

Infrastructure deficits occur in the public sector when governments decide to avoid spending on 

transportation and other infrastructure because it means they have to use tax revenues that could 

go to other items, such as social services, according to some experts. 

"One way to solve the deficit problem is to privatize the service or allow for user charges to 

cover costs, such as the Champlain Bridge (in Montreal)," Mintz said. 

Mintz added there is always a need to spend on such infrastructure assets as roads and bridges, in 

order to maintain them. 

"So such things as filling up potholes makes sense," he said. "Do we need new infrastructure? 

Yes, such as broadband and urban transit in some places. What about new roads and bridges? 

With expanding populations, yes." 



The priority on infrastructure spending in Canada should be on moving people faster in large 

urban areas and getting Canadian products exported and imported quickly, Mintz stated. 

"I strongly question the value of social infrastructure if it means more hockey rinks," he said. 

"Even social housing would not be as much of an issue if cities could expand land for housing to 

keep land prices down." 

 


