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Planning and Defining
Municipal Infrastructure Needs

This document is the first in a series of best
practices that transform complex and technical
material into non-technical principles and
guidelines for decision making. For titles of other
best practices in this and other series, please 
refer to www.infraguide.ca.
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provide an opportunity for municipal managers to inform the public of their 
plans and the reasons for them; 

 
assist municipal managers in identifying areas of specific service that need to 
be improved; 

 
gauge specific reactions for potential rate or tax increases; 

 
provide an open, transparent decision-making process, which will increase 
public support for the municipality’s decision makers; and 

 
help establish levels of service. 

 
6.2 EXAMPLES 
Grand Falls-Windsor, Newfoundland consulted the public on the need to increase 
rates to cover some of the costs for a new water and sewer treatment plant. The 
town conducted information sessions and demonstrated the value of paying for 
these projects through federal grants and dedicated revenue from taxes, 
highlighting the increased quality of life that would result. It was able to gain 
considerable public support for the rate increase. The town also had a unique 
approach to gaining public input on municipal priorities. In establishing its next 
strategic plan, the town conducted a series of workshops that invited members to 
discuss departmental priorities in the five-year strategic plan. They used an 
external facilitator to run the consultations. (There were no municipal 
representatives present.) This approach was seen as highly successful because it 
encouraged the public to provide honest views. (In a small town, the direct 
involvement of municipal officials can discourage honest debate.) 
 
Similarly, New Glasgow, Nova Scotia conducted surveys on a proposed eight 
percent increase in water rates needed to pay for a new sewage treatment plant. 
The municipality demonstrated the health and environmental issues associated 
with the older sewage lagoon system, and the public was supportive of the rate 
increase.  
 
Okotoks, Alberta completes a general household survey (every household) once 
per term of Council and selected service-specific surveys every year. Responses 
guide Council members in their determination of municipal service priorities and 
direction.  
 
Halifax, Nova Scotia conducts bi-annual surveys before beginning the budget 
process to gain feedback and assist Council in setting priorities. The aim is to set 
priorities based on the public’s perception of the city’s goals. 
Winnipeg, Manitoba conducts an annual public survey to assess the level of 
satisfaction with municipal service delivery. This information feeds into the 
priority setting for the municipality.  
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Calgary, Alberta conducts annual surveys on satisfaction with levels of service.  
 
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island has a committee for sustainable 
development. 
 
Annapolis County, Nova Scotia uses a municipal area advisory committee as a 
“bottom-up” source of views on overall fund prioritization for the municipality.  
 
Iqaluit, Nunavut undertook a public consultation program to develop its strategic 
vision. Council places a high priority on the public consultation process to get 
input on proposals before making decisions.  
 
The Greater Vancouver Regional District, British Columbia has found great 
benefits in using a citizen’s advisory committee in a controversial dam project. 
The committee was made up of municipal representatives, Greater Vancouver 
officials and neighbourhood stakeholders. The project was delayed for one year 
so this committee could work with the public and gain support. This process was 
considered successful and was integral to the decision to proceed. Vancouver has 
neighbourhood teams for police, parks and other planning exercises that require 
cross-departmental co-ordination and discussion.  
 
Yellowknife, Northwest Territories conducts an annual citizen survey, which is 
part of its budgetary policy. In the annual survey, the public is asked what their 
“willingness to pay” is, for certain proposed program ideas, including road 
upgrades. This helps the city gauge acceptance of potential rate or tax increases. 
 
Brisbane, Australia produces a corporate and community plan every year that 
looks four years ahead. These plans are rolled over and prioritized each year as 
part of the planning and budgeting cycle. Brisbane also conducts annual 
community satisfaction surveys on levels of service. Brisbane has a process 
called “Your City Your Say” involving a core group of 600 citizens/families who 
are regularly surveyed on a range of projects and issues. 
 
Winnipeg Manitoba conducted “public tolerability surveys” that involved a pilot 
project conducted by a task group on tolerability, formed in 1999. The objective 
was to enable the city to determine the level of service the public will tolerate 
with respect to road surface conditions. The task group designed a process for 
collecting public input on this matter, and prepared an action plan for identifying 
and recruiting volunteer participants, developing a questionnaire, and identifying 
routes and the procedure used during the survey. The task group then executed 
the survey, analyzed the results, documented issues and prepared a report. Road 
conditions were assessed on the basis of pavement cracking, the quality of ride 
and aesthetics. If respondents indicated a condition for any of the three indicators 
was “very poor,” then a rating of “intolerable” was assigned. Results indicated 
that participants tolerated a lower standard of roadway condition than was 
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previously thought. The pilot project sample was small, and results would have to 
be replicated in future studies to confirm findings. The report recommends that 
the concept of using public input to determine public tolerability and levels of 
service should continue to be developed. 
 
Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island has established a committee to look at how 
the city manages sustainability. It is called the Environmental Initiatives Sub-
Committee and is composed of representatives from the various departments 
(e.g., public works, parks/recreation, planning and development, utilities and the 
environment), as well as a chairperson from Council. The goals are to establish 
multi-disciplinary and multi-departmental participation in decision making, to 
include representatives of the public and to develop/review/achieve 
environmental and sustainable goals. 
 
6.3 ASSESSMENT 
Public consultation is valuable because municipalities need effective ways to 
gain public input for decision making. Not many interviewees reported routine 
public consultations as input to the strategic planning process, so it appears 
consultations are not as prevalent as they could be. The approach of using 
stakeholder/citizen committees to gain public input into the strategic decision-
making process is not new, but the methods and applications are being constantly 
refined. The approach can be used in every type of municipality, and would have 
significant value for community members and municipal managers. It may take 
time and require personnel resources to manage, to strike new committees and 
establish associated processes. Most municipalities find there is great value in 
public involvement in strategic planning, both in terms of improving the plans 
and in building community consensus. The reader may wish to consult the 
“Developing Levels of Service” best practice for additional gauges by which a 
community may conceive of and aspire to sustainable infrastructure. 
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7. EXPLORING NEW AND INNOVATIVE 
METHODS FOR CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT 

 
7.1 PROFILE 
This proactive approach provides a mechanism for corporate objectives to be 
addressed. It refers to a diverse range of management approaches to provide 
capacity for innovative infrastructure management. It could be a decision to 
allocate staff or resources (e.g., funds for external consultants) strategically to 
improve the analysis of infrastructure options, or it could be to demonstrate an 
ability to explore new innovative infrastructure solutions in the form of pilot 
projects that represent a municipal objective. Innovative approaches can be used 
at any particular stage of the decision-making process, depending on the area of 
focus preferred by the municipality, and could also involve private or public 
partners. Some municipalities have used innovative approaches to focus on risk 
management or self-assessment, to research pilot projects to assess options for 
infrastructure solutions or for special project committees. The key is that these 
approaches create a corporate perspective and include corporate priorities into 
decision making at the departmental level.  
 
By building capacity through staff resources or pilot projects, a municipality 
demonstrates its commitment to strategic issues within the organization. Pilot 
projects promote the multi-disciplinary development of skills and organizational 
learning; and assist in resource estimation. There is a greater chance of cross-
training staff inter-departmentally on a municipal strategic objective when a 
municipality focuses on capacity building through strategic allocations of staff.  
 
7.2 EXAMPLES 
Winnipeg, Manitoba has established an internal risk management team to 
consider all aspects of risk when evaluating priorities for infrastructure programs. 
The objectives are to look at worst case/best case scenarios for project plans, and 
account for financial and liability risks. In addition, the city has benefited from 
the use of a project advancement committee that was used to co-ordinate all 
public consultation and communication activities.  
 
St. John’s, Newfoundland employs an interdepartmental risk assessment manager 
to advise department managers and project officers on risks (public, health, 
safety, financial) associated with proposed projects on a rotating and as-needed 
basis.  
 
Surrey, British Columbia uses a capital ranking committee to score projects and 
consolidate overall infrastructure objectives before presenting information to 
Council. The committee has interdepartmental representation and is chaired by a 
finance representative.  
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Portland, Oregon has established an office of sustainable development to 
integrate environmental, social and economic goals throughout the city’s 
departments.  
 
Cardiff, United Kingdom uses an audit commission to scrutinize results of 
internal best-value audits with a goal of continuous improvement in service 
delivery.  
 
Portland, Oregon has built three new fire stations with “green roofs” that are 
managing storm water more effectively and reducing municipal use of energy. 
The city is using the three facilities as a model, and strategically promoting them 
to the construction industry as a pilot project example of more efficient 
infrastructure sustainability and reduced financial costs in building operation. 
 
