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Mandate, Focus and Acknowledgement

Mandate and Responsibilities of the Task Force
The purpose of the Task Force, as directed by Council, and 
identified in the terms of response was to: 

1.	 Develop a strategy or strategies related to short 
term mitigation measures, 

2.	 Develop a strategy or strategies pertaining to po-
tential long-term solutions, and 

3.	 Explore new revenue options that can work to-
ward improving financial resiliency for The City of 
Calgary (The City).

Reasons for More Focus on Funding Flows relative to 
Spending Discipline
While the Task Force had latitude for creative solutions 
to address the revenue issues facing The City, their work 
explicitly excluded three areas of investigation from con-
sideration.

�� Specific proposals to amend the One Calgary Ser-
vice Plan Budgets and Plans

�� Addressing property assessment processes or pro-
cedures

�� Addressing the distribution of tax responsibility 
among taxpayer groups, which is the focus of the 
Tax Shift Assessment Working Group.

These items were out of scope. Alongside the content of 
the mandate, they directed focus away from initiatives 
targeted at addressing spending discipline.

The primary reason for the delineation was because 
Council had similarly directed efforts at a newly commis-
sioned initiative – the SAVE program. The SAVE program 
addresses spending discipline at The City specifically, and 
there was no point in duplicating efforts. There was confi-
dence that additional efficiencies would materialize from 
the program because The City had achieved success find-
ing efficiencies of about $750M between 2015 and June 
2020 through operating cost reductions and efficiencies, 
cost containment strategies, one-time operating cost sav-
ings, and utility rate reductions.

The Mayor’s Office initiated the Cut Red Tape Program 
and Transforming Government initiative to support local 
businesses and make it easier for Calgarians to interact 
with The City. This program aimed to remove unnecessary 
or redundant pieces of local rules and regulations that 
impede local businesses and organizations from growing 
our economy. The City advocated for a City Charter to en-
able local decision-making and the flexibility needed to 
be responsive to innovation and technology.

In short, the Task Force’s work tackled issues related to re-
solving fiscal challenges associated with the Downtown 
Tax Shift that persisted from 2015 to 2019.

External Members of the Task Force
The Chief Financial Officer (“CFO”) of The City, Carla Male, 
was the Task Force Chair. External members were selected 
based on an application process and included:

External Task Force Member
Heidi Conrad, CPA-CA
JT Dhoot, AACI, CBV
Dave Dunlop, CPA-CA, MBA, CFA
Brian Hahn, BSME
Sarah Lerner, CFA, MBA
Annie MacInnis, MSc (Economics)
Dave Mewha
Lindsay Tedds, PhD (Economics)
Alan Tennant, ICD.D, EMBA, FRI, CAE
Rene Wells, PhD, (Finance)
Nizar Walji, CFA

Mike Yuzwa, CPA-CA, CBV

Members of City Administration that offered Subject 
Matter Support
In addition to the external Task Force members and the 
Chair, senior members of Administration provided sub-
ject matter expertise, as required:

Subject Matter Expert Business Unit

Henry Chan Law Department
Andrew Cornick Assessment
Kelly Cote Intergovernmental and 

Corporate Strategy
Jill Gaume Customer Service and 

Communications
Chris Jacyk Finance
Nelson Karpa Assessment
Magan Lau Assessment
Dawn Lundquist CFO’s Office
Sheryl McMullen CFO’s Office
Michael Perkins Finance
Estella Scruggs Finance
Oyinola Shyllon CFO’s Office
Kirk Thurbide Customer Service and 

Communications
Ivy Zhang Finance
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The Context for Funding City Operations

Sources of Operating Dollars
The City has limited revenue sources with which to fund 
its operations. Property taxes, determined by Council, 
comprise the most significant single component of The 
City’s total revenue sources for the operating budget. Ac-
cording to the 2019 annual report, they represented 50.1 
per cent of operating revenue. The most substantial non-
tax contribution to revenues, at 31.7 per cent, was the sale 
of goods and services (user fees), of which approximately 
52 per cent is from Water and Sewer Utilities, 14 per cent 
is from Public Transit, and 10 per cent is from waste dis-
posal and recycling (Figure 4). Other funding sources in-
clude franchise fees, investment income, licenses, permits 
and fines. In 2019, The City collected $4.17 billion in total 
operating revenue.

Property Tax

Property taxes are the primary source of operating fund-
ing for The City of Calgary and other Canadian municipal 
governments. Excluding the accounting entry for equity 
in ENMAX earnings, property taxes accounted for 52 per 
cent of The City’s municipal operating revenue and gen-
erated more than $2.0 billion in funding for municipal ser-
vices in 2019. For 2020, municipal property taxes would 
cost each household $5.88 every day for public safety 
(including Police, Fire and 911 services) ($2.18), transpor-
tation ($1.52), enabling services ($0.90), parks, recreation 
and culture ($0.62) and other services ($0.66).1

Table 1: 
Total Consolidated City Operating Revenue for 2019

Revenue $ (millions) %

A Property Tax 2,088.8 50.1

B User Fees 1,323.2 31.7

C Investment Income 198.9 4.8

D Equity earnings in ENMAX 156.2 3.7

E Government transfers 152.3 3.7

F Licenses, Permits and Fees 113.1 2.7

G Fines and Penalties 98.6 2.4

H Miscellaneous Revenue 40.5 1.0

Total Revenue 4,171.6
Source: 	City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report

Source: 	City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report

2019 A

B

C
D

E F G

H

Figure 1:  
Total Consolidated City Operating Revenue for 2019

Federal and 
Provincial (transfers/
revenue sharing 
agreements)

Licenses, permits 
and fees

Fines and penalties

Miscellaneous 
revenue

4 cents

3 cents

2 cents

1 cent

Source: City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report
*Excludes equity in ENMAX earnings

Figure 2: 2019 Funding for City Operations

Where does each dollar of revenue for City operations come from?*

52 cents

Net 
property 
taxes for 

municipal 
purposes

Sales of 
goods and 

services

Investment income

33 cents

5 cents

Figure 3: Link between Taxes and Services

Source: City of Calgary, 2020 Property Tax Brochure
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Property taxes are the municipal finance backbone and 
play a vital role in funding the services citizens and busi-
nesses receive from local governments. The goal is to en-
sure that the amount of tax paid reflects the cost of ser-
vices received by the property owner and that municipal 
governments’ service-level decisions are efficient. Ordi-
narily, municipal government spending to meet service 
level expectations determines the taxes and typically in-
forms the budgeting process. They are the only revenue 
source that The City fully controls to balance the budget.

User Fees

In October 1988 Council approved the following recom-
mendation (#78) of the Financial Planning Task Force:“That 
a Task Force on User Fees be created to review all charges for 
City Services to ensure that, where feasible, such fees cover 
all costs (including capital debt retirement) associated with 
providing the services, and to determine the potential for us-
ing such fees to generate profit in select situations.”

Several Task Force reports were released between 1992 
and 1995, resulting in report FB95-83 Revised User Fees 
Task Force Report. The recommendations within that re-
port became the first corporate-wide User Fee Policy for 
The City.

In 2006, the Chief Financial Officer’s Department (CFOD) 
undertook a three-year corporate-wide User Fee and 
Subsidy Review project based on Council direction from 
the 2006-2008 Business Plan and Budget. The review 
resulted in a new policy, the User Fees and Subsidy Pol-
icy (CFO010), which included guiding principles on user 

fees and individual subsidies. The policy, last updated in 
2012, remains the existing policy governing user fees at 
The City. The policy sets out guidelines for the process, 
rationale and the information needed to support the user 
fees recommended by services. It requires that user fees 
accurately represent the value of the goods and services 
to citizens.

According to the User Fees and Subsidy Policy (CFO010), 
user fees are fees that The City charges in exchange for 
goods and services. User fee revenues represent a signifi-
cant portion of The City’s total operating budget. After ex-
cluding equity in ENMAX earnings, user fees represented 
a third of City operating revenue.

Regulatory Charges

Regulatory charges are an important component of mu-
nicipal revenues in many cities. Alberta legislation stipu-
lates that a municipality can make a tax agreement with 
the operator of a public utility whereby instead of paying 
a property tax, or any other fees or charges payable to 
the municipality, the utility may make a payment to the 
municipality2. Depending on the Alberta jurisdiction, the 
charge is a franchise fee or local access fee. For Calgary, 
franchise fees are the predominant regulatory charge au-
thorized as a municipal revenue source in Alberta.

In Calgary, franchise fees are paid by the energy distribu-
tion utilities in return for three main benefits: payment in 
lieu of property taxes or charges payable to the munici-
pality, use of the City’s Rights-of-Way without lease pay-
ments and for the granting of a monopoly to distribute 
either natural gas or electricity within Calgary. 

Recreation 
and culture

Social housing

Other

Protective services

5 cents

4 cents

3 cents

3 cents
Source: City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report

Figure 4: 2019 Sources of User Fees

What are the sources of each dollar of user fee revenue?

52 cents

Water and 
sewer

Public transit
Real estate

14 cents
6 cents

Parking
4 cents

Waste disposal
10 cents

Source: City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report

Figure 5: Trends in Franchise Fee Revenue
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The utilities are permitted by the Alberta Utilities Com-
mission to recover the cost of their franchise fee payment 
in the rates charged to customers. Within Calgary, they 
are the Local Access Fee (LAF) on electricity bills and the 
Municipal Consent and Access Fee (MCAF) on natural gas 
bills.

In Alberta, there are two ways to determine franchise 
fees. As specified in the Municipal Government Act (MGA) 
as a tax agreement with the utilities:

�� Total utility cost. The municipality collects fran-
chise fees on total delivery and energy costs. It is 
the method employed within Calgary.

�� The distribution charge method that is estimated 
using the customer’s pipe or wires delivery charge. 
It is the methodology most small Alberta munic-
ipalities and Edmonton use for natural gas fran-
chise fees.

In Calgary, the franchise fee charged to utility customers 
is at a rate of 11.11%. When added to the invoice, it rep-
resents 10% of the total bill. The franchise fee rate has re-
mained unchanged since 1974.

Utility customers pay different amounts for the energy 
that they consume. Some customers are on fixed-rate 
contracts, while others prefer the Regulated Rate Option, 
which changes every month. For the equal treatment of 
customers, the franchise fee uses the Regulated Rate Op-
tion as the basis for the cost of energy for all customers 
when calculating the electricity franchise fee.

In 2019, the franchise fees collected on electricity 
amounted to $142.4 million. The revenues for natural 
gas franchise fees amounted to $51.6 million. Together, 
the franchise fees from the distribution of energy totaled 
$194.0 million in 2019.

Proprietary Charges and Return on Investments

Municipalities in Canada are under increasing pressure 
from a growing urban population to fund new infrastruc-
ture and public service. They rely on government trans-
fers as well as their own-source revenues. As the govern-
ment transfers become volatile and with constraints on 
the ability to increase property taxes and user fees, mu-
nicipalities may need to explore the potential of monetiz-
ing city assets.  

The City of Toronto is an example of a Canadian juris-
diction that has actively explored additional revenue by 
monetizing assets. There was an evaluation in 2010 in-
volving three assets – Toronto Hydro Corporation, Enwave 

Energy Corporation and the Toronto Parking Authority3. 
Monetization, in this sense, considered the full or partial 
sale of these entities. At the time, The City of Toronto de-
cided against monetizing Toronto Hydro Corporation, 
stating that “Toronto Hydro is a necessary instrument to 
achieve Toronto’s environmental, economic development 
and financial objectives; it is not in the public interest to 
sell all or any part of it.” Some governments in non-Cana-
dian jurisdictions, such as Australia, have explored asset 
recycling programs to monetize existing public assets 
through sale or lease to the private sector, with all funds 
reinvested in new infrastructure4.

Municipal assets include land, infrastructure, buildings, 
billboards and signs, naming rights, and data. Recently, 
data is an asset that has come under consideration for 
monetization. The motivation is that data-driven innova-
tion has become an essential source of growth. Accord-
ing to an MIT report, “There are two primary paths to data 
monetization. The first is internal and focuses on leverag-
ing data to improve a company’s operations, productivi-
ty, and products and services, and also enable ongoing, 
personalized dialogues with customers5. The second path 
is external and involves creating new revenue streams by 
making data available to customers and partners.” 6

Some economists have argued against monetizing data 
as an asset. The recommendation is that the government 
should collect and validate raw data for the public, act-
ing as a data supplier in the data value chain. Instead of 
monetizing data, the government should let the private 
sector add value to the raw data and make profits from 
it7. It has led to governments around the globe increas-
ingly adopting open data policies, from the national level 
to the provincial or state level and the municipal level, in-
cluding Calgary8 9 10 11.

The City has two major entities that help to generate re-
turns, the Calgary Parking Authority (CPA) and ENMAX. 
ENMAX dividends amounted to between $40 million and 
$56 million between 2015 and 2019. Transfers to The City 
from CPA are in relation to Bylaw 28M2002. Through the 
Bylaw, CPA returns 65% of its net income after any net in-
come from Parking Control and after distribution of net 
income to managed locations as per contractual agree-
ments to The City. Between 2015 and 2018, the returns 
fluctuated between $12 million and $18 million.

The returns from both the CPA and ENMAX assets com-
plement investment returns from The City’s investment 
portfolio that consist of the underlying assets that are 
represented by future commitments to be paid from re-
serves, capital deposits, funded employee benefit obli-
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gations (EBOs), general operations, and other funds from 
trusts and affiliated entities. Investment income has typ-
ically fluctuated between $77 million and $105 million 
in recent years. The significantly higher return in 2019* 
is attributable to a higher amount of realized gains as a 
result of a change in investment strategies involving the 
transfer of funds into a different portfolio.

