
Reconciling the city’s fiscal reality 

with the staff report process

The fiscal implications of the fiscal implications

Item 10.3.1



Halifax’s unsustainability

- How bad is it?

- How did we get here?

- How do we fix it? 



Halifax’s unsustainability is pretty bad



Halifax’s sustainability is pretty bad



Halifax’s sustainability: the past 10 years



Halifax’s unsustainability

- How bad is it?

We’ve needed more services as we spent 50 years building out massively inefficient revenue generating properties 

to maximize expenses and minimize income. Then for the past 12 years we’ve deliberately underspent to lower the 

tax burden. We now have $2bn in needed capital infrastructure with no obvious way to pay for it. We rely on an unfair 

tax system which is now less fair and less effective as a revenue generator due to things like the property tax cap 

and bad land use choices enabled/allowed/encouraged by council(s) past. 

- How did we get here?

- How do we fix it? 



How did we get here? 

“I think Councillor Purdy said, you know, 
I'm not calling that out, but ‘staff always 
pulls a rabbit out of the hat or does 
something.’ That's not a way that we 
should be doing budgets, is like at the 
end, going into reserves, going into one 
time funding. Like we are running out of 
options”

CFO Jerry Blackwood, 2025 budget 
debates. 

“I'm worried about that 9.5% budget 

increase that our CAO warned us 

about for or 9.5% for next year with our 

scarce dollars.When, when are we 

going to start to have that discussion? 

Maybe it's not today, but when is it? If 

not now, when?”

Councillor Janet Steele, Aug 5, 2025 

Council meeting. 

“According to the report, there's 

going to be no financial 

implications to the taxpayers, just 

basically that was all in there for 

the budgeting approval process of 

2025 and 26”

Councillor Billy Gillis, Monday 

August 11, 2025, North West 

Community Council meeting. 



What magic development has no financial implications for the taxypayer!?

Is it that possible councillors keep 

trying to pull rabbits out of hats 

because they believe that land use has 

zero financial implications for the city?

Is it possible staff reports encourage 

magical thinking and actively 

discourage debate around fiscal 

sustainability? 



Are we absolutely sure about that no fiscal implications beyond the annual budget considerations thing?  



Bad reports suggest magic money is possible

I will bet you a 9.5% tax increase next 

year that dropping the use of area rates 

and throwing more things into the 

general rate did, in fact, had a massive 

direct affect on the size and scope of 

the overall budget and finances. 



Halifax’s sustainability: the past 10 years



Halifax’s unsustainability

- How bad is it?

We’ve needed more services as we spent 50 years building out massively inefficient revenue generating properties 

to maximize expenses and minimize income. Then for the past 12 years we’ve deliberately underspent to lower the 

tax burden. We now have $2bn in needed capital infrastructure with no obvious way to pay for it. We rely on an unfair 

tax system which is now less fair and less effective as a revenue generator due to things like the property tax cap 

and bad land use choices enabled/allowed/encouraged by council(s) past. 

- How did we get here?

Over reliance on an inadequate and inequitable revenue source. Consistently making political decisions to continue 

or exacerbate the over reliance and associated negative outcomes. People hate the outcomes, but support the 

political decision to exacerbate or over rely on property taxes. 

- How do we fix it? 



Can better reports fix our fiscal woes? 

Additionally, two decades of municipal research 
suggest that car dependent single family home 
developments negatively impact the city. Even though 
this development is car dependent and will likely 
increase the city’s maintenance and congestion 
burdens, due to density this development is expected 
to increase the sustainability of the district by 
increasing municipal revenues and increasing the 
efficiency of municipal service delivery. Additionally 
the affordable housing units are expected to both 
increase affordability in the HRM for those who have 
the affordable apartments and putting downward 
pressure on rent prices throughout the HRM. 



Can better reports fix our fiscal woes? 

For example, if council keeps moving things onto the general rate, like the 

Canada Games Centre, then the general rate will need to increase to cover the 

increased reliance on the general rate. This will increase the inequity in Halifax, 

as the tax reform committee report highlights property taxes are based on 

assessed value, not incomes. Over reliance on property taxes, and the inequity of 

the property tax system often results in intense political pressure to keep the 

property tax low. If council does this there is risk of taking on debt for the next 

decade resulting in a spike in property taxes in 2026 of at least 9.5% just to “keep 

the lights on” even as the municipality falls behind on needed maintences for 

facilities like the Canada Games Centre which used to have dedicated funding. 

It may also be worth noting that even though council moved the Canada Games 

Centre to the general rate due to it’s utility to the city as a whole, in a city the side 

of the province of PEI, even if a facility is important to the HRM as a whole it is a 

tad unfair to charge residents of Sheet Harbour, a two hour drive away with no 

transit, for a community facility they are unlikely to use. 



Can better maps fix our financial woes? 

Pros: We use it currently

Cons: Somewhat arbitrarily drawn. Dated assumptions. It is 

the map that designates the tax rate, yet is has no relationship 

to the municipal expenses or needed revenues or services 

delivered to the area. 



Can better maps fix our financial woes? 

← This map 

determines revenues

These maps 

determine expenses→  

Chat, is it good 

for your finances 

when your 

income has no 

relation to your 

expenses? 



Can better maps fix our financial woes? 

Just kidding there is a relationship. 

The suburban area costs more 

and pays less. 



Community area rates/Sinking funds

Used by other cities like Winnipeg and Halifax less than a decade ago. Dedicated 
funding from people who use the infrastructure. Ideal for things of limited HRM wide 
benefit. The Wanderer’s Block (topical!) is a city wide benefit. Canada Games Centre 
is debatably an HRM wide benefit, should maybe have an area rate/sinking fund. Local 
roads, with a design guideline of a maximum of 1500 cars a day, are not an HRM wide 
benefit and should not be paid out of the general rate, should be an area rate/sinking 
fund. 

Main benefit: Taxation tied to specific service delivery is more equitable and 
predictable. 

Main drawback: We’ve been riding property tax dependency so hard initial changes to 
area rates, while still also relying heavily on property taxes, may spike inequity in the 
short term. 



Halifax’s unsustainability

- How bad is it?

We’ve needed more services as we spent 50 years building out massively inefficient revenue generating properties to maximize expenses 

and minimize income. Then for the past 12 years we’ve deliberately underspent to lower the tax burden. We now have $2bn in needed 

capital infrastructure with no obvious way to pay for it. We rely on an unfair tax system which is now less fair and less effective as a revenue 

generator due to things like the property tax cap and bad land use choices enabled/allowed/encouraged by council(s) past. 

- How did we get here?

Over reliance on an inadequate and inequitable revenue source. Consistently making political decisions to continue or exacerbate the over 

reliance and associated negative outcomes. People hate the outcomes, but support the political decision to exacerbate or over rely on 

property taxes. 

- How do we fix it? 

Better staff reports, better taxation boundaries, dedicated funding sources tied to services to 

reduce the reliance on the general rate. 
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