Iqaluit, Nunavut has a strategic goal to become a “green community.” As such, it 
has conducted a feasibility study that incorporates environmental objectives into 
an infrastructure solution. The city has recently undertaken the APEX Healthy 
Homes Project, a grey water recycling pilot project that reuses all drain water in 
the home for flushing and other secondary water needs. There is interest in 
applying the concept to a large portion of the community currently on a trucked 
water/sewer system (one third of the city). The feasibility study for the project 
was funded by the Federation of Canadian Municipalities. The municipality has 
also identified the importance of building internal capacity to make better 
decisions pertaining to infrastructure.  
 
7.3 ASSESSMENT 
All municipalities make decisions about how to organize themselves; however, 
not all municipalities are prepared to allocate staff time and resources to pursue 
strategic infrastructure goals or to implement higher risk pilot projects. There is 
nothing new about this type of approach, but the nature of the assignments and 
the pilot projects are new, and reflect an evolving understanding of the nature of 
infrastructure issues. In return for a relatively modest investment of human and 
financial resources, municipalities can enhance their long-term ability to make 
sound decisions and increase their options for infrastructure investments. 
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8. PRIORITIZATION MODEL: WEIGHTING AND 
RANKING SYSTEMS 

 
8.1 PROFILE 
Weighting and ranking refers to corporate prioritization processes and reflects the 
micro-level of decision making that often takes place at the departmental level, 
following a technical assessment or the macro level of decision making at a 
corporate level. It is more of a qualitative assessment and, although it can take 
place within the overall framework of an asset management system, weighting 
and ranking usually involves many other factors that can be termed multi-criteria 
considerations. Regardless of whether a municipality has an asset management 
system or not, all departments need to prioritize their planned projects using a 
combination of technical and qualitative information, and judgment. The method 
typically includes weighting factors in a prioritization system and, often, public 
input is of assistance in developing weighting factors. This is usually necessary 
before presenting proposals to Council. Qualitative criteria can include social, 
economic and environmental goals, since the criteria are often linked to corporate 
strategic objectives. Some municipalities choose to formalize the method used to 
conduct this prioritization.  
 
8.2 EXAMPLES 
In Portland, Oregon, departments refer to a manual to set priorities using filtering 
criteria such as: 
 

Is the project mandated? 
 

Are their health and safety issues? 
 

Will it decrease operating costs? 
 

Is it a sustainable practice? 
 

Is there economic support for it? 
 

Is it a community plan priority? 
 

Will it decrease liability? 
 
Their prioritized list is then presented to Council.  
 
Caledon, Ontario uses a priority model in which department managers calculate 
the best areas in which to spend money (best value for money) by reviewing the 
technical priorities and the status of service delivery (the effectiveness and 
efficiency of service). Environmental goals are considered as well as whether 
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there is increased value to taxpayers in changing the level of service. Essentially, 
the city uses a results-based management approach to infrastructure 
prioritization.  
 
Surrey, British Columbia has developed a capital ranking model (CRM) as a 
formal method of rating/weighting projects and for fund allocation. The model 
assigns an overall project feasibility rating, and creates funding models for each 
program area. The funding models are ranked in order of priority and allow for a 
collective decision-making process on top of individual departmental plans. 
(Traditionally, departmental plans were not consolidated into a corporate 
perspective.) Social, economic and environmental goals are taken into 
consideration in the CRM. 
 
Grande Prairie, Alberta uses a capital project evaluation and weighting system 
that considers criteria such as legal and safety issues, level of service, community 
enforcement, business priorities, life of the asset, urgency of need and cost 
benefit analysis. This is done at the departmental level. The model requires an 
assigned score of one to five in all the detailed criteria areas. Then, at a second 
stage, a score is assigned for emergency rating. A third stage involving a cost 
assessment is conducted. This model prioritizes projects whose costs are 
recovered within the year of the project’s conception, and the lowest score is 
assigned to projects that will not have recovered costs within five years. The last 
stage involves a qualitative rating by experts, and includes a balance of social, 
economic and environmental goals.  
 
New Glasgow, Nova Scotia uses a technical merit system, which is a formal 
weighting system that prioritizes projects and funding allocations according to 
feasibility and technical merit.  
 
The Greater Vancouver Regional District, British Columbia uses a long-range 
utility planning program called a criteria ranking system for all aspects of 
infrastructure planning. It includes a comprehensive risk assessment, regulatory 
analysis, health and safety evaluation, and impact assessment for property and 
the environment. The program also assesses the risks of not meeting a basic level 
of service. Departments use it to prioritize projects before presenting them to 
Council.  
 
Toronto, Ontario indicated it also uses a prioritization tool at the department level 
that reflects Council’s strategic directives.  
 