Uses of Operating Dollars
The City’s 2020 approved budget indicates that the two 
largest applications of municipal property tax dollars are 
for Police, bylaw, fire and other public safety (37 per cent) 
and transportation (26 per cent). When the share of these 
services is considered relative to total property tax col-
lection, it falls to 23.5 and 16.4 per cent, respectively. To-
gether, they represent expenditures for close to two out 
of every three property tax dollars received. For these and 
other municipal services, the three largest applications for 
municipal expenses are salaries, wages and benefits (61.2 

per cent), contracted and general services (16.3 per cent), 
and materials, equipment and supplies (11.4 per cent). 
The remaining 11.1 per cent is for transfer payments, 
interest charges, and consumption of services provided 
by utilities. People costs are always an important part of 
municipal operating expenses, but as a recent City of Ed-
monton study has shown, Calgary’s full-time employee 
count normalized to achieve comparability across cities 
is well below average relative to other big Canadian cities.

Source: City of Calgary 2019 Annual Report

Figure 6: Trends in Investment Income ($M)
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Figure 8: Composition of Municipal Expenses

Where would each 2020 property tax dollar go?
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Property Tax 
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Province
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Figure 9: Comparison of Municipal FTE Counts
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Figure 7: Returns from ENMAX and CPA ($M)
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Evolution of Municipal Taxation Policy in Calgary

The Important Role of Property Taxes 
Practices

Taxes on the assessed value of buildings and other im-
provements arose in Calgary due to the events of 1913. 
From incorporation in 1884 through to that time, munici-
pal revenue relied on land value taxes. Land values began 
to collapse due to a financial crisis caused by an oversup-
ply of real estate. Landowners began abandoning prop-
erty as taxes sometimes exceeded the value of their land. 
In response, the Government of Alberta (the Province) in-
troduced new legislation in 1916. In addition to the value 
of land, the legislation allowed taxation on the assessed 
value of buildings and other improvements.

For the present day, the prevailing legislation is the MGA. 
It places responsibility for the collection of taxes for mu-
nicipal and educational purposes with municipalities. 
Part 10 of the MGA encompasses provisions that enable 
municipalities to collect property taxes and directs re-
quirements associated with all aspects of this function. 
The legislation covers general provisions associated with 
the collection of tax and prescribes the types of taxation 
mechanisms available to Alberta municipalities. 

The MGA prescribes the requirements necessary to bill 
and collect property taxes. Topics covered under the MGA 
include but are not limited to:

�� Person liable to pay taxes

�� Tax agreements

�� Contents of the tax bill

�� Timing of tax bills

�� Use of instalments to pay taxes

�� Application of the tax payment

�� Penalties for unpaid taxes

�� Cancellations, reductions, refunds or deferral of 
taxes

�� Calculation of tax rates and individual property 
taxes

Under the MGA, the municipal council is responsible for 
setting the tax rate, calculating taxes payable, and collect-
ing taxes. With Council direction, the functional execution 
of these responsibilities is delegated to Administration. 

1890 1905 1920 1935 1950 1965 1980 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Figure 10: Timeline and Evolution of Municipal Taxation Policy in Calgary
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The MGA also authorizes a legislated process that allows 
a municipality to secure its interest in a property with 
outstanding property taxes. City staff work collaborative-
ly with property owners to identify mutually satisfactory 
solutions, and provide a wide variety of supports to prop-
erty owners facing financial and other challenges.

Policies

Provincial and Municipal Government Policy

The legislative changes in 1916 also allowed The City to 
levy a business tax on occupants of non-residential prop-
erties (unless a machinery and equipment tax is levied on 
the contents of the property).

The business tax was adopted in Calgary in 1916. In 2011, 
Council directed Administration to provide information to 
consider whether business tax revenues could be consoli-
dated with non-residential property tax. In 2012, Council 
directed Administration to consolidate business tax rev-
enue into the non-residential property tax through an 
incremental transfer of business tax revenue over a sev-
en-year period. In addition, the total amount of business 
tax revenue transferred was frozen, meaning, any annual 
tax rate increases would not apply to the approximately 
$220 million in tax revenue that would remain frozen un-
til Council makes a different decision.  Consolidation of 
business tax into non-residential property tax was intend-
ed to improve the equity, efficiency and transparency of 
Calgary’s assessment and taxation system. It was also 
consistent with most other Canadian jurisdictions that 
had departed from the use of a business tax. The business 
tax was fully consolidated into the non-residential prop-
erty tax in 2019.

Until 1974, residential and non-residential properties 
were taxed by The City at the same rate. Differentiated 
tax rates for residential and non-residential properties 
were introduced by The City in 1974. In 1987, a differ-
entiated rate was also introduced for single residential 
and multi-residential properties. As an unintended con-
sequence, this resulted in property owners converting 
multi-residential buildings into condominiums to bene-
fit from the reduced applicable tax rate. In response, The 
City began phasing out the split residential rate in 1998 
and completed the phase-out in 2000.

Processes

Municipal Property Tax

Each year, City Council approves the budget needed to 
support City services. To determine the revenue required 
from property taxes, The City takes the overall expense of 

services and subtracts all other sources of revenue such 
as licence fees, permits, user fees and provincial grants. 
The balance is the amount to be raised through munici-
pal property taxes

The formula used to determine the municipal tax rate:

In order to calculate property tax, tax rates are estab-
lished. The tax rate is the percentage at which each prop-
erty in the municipality is taxed based on its individual 
assessed value. The tax rate is established by dividing the 
revenue requirement by the total assessment base for 
each assessment class and sub-class (if applicable). The 
individual property tax contribution is then calculated by 
applying this rate to a property’s assessed value.

Provincial (Education) Property Tax

Within Alberta, education is a provincial program. Each 
year, the Province calculates the amount that each mu-
nicipality must contribute toward the education system, 
based on the total assessed value within each assessment 
class.

The formula used to determine the provincial tax rate:

The Province notifies each municipality of the amount 
of education taxes they are required to collect. Once this 
amount is known, each municipality then establishes 
property tax rates to bill and collect the local education 
amount. This tax rate is calculated by dividing the re-
quired amount of local education tax by the municipali-
ty’s total taxable assessment base within each assessment 
class. The individual education property tax contribution 
is then calculated by applying this rate to a property’s as-
sessed value. Education property tax revenues collected 
by the municipality are remitted to the Province.

=

Total revenue required 
by The Province from 

property tax

Total assessment
Provincial 

tax rate 

=

Total revenue required by 
The City of Calgary from 

property tax

Total assessment
Municipal 

tax rate 
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Priorities

Property Tax Relief

While the majority of Calgarians continue to give The City 
a “good value” rating in the value of their property tax dol-
lars, there have been signs of increasing tax resistance in 
recent years. Calgarians have also been fairly evenly split 
over supporting tax increases to maintain or expand ser-
vices versus supporting service cuts to maintain or reduce 
services. In recent citizen surveys, and starting in 2016, 
alongside the 2015-16 recession, there was a noticeable 
decline in the preference for tax increases to accommo-
date the same level of service. In acknowledgement of 
this growing taxpayer sentiment, in recent years, Council 
has directed Administration to offer various forms of tem-
porary tax relief.

Property Tax Rebates

In 2014, 2017 and 2020, Calgary City Council approved the 
use of one-time rebates to mitigate property tax increases 
for both residential and non-residential property owners. 
These rebates were funded using existing reserves and/
or tax room, which is generated when the Province’s edu-
cation tax requisition is lower than The City expected. The 
use of rebates is enabled by the MGA and allows a council 
to cancel or refund all or a part of a tax with respect to a 
property or class of properties if the council considers it 
equitable to do so.

Phased Tax Program

The recent economic downturn in Alberta resulted in 
very sharp and very rapid declines in the market value 
of office properties in Calgary while the value of other 
non-residential properties remained stable. This resulted 

in the transfer of a large portion of the tax responsibility 
previously carried by downtown office buildings to oth-
er non-residential properties located outside the down-
town. 

Beginning in 2017, and continuing in 2018, 2019 and 
2020, Council recognized that the tax shift negatively im-
pacted many non-residential property owners and asso-
ciated tenants outside of downtown as a large amount of 
non-residential tax responsibility shifted from downtown 
properties to non-downtown properties. Council provid-
ed direction to Administration to develop property tax 
relief for non-residential property owners to address the 
redistributive effect of decreasing assessed values in the 
downtown core. The response was a Phased Tax Program 
(PTP) that helped address tax shifts from disproportional 
market value changes by limiting increases to the munic-
ipal portion of the non-residential property tax. This ap-
proach is enabled by a provision in the MGA that enables 
a council to phase in a tax increase or decrease resulting 
from the preparation of any new assessment.

In 2019, Council also directed Administration to research 
a small business relief program rather than rely on a 
phased tax program (which is considered a blunt tool in 
providing direct and targeted relief to small businesses). 
However, such a program was determined not to be feasi-
ble and was not implemented.

Since 2017, Council has approved funding for PTP of $213 
million, and approximately $174 million in credits have 
been issued to provide tax relief to non-residential prop-
erty owners over the last three years. Council recently 
approved PTP for 2020, with another approximately $30 
million identified to provide non-residential property tax 
relief.

Compassionate Property Tax Penalty Relief

In late 2017, Council provided direction for Administra-
tion to investigate tax forgiveness programs to provide 
some financial relief for those property owners unable to 
meet their property tax obligations due to a significant 
life event. In response to this direction, Administration 
proposed the Compassionate Property Tax Penalty Relief 
Program. This program provides forgiveness of a certain 
number of property tax penalties for those taxpayers who 
suffered a critical life event, such as a death or illness, and 
which impacted their ability to pay their property taxes 
by prescribed deadlines. Under this Council approved 
program, approximately $8,000 in penalties have been 
forgiven for approximately 40 taxpayers.

Figure 11: Citizen Feedback on Taxes and Services

Source: City of Calgary 2020 Spring Pulse Survey Final Report
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Textbox 1:  
Existing Taxation Authority Outside Property Taxes
Through their discretionary authority under the MGA, 
municipalities may choose to generate revenue through 
other forms of tax. These are described briefly below.

Business Tax – a council may pass a bylaw to impose 
a tax that is payable by the person who operates the 
business, not the property owner. This form of tax was 
used in Calgary from 1916 to 2019. It is an occupancy 
tax levied directly against the owner of a business. There 
are two main features. First, the basis is the expected in-
come of a business, not the wealth of landlords. Because 
rents consider business location, opportunities and 
expected revenues, among other factors, they provide 
a reasonable measure of potential business incomes. 
Second, it allows quasi-public exemptions that reflect 
prevailing economic circumstances through vacancy 
adjustments. Winnipeg is the last large Canadian City to 
have a business tax.

Business Improvement Area (BIA) Tax – a council may 
pass a bylaw to impose a tax levied and collected by a 
municipality on behalf of business owners who wish 
to improve the area in which they do business. Calgary 
currently has fifteen BIAs. Studies have shown that BIA 
organizations can be a catalyst for recovery.

Community Revitalization (CRL) Levy – a council may 
pass a bylaw to impose a property tax that allows munic-
ipalities to borrow against future property tax revenues 
to help pay for infrastructure required to spur new de-
velopment in a specific area. Calgary currently has one 

CRL in the Rivers District. It segregates a portion of the 
property tax revenue generated within the district for 
the direct investment in infrastructure improvements 
within the area. 

Special Tax – a council may pass a bylaw to impose a 
tax to pay for a specific service or purpose such as wa-
terworks, sewers, boulevards, dust treatment, paving, 
drainage ditches or recreational services. Several Cal-
gary communities benefit from a special tax as a result 
of a successful community petition to The City of Cal-
gary requesting enhanced landscape and boulevard 
maintenance.

Well Drilling Equipment Tax – a council may pass a by-
law to impose a tax in respect of equipment used to drill 
a well for which a license is required under the Oil and 
Gas Conservation Act.

Local Improvement Tax – a council may pass a bylaw 
to impose a tax on a specific area within a municipality 
to fund a service or improvement applied to a particu-
lar area only, such as street paving, driveway crossings, 
sidewalk replacement, lane paving and curb and gutter 
replacement. Local improvement taxes are paid by cer-
tain Calgary property owners for projects that Council 
considers to be of greater benefit to a specific part of a 
community rather than to the whole city.

Community Aggregate Payment Levy – a council may 
pass a bylaw to impose a tax in respect of all sand and 
gravel businesses operating in the municipality to raise 
revenue to be used toward the payment of infrastruc-
ture and other costs in the municipality.

Using Property Assessments to Inform Property Taxation

Practices

Before 1995, the valuation approach used in Alberta was 
fair actual value.13 Assessments were prepared by adding 
the estimated market value of a property’s land to a pro-
vincially regulated value for any building or structure on 
the property. The exception was farmland, which was as-
sessed by applying regulated rates. Also, property assess-
ments were prepared every eight years. One prevalent 
criticism of the eight-year assessment cycle was the large 
tax shifts that would occur in each reassessment year.14

Policies

When the MGA was instated in 1995, the property assess-
ment standard changed from fair actual value to market 

value. Market value is often regarded as “the most fair 
and equitable means of assessing property” and is the 
prevailing assessment standard throughout Canada.15 As 
part of the 1995 revisions, assessments were to be pre-
pared annually, not every eight years. The valuation date 
was July 1 of the year preceding the tax year, and the 
physical condition of the property was to be assessed as 
of December 31 of the year preceding the tax year.16  The 
1999 tax year was the first assessment roll prepared using 
market value. There is an exception to the market value 
standard in Alberta for “regulated property.” Specifically, 
land based on agricultural use (i.e. farmland), machinery 
and equipment, and designated industrial property (as 
defined in the legislation, including linear property).17 18    
These property types are subject to regulated valuation 
standards pursuant to the Minister’s Guidelines.19 

C2020-0742 
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Processes

The province plays a large role in overseeing the munici-
pal administration of assessment to ensure that it meets 
minimum standards. The legislation permits the prov-
ince to engage in an annual audit program as well as a 
detailed audit program.20 The annual audit program an-
alyzes ratio studies, effectively an analysis of sale prices 
to assessments within a region, while the detailed audit 
program involves a much more rigorous analysis.21 Both 
annual and detailed audits are administered in accor-
dance with the Minister’s Guidelines.22 Prior to declaring 
an assessment roll, each municipality within Alberta must 
meet the quality standards of the annual audit program. 
Additionally, The City undergoes a detailed annual audit 
for its residential properties and ad hoc detailed audits for 
its non-residential properties.23 Most recently, Calgary’s 
industrial properties underwent a detailed audit for the 
2020 tax year.

