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Ottawa is sending the right signals on giving more 
money to municipalities, but Tuesday’s budget 
also needs to be flexible on spending it. 
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Expect celebrations in city halls across the country when the Liberal government issues its first 
budget on Tuesday. It’s sure to contain good news. But just how loud and long municipalities cheer 
remains to be seen. 

One factor will be the extent to which Ottawa covers more than its usual one-third share of 
infrastructure costs. As reported by the Star’s Bruce Campion-Smith, the government is expected to 
depart from a traditional funding formula that splits expenses three ways for such projects as 
subways, bridges and public housing. 

Municipalities, the provinces and Ottawa each typically pay roughly an equal portion. Mayors and 
urban activists have pressed to have federal officials assume a heavier burden — as much as 50 per 
cent — while reducing the share borne by cities to as little as one-fifth of a project’s cost. 

Sources indicate the budget will move in this direction, but it’s not certain to what degree. It remains 
to be seen if all municipalities receive a break, or funding formula gains are limited to small 
communities struggling with infrastructure needs that are too expensive for them to tackle under the 
current arrangement. 

This much is clear: If the Liberal government aims to wring maximum benefit from federal spending, 
and also to do what’s best for Canadian cities both large and small, it will deliver broad relief from 
the limitations of the existing formula. 

Ideally, that would be part of a wider relaxation of the strict rules that now dictate how federal 
money is spent on municipal projects. Dollars from Ottawa typically flow after a city submits receipts 
for work that has been done. That can leave cash-strapped communities struggling — and sometimes 
failing — to scrape together enough money to get a project off the ground. 

Cities need more flexibility. Calgary Mayor Naheed Nenshi and others have suggested that Ottawa 
send money to cities through rapidly issued block grants, giving communities broad discretion on 
where to spend. That seems a reasonable approach, at least in the initial stages of the Liberals’ 
promised 10-year, $60-billion investment to improve infrastructure across Canada. 

A major step forward has already been announced, with the government indicating it will allow its 
money to be spent on maintaining existing infrastructure. Ottawa has traditionally funded new 
construction, but for the next two years communities will also be eligible to use federal dollars to 
repair crumbling roads, rusted-out bridges, aging water treatment plants, corroded sewers, run-
down public housing and other projects that badly need a fix. This should be of immense benefit. 

http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2016/03/17/ottawa-ready-to-boost-funding-formula-to-municipalities-sources-say.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2016/02/05/trudeau-promises-canadian-cities-more-funding-greater-voice-in-ottawa.html


Prime Minister Justin Trudeau confirmed the change of direction in an interview this past week, 
frankly declaring that for “the first two years, we’re going to do the unsexy things that governments 
hate to announce . . . maintenance, upgrades, the things that you don’t get to cut a ribbon and 
announce a shiny new building on.” 

They may not be sexy, but they’re essential nonetheless. This provision alone should lead to a 
popping of champagne corks at city hall. But if the Trudeau government’s goal is to do right by 
communities, it will go considerably further in putting infrastructure money into municipal hands. 

Speed is of the essence. The start of the summer construction season is just weeks away. 
Municipalities need access to federal dollars now if they are to issue contracts and get shovels in the 
ground before another season is lost. 

A broad relaxation of conventional rules and a more streamlined dispersing of federal money are 
essential for that to happen. The Trudeau government has recognized this need, but how far it goes 
in the right direction will be clear only on Tuesday.  

 

http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2016/02/04/infrastructure-minister-wants-federal-funds-distributed-as-soon-as-possible.html

