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By Sharon Boddy

Innovative municipal policies that meet 

today’s environmental challenges
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A Culture of
Conservation
A Culture of
Conservation

IN 2001, THE SUPREME COURT of Canada upheld the

right of municipalities to control pesticide use

within their communities. In a precedent-setting

case, the Supreme Court decided in favour of the Town

of Hudson, Que., against two lawn care companies. ➣



“Environmental measures must antici-

pate, prevent and attack the causes of envi-

ronmental degradation,” reads the decision.

“Where there are threats of serious or irre-

versible damage, lack of full scientific cer-

tainty should not be used as a reason for

postponing measures.” 

Justin Duncan is the coordinating

lawyer with the Sierra Legal Defence Fund

(SLDF), one of the respondents in the case,

and the author of The Municipal Powers

Report, a study of municipal bylaws and

best practices. He believes that the decision

was a watershed moment.

“It defined a role for municipalities and

environmental governance,” he says.

“Until then, it was uncertain the extent to

which municipalities could protect human

health and the environment.”

Whether or not municipalities consider

the significance of the Hudson case when

developing new environmental policy, they

owe a debt to the decision. Many of the

now-common pesticide bylaws in Canada’s

communities would not have been possible

without it. 

It doesn’t end with pesticides. The pre-

cautionary principle upheld in the Hudson

decision is a theme found in many munici-

pal environmental policies passed in the

last decade: pollution prevention and anti-

idling bylaws, and green building and

green purchasing policies, to name a few. 

Environmental policy as 
a financing tool

Canadian municipalities are united by their

need for funding. The municipal infrastruc-

ture deficit stands at more than $60 

billion, but municipalities rely almost

exclusively on property taxes for revenues

and have only limited powers to levy addi-

tional fines or fees to pay for environmen-

tal initiatives. 

Some municipalities have, however,

found ways to use innovative financing

tools to meet environmental objectives.

One example is to combine a revolving

fund with a municipal green building 

policy. Seed money is used to retrofit

buildings to higher energy-efficiency stan-

dards and the money saved from lower

energy costs—money the municipality

would otherwise have had to pay—is

returned to the fund and reused for future

retrofits. Banff and Okotoks, Alta., and

Toronto, Ont., are just a few of the

Canadian cities using revolving funds.

Saanich, B.C.. opted to create a Carbon

Neutral Fund, which will fund such GHG-

reducing initiatives as solar hot water and

photovoltaic systems, fleet conversion and

building retrofits. The $90,000 fund was

calculated by multiplying the total emis-

sions from Saanich’s municipal operations

by $15 per tonne of GHG emissions. An

emissions inventory will determine how

much is added to the fund each year.

“Rather than use taxpayers’ money, we

simply tax our own emissions and credit

that amount to a dedicated fund,” explains

Saanich mayor Frank Leonard, a member

of FCM’s National Board of Directors.

Kitchener, Ont., created its $5-million

Local Environment Action Fund 

(LEAF) by redirecting revenues from its 

Hydro Capital Investment Fund and Eco -

nomic Development Investment Fund

(EDIF).  

“The EDIF achieved greater success in

a shorter period of time than we imagined,

so we had the opportunity to refocus some

of those funds,” says Councillor Berry

Vrbanovic, chair of the city’s environmen-
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Cities like Brampton, Kingston and
Saskatoon use biodiesel in their transit
fleets. In Halifax, fish oil—a byproduct of the
production of Omega-3 oils—is blended with
regular diesel. Photo courtesy of Halifax
Regional Municipality.
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tal committee, and FCM’s Vice-President 

at Large.

“We have been fortunate from a finan-

cial standpoint to be able to do this and,

hopefully, over time we will be able to add

more to it,” says Kitchener mayor Carl

Zehr, adding that LEAF could evolve into a

revolving fund if the city is able to leverage

private sector and other government level

funds. Topping the list of priorities for

LEAF projects are energy efficiency and

conservation initiatives.

“It’s a fine line between wanting to get

the quick hits for demonstration purposes

versus those that have long-term sustain-

able benefits,” says Mayor Zehr, a member

of FCM’s Big City Mayors’ Caucus.  “With

LEAF we want to make a difference and

make a statement.”

Creative mobility

Transportation is the single largest source

of GHG emissions in Canada. Many

municipalities have implemented sustain-

able transportation policies for their staff-

discounted employee transit passes, 

telework programs, etc.—but to make a

real difference, they must engage the entire

community.