 

	

In addition to quality standards and audit, an indepen-
dent quasi-judicial body called the Assessment Review 
Board (ARB) also plays a role in overseeing the adminis-
tration of assessment.24 The ARB complaint process allows 
property owners to raise an issue with their assessment.25  
The board adjudicates the issues and renders a decision 
pursuant to the legislation.26 During the economic boom 
of 2006-2008, over 80 per cent of the taxable non-res-
idential assessment base was under complaint. By the 
2020 tax year, the volume had fallen 63 per cent. Also, the 
MGA permits the judicial review of board decisions by the 
Court of Queen’s Bench, acting as another supervisory 
body over the administration of property assessment.27 

Assessment matters are highly regulated by legislation 
and can often be technically complex. If either party to 

a complaint disagrees with the decision of the ARB, they 
may seek review by the court.

Priorities

Alberta’s individual municipalities are tasked with the ad-
ministration of property assessment for most properties.28 
The exception to this is designated industrial property, 
which the Province is responsible for preparing.29 In con-
trast, some Canadian provinces designate one centralized 
body to prepare assessments regardless of the municipal-
ity in which the property resides. For example, in Ontario, 
the Municipal Property Assessment Corporation (MPAC) 
prepares assessments; in British Columbia, BC Assessment 
prepares assessments. Within jurisdictions with a central-
ized assessment body, the cost of preparing assessments 
within a municipality is generally paid by the municipal-
ity. For example, in Ontario the cost to a municipality for 
providing assessments is based on both the number and 
value of assessments as a proportion of the total within 
the Province.

Source: City of Calgary Assessment Business Unit

Figure 12: Non-Residential Assessment Complaints
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Responding to Calgary’s Cyclical Economy using 
Existing Tools

Increasing focus on evidence and monitoring
A substantial decline in oil prices, which started in Q2 
2014, caused Alberta to enter a recession that has had a 
prolonged impact on Calgary’s local economy. Amongst 
other things, this contributed to a 19-quarter decline in 
the demand for downtown office space. In 2007, Calgary 
had amongst the lowest vacancy rate and highest rent 
for office space within downtown. Strong demand led to 
a period of rapid supply growth. From 2007 to 2014, the 
supply of downtown office space increased by approxi-
mately 28 per cent. 

As oil prices and demand for office space in the ener-
gy-sector driven downtown began falling, in-flight con-
struction projects completed, and supply continued to 

grow. By 2018, the disparity between supply and demand 
resulted in approximately 11 million square feet of va-
cant space. This resulted in downward pressure on rental 
rates, which sometimes resulted in free rent, as property 
owners attempted to alleviate the operating cost of their 
property. As the income production of these assets plum-
meted, so did their market value. The property assess-
ment of downtown offices fell consistently from tax years 
2016 to 2019, eventually resulting in a decline in munici-
pal property tax revenue collected from these properties 
by a total of over $250 million. 

Over the same period, the market value of other sectors 
of the non-residential assessment class, such as retail and 
industrial, performed relatively well. The isolated, stark 
drop in the value of downtown office values resulted in 
the redistribution of non-residential tax responsibility to 
suburban areas.

Enhancing practices and processes that use existing 
revenue authority 
Calgary residents and businesses expect The City to sup-
port and not disrupt market forces for residential and 
non-residential property development activity. This de-
sire can sometimes unintentionally contribute to the 
oversupply situation in certain real estate markets over 
certain periods. The downtown tax shift from 2015 to 
2019 that led to higher taxes for non-residential prop-
erties outside the downtown core was triggered by an 
overbuild in the downtown non-residential office mar-
ket. However, taxpayers expect relief from municipal au-
thorities when these situations occur. A more sustainable 
path would suggest that The City secure some protection 
against these situations. Additional processes would af-
ford The City the ability to respond to market failures and 
imbalances in a highly cyclical economy.

Economic shocks in the past, such as the Great Recession 
in 2009, have resulted in short-term re-distribution, as 
quick economic recovery restored a balance. Short-term 
relief for non-residential taxpayers experiencing signifi-
cant tax responsibility increases occurred through a one-
time Phased Tax Program (PTP) for the 2017 tax year.30 As 
re-distribution continued to occur, additional one-time 
PTPs were offered in 2018, 2019 and 2020.

In 2019, Calgary City Council recognized the downtown 
tax shift had become a long-term issue and thus the need 
to provide sustainable relief for non-residential taxpay-
ers. They created two teams with different mandates to 
help discover solutions. The Tax Shift Assessment Work-

Source: City of Calgary Assessment Business Unit
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ing Group was to explore greater tax parity between the 
residential and non-residential tax classes. As a result of 
that work, the distribution of tax requisition changed to 
52 per cent residential and 48 per cent non-residential 

Source: City of Calgary Assessment Business Unit

Figure 16: Assessment Complaints for Hearing
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to help support Calgary’s business community. Similarly, 
the Financial Task Force identified the need to enhance 
practices and processes using existing authorities.

Textbox 2:  
Independent Review of Non-Residential Assessments 
and Complaints
Leading up to 2017, property owners and their various 
representatives raised concerns with respect to the fair-
ness, transparency and predictability of The City of Cal-
gary’s non-residential assessment process, particularly 
as it related to the annual preparation of assessments 
where “every year is a new [valuation] year.”31 As a result 
of these concerns, a Notice of Motion was put forward 
in 2017 September, calling for an independent review of 
non-residential assessment and complaints.32

Heuristic Consulting Associates (HCA) conducted an 
independent review. HCA engaged various stakehold-
ers (internal and external to The City) and produced a 
comprehensive report reviewing multiple issues on the 
assessment complaint process in Calgary, including but 
not limited to the culture, communication, and dispute 
resolution. More specifically, stakeholders appeared 
to be frustrated with a current state they described as, 
among other things, unpredictable, adversarial and 
lacking the opportunity for valuable dialogue and nego-
tiation.33 The recommended “preferred future state” by 
HCA was trust, respect, transparency, collaboration and 
dialogue, and allowing for increased trust and stability 
in the system. 

The City took immediate action towards implementing 
many of the recommendations of the report. Most no-
tably, the Assessment business unit has taken a more 
collaborative approach with the property owner and 
agent community in the preparation of assessments 
and throughout the complaint process for the pur-
poses of efficient dispute resolution and relationship 
management. For example, in 2017, only 18 per cent of 
complaints were resolved prior to a hearing. In 2019, 84 
per cent of complaints were resolved amicably prior to 
a hearing – more than four times as many resolutions as 
2017. 

Since 2017, the proportion of the non-residential tax-
able assessment base agreed to during Pre-Roll has in-
creased from 2 per cent to 33 per cent and the propor-
tion under complaint to the ARB has dropped from 64 
per cent to 32 per cent.

Figure 17: Magnitude of Tax under Complaint
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Measures Proposed by the Task Force
Following their review, the Task Force responded to the 
preliminary measures adopted by The City by deliver-
ing the following additional recommendations to better 
shape future property tax decisions.

To address the need for increased focus on evidence and 
monitoring, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message I: Adopt an evidence-based approach to 
decision-making

Recommendation #1: Apply a decision-making framework 
that addresses forces within the control of The City. Adding 
elements that are subject to the decision of the other orders 
of government limits execution capacity. Commit to a pro-
cess based on two features:

�� Purposefully find the ‘best available’ evidence on

▶▶ Revenues and taxes required for municipal ser-
vices.

▶▶ Affordability of revenues and taxes collected by 
residents and businesses.

▶▶ Sustainability and long-term impact of revenue 
and tax collected on the economy.

▶▶ Emerging trends having the potential to impact 
revenue and taxes.

�� Critically evaluate the validity and generalization of 
the evidence before decisions. 

Recommendation #2: Develop and sustain the credibility of 
the decision-making process by:

�� Committing to a principles-based process for adjust-
ing municipal property taxes with strong account-
ability and ownership.

�� Delivering analysis, in everyday language, of the up-
coming year’s property tax challenges ahead of the 
tax rate decisions for adequate reflection.

�� Communicate, using standardized terms, the evolu-
tion of drivers of change and their fiscal impact be-
fore decision-making.

Recommendation #3: Improve certainty and predictability 
around property taxation in Calgary. 

�� As economic agents, residents and businesses must 
be provided with certainty and predictability to 
make timely and well-advised decisions. They would 
benefit provided the plan is clear, and the commit-
ment sustained over time, reducing business risks.

�� Consider overall budgetary changes that adapt to 
the impact of inflation and population growth. 

Key Message II: Anticipate and respond to evolving 
economic conditions for residents and businesses

Recommendation #4: Establish annual reporting, includ-
ing for public information, that reflects evolving economic 
conditions faced by Calgary residents and businesses. The 
goal is to generate evidence that would anchor decisions for 
a cyclical economy. Be responsive to economic conditions 
and taxpayer expectations in a meaningful manner. The ele-
ments in the periodic reporting would include:

�� Monitor – List prevailing stresses and shocks on the 
local economy and the transmission mechanism to 
property taxes to minimize the impact of sudden 
shocks.

�� Anticipate – Limit uncertainty by predicting fu-
ture-year changes in the taxable assessment base 
using correlations with economic activity.

�� Sustain – Improve reliance on the non-property tax 
revenue by limiting its volatility and increasing its 
growth before exploring offsetting property tax mea-
sures for shifts.

�� Segment – Measure annual changes in property tax 
dollars charged to residents and businesses across 
the distribution of taxpayers (i.e. not just mean or 
median).

�� Respond – Report on the distribution of the tax re-
sponsibility across subgroups of residential and 
non-residential taxpayers to better support timely 
responses.

To address the need to improve practices and processes 
that use existing revenue authority, the Task Force recom-
mended: 

Key Message III: Identify and work to leverage the un-
tapped revenue potential from the traditional munic-
ipal revenue sources

Recommendation #21: Work with The City of Calgary’s Eco-
nomic Resilience Task Force to assess the extent to which The 
City of Calgary has fully explored revenue from existing au-
thorities. Address the speculation that The City is not using 
revenue authorities to full effect. Undertake a comprehen-
sive review and gap analysis on the use of traditional reve-
nue sources. The review should consider legislative changes 
required to acquire authority (if applicable) and administra-
tive practices that need changing for execution. The tools to 
consider include but are not limited to:

�� Return on Assets and Investments/ Proprietary 
Charges

▶▶ Develop and implement additional revenue from 
a strategic review of the business activities, pro-
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prietary charges and dividend policies of munic-
ipal corporations, such as ENMAX, Calgary Park-
ing Authority.

▶▶ Develop and implement the generation of recur-
ring fees from the use of City assets and the one-
time sale of excess capacity or assets (e.g. land 
that is not used or required).

▶▶ Develop and implement the generation of returns 
from a public-private partnership for non-essen-
tial services, e.g. golf courses.

▶▶ Invite proposals from members of the public and 
firms that would generate ideas to tap the un-
used potential.

�� Regulatory Charges

▶▶ Explore the use of regulatory charges, like ‘fran-
chise fees’ or ‘local access fees’ for services provid-
ed in the City of Calgary which do not otherwise 
pay property tax (e.g. telecommunications infra-
structure).

▶▶ Advertisement charges that include billboards 
and digital ads targeted in Calgary.

▶▶ Develop and implement licensing charges for 
business vehicles. It provides an opportunity for 
targeted relief when required for businesses.

▶▶ Develop and implement the extension of busi-
ness licensing requirements to a wide variety of 
home-based businesses.

�� User Fees

▶▶ Apply total cost for municipal services comple-
mented with Calgary resident discounts for cer-
tain services (e.g. park and ride) to achieve differ-
ential user fees.

▶▶ Develop and implement the sale of memberships 
and long-term subscriptions for access to a wide 
range of services, e.g. golf courses.

▶▶ Charges for the use of proprietary assets, e.g. 
data.

▶▶ Deliver non-essential services only if the costs are 
fully recoverable through user fees.

�� Taxes

▶▶ Develop and implement taxes that would focus 
on tourists and visitors that use City services.

▶▶ Seek agreement with the province to share reve-
nue generated during “boom” years for a rainy-
day fund to mirror the heritage fund.

Key Message IV: Continue to expand the existing de-
velopment and building processes to enable devel-
opment activity and growth in an appropriate way by 
considering aggregate economic impacts

Recommendation #24:

�� Anticipate and monitor changes in the evolving resi-
dential and non-residential real estate markets while 
supporting private market activity. 

�� Continue to expand the existing development and 
building processes to:

▶▶ Enable development activity and growth in an 
appropriate way.

▶▶ Support economic development and maintain 
employment and business growth. 

▶▶ Ensure adjustments to economic conditions and 
the aggregate impact on the economy.

▶▶ Moving forward, to the extent possible, favour 
the occupation of the empty office spaces in 
downtown Calgary.

�� Monitor key economic indicators for the City of Cal-
gary. As we transition to the new economy, the fore-
casts should support The City’s approval process and 
track the level of reliance on different sub-groups in 
the tax base.

�� Assess the cumulative impact of approval decisions 
rather than individual decisions, and work to share 
the information with individual applicants to inform 
their decision-making. 

Key Message V: Continue to develop processes that 
yield information on the extent to which City services 
benefit residents and local businesses to incorporate 
in decisions.

Recommendation #30: Incorporate the information gener-
ated from the process changes into a future review of user 
levies. 

�� Existing processes for determining user levies already 
incorporate the distinction between private and soci-
etal costs. The practice of focusing on the recovery of 
private costs for services would continue to apply to 
city residents and businesses.