8.3 ASSESSMENT 
Not all municipalities have a prioritization tool. Some of those that do not 
indicated they realized it would be helpful to use one. In the absence of 
prioritization tools, the budget allocation system usually consists of departments 
presenting a long list of proposals to Council, and Council deciding what will be 
funded. Decisions may also be made on the basis of historical allocation. There is 
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inherent value in a prioritization tool, because both departmental and Council 
decisions are based on rational, defensible, transparent criteria. While various 
weighting and prioritization approaches have been in use for many years, more 
recent applications appear to be more practical than some that were used in the 
past. Municipalities today have to deal with more complex issues, they have less 
funding from senior levels of government, and they need tools to assist them in 
making sound prioritizations for the funding they do have. The prioritization tool 
approach is generally applicable to every type of municipality, but the criteria 
used or weightings assigned may vary depending on the priorities in each 
municipality’s strategic plan or vision. The weighting factors could be 
problematic, and sensitivity analysis is needed within the system used. This 
approach is not necessarily costly or difficult to apply. There would be a time 
investment to develop criteria, ranking or weighting systems in an appropriate 
tool form. There may also be a need for an external consultant to develop an 
appropriate tool, and the public may be needed to define priorities and criteria.  
 
The benefits of a prioritization tool are very significant, and the small investment 
made to get such a system in place would most likely save the municipality time 
and expense in decision making each year. Such a tool can allow for flexibility 
for Council’s decision making (e.g., fast growth versus aging infrastructure). 
There might be legal obligations or provincial government requirements to meet 
in designing asset allocation systems, especially with regard to public–private 
partnerships or other contractual obligations.  

December 2002  27 



Prioritization Model: Weighting National Guide to Sustainable 
and Ranking Systems Municipal Infrastructure 

 

28 December 2002 



Planning and Defining Municipal  Prioritization Model: Linking Capital 
Infrastructure Needs with O&M Budgets in Planning 

9. PRIORITIZATION MODEL: LINKING CAPITAL 
WITH O&M BUDGETS IN PLANNING 

 
9.1 PROFILE 
This is an analytical process that takes place in the project planning phase. The 
full life-cycle cost of a capital investment is reviewed, and any estimated 
increases or decreases in the operation and maintenance budget are considered. 
Full costs are identified as part of the project proposal, for replacement and for 
new infrastructure. This allows the municipality to plan more accurately for 
future operating and capital budget allocations, and avoid chronic O&M budget 
shortfalls. In effect, the municipality is able to make better decisions regarding 
capital project planning, if projects are only allowed to go ahead once the entire 
projected cost package, including O&M, is reviewed. This method includes 
accounting for depreciation, reliability and maintenance schedules, and results in 
optimizing asset performance and life cycle considerations. This method can 
apply to all capital infrastructure decisions.  
 
As the following examples indicate, this approach can be applied in both slow- 
and fast-growing municipalities, large and small, rural and urban.  
 
9.2 EXAMPLES 
In Okotoks, Alberta, the linkage of capital expenditures to operating budgets 
actually forms the basis of decision making for the town. The operational budget 
must be able to sustain the increased costs of new infrastructure in order for a 
capital project to be approved.  
 
Vancouver, British Columbia has linked the operating budget with capital 
expenditures for the past three to four years. Debt charges to borrow are added to 
O&M bulk rates.  
 
Caledon, Ontario links operating budget allocations with capital project planning 
through asset management software. It also considers any predicted changes in 
the nature of the asset. The town indicated it distinguishes between operating 
costs to provide a service and the value of the asset being used to provide that 
service.  
 
Winnipeg, Manitoba links operating budget allocations to capital projects. The 
utility rates charged account for O&M costs. Winnipeg also linked O&M to 
capital costs as part of a public–private partnership agreement for a new 
transportation bridge. 
 
Toronto, Ontario indicates that the net operating impacts, work-force 
requirements and debt servicing needs are all evaluated when considering capital 
projects.  
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New Glasgow, Nova Scotia indicated that operating budget allocations are linked 
to capital project planning through the project business plans for new 
developments. It cited a recent example of building a marina where both the 
O&M and capital costs were considered as a package before project approval was 
given. 
  
Grande Prairie, Alberta links the operating budget to capital project planning for 
all new infrastructure investments, to assess the capacity to maintain the new 
facility.  
 
Iqaluit, Nunavut indicated that it links capital project planning with the operating 
budget as a standard practice to allow for more realistic funding allocations. 
  