Enter TravelSmart, a personalized 

marketing program aimed at changing 

individual travel behaviour. The program

was delivered by TransLink, the Greater

Vancouver Regional District’s (GVRD)

transit authority, and 600 people in six

GVRD neighbourhoods participated in the

pilot program, launched in September

2005.

Participants were first surveyed about

their current travel habits then offered 

supporting materials to help them make the

switch from driving to transit, cycling or

walking. Materials included customized

transit schedules and cycling and trail

maps, while a home visit by a qualified

TravelSmart staff member was offered to

those who needed extra assistance.

“We also offered incentives, like a

pedometer, an LED bike light, discount

vouchers for stores, a tote bag and umbrel-

la, and a one-month trial transit pass,” says

John Beaudoin, TransLink’s manager of

customer services. ➣

“We found that on the climate change
front, it is municipalities that are 
developing the plans, whereas the
provinces and the federal government 
are dithering on the issue.”

– Justin Duncan, author, The Municipal Powers Report, 
a study of municipal bylaws and best practices.



Results of the pilot will be available in

the fall of 2007. Beaudoin expects to see

results similar to those of other North

American cities that have implemented

TravelSmart programs. “There’s an aver-

age that seems to show up in areas of the

world with similar cultural use of cars and

what we’re seeing here holds true to that.”

Buying green

Just like individual consumers who vote

with their dollars, the purchasing power of

municipalities could grow the market for

environmentally friendly products, such as

building materials, office products, clean-

ing supplies, and even electricity generated

for municipal facilities. 

Richmond, B.C.’s green purchasing 

policy, for example, was adopted in 2000.

Its Environmental Purchasing Guide—

available on the city’s website—includes a
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Sorting through the recyclables at Halifax’s Otter Lake recycling facility. Halifax made waste
separation mandatory, resulting in a diversion rate of 60 per cent for the ICI sector. 

Continues on page 24.
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long list of products that have been evalu-

ated for price and environmental impact.

In addition, cities like Saskatoon, Sask.,

Halifax, N.S., Kingston, Ont., and

Vancouver, B.C., have fleet policies that

stipulate that older buses and cars must be

replaced with new hybrid diesel-electric

models. New federal rebates of up to

$2,000 per fuel-efficient vehicle may

encourage more municipalities to change

their fleet purchasing decisions.  Still oth-

ers have made biodiesel a key part of their

fuel purchasing policy. Richmond Hill,

Ont., for example, switched to biodiesel for

environmental reasons.   “It costs more, but

the benefits of lower emissions moves us

toward our targets,” says Dan Olding, the

town’s manager of environmental pro-

grams. 

Waste management

The news is replete with stories of residen-

tial recycling programs that can extend the

life of municipal landfills. What is rarely

discussed, however, is the fact that waste

from the industrial, commercial and insti-

tutional sectors (ICI) make up to 70 per

cent of the waste stream.  

Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM)

did something about it. Its waste bylaw

requires all sectors, including ICI, to sepa-

rate their waste or face penalties. Jim

Bauld, HRM’s manager of solid waste

resources, reports a 60 per cent diversion

rate for Halifax’s ICI sector, far greater

than most other jurisdictions in Canada. 

“We’re also the only municipality in

Nova Scotia to have a separate strategy for

construction and demolition waste,” he

says. “We set a diversion target of 75 per

cent, which was achieved this year.”

A promising future

What’s next for municipal environmental

policy? The Municipal Powers Report
offers some clues.  

“We found that on the climate change

front, it is municipalities that are develop-
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Spruce Grove, Alberta’s sustainable city hall was built to Leadership in Energy and Environ -
mental Design (LEED) standards. In 2004, city council passed a Green Buildings Policy,
stipulating that all construction or major renovations to new and existing municipal buildings
follow the LEED-certified standard. 
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Continued from page 20.



ing the plans, whereas the provinces and

the federal government are dithering on the

issue,” says Duncan. “In our survey, we

found that all of the really innovative envi-

ronmental ideas are coming from the

municipalities.”

Although legal and financial impedi-

ments can keep municipalities from han-

dling the issues in the best way, there

appears to be a convergence of ideas that

bodes well for the future.

“Environment tops the charts in all pub-

lic opinion polls; municipalities are work-

ing hard on climate change issues; and

there are good environmental laws on the

provincial and federal books,” he says.