�� Consider the addition of societal costs for services 
to non-residents without discouraging non-Calgari-
ans from increasing economic activity through their 
spending in Calgary.
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Improving the Understanding of Municipal Finance 
Circumstances

Achieving a Better Understanding of the Property Tax Bill
Calgary residents and businesses need to understand 
better the relationship between the taxes paid and ser-
vices received. The goal is sustaining and extending the 
progress achieved with the introduction of tools in recent 
years. There is still a lack of clarity in the minds of the pub-
lic on some items. Examples are the distinction between 
municipal and provincial services as well as the differenc-
es in services provided by The City of Calgary vis-à-vis 
other big cities. As well, Calgary taxpayers desire a better 
understanding of the link and balance between the level 
of taxes and the level of services.

Over the years, The City applied two main tools to edu-
cate and inform property owners about property taxes. 
The first tool is a property tax brochure that accompanies 
the property tax bill. The Task Force acknowledged that 
the content and clarity afforded through the brochure 
has improved with time. The second tool is online con-
tent available through The City webpages that provides  
information on the property taxation system. 

Despite these tools, the Task Force identified that un-
derstanding Calgary’s property taxation system remains 
challenging and outlined the need for additional com-
munity education efforts. The goal would be to achieve 
a better relationship between the taxation authority and 
taxpayers. References were drawn to the use of addition-
al tools, like videos in other jurisdictions, to supplement 
brochures and online tools.

Responding to an Increasing Municipal Fiscal Imbalance 
Canada’s three levels of government – federal, provincial 
or territorial, and municipal have different responsibilities 
and associated costs. To pay for those expenditures, they 
rely on various taxes and revenue sources. The Constitu-
tion of Canada assigns revenue sources and expenditure 
responsibilities to the federal and provincial or territorial 
governments. It also gives the provinces exclusive con-
trol over municipalities. Municipalities are the creatures 
of their provinces, so they can only access the revenue 
sources their provincial governments grant to them. The 
provinces can,  take away or change any municipal power 
previously granted. 

For many years, the distribution of revenues and expen-
ditures has not been balanced among the three levels of 
government. There has been extensive debate between 

the federal government and the provincial or territorial 
governments about the existence of a vertical fiscal im-
balance. 

A federal Subcommittee on Fiscal Imbalance was estab-
lished in 2004 to study the problem of fiscal imbalance 
and to propose tangible solutions for addressing it. Ac-
cording to the Committee, “a vertical fiscal imbalance ex-
ists when the fiscal capacity of one order of government 
is insufficient to sustain its spending responsibilities 
while the fiscal capacity of another order of government 
is greater than is needed to sustain its spending obliga-
tions, while both orders of government provide public 
services to the same taxpayer.”35

Over the last two decades, the extent of the imbalance 
was unfavourable at the municipal level. Local govern-
ments in Canada, mainly municipalities, spend 91 to 92 
per cent of their expenditures on goods and services and 
are the direct providers of most services to citizens. It 
compares to 23 to 25 per cent for the federal government 
and 61 to 62 per cent for provincial governments. Munic-
ipalities take care of parks, parking, libraries, roadways, 
local police, local land use, fire protection, public trans-
portation, and community water systems to provide the 
quality of life their citizens enjoy. 

Canadian municipalities do not have sufficient and diver-
sified own-source revenues.36 It makes it challenging to 
fund their expenditure responsibilities (or own-source ex-
penditures), some of which were transferred from the se-
nior governments.37 Without government transfers from 
the federal and provincial governments, municipalities 
in Canada would run deficits (expenditures would ex-
ceed revenues) resulting in net borrowing fiscal positions 
which have increased in recent years.38 Because munici-
palities are unable to run deficits, they typically increase 
property taxes or decrease expenditures as adjustments.

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Source: Statistics Canada

Figure 18: Own-source Government Revenue ($B)
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The federal and provincial governments have a variety 
of tax and revenue sources, including those like taxes on 
personal and business income that increase when there 
is economic growth. Unlike municipal governments that 
have to adjust property tax rates regularly, provincial and 
federal income tax rates remain unchanged but yet yield 
automatic tax revenue increases with increases in the 
nominal values of income and sales. Despite the availabil-
ity of multiple sources and the ability to create new ones, 
like the cannabis sales tax introduced in 2016, the Alberta 
provincial government extended only temporary bene-
fits from the creation of fiscal space to municipalities. The 
Province introduced a temporary, two-year Municipal 
Cannabis Transition Program and announced in 2019 that 
it would not continue.

To resolve fiscal imbalance, The City has explored advo-
cacy alongside the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 
(FCM) to improve municipal finance in Canada. FCM is 
a national advocacy group founded in 1901. Its current 
members include over 2,000 Canadian municipalities of 
all sizes, representing more than 90 per cent of all Cana-
dians. 

One of its successes was to work with the federal gov-
ernment to create the Federal Gas Tax Fund (GTF) to fund 
crucial municipal infrastructure. The GTF is a permanent 
source of funding flowing annually through provinces 
and territories to their municipalities to support local 
infrastructure priorities, providing municipalities with 
over $2 billion per year for infrastructure investments. 
However, just like Canadian municipalities working in-
dependently, FCM has been less successful at indicating 
that the property tax as the primary municipal tax is not 
designed to fund a broad range of municipal services. 

Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address the need for a better understanding of the 
property tax bill, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message VI: Enhance the approach to ongoing 
communication with residents, businesses, and other 
orders of government

Recommendation #23: Make changes to the content and 
form of communication with members of the public and 
other orders of government so that there is a better under-
standing of efforts at:

�� Education Support

▶▶ Simplify property taxation and municipal fi-
nance communication using plain language. 
While certain concepts and terms may be tools of 
the trade, they are less meaningful to taxpayers, 
e.g. a 3% property tax increase does not translate 
into 3 % increases for individual taxpayers.

▶▶ Make the distinction between operating and 
capital budgets more transparent. Consider the 
use of terms that make sense to the public, e.g. 
using ‘investments’ for ‘capital.’ 

▶▶ Actively address misinformation on municipal 
finances. Letting them linger without correction 
adds to the confusion.

�� Cost-effectiveness

▶▶ Communicate initiatives underway to reduce 
municipal government costs, such as the Solu-
tions for Achieving Value and Excellence (SAVE) 
program.

�� Demonstrating value

▶▶ Include the variety of services the municipality 
provides and draw a better link between the level 
of public consumption of municipal services and 
the property taxes paid. 

�� Transparency and stability

▶▶ Transparency – Affirm the recommendations of 
the Tax Shift Assessment Working Group. Contin-
ue to improve transparency about how tax dol-
lars are deployed, starting with clarity about the 
provincial and municipal split. 

▶▶ Stability – Work with the province to minimize 
volatility created by changes in provincial prop-
erty requisitions that impact aggregate property 
tax payments.

Local Governments             Local School Boards
Federal Government           Provincial Governments
All General Governments

Figure 19: Own-Source Government Expenditures ($B)
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To address the need to respond to an increasing munici-
pal fiscal imbalance, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message VII: Investigate the ability to align 
charging fees or recouping the cost of services with 
the delivery of services that arise from provincial gov-
ernment direction or changes

Recommendation #13: Collaborate with the province to au-
thorize access to tools that address services that arise from 
provincial government direction or changes. 

�� Identify services that may have been directed to The 
City explicitly or inadvertently.

�� The inadvertent transfer of responsibility occurs 
when third parties are no longer able or willing to de-
liver the services, but The City steps in for continuity 
as the last resort government service provider. 

�� These services have value for those who access them. 
Ensuring continuity, as well as adequate funding for 
those services, is vital.

�� Use the results from the review to engage in a dia-
logue with the province. Collaborate to determine 
and agree on the fiscal tools necessary to allow ef-
fective delivery of those services by the municipality. 

Key Message VIII: Ensure long-term, rather than short-
term, fiscal arrangements are in place with other or-
ders of government for the co-delivery or full delivery 
of public services

Recommendation #14: Establish long-lasting revenue and 
cost-sharing arrangements with other orders of government 
whenever new municipal services are directed by other or-
ders of government. The introduction of new services on a 
permanent basis, which adds incremental costs, should be 
accompanied by new revenue tools. Costs for new, perma-
nent programs, like the recent introduction of the municipal 
cannabis program, should be accompanied by permanent, 
not temporary, municipal revenue tools. Failing which Cal-
gary should pursue exemptions from implementation to 
achieve fiscal sustainability.
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Supporting Regional Economic Development

City-Shaping and Building in a Regional Context
The City marked a significant shift in city-shaping through 
the 2009 Municipal Development Plan. The City sought to 
balance new community growth with intensification. At 
the same time, as The City’s policies changed, an econom-
ic boom brought further growth pressure to the region 
resulting in high levels of growth in other municipalities 
in the region and on Calgary’s boundaries.

Municipalities in the Calgary region have been some of 
the fastest-growing in Canada. Calgary’s share of the re-
gion’s population has slowly declined from 91 per cent 
in 1986 to 85 per cent by 2018. At present, there are ap-
proximately 246,000 people who reside in municipalities 
outside Calgary. By 2076 that number is forecast to more 
than double to almost 600,000. Calgary’s share of single 
and semi-detached housing starts has declined from 80 
per cent in 2003 to 69 per cent in 2018. Employment data 
indicates a level of stability, with 2016 data showing that 
87 per cent of regional jobs are in Calgary. Calgary has 
maintained a majority share of regional jobs since 2001, 
the specific percentage of regional jobs located in Cal-
gary has declined slightly from 90 per cent in 2001. 

Comparative data on industrial land absorption illustrates 
significant volatility over the past five years as Calgary 
absorbed a high of 76 per cent of the region’s industrial 
development in 2015 and dropped significantly to 37 per 
cent in 2016 (average absorption from 2014-2018 was 68 
per cent).

The Calgary Metropolitan Region Board (CMRB) came 
into effect on 2018 January 1. The CMRB Regulation es-
tablished membership, voting structure, and the require-
ments that a Growth Plan and Servicing Plan be complet-
ed by 2021 January 1. Since the CMRB has been in effect, 
the CMRB Board has adopted an Interim Growth Plan and 
Interim Regional Evaluation Framework. Both received 
approval from the Minister of Municipal Affairs via a Min-
isterial Order in 2018 December.

Assessing the Impact of Activity in the Region on The 
City’s Financial Position
As the Calgary Region continues to grow and the num-
ber of residents and businesses locating outside of Cal-
gary’s boundary continues to grow, it is becoming more 
important to understand the impact of these trends on 
The City’s financial situation. Residents and businesses 
living outside of Calgary do not contribute tax revenues 

to The City nor contribute to per capita funding arrange-
ments. However, regional residents may be using various 
services provided by The City, such as transit, recreation, 
parks, and roads. There is concern that this is resulting in 
an “inadvertent subsidization” of regional growth. This is 
particularly true of development immediately on our mu-
nicipal boundary. A recent Municipal Government Board 
decision supported The City’s position that development 
of the OMNI Area Structure Plan within Rocky View Coun-
ty could result in an estimated $60 million of transporta-
tion network upgrades necessitated within Calgary.

Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address city-shaping and building in a regional con-
text, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message V: Continue to develop processes that 
yield information on the extent to which City services 
benefit residents and local businesses to incorporate 
in decisions.

Recommendation #29: Use the information to better un-
derstand the level of support The City affords visitors and 
residents in the region. Incorporate the findings into the de-
cision-making process for cost-sharing arrangements with 
regional partners.

To address the impact of activity in the region on The 
City’s financial position, the Task Force recommended:

Key Message IX: Increase collaboration with regional 
neighbours in support of regional economic develop-
ment while addressing cross-subsidization borne by 
The City of Calgary in favor of others in the region. 

Recommendation #15: Work with intermunicipal neigh-
bours on coordinated actions to support regional economic 
development. Seeking synergies in service provision and pri-
oritizing economic development at the Calgary Metropoli-
tan Region Board. Investigate municipal governance struc-
tures that promote the cost-effective delivery of services for 
regional economic benefit.

Recommendation #16: Investigate cross-subsidization for 
non-Calgary residents and businesses in the Calgary region 
that benefit from City services for potential cost-sharing. In-
vestigate new revenue opportunities that address cross-sub-
sidization borne by The City of Calgary in favour of others in 
the region, including: 

�� Cost-Sharing Agreements – with regional partner 
municipalities. They can be applied to recover costs 
for shared services and shared use of infrastructure.
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�� Sharing property tax revenue – with neighbouring 
municipalities. An example is the use of Joint Eco-
nomic Development Initiatives (JEDI) type agree-
ments.

�� Differential User Fees – to recover subsidies to region-
al users of City services.

�� Collaboration Agreements – where Calgary and re-
gional partner municipalities work together on ap-
plications for infrastructure funding from other levels 
of government.

Recommendation #17: Ensure that the investments made by 
The City that support regional growth do not decrease Cal-
gary’s competitiveness. Investigate measures to reduce costs 
borne by The City from regional growth, including:

�� Recovering the cost of growth – by working with in-
termunicipal neighbours to establish off-site levy/
levies to be imposed on an intermunicipal basis.

�� Cross-corporate regional servicing – where service 
provision by The City to the region is synchronized to 
minimize costs and achieve positive cross-corporate 
cost/benefit.

�� Targeted annexations – by ensuring that future an-
nexations will provide for the best possible cost/ben-
efit outcomes for The City.
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Bringing Property Taxation into the Twenty-First 
Century

Reducing Reliance on a Land and Property-based 
Approach to Taxation
Revenue sources for Canadian municipalities are limited. 
The primary source of revenue includes residential and 
non-residential property taxes. Transitions in the eco-
nomic landscape have the potential to erode the tax base 
on which municipalities rely for so much of their revenue. 
A few of these trends are briefly identified below. While 
not all of these trends are currently impacting The City of 
Calgary’s financial position, it is necessary to remain cog-
nizant of them to ensure sustainable, longer-term solu-
tions are pursued.

�� Shift from goods production to goods movement 
has resulted in manufacturing plants being re-
placed by warehouses and distribution centres. 
The ability to move production outside Calgary to 
other locations close to Calgary would impact the 
tax base.

�� E-commerce is reducing demand for retail space.