St. John’s, Newfoundland links operating budgets with capital project planning. 
In the recent decision to build a new water filtration plant, the O&M costs were 
built into the total cost. 
 
Cardiff, United Kingdom always links operating budget allocations with capital 
project investments, as the proposals must include O&M estimates.  
 
Portland, Oregon, links operation budget allocations with capital project planning 
in all instances. Projects for which operating funds are not available, are not 
approved by Council. Funds identified as operating needs are identified in the 
budget.  
 
Brisbane, Australia started linking O&M and capital budgets three years ago. 
  
Annapolis County, Nova Scotia considers O&M budget linkages by using a 
break-even analysis incorporated in its community impact model.  
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9.3 ASSESSMENT 
Linking capital with O&M budgets is being done, to some degree, by about two 
thirds of the municipalities interviewed. Some municipalities reported they are 
not doing it at all (including both large and small municipalities). In most cases, 
the linkage is a recent event. Linking capital with O&M budgets is applicable to 
all types of communities, since it promotes better decision making and more 
accurate budget planning. It may be that fast-growing municipalities stand to gain 
the most by implementing this linkage, since they are most at risk of adding 
future liabilities. The municipalities that have adopted this approach ensure they 
have a funding strategy in place before a project is approved. This tool is not 
costly or difficult to apply, and would involve strategic thinking, forecasting 
demand and projecting O&M costs. While the use of the tool itself is not costly, 
its application can significantly affect costs allocated to O&M budgets or 
approvals for capital expenditures. Finally, and most importantly, the linkage of 
capital with O&M budgets in the planning phase promotes improved initial 
investment decisions, since a full life cycle approach to infrastructure asset 
management is explicitly acknowledged. 
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10. PRIORITIZATION MODEL: BUSINESS CASE 
APPROACHES 

 
10.1 PROFILE 
The business case is used in departmental prioritization and budgetary planning 
exercises. Departments prepare a business case for a project or budget proposal, 
which would generally include:  
 

proposal background; 
 

current level of service to meet the need; 
 

requirements for the proposal; 
 

options to achieve the requirements (including the do nothing option); 
 

financial analysis; 
 

assumptions made; 
 

risk assessment; 
 

analysis of non-financial factors (e.g., technology changes, regulatory, 
policy, procedural changes); 

 
strategic context; 

 
implementation plan (e.g., schedules, projections, feasibility); and 

 
conclusions (i.e., recommended option = best value for money). 

 
A business case approach is traditionally a private sector or corporate common 
sense approach to planning, which is being adopted into many levels of 
government, including federal, provincial and municipal investment planning. 
Municipalities would have departments prepare business cases and present them 
to senior departmental staff or directly to Council. The method provides Council 
with a comprehensive picture of the department’s proposal, including a detailed 
analysis of all relevant factors. It enables Council to make more sound decisions, 
by comparing a series of options including doing nothing, and evaluating the 
resulting scenario for each. A business case approach traditionally recommends 
the best technological option at the best price, or best value for money approach, 
which is a goal for many municipalities facing dwindling funding resources. The 
business case can be used as a communication or marketing tool for presentation 
to Council and the public.  
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10.2 EXAMPLES 
Annapolis County, Nova Scotia uses a community impact model (CIM) to assist 
the municipality in prioritizing infrastructure needs in the 100 communities 
within its jurisdiction. It characterizes the amount of change occurring in a 
community, identifies the fiscal and environmental impacts of change, the 
implications of doing nothing and assists in the development of a business case 
for any financial, policy and regulatory involvement by the County. The CIM is 
not fully institutionalized into the decision-making framework and has only been 
in use for two years. 
 
Winnipeg, Manitoba is using a business case approach within its departmental 
planning, which the city sees as key to success for long-term financial 
management. Each department prepares a business plan that feeds into a 
corporate plan. Departments must present their business case to Council, where 
decisions are made on the level of service to be provided, based on the business 
cases presented.  
 
10.3 ASSESSMENT 
The business case is not very prevalent among the municipalities interviewed, 
and appears to be a fairly new way of presenting prioritized needs. A corporate 
business case perspective must be financially sound and can encourage 
departments to examine ways of funding projects, or operating programs within 
budget. This approach would be applicable to all types of municipalities but is of 
particular interest to those managing large debt loads. The approach would not be 
very difficult to apply, but training may be required. The benefits would be more 
indirect: strategic thinking, better decision making and time saved by Council in 
debate through a sound departmental proposal process.  
 