“The fact that we’re having the debate is

promising.” ■

For a copy of The Municipal Powers 
Report visit the publications pages of 
the Sierra Legal Defence Fund at: 
http://www.sierralegal.org 
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Shifting taxes, shifting perspective 

Tax shifting embodies the “polluter-pays principle” by taxing behaviours or
products that harm the environment, making it more expensive to produce

waste or use fossil fuels.
Sweden was the first country to implement a national green tax shift. Taxes on

gasoline, diesel and electricity put a price on pollution to encourage a shift to envi-
ronment-friendly behaviours and the revenues are used, in part, to provide tax
relief to the country’s lowest-income earners.  Other countries have used elements
of tax shifting to fund specific initiatives. Germany’s longstanding water-effluent
tax funds the construction and maintenance of wastewater treatment plants; the
Netherlands, Portugal and Austria base auto-registration taxes on fuel consump-
tion.

Four years ago, Winnipeg, Man., began to study the merits of tax shifting, con-
sidering such things as user-pay garbage and shifting its property tax to land
instead of buildings to encourage developers to build within the city’s downtown
core.

Unfortunately, a tax shift never materialized. James Allum, Winnipeg’s senior
consultant in strategic management, says that there was uncertainty about how
such a system would work and provincial consent would have been required for
some initiatives.

“There were also legitimate criticisms that a shift in the tax burden might not be
as equitable as we thought,” he says.  Winnipeg’s experience notwithstanding,
more than 2,500 economists worldwide, including eight Nobel Prize winners in
economics, have endorsed the idea. Harvard economics professor N. Gregory
Mankiw notes that tax shifting “may be the closest thing to a free lunch that eco-
nomics has to offer.”  Decreasing income tax while increasing gasoline tax, he says,
could lead to more rapid economic growth, less traffic congestion, safer roads and
reduced risk of global warming without jeopardizing long-term fiscal solvency. 



The following communities
have joined FCM since 
March 2007.

City of Beaconsfield, Que.
City of Kawartha Lakes, Ont.
City of Quinte West, Ont.
Community of Morell, P.E.I.
County of Huron, Ont.
MRC de Rouville, Que.
Municipal District of Ranchland 

No. 66, Alta.
Municipalité de Grand-Métis, Que.
Municipalité de Gros Mécatina, Que.
Municipalité de L'Ange-Gardien, Que.
Municipalité d'Ogden, Que.
Municipality of Bluewater, Ont.
Municipality of Central Huron, Ont.
Municipality of Huron East, Ont.
Municipality of South Huron, Ont.
Northern Hamlet of Turnor Lake, Sask.
Paroisse de Sainte-Angèle-de-Monnoir,

Que.
Paroisse de Saint-Paul-d'Abbotsford,

Que.
Paroisse des Saints-Martyrs-Canadiens, 

Que.
Regional District of Skeena-Queen 

Charlotte, B.C.
Rural Municipality of Hamiota, Man.
Rural Municipality of 

Portage La Prairie, Man.
Rural Municipality of Spy Hill, Sask.
Rural Municipality of Swan River, Man.
Summer Village of Alberta Beach, Alta.
Summer Village of Itaska Beach, Alta.
Town of Carberry, Man.
Town of Charlottetown, N.L.
Town of Comfort Cove-Newstead, N.L.
Town of Coronach, Sask.
Town of Crow Head, N.L.
Town of Dundurn, Sask.
Town of Eastport, N.L.
Town of Elliston, N.L.
Town of Grand Le Pierre, N.L.
Town of Hafford, Sask.
Town of Hanley, Sask.
Town of McIvers, N.L.
Town of Springdale, N.L.
Township of Ashfield-Colborne-

Wawanosh, Ont.
Township of Atikokan, Ont.

Township of Dorion, Ont.
Township of Howick, Ont.
Township of Ignace, Ont.
Township of Larder Lake, Ont.
Township of Morris-Turnberry, Ont.
Township of North Huron, Ont.
Township of Tehkummah, Ont.
Village de Brome, Que.
Village of Fillmore, Sask.
Village of Margo, Sask.

Village of Queen Charlotte, B.C.
Village of Stirling, Alta.
Village of White Fox, Sask.
Ville de Marieville, Que.
Ville de Rougemont, Que.
Ville de Saint-Césaire, Que.

For more information on joining 
FCM, contact Sean Kelly, 
skelly@fcm.ca
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New Members

FCM welcomes new members