�� Service sector continues to expand with an em-
phasis on knowledge-based positions. Associated 
with this is the trend toward flexible work options 
such as telecommuting and desk sharing, which is 
resulting in shrinking workplaces.

�� The growth of the digital economy with border-
less, multinational platforms and fewer employees 
presents revenue challenges for taxation systems 
that rely on property and residency. 

Municipal revenues remain reliant on the land and prop-
erty-based approach to tax generation and collection. 
Economic trends, as identified above, indicate that a larg-
er proportion of property tax revenue will need to come 
from residential taxpayers as the non-residential tax base 
shrinks. There is a risk that property taxes could become 
increasingly unaffordable for residential property taxpay-
ers or service levels would drop, all other things being 
equal.

Growing the Size of Non-Residential Accounts
There are a relatively small number of taxable non-resi-
dential accounts – 14,216 non-residential accounts vis-
à-vis 517,578 residential accounts for the 2020 tax year. 
When combined with the rapid rate of change in Calgary’s 
cyclical economy, it results in a high level of volatility for 
non-residential property assessments. 

Leading up to 2015, the demand for Calgary office space 
was very high, particularly within the Centre City area. At 
the time, Calgary had some of the highest rental rates and 
lowest vacancy in Canada. As a result, real estate devel-
opers responded by steadily increasing supply.39 The sud-
den and sharp oil-induced economic downturn caused 
the demand for office space to fall drastically, leading to a 
large disparity between still growing supply and sudden-
ly low demand. This disparity caused the corresponding 
market value of downtown office properties to fall dras-
tically, while the value of other non-residential property 
types remained relatively stable. As a result, a large share 
of the tax responsibility previously carried by the down-
town office inventory was transferred to inventory locat-
ed outside of downtown.

The high volatility over a small base contributes to 
the high level of activity in the complaints process for 
non-residential accounts. Without substantial growth in 
taxable non-residential accounts, these shifts would con-
tinue over time.

Addressing inflexibility in Non-Residential Sub-Classes
Within Alberta, there are four property assessment (and 
tax) classes, specifically: residential, non-residential, farm-
land, and machinery and equipment. Within Calgary, all 
but machinery and equipment are taxed40. Council has 
historically exempted machinery and equipment from 
municipal property tax. The provincial education tax is 
not collected on machinery and equipment.

The MGA gives municipalities a large degree of flexibili-
ty in creating sub-classes within the residential class.41 

The City exercised this right in 1995 by splitting the res-
idential class into single residential and multi-residential 
sub-classes.42 However, the split was short-lived as The 
City eliminated the difference in tax rates (by phasing the 
elimination over three years starting in 1998) as part of 
the 1996 recommendations of the Calgary Tax Review 
Committee.43 Though the bylaw was never repealed, The 
City has not elected to split the classes since the tax differ-
ence was phased out in 2000. 

The Matters Relating to Assessment Sub-Classes Regula-
tion, Alta Reg 202/2017 (MRAS) provides the option for 
a municipality to adopt three non-residential proper-
ty sub-classes: (1) “vacant non-residential property” (2) 
“small business property”; and, (3) “other non-residential 
property.” Vacant non-residential property is not defined 
in MRAS, nor is it defined in the MGA. It is often understood 
to mean vacant, unimproved land. Small business proper-
ty is a property that is owned or leased by a business that 
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has fewer than 50 full-time, Canada-wide employees or 
a lesser number if the municipality so prescribes by by-
law.44 45 Other non-residential property captures proper-
ties that do not fall into the other two sub-classes. The 
City has not elected to make use of these sub-classes at 
this time. Additionally, under the City of Calgary Charter 
2018 Regulation, Alta Reg 40/2018 (the Charter), Calgary 
may make two additional non-residential sub-classes: (4) 
“derelict” and (5) “contaminated” property. Neither is de-
fined within the legislation. The City explored the viability 
of creating a small business sub-class in 2019. The risk of 
MRAS definitions leading to unintended consequences 
led to a determination that it was unviable.46

While the non-residential class is afforded minimal flex-
ibility in assessment and tax classes within Alberta, the 
province requires municipalities to categorize proper-
ties according to “actual use group” as part of its auditing 
process.47 Within the non-residential class, there are six 
actual use groups “Vacant Industrial,” “Industrial,” “Vacant 
Commercial,” “Commercial – Retail,” “Commercial – Office,” 
and “Special Purpose.” Within municipalities, including To-
ronto48, Vancouver49, Ottawa50 and Hamilton51, tax rates 
are assigned by categories like actual use groups within 
Alberta. Since actual use group data is defined and re-
quired by the province, deference could be given to mu-
nicipalities to create sub-classes based on these existing 
categories.

Changes in Market Values resulting from Gentrification
Property taxation is based on the premise of the ability to 
pay rather than on the proportion of consumption or use. 
The assumption being that a taxpayer’s ability to pay is 
correspondingly greater if their property holdings have a 
higher value. While the ability to pay and property wealth 
is undoubtedly correlated, at least to some degree, gentri-
fication is a common reason for an imperfect correlation.

Within some areas, long-time property owners, particu-
larly within the residential class, may have originally paid 
a modest sum for their real estate. As gentrification raises 
the market value of their property, they find themselves 
with property wealth, but not the income stream, thus 
would require accessing the equity in the property in 
order to have the ability to pay growing property taxes. 
These situations are sometimes exacerbated by long-
time property owners often being elderly with minimal or 
fixed income. In severe circumstances, property owners 
may be forced to liquidate their property.

Like residential, the increasing taxation associated with 
prospective re-development of a site can cause taxes to 
increase well beyond the income level and the ability of 
a non-residential property owner to pay. As an added 
complexity, property owners who lease their space and 
pass property tax liability onto their tenants may find 
that many businesses cannot afford to operate within the 
space due to the high operating cost. This situation is ex-
acerbated when the property is underbuilt and therefore 
has limited tenants to share tax liability, such as a single 
storey building on high-density, high-demand land. The 
incentive created by market value assessment to develop 
the property to its highest and best economic use, there-
fore, needs to be balanced with the potential displace-
ment of long-time owners through this impact.

The issue of market value assessments exceeding the in-
come level and the ability to pay in areas of gentrification 
is not unique to Calgary. This issue is prevalent in virtually 
all urban centres that use market value assessments to 
determine tax share. It includes almost every major city in 
North America. In Canada, this issue is particularly severe 
in cities with very high demand and rapidly changing real 
estate markets such as Toronto and Vancouver.52 53 54

Assisting businesses and long-time residents in with-
standing the tax increases associated with gentrification 
can help preserve the original fabric of affected areas. 
However, such measures can correspondingly slow the 
rate of gentrification and therefore prevent the realiza-
tion of the economic opportunities associated with rede-
velopment, as well as the achievement of policy objec-
tives such as densification. Depending on the preferences 
and aspirations of citizens and policymakers, these two 
competing considerations must be weighed.

Measures Proposed by the Task Force

To address over-reliance on land and property-based ap-
proach to taxation, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message X: Continuously consider guiding princi-
ples to inform execution

Recommendation #11: Use globally accepted guiding prin-
ciples that generate a well-functioning property taxation 
decision-making process to secure a property taxation man-
date from Council that captures Council’s taxation priorities 
initially by 2020 Q4 and on an annual basis after that. 

�� The principles should align with those for a sound 
property assessment and taxation system.
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�� The annual mandate would provide clarity to Ad-
ministration on the expectations for property tax 
options for Council consideration. 

�� The mandate would draw the link between the range 
of services, service levels and generally accepted 
principles for an effective taxation system. 

�� In the event of future tax shifts, the mandate would 
form the basis for adjusting services or service deliv-
ery to accommodate the shift as best as possible.

To address the consequences of the small size of non-res-
idential accounts and the changes in market value due to 
gentrification, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XI: Adopt an evidence-based approach 
to determining the distribution of tax responsibility 
between residential and non-residential classes and 
within each class, including the possibility of pegging 
the mill rate and using reserves for stabilization

Recommendation #19: Contract with a reputable indepen-
dent expert to provide an acceptable and reasonable split 
of the property tax responsibility between residential and 
non-residential taxpayers. 

�� Determine the objectives that would inform the de-
termination of the acceptable and reasonable split.

�� Incorporate the outcomes of recommendation #12 
that targets making subclasses usable.

�� Explore the viability of pegging mill rates and options 
(if any) that would work for the Calgary context.

�� The extent to which it makes sense to determine tax 
rate thresholds that once breached would trigger the 
need for mill rate stabilization using an existing or a 
new reserve.

�� The range of fiscal tools, including reserves like the 
fiscal stability reserve, to minimize tax volatility while 
also maintaining a stable fiscal position.

�� The policy guidelines that would focus on stronger 
discipline for using the fiscal stability reserve and a 
minimum level of reserves dedicated to mill rate sta-
bilization.

�� Complete the exercise no later than 2021 Q2. 

�� Use the results to address the risk that one taxpayer 
category may be overpaying for services. 

�� Use the results to anchor future tax redistribution de-
cisions.

To address the inflexibility in non-residential sub-classes, 
the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XII: Make a case for remedies to address 
legislation that limits tools available in practice for 
non-residential tax relief.

Recommendation #12: Work with the provincial government 
to allow the legislator’s intent on the definitions for non-resi-
dential subclasses for implementation by municipalities. 

�� Make them usable for The City and expand the tools 
available for responses when tax circumstances 
that are unique to certain non-residential taxpayer 
groups emerge. 

�� The main goal is to support targeted, temporary re-
lief and not to target subclasses for permanently high 
taxation. The change cannot materially increase tax 
for any group. During economic cycles, some taxpay-
er groups are more adversely affected. 

�� Provide capacity for relief because the current sub-
class definition makes for a blunt tool for property 
tax relief.

�� Another goal is to support the general direction of 
tax policy for the long-term.

�� Implement a review mechanism to confirm that the 
taxation arising from the assessment sub-classes do 
not target a specific sub-class for higher taxation.
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Preparing for changes that would occur as the 
economy evolves

The Emergence of the Rapidly Growing Digital Economy
The digital economy, also known in the past two decades 
as the internet economy or the new economy, refers to an 
economy that is based on information and communica-
tion technology (ICT). 

Statistics Canada, in 2019, published its initial estimates 
of the size of the Canadian digital economy55, using the 
same classification methodology adopted by the U.S. Bu-
reau of Economic Analysis (BEA)56 in 2018. Digital econo-
my products considered were: 

�� digitally-enabled infrastructure: computer hard-
ware, software, telecommunications equipment 
and services, support services, structures, and the 
Internet of things (IoT)

�� digitally-ordered transactions (e-commerce): busi-
ness-to-business (B2B), business-to-consumer 
(B2C), and peer-to-peer (P2P)

�� digitally-delivered products: content transmitted 
and consumed in digital format

The nominal GDP associated with the digital economy 
in Canada accounted for 5.5 per cent of the nation’s to-
tal economy in 2017. Between 2010 and 2017, the nomi-
nal GDP growth for the digital economy was 40 per cent, 
higher than the 28 per cent growth of the entire economy 
in Canada. 

In 2017, the Canadian digital economy produced a total 
value of $208 billion of goods and services, with $156 
billion (or 75 per cent) in digitally-enabled infrastructure, 
$27 billion (or 13 per cent) in digitally-delivered products, 
and $25 billion (or 12 per cent) in e-commerce. There 
were 886,100 jobs associated with digital economic ac-
tivities in Canada, with 585,700 (or 66 per cent) of them in 
the digitally-enabled infrastructure category, 164,500 (or 
19 per cent) in e-commerce, and 135,900 (or 15 per cent) 
in the digitally-delivered products category. All of which 
demonstrates the large size of the digital economy.

Municipal Revenue Opportunities available through the 
Digital Economy 
The revenue source that typically receives immediate 
consideration by government authorities is taxation. For 
the digital economy, taxation is beset with the base ero-
sion and profit shifting (BEPS) challenge. BEPS emerges 

because of corporate tax planning strategies by multina-
tional firms that shift profits from higher-tax jurisdictions 
to lower-tax jurisdictions. The result is tax base erosion for 
the higher-tax jurisdictions.

Addressing base erosion and profit shifting (BEPS) in the 
digital economy is a key priority of governments around 
the world. The concern is about tax planning by multi-
national enterprises that take advantage of different tax 
systems to artificially reduce taxable income or shift prof-
its to low-tax jurisdictions in which little or no econom-
ic activity is performed. In response to this concern, the 
OECD and G20 countries adopted a 15-point Action Plan 
in 2013.57 Initial work to address the tax challenges of the 
digital economy was carried out by the Task Force on the 
Digital Economy (TFDE), and the result was published in 
an OECD report in 2015.58 59 60

The TFDE considered direct taxes such as income tax and 
indirect taxes such as consumption tax. The finding on the 
indirect tax issue is particularly relevant to municipalities. 
The taxes are collected from the sellers of goods and ser-
vices. However, the consumers of the purchased goods 
or services bear the burden of the taxes as part of the 
market prices they pay. The fundamental policy issue was 
whether the levy should be imposed by the jurisdiction of 
origin or destination61. The widespread consensus is that 
the destination principle is preferable. To the extent that 
Calgary remains a large market for digital economy goods 
and services, the ability to generate consumption taxes 
from the digital economy expands. However, the benefits 
of consumption taxes from the digital economy in Cal-
gary only accrue to the federal government.

It would be desirable for Canadian municipalities to 
have the authority to levy direct (e.g. income) or indirect 
(e.g. sales taxes) on digital economy goods and services. 
However, Canadian municipalities are only authorized to 
charge registration fees and occupancy taxes through 
digital matching firms. 

The use of the Internet and smart devices has enabled the 
creation of digital matching firms in the sharing economy. 
The sharing economy refers to peer-to-peer sharing or the 
transition of goods and services. The digital matching 
firms in the digital sharing economy include:

�� firms that provide online classifieds such as eBay 
or Craigslist, 

�� companies that provide assets shared by consum-
ers on an ad-hoc basis such as Lime, 

�� firms that offer transportation and food delivery 
services such as Uber or Lyft, and 
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�� platforms for travel arrangements and reservation 
services such as Airbnb.

These digital matching firms build on ICT infrastructure to 
access and monetize under-utilized public assets (road 
infrastructure for Uber) as well as individual assets (vehi-
cles for Uber and home spaces for Airbnb). They have four 
common characteristics62:

�� They use information technology (IT systems), typ-
ically available via web-based platforms, such as 
mobile “apps” on Internet-enabled devices, to fa-
cilitate peer-to-peer transactions.

�� They rely on user-based rating systems for quality 
control, ensuring a level of trust between consum-
ers and service providers who have not previously 
met.

�� They offer the workers who provide services via 
digital matching platforms flexibility in deciding 
their typical working hours.

�� To the extent that tools and assets are necessary 
to provide a service, digital matching firms rely on 
the workers using their own.

There is a significant increase in the amount of econom-
ic activity in the digital economy not captured through 
the municipal property tax. Reliance on registration fees 
and occupancy taxes through digital matching firms are a 
good start, but municipalities need additional options. Ta-
ble 2 highlights the revenue currently generated through 
registration fees from Uber in Toronto and Edmonton. 

Airbnb collects and remits taxes (VAT/GST and occupancy 
taxes) on behalf of its listing hosts in the areas it has made 
agreements with the local governments. Airbnb calcu-
lates the taxes and collects them from guests at the time 
of booking. It then remits collected taxes to the applica-
ble tax authority on the hosts’ behalf. In Canada, Airbnb 
has agreements with several provinces and cities to col-
lect and remit occupancy taxes to municipalities, on top 
of respective provincial sales taxes.

Table 3:  
Airbnb occupancy taxes in Canadian Cities

Province Airbnb Occupancy Taxes

British 
Columbia

Guests who book Airbnb listings that are 
located in BC will pay a Municipal and 
Regional District Tax at 2 per cent to 3 per cent 
of the listing price, including any cleaning 
fees for reservations 26 nights and shorter.

Ontario Guests who book Airbnb listings that are 
located in the following cities in Ontario 
will pay a Municipal Accommodation Tax at 
4 per cent of the listing price, including any 
cleaning fees for reservations 28-30 nights 
and shorter. The cities include Toronto, 
Ottawa, Barrie, Brockville, Greater Sudbury, 
Waterloo Regional Tourism District (cities of 
Kitchener, Waterloo, Cambridge, Woolwich, 
Wellesley, and Wilmot only), Mississauga and 
Windsor

Table 2:  
Municipal Fees for Uber in select Canadian Cities

City of  
Toronto

City of 
Edmonton

One-Time Fees

Initial Application/ 
Business License Fee

$20,400 per 
license

$20,706 per 
license

Annual Driver Fees

Standard Fees $15.30 per driver $423 per vehicle

Accessibility Fund 
Program Fee

$7.23 per driver $50.00 per driver

Trip Fees

Standard Fee $0.31 per trip $0.30 per trip

Accessibility Fund 
Program Fee

$0.10 per trip

Notes:
In 2016, City of Toronto adopted a new vehicle-for-hire bylaw that applies 
to all Private Transportation Companies (PTCs), including taxi companies, 
limousine companies, and ridesharing companies like Uber. Rates listed 
are as of March 2020 for PTCs63

On 2020 March 1, The City of Edmonton’s new “Vehicle for hire bylaw 
17400” took effect with listed rates. It applies to taxis and accessible taxis, 
limousines, shuttles, transportation network vehicles (TNV), and private 
transportation providers like Uber.64
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Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address the emergence of the rapidly growing digital 
economy, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XIII: Anticipate, prepare and support the 
transition to everchanging economic realities

Recommendation #5: Prepare for the future by looking in-
wards and creating a good environment where businesses, 
small and large businesses, can thrive. 

�� The economy of any city is not static – businesses 
open and close, leading to economic shifts. 

�� Create conditions where communities, entrepreneur-
ship and innovation can thrive.

Recommendation #6: Consider differentiated taxation for 
businesses and organizations that make significant contri-
butions to the character and fabric of the city. It would in-
clude

�� Organizations like BIAs

�� Non-profit organizations

�� Owner-operated small businesses with limited finan-
cial means

Recommendation #7: Identify future value opportunities for 
the City and the capacity to adjust to the rapidly growing 
e-commerce activity level. Our economy is everchanging, 
and our activities should adapt to the transformation of 
behaviour in society. The connection between cities and cit-
izens would increase in the future. Adapt City operations to 
these changes.

Recommendation #8: Leverage Calgary’s economic strategy 
– “Calgary in the New Economy.” Align decision-making pri-
orities with the strategy.

�� Focus activities on the four pillars of the strategy that 
involve making Calgary the destination for talent in 
Canada, the leading business-to-business (B2B) in-
novation ecosystem, the most livable city in Canada, 
and the most business-friendly city in Canada.

�� Establish Calgary as a centre of excellence where 
businesses build the future. 

�� As a centre of excellence for energy, communicate 
specific initiatives that demonstrate long-term ef-
forts at diversifying, including a sustainable energy 
sector and oil and gas industry. It should include 
tracking performance metrics, such as ESG scores, to 
demonstrate progress.

�� As a centre of excellence for the digital economy, tar-
get initiatives addressing adaptable talent, digital 
governance and innovation, and corporate social 
responsibility.

To address municipal revenue opportunities available 
through the digital economy, the Task Force recommend-
ed: 

Key Message XIV: Develop and implement additional 
new economy revenue options because the transition 
to the new economy poses significant downside risk 
to some existing sources

Recommendation #22: Work with The City of Calgary’s Eco-
nomic Resilience Task Force to assess the extent to which The 
City of Calgary can generate revenue from new sources as we 
transition to the new economy. Undertake a comprehensive 
review and gap analysis on the utilization of new economy 
revenue sources. The review should include a consideration 
of legislative changes required to acquire authority (if appli-
cable) and administrative practices that need to change for 
execution. The tools to consider include but are not limited 
to:

�� Return on Assets or Investments/ Proprietary Charges

▶▶ Consider investing in broadband infrastructure 
to gain long term dividends, including through 
partnerships with the telecommunications in-
dustry.

▶▶ Invite proposals from members of the public and 
firms that would generate ideas for new econo-
my revenue sources.

▶▶ Exchange value created by City, e.g. data and 
other assets, subject to privacy rules, for private 
sector services or dollars to limit cost pressures. 

�� Regulatory Charges

▶▶ Develop and implement ‘franchise fee’ type 
charges that leverage value in regulated assets 
that reflect the transition to the new economy, 
e.g. Calgary’s 5G infrastructure.

�� User Fees

▶▶ Develop and implement vehicle permitting 
charges with the transition to driverless cars.

▶▶ Develop and implement licenses for new econo-
my services, e.g. e-scooters, ride-sharing.

�� Taxes

▶▶ Develop and implement a separate property tax 
class to capture businesses that are not bricks 
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and mortar businesses operating outside the 
property assessment system.

▶▶ Develop and implement taxation for e-com-
merce revenue generated from local consump-
tion of goods and services not reflected in bricks 
and mortar.

▶▶ Develop and implement a tax on home-based 
small businesses that would become more prev-
alent due to the transition to the new economy. 
Consider a different tax rate if a home is used as 
an office but address the trend toward increased 
home-work.
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Making Calgary More Competitive, Livable and 
Attractive

Tax Competitiveness and Livability
In recent years, Calgary has sustained high scores in liva-
bility as the top-rated city in the western hemisphere. The 
success has been achieved at the same time that taxes on 
households and businesses have been low. The City’s mu-
nicipal property tax for a representative two-storey house 
remains lower than many cities in the Calgary Region and 
across Canada. As well, the marginal effective tax rate on 
businesses in Calgary is well below average. These factors 
– livability and tax competitiveness – would play a vital 
role in attracting skilled labour and capital investments 
into Calgary going forward.

Figure 20: Benchmarkring Residential Property Taxes

Residential Property Tax

Grande Prairie
Lethbridge

Leduc
Toronto

Edmonton
Regina

Saskatoon
Halifax

Winnipeg
Medicine Hat

Calgary

2,755	
2,712	
2,705	
2,679	
2,327	
2,268	
2,143	
2,124	
1,733	
1,720	
1,658	

Representative Two-Storey House
(Selected Canadian Cities, dollars)

Source: 	City of Calgary, Residential Property Taxes and Utility 
Charges Survey 2018

The budgeting process considers both Council priorities 
and directives as well as aggregate service needs and ex-
pectations relating to what Calgarians value. They inform 
operating and capital budget requirements. Subsequent-
ly, there is an effort to balance the level and breadth of 
services with revenue generation authority. The balance 
considers that some of the services provided by The City 
benefit non-city residents and businesses, so that the rev-
enue received from them may not align perfectly with 
services received. There is a need to quantify benefits for 
the level and breadth of services for those that don’t live 
in the city.

Adding stability to tax competitiveness to build 
credibility and trust of private capital
Recently, Calgary was the number one destination for in-
flows of foreign capital investment into Canadian cities. 
A good example is the flow of investment from the Asia 
Pacific region. At $41 billion through 77 deals between 
2013 and 2018, Calgary outstripped other Canadian cities 
with Kitimat, British Columbia a distant second at $26 bil-
lion. It was almost entirely driven by investments into the 
oil and gas production and oil equipment, services, and 
distribution sectors. There is a need to expand the pool 
of investment opportunities in Calgary. Sustaining the in-
crease in tax-supported expenditures below the rate of 
inflation and population growth would support building 
credibility and the trust of private capital. 

Over the last few years, The City has considered multiple 
views about the need to differentiate tax rates between 
assessment classes and within classes. The practice in The 
City has focused on the tax share for residential vis-à-vis 
non-residential taxpayers. It is a practice adopted in sev-
eral Canadian municipalities. Other municipalities apply 
policies that peg the differences in the mill rates. An in-
dependent, rigorous analysis is required to inform policy 
decisions going forward. The objective is to determine an 
acceptable and reasonable split of the tax responsibility. 
As well, there is scope to use tax rates as a tool for coun-
tercyclical fiscal policy.

Figure 21: Benchmarking Business Taxes 

Business - Marginal Effective Tax Rate
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43.1

41.0
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Major Canadian Municipalities in 2018
(Selected Canadian Cities, per cent)

Source: 	Business Tax Burdens in Canada’s Major Cities: The 2018 
Report Card, C.D. Howe Institute, Dec. 2018
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Building capacity to offer relief when prevailing 
economic conditions demand it 
Many economists argue that for normal economic boom 
and bust cycles, stabilization should be pursued using 
monetary policy. The primary logic is that monetary pol-
icy would result in swift action that can be more easily 
reversed as conditions changes. However, monetary pol-
icy tools are the exclusive privilege of the federal govern-
ment implemented through the Bank of Canada. They are 
also applied for the average or overall economic condi-
tion, rather than conditions specific to a province or city. 
The only options available to the provincial and munici-
pal governments are fiscal policy tools. 

There are nine broad categories of fiscal policy options 
available to give the economy a lift when downturns 
emerge. Currently, only four of these nine measures are 
available to The City of Calgary. For example, during 
COVID-19, The City of Calgary applied measures #1, #3, 
and #4 through to June 2020 (see Figure 24). There is a 
desire to have additional tools by fully turning on option 
#5 to better support the business community. It is of par-
ticular interest for Calgary, given the highly cyclical na-
ture of the economy, as reflected in a higher number of 
downturns relative to other big cities in Canada (Figure 
25). However, the extent of using option #5 is limited by 
the fact that municipalities are not allowed to use deficit 
financing for a long period of time and cutting municipal 
services during recessions is not a countercyclical choice.

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Source: City of Calgary Annual Reports and Budgets, Statistics Canada

Figure 22: Growth of Tax-Supported Spending

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
 Actual  Budget 
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One Calgary Adjusted (2019 July 31)
1.5% scenario              0% scenario

Population + Inflation

Actual

Tax Supported Expenditures vs. Population + Inflation

Figure 23:  
City-level Asia Pacific Investments in Canada (2013-18)

Top 15 Canadian Cities  
(2013-18)

Value ($M)
Number 
of Deals

1 Calgary, Alberta 41,864 77

2 Kitimat, British Columbia 26,243 8

3 Vancouver, British Columbia 14,060 150

4 Fort McMurray, Alberta 7,557 4

5 Toronto, Ontario 7,444 137

6 Woodstock, Ontario 5,140 14

7 Montreal, Quebec 4,277 43

8 Dawson Creek, British Columbia 3,198 1

9 Cambridge, Ontario 3,017 7

10 Duvernay, Alberta 2,404 1

11 Edmonton, Alberta 2,264 12

12 St. John's, Newfoundland & Labrador 2,246 2

13 Alliston, Ontario 2,245 5

14 Aurora, Ontario 1,811 3

15 Fort Nelson, British Columbia 1,244 3

Source: Asia Pacific Foundation, 2019 Investment Monitor 65

Figure 24: Channels of Support for Downturns

Top 15 Canadian Cities  
(2013-18) Federal Provin-

cial
Munici-

pal

Measures for Household
1 Lump-sum rebates and incentives Y Y Y
2 Temporary across-the-board rate cuts Y Y N
3 Defer/ eliminating scheduled tax Y Y Y

Measures for Businesses
4 Incentives for new investment Y Y Y
5 Cut in tax rates for businesses Y Y N
6 Operating loss/ carryback provision Y Y N

Government Spending Measures
7 Direct transfers to households Y Y N
8 Invest in public works project Y Y Y
9 General funding to local governments Y Y N

Source: 	U.S. Congressional Budget Office (Options for Responding to 
Short-Term Economic Weakness, 2008)

C2020-0742 
ATTACHMENT 3



33Financial Task Force  |  Report and Recommendations

Making Calgary More Competitive, Livable and Attractive

Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address the need to improve tax competitiveness with-
out sacrificing livability, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XV: Achieve a balance between a great 
city in which to live and having a competitive level of 
taxation.

Recommendation #18: Further develop and sustain Cal-
gary’s superior livability outcomes while having competitive 
residential and non-residential property taxes. 

�� The goal is tax competitiveness. 

�� Use the other five largest Canadian cities and the 
other five large regional municipalities in the Calgary 
region for the comparison.

�� To be transparent and credible, adjust for differences 
in the range and level of service as well as extent of 
fiscal tools as best as possible across jurisdictions. 

�� Measure and benchmark tax competitiveness using 
municipal property taxes per square foot for non-res-
idential property. 

�� At the same time, ensure a balance so that taxes are 
competitive per unit of representative residential 
dwelling.

Key Message V: Continue to develop processes that 
yield information on the extent to which City services 
benefit residents and local businesses to incorporate 
in decisions.

Recommendation #28: Address the distinction between two 
elements. First, the value of services, privileges and The City’s 
value proposition. Second, the cost of services that benefit 
residents and businesses in the city. The difference would 
represent City services afforded to non-residents. 

�� Develop and implement processes that would gener-
ate good and acceptable information about the val-

ue of services provided by The City that do not accrue 
to residents and businesses in the city.

�� Develop and implement a cost of service study, start-
ing with those services for which the estimation pro-
cess is easier and faster to complete.

To address the need to add tax stability to tax compet-
itiveness to build credibility and trust of private invest-
ment capital, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XVI: Reduce tax volatility over time for 
individual residential and non-residential tax payers 
to limit the risks associated with the cost of living and 
doing business in Calgary

Recommendation #20: Calgary residential and non-residen-
tial taxpayers need to rely on stable property tax payments 
with low and predictable changes over time. 

�� Change the approach from determining the level of 
services before finding the tax dollars because it runs 
the risk of creating volatility. 

�� Reduce the risk of volatility by determining maxi-
mum revenue growth and then finetuning the level 
of service to meet the restricted revenue growth.

�� Recognize that some thin-tail risk events, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, that would be challenging to 
accommodate.

Key Message XVII: Taxation policy and its implemen-
tation ought to balance stability in the level of taxa-
tion relative to the level of service

Recommendation #31: Adjust the taxation policy and its 
implementation to balance the level of service and taxation 
level in favour of long-term stability in taxes over stable ser-
vices: 

�� Build flexibility to service delivery – plan for differen-
tiated operational flexibility of service level provision, 
not the elimination of services that Calgarians have 
come to rely on, to allow adjustments to the costs to 
deliver services promptly. For example, adjusting the 
frequency of garbage collection to accommodate fi-
nancial circumstances. It would be beneficial to:

▶▶ Underlie the analysis that would inform deci-
sions with a triple bottom line review of impacts 
to avoid defunding vulnerable groups or gener-
ating unintended consequences.

▶▶ Outline and communicate the options available 
for consideration and the rationale for the Coun-
cil decisions.

Figure 25: Frequency of Downturns  in Big Cities

Source: Oxford Economics, 2019
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�� Adjust to Taxpayer Preferences – Recent survey data, 
following the downtown tax shift, suggested that 
Calgary taxpayers are more tolerant of volatility in 
the level and breadth of services than tax volatility. 
Conduct additional survey analysis to verify the find-
ings and update taxation policy as required to adjust 
by leveraging the flexibility built into service delivery.

�� Exception for New Services – Recognize better accep-
tance of increases in taxes whenever new services or 
service improvements occur that lead to the increas-
es.

�� Private Sector Support – Adjustment to services in 
constrained environments should include contract-
ing out services wherever possible. It would consist of 
a business case that confirms that cost savings would 
materialize – prioritizing the local business commu-
nity where it makes the most sense. Consider adding 
the cost of administering the contracts (i.e. contract 
administration) as an administration fee.

�� Municipal Finance Communication – Intensify com-
munication on the link between taxes paid and ser-
vices received. Recognize that many taxpayers have 
a tax input-to- service output view of municipal fi-
nances.

�� SAVE Program Review – Embrace the findings from 
the detailed review of the balance of spending activ-
ities relative to existing taxation authority already 
underway.

To address the need to build capacity to offer relief when 
prevailing economic conditions demand it, the Task Force 
recommended: 

Key Message XVIII: Extend tax rates as a potential tool 
for countercyclical fiscal policy

Recommendation #32: Advocate for the scope to deploy 
countercyclical fiscal policy at the municipal government 
level when the local economy is in a recession, by starting 
with the following tools and then expanding on them:

�� Tax rate reductions as targeted relief for businesses 
whenever economic conditions suggest that the re-
lief would generate economic stimulus.

�� 	 Explore the benefit of the timely conversion of un-
derutilized or vacant land into structures when re-
quired to spur economic activity 

▶▶ Explore the benefits before proceeding with such 
tools, including legislative changes that improve 
the ability to achieve goals.

▶▶ Encourage the use only when the benefits exceed 
the costs, otherwise rely on existing tools avail-
able through tax rate changes and other tools.

▶▶ Incorporate rules that would allow discontinu-
ation of such practices when the evidence indi-
cates that anticipated positive net benefits do 
not materialize.
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Working Better with Partners in Achieving Progress

Improving working relationships with a province that 
prefers few fiscal tools
Over the years, the Alberta provincial government has 
emphasized building Alberta tax advantages in Canada 
by striving to maintain the lowest or one of the lowest tax 
rates in the country. Some of the key measures over the 
last 15 years include:

�� Elimination of the high-income surtax from 8 per 
cent in 2000.

�� Elimination of the capital tax on financial institu-
tions from 1 per cent in 2001. 

�� Also, in 2001, Alberta became the only Canadian 
province to have a flat tax rate of 10 per cent for all 
taxable income (until the 2015 tax year66). 

�� Since 2001, Alberta maintained the highest Basic 
Personal Income Tax Exemptions for single and 
spousal taxpayers in Canada. 

�� Waived health care premiums for taxpayers in all 
income categories in 2009.

�� Elimination of the payroll tax in 1997.

�� Alberta continues to be the only province in Cana-
da without a provincial general sales tax.

Based on the provincial Budget 2020, Alberta has the 
fewest tax tools and lowest tax rates in its provincial tax 
system, compared to other Canadian provinces. By an es-
timate, Alberta’s tax advantage in 2019 ranges from $13.4 
billion when compared to Ontario, to $23.5 billion if com-
pared to Newfoundland and Labrador.67 68

As a result, the Alberta provincial government has been 
unwilling to extend authority for additional fiscal tools to 
Alberta municipalities and cities. The recent revision to 
the Municipal Government Act had limited changes, such 
as adjustments to expanding the use of off-site levies for 
capital infrastructure in new developments to include 
community recreation facilities, fire hall facilities, police 
station facilities and libraries. 

The City of Calgary Charter came into force in 2018. In 
other Canadian jurisdictions, the introduction of City 
Charters afforded new revenue authority (see table 4). 
The preference of the Alberta provincial government was 
to disallow new revenue authority while supporting en-
hancements to existing tools including:

1.	 New infrastructure funding formula based on pro-
vincial revenues that provide greater predictabili-
ty for cities and the province. 

2.	 Improve administrative efficiencies by introducing 
changes to the length and duration of Local Im-
provement Taxes and reviewing eligible uses for 
special taxes for modern infrastructure projects. 

3.	 Improve the administration of the destination 
marketing fee to be directed towards tourism ac-
tivities. 

Improving working relationships with local businesses
In the aftermath of the challenges associated with the 
2015 and 2016 economic recession, Calgary’s business 
community needs support. The Opportunity Calgary In-
vestment Fund (OCIF) was created by The City of Calgary 
in 2018 as a catalyst to attract investment, drive innova-
tion, and spur transformative economic development in 
the city. Additional efforts are needed to leverage the 
Fund.

The introduction of business-friendly initiatives that seek 
to remove barriers to businesses and actively support 
their growth and development is welcome. An important 
first step is status as the first municipality in Canada to 
allow small business customers to start a new business 
completely online. These are important steps, but more 
is needed to make Calgary even more attractive for busi-
nesses. An ongoing partnership with businesses to un-
derstand and overcome barriers and promote growth is 
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essential.

Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address the need to improve working relationships 
with the province that prefers few fiscal tools, the Task 
Force recommended: 

Key Message XIX: Advocate for timely legislative 
changes by the other orders of government

Recommendation #9: Develop research and analysis that 
document the extent of the decline in bricks and mortar 
and the transition to new models of delivering goods and 
services. Use it to demonstrate that municipalities’ tradition-
al real estate tax revenues cannot capture the transition to 
e-commerce transactions. Use the findings to advocate for 
the reform of municipal finances and the revenue-generat-
ing tools available to municipalities.

To address the need to improve working relationships 
with local businesses, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XX: Investigate the reasons for the crisis 
level vacancy rate in the downtown office market and 
respond with actions and policy changes to the regu-
latory environment that enhance attractiveness

Recommendation #33: 

�� Implement targeted engagement and surveys to 
learn the motivations of businesses that leave down-
town Calgary for other parts of the city and new 
businesses that choose to locate outside downtown 
Calgary despite low-cost, abundant office space in 
downtown Calgary.

�� Use the findings to inform policy changes to the reg-
ulatory environment that would make downtown 
Calgary, and other parts of Calgary, more attractive.

�� In addition to policy changes, determine the actions 
and activities that The City and community can do to 
alleviate that crisis. 

�� Some of the activities would include 

▶▶ Promoting the benefits of the business environ-
ment in Calgary to retain and attract businesses.

▶▶ Demonstrating that Calgary is a modern city 
that is the centre of activity beyond oil and gas 
activity.

▶▶ Emphasizing the high quality of life in the city 
and the quality of governance and policymaking 
in the city to encourage growth right across the 
city.

C2020-0742 
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Improving Tax Efficiency for Long-Term Fiscal 
Sustainability

Opportunity to enhance management of City financial 
resources
There are four performance criteria for assessing quality 
implementation and administration of revenues and tax-
es. They include minimizing the tax gap (the difference 
between revenues expected and received), effective tax 
administration, information security, and convenience 
of payment. For the fourth criterion, only 60 per cent of 
taxpayers participate in the TIPP program designed to 
support payment convenience. That level of performance 
is like or better than comparable municipalities across 
Canada, but improvements would be beneficial. They 
would limit the strain on resources during tax season and 
smooth City cashflows over time (Figure 26).

Identifying early signals of the urgency for tax reform
There are differences in the frequency of property assess-
ments for municipalities across Canada. They are due to 
differences in legislation that reflect underlying prefer-
ences and value judgements in the trade-off between 
certainty (less frequent assessments) and equity (more 
frequent assessments). For example, the province of On-
tario undertakes property assessments every four years. 
Ordinarily, that process for property valuation would pro-
vide some assurance for four years. However, it elevates 
the risk of a substantial tax adjustment every four years. 
It is because property taxes, after four years, often re-
flected economic conditions for an earlier and different 
economic cycle. It led to incremental adjustments mid-
way through each cycle to reflect changes in economic 

circumstances. Still, residents have found explanations 
about the incremental adjustments unnecessarily con-
fusing. Negative feedback for both short and long assess-
ment cycles would suggest that the challenge is not the 
frequency of assessment.

For the past four years, The City has applied one-time 
mitigation measures repeatedly. It includes four consecu-
tive phased tax programs often combined with one-time 
rebates. The approach is diminishing the credibility and 
predictability of taxation policy. While Council has ben-
efitted from the additional degrees of freedom for deci-
sion-making, it provides less clarity to the general public 
about future taxation expectations. It does not support 
long-term planning for taxpayers, particularly for invest-
ment decisions. Fiscal sustainability at The City is also af-
fected because the programs create ‘bow waves’ that last 
long after the decisions. Taxpayers find it difficult keeping 
up with changes and would benefit from simplicity.

Adequate consideration for the volatility impacts on 
taxpayers
Currently, the tax rate decision occurs before finalizing 
the assessment roll. First, Council’s tax rate decision for a 
given tax year occurs annually in late November of the 
previous year. Then, the annual property assessment roll 
completion occurs in late December. Completing the as-
sessment roll aligns with the legislative requirement to 
inform property owners and afford them enough time 

Figure 26: Tax-related Cash Flow Volatility

Source: City of Calgary
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to review their assessments and bring forward any com-
plaints. Having the tax rate decision before finalizing 
the tax roll limits the understanding of the implications 
to taxpayer groups. The consideration of the impacts at 
property tax bylaw finalization in March or April of the 
tax year is late. The Tax Shift Assessment Working Group’s 
recommendation was to provide Council with illustrative 
information in November of the anticipated tax changes 
for a representative number of properties, including a sin-
gle residential dwelling and a variety of non-residential 
properties. This assists Council in understanding the po-
tential amount of individual taxpayer volatility for those 
illustrative examples. 

There is a rapid rate of change in Calgary’s cyclical econo-
my. It results in a high level of volatility for non-residential 
property assessments. There are a relatively small number 
of taxable non-residential accounts – 14,216 non-residen-
tial accounts vis-à-vis 517,578 residential accounts for the 
2020 tax year. The high volatility over a small base contrib-
utes to the high level of activity in the complaints process 
for non-residential accounts. Reforms using smoothed 
assessments rather than annual assessment, for annual 
taxation policy could be beneficial. Also, policy efforts 
that provide better certainty for the non-residential class 
stand a good chance of reducing the magnitude of com-
plaints from non-residential accounts.

Measures Proposed by the Task Force
To address the need to enhance management of City fi-
nancial resources, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XXI: Focus on long-term fiscal sustain-
ability

Recommendation #10: The goal is long-term fiscal sustain-
ability.

�� Establish and commit to the principle that long-term 
growth in revenue from property taxes shall reflect 
anticipated long-term population and real econom-
ic growth. 

�� Complement with ongoing work on prudent budget-
ing and spending.

�� Although the mandate of the Financial Task Force 
did not include a consideration of initiatives targeted 
at spending discipline, Task Force members empha-
size the vital role of spending discipline for achieving 

long-term fiscal sustainability.

Key Message XXII: Strive for a higher uptake of the 
tax installment payment plan to improve cash flow 
smoothing by changes to the customer experience in-
cluding nudging

Recommendation #25: Increase the uptake on The City’s Tax 
Installment Payment Plan (TIPP) program by developing 
and implementing processes for pursuing intrinsic motiva-
tion in addition to extrinsic motivation.

�� Expand extrinsic motivational cues, such as financial 
rewards, to encourage uptake on the TIPP program. 
Examples are considerations for adjustments to the 
sign-up fee and potential financial incentives like 
one-time discounts.

�� Expand the methods applied to increase TIPP pro-
gram uptake to include nudging. Nudging focuses 
on intrinsic motivation using subtle hints, and evi-
dence from behavioural economics suggests that it 
is more effective than extrinsic motivational cues.

To address the need to identify early signals of the urgen-
cy for tax reform, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XXIII: Maintain processes that allow the 
annual practice of property assessments and valu-
ation because it provides evidence that enables The 
City to anticipate changes

Recommendation #26: Do not sacrifice high-quality infor-
mation available through annual property assessments 
that improve the ability to monitor and respond to underly-
ing changes in the economy and real estate markets. 

�� Maintain the practice of undertaking annual prop-
erty assessments to generate baseline information 
about the underlying shifts in the property tax base. 
Without frequent updates, it would be challenging to 
anticipate changes in the distribution of the tax re-
sponsibility across groups. 

�� Review the best way to use that information to posi-
tion The City to respond to the changes.

�� Recognize evidence of the limited cost savings from a 
transition to undertaking assessments less frequent-
ly, such as biennially or every three years.

�� Conducting assessments every year should not nec-
essarily lead to or translate to direct and immediate 
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changes in the distribution of the tax responsibility.

Key Message XXIV: Avoid ad-hoc decision-making and 
resist the urge to apply one-time mitigation measures

Recommendation #34: Make property taxation policy more 
predictable by limiting one-time mitigation tools, such as 
phased tax programs and rebates, to address imbalances 
across taxpayer groups. 

�� Build Credibility – Support municipal property taxa-
tion policy credibility by limiting the use of one-time 
mitigation tools to exceptional circumstances. The 
pressure to re-use a one-time mitigation tool in con-
secutive years should be resisted and interpreted as 
the need for immediate implementation of tax policy 
reform. 

�� Improve Targeting – Avoid using one-time mitigation 
tools that are determined to be blunt tools during the 
investigation and analysis process. Seek legislative 
change, as required, for long-term tools that would 
improve targeting in Calgary’s ever-evolving econo-
my. 

�� Educational Support – Provide information directly 
to residents and businesses. Disclose taxation policy 
in plain language. Explain the long-lasting effects of 
one-time mitigation programs ahead of time, so tax-
payers can better understand and anticipate chang-
es to their tax bills. 

�� Make exceptions for low probability, but high-impact 
(thin-tailed) events – The emergence of the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2020 confirms that thin-tailed risks at-
tributable to once-in-a-lifetime events could arise. 
Incorporate flexibility to accommodate such thin-
tailed risks. Such thin-tailed risk events could require 
continuous use of one-time mitigation.

To address the need for adequate consideration for the 
impacts on taxpayers, the Task Force recommended: 

Key Message XXV: Revise steps in the process to en-
sure that the assessment roll is completed before in-
dicative tax rates to deliver timely information to de-
cision-makers

Recommendation #27: Address the misalignment where the 
approved tax rate decisions occur before information on the 
distribution of annual property assessments through the 
property assessment roll is available. 

�� Develop and implement changes to processes for the 
assessment roll that would allow earlier information 
on the results of annual property assessment exercis-

es.

�� Adjust the timing of the approved tax rate decision 
or the timing of assessment roll completion or both 

�� When determining tax rates for budget approval, 
provide as much information as possible on the dis-
tribution of the tax responsibility across classes (and 
sub-classes if applicable).

�� The information should include impacts of a range of 
tax rate decisions on different classes and sub-class-
es and non-residential taxpayer groups, such as re-
tail, office and warehouses.

�� Affirm recommendations from City Council’s Tax 
Shift Assessment Working Group requiring the same 
type of information for the indicative tax rate deci-
sion before the approved tax rate decision.

�� Seek legislative and regulatory changes from the 
provincial government where necessary, including a 
date change for finalizing each property’s condition. 
December 31 is currently the day to finalize the prop-
erty condition.

Key Message XXVI: Investigate a multi-year assess-
ment smoothing for tax policy update emphasizing 
evidence from the 2015 to 2019 downtown tax shift 
for a long-term policy response

Recommendation #35: Given recommendation #26 to 
maintain the annual market value assessment process, in-
vestigate a multi-year assessment smoothing for taxation 
policy update. If warranted, establish revisions to the policy 
guidance for transmitting the results of annual market value 
assessment into taxation. The goal is to minimize the chang-
es in property taxes over time for individual taxpayers. To the 
extent that averaging does not help with reducing volatility, 
retain the current policy. To the extent that averaging does 
help reduce volatility, seek legislative or regulatory approv-
als as required to implement the change. 

�� Volatility Challenge – The rapid rate of change in Cal-
gary’s cyclical economy results in a high level of vol-
atility for non-residential property assessments and 
taxes over a limited number of accounts (14,216 for 
the 2020 tax year). High volatility over a small base 
contributes to the high level of activity in the com-
plaints process for non-residential accounts. Explore 
the extent to which reforms using smoothed assess-
ments rather than annual assessment would be ben-
eficial for the policy on yearly tax changes.

�� Compile Evidence –Gather evidence on assessment 
smoothing impacts relative to counterfactual two-
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year, three-year, and four-year rolling averages of 
annual assessments. The analysis should emphasize 
data for the 2015 to 2019 period. The analysis should 
consider a variety of averaging methods beyond the 
arithmetic mean.

�� Generate Options – Assess the ability of the two-year, 
three-year, and four-year rolling average options to 
minimize assessment fluctuations and, by extension, 
limit tax volatility.

�� Taxpayer Support – Explore taxpayer support for 
changes by starting with the extent to which it pro-
vides certainty. Then, extend to tolerance to sustain 
the practice not just when property assessment val-
ues are increasing, but also when they are decreas-
ing.

�� Political Support – Deliver the results of the analysis 
to Council with recommendations for the period av-
erage to apply for smoothing property assessments 
over the long-term if averaging makes sense.

�� Legislative Change – If averaging is beneficial for re-
ducing volatility, and the decision is to proceed, seek 
legislative or regulatory approvals. Use the evidence 
gathered to inform a business case alongside Coun-
cil recommendations for provincial government con-
sideration.

�� Policy Review – Should the policy review get through 
the legislative change phase, complete a multi-year 
assessment and mill rate smoothing review for tax-
ation policy. It should inform practices for long-term 
financial sustainability.

�� Phased Implementation – If there is evidence of the 
ability to minimize volatility, apply a phased-in ap-
proach to implementation to manage taxpayer ex-
pectations over time. Including an assessment of im-
pact through the transition. 
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Annex 2: Overview of Municipal Revenue Tools in Other Jurisdictions
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3.	 City of Toronto (June 2, 2010) “Potential Monetiza-
tion of City Assets”  

4.	 Australian Government Treasury (January 2019) “Re-
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ital age”
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andataportal.eu/en/about/european-data-portal

9.	 National Economic Council and Office of Science 
and Technology Policy (October 2015) “A strategy for 
American Innovation”

10.	  Open Data Exchange (ODX) 

11.	  Open Calgary https://data.calgary.ca/
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ments and Taxation in Alberta. Edmonton, AB, 2002. 
Page 5. 

15.	 Alberta Municipal Affairs. Guide to Property Assess-
ments and Taxation in Alberta. Edmonton, AB, 2002. 
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16.	 See s. 289(2)(a) and s. 292(2.1) of the MGA. 

17.	 S. 1(k) MRAT.

18.	 Regarding farm land, see ss. 7(1) and 7(2) of MRAT. 
Regarding designated industrial property, see s. 
284(1)(f.01) of the MGA and ss. 10-13 of MRAT. 

19.	 Guidelines are accessible here: https://www.alberta.
ca/municipal-property-assessment-legislation.aspx-
#toc-3 

20.	 S. 22 MRAT, permitted by s. 322(1)(h.1) of the MGA. 

21.	 Alberta Municipal Affairs. Detailed Assessment Audit 
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22.	 Specifically, the Alberta Assessment Quality Minis-
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23.	 In 2019, the Industrial property roll underwent a de-
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ment and Taxation in Alberta,” 2018. https://open.
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73ef2f1e7731/download/guide-to-property-assess-
ment-and-taxation-in-alberta.pdf. Page 16.

25.	 See s. 460 of the MGA. 

26.	 See s. 468 of the MGA and MRAC. 

27.	 See s. 470 of the MGA. 

28.	 As per s. 289(1) of the MGA. Some small municipal-
ities in Alberta contract assessment duties out to 
third parties. 

29.	 See ss. 284(1)(f.01) and 292(1) of the MGA. 

30.	 Discussed further in Property Taxation in Calgary.

31.	 NM 2017, September 11, Combined Meeting of Council

32.	 Copy of Notice of Motion found here: https://
pub-calgary.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx-
?DocumentId=70246. 

33.	 Page 22 Heuristic Report. 

34.	 Page 22 Heuristic Report.

35.	 Report of the Subcommittee on Fiscal Imbalance 
(June 2005) “The Existence, Extent and Elimination of 
Canada’s Fiscal Imbalance”

36.	 Own-source revenue = total revenue – current trans-
fers from general governments – capital transfers 
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own-source revenues mainly include property tax 
and user fees.

37.	 Own-source expenditure = total expenditure – cur-
rent transfers from general governments – capital 
transfers from general governments
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cit) + Consumption of fixed capital – Non-financial 
capital acquisition. If the calculation is positive, the 
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government has a net lending fiscal position. If the 
calculation is negative, the government has a net 
borrowing fiscal position. 

39.	 Brookfield Place, Telus Sky, Eighth Avenue Place II, 
etc.

40.	 Machinery and equipment refer to the mechanics 
necessary for industrial processing. A tax on machin-
ery and equipment is effectively a tax on industrial 
properties used for processing that is applied in ad-
dition to non-residential property taxes. Since ma-
chinery and equipment are not subject to provincial 
education tax, the decision to tax it primarily exists at 
the municipal level. Like Calgary, Edmonton does not 
tax it, the surrounding counties of Rocky View and 
Foothills do. Given the re-distribution of non-resi-
dential property tax responsibility away from down-
town, the industrial sector has experienced a sub-
stantial increase in tax in recent years. Machinery and 
equipment as an additional tax could greatly impact 
affected businesses.

41.	 S. 297(1)(a) of the MGA.

42.	 City of Calgary, Bylaw Number 24M95. 

43.	 As per Report FB2003-15, the Committee found that 
the split tax rate was inequitable and counterpro-
ductive for the following reasons: 1) the taxes paid 
on multi-residential properties are borne by the ten-
ants, rather than landlord; and 2) landlords moved to 
avoid the higher tax rate by condominiumizing their 
apartment buildings.

44.	 “Operating under a business licence or that is other-
wise identified in a municipal bylaw” as per s. 2(3) of 
MRAS. 

45.	 S. 2(3)(b) of MRAS. 

46.	 See City of Calgary Report PFC2019-0559 for more 
information on MRAS.

47.	 Ministerial Order No. MAG: 017/192019 Recording 
and Reporting Information for Assessment Audit and 
Equalized Assessment Manual

48.	 https://www.toronto.ca/services-payments/prop-
erty-taxes-utilities/property-tax/property-tax-rates-
and-fees/?=property-tax-rates

49.	 https://vancouver.ca/home-property-development/
tax-rates.aspx

50.	 https://ottawa.ca/en/property-tax-information

51.	 https://www.hamilton.ca/sites/default/files/media/
browser/2019-06-10/2019-final-tax-rates-v4.pdf

52.	 Additional Property Tax and Legislative Change Op-
tions to Support Businesses 

53.	 A 2018 City of Toronto report outlined options to 
alleviate tax distortions arising from the application 
of “highest and best use.” One option was taxing 
non-residential properties according to their current 
actual use, rather than the market value of the fee 
simple interest (like what exists in Alberta). The com-
mitment of The City of Toronto was to approach the 
provincial assessment authority (MPAC) to discuss 
the proposed idea.

54.	 In 2019, The City of Vancouver proposed changes 
that would lower the tax responsibility for low-den-
sity commercial operations in high-density locations 
by taxing unused “air space” (allowable density be-
yond the existing building) at residential rates rather 
than commercial. This aligns with the common de-
velopment in Vancouver where high-density resi-
dential buildings have main floor retail or office use.

55.	 Amanda Sinclair (May 3, 2019) “Measuring digital 
economic activities in Canada: Initial estimates”, the 
National Economic Accounts Division, Statistics Can-
ada

56.	 BEA (Mar 15, 2018) “Defining and measuring the dig-
ital economy”

57.	 BEPS Actions https://www.oecd.org/tax/beps/
beps-actions/

58.	 The Task Force on the Digital Economy (TFDE) is a sub-
sidiary body of the Committee on Fiscal Affairs (CFA) 
in which non-OECD G20 countries participate as 
Associates on an equal footing with OECD member 
countries. 

59.	 OECD (2015) “Addressing the Tax Challenges of the 
Digital Economy, Action 1 – 2015 Final report”, OECD/
G20 Base erosion and Profit Shifting Project, OECD 
Publishing

60.	 At the Ottawa Ministerial Conference on Electronic 
Commerce, leaders from governments (29 member 
countries and 11 non-member countries), heads of 
major international organizations, industry leaders, 
and representatives of consumer, labour and social 
interests discussed plans to promote the develop-
ment of global electronic commerce. Ministers wel-
comed the 1998 CFA Report “Electronic Commerce: 
Taxation Framework Conditions” (OECD, 2001a), and 
endorsed a set of taxation principles, known as Otta-
wa Taxation Framework Condition, which should ap-
ply to electronic commerce.
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