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Changing how funding flows to municipalities may lead  
to efficient, sustainable water infrastructure 
By Kerry Freek

Like many jurisdic-
tions, Ontario is working 
to ensure the financial 
and environmental sus-
tainability of municipal 
water, wastewater and 
storm water systems. 
While doing more with 
less is the reality for most 
utilities, one of the big-

gest challenges for water and wastewater utilities is 
raising additional funds to resolve growing infra-
structure deficits.

As executive director of the University of 
Waterloo’s Centre for Advancement of Trenchless 
Technologies, Mark Knight advocates for cost-
effective solutions that extend or renew the life of 
existing buried assets rather than big capital projects 
that require hauling and replacing old infrastructure, 
often before the end of its useful life.

The challenge, he says, is where to find the 
money. “Eighty per cent of the cost of running a 
water or wastewater network is operational. If we 
spend money to optimize capital works, we can 
substantially reduce that cost. But in most munici-
palities, there’s a political lack of will to raise rates.”

Despite direct investment in infrastructure 
through such programs as Building Together, 
government funds are not covering growing require-
ments, either. Municipalities continue to struggle 
with tight budgets and competing priorities.

Brenda Lucas, of Southern Ontario Water Con-
sortium, agrees that new mechanisms are required 
to close the funding gap. Like Knight, she wants 
to see cost-effective, innovative solutions at work. 
Implementing innovation, however, requires munici-
palities,‒not to mention the consultants leading their 
projects,‒to take some risks. Since Walkerton, strict 
regulations have improved public confidence in 
Ontario’s water systems, bolstering an environment 
of innovation that includes more than 300 technol-
ogy companies and a support network of research 
institutes and organizations. The problem? The 

perceived risks involved with trying something new–or non-traditional–
frequently outweigh the reward.

Changing the flow of funds
How can we “de-risk” adoption so municipalities can reap the rewards 
of innovation? WaterTAP’s Invest to Save working group believes we 
have to start with the way infrastructure funds flow to municipalities.

As chair of the group, Lucas leads a collection of industry experts 
who are particularly interested in alternative ways to finance infra-
structure improvements through investments in optimization and 
efficiency. She believes public dollars should be directed to approaches 
that are cost-effective and have multiple benefits. “A dollar invested in 
a different way could save municipalities from spending several times 
that amount on traditional capital infrastructure,” she says. “We want 
to help open the door to funding non-capital approaches or capital 
approaches that offset traditional requirements.”

After forming in 2013, the Invest to Save group began collecting 
case studies from Ontario to demonstrate the savings associated with 
innovation, whether it’s the use of new technologies or simply a dif-
ferent approach to a problem. “The opportunities are endless,” Knight 
says. “On the wastewater side, pipes are leaking into groundwater tables 
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and causing issues with infiltration and inflow,‒sometimes contributing 
up to 30 or 40 per cent of the flow to plants. We’re paying to treat that 
water! In some cases, we’re spending millions building bigger plants 
when we could actually just work to reduce those flows.” For example, 
he says municipalities could invest in fixing and relining pipelines and 
gain tremendous capacity.

Programs such as Ontario’s Showcasing Water Innovation are a 
great source of these cases, and working group members have contrib-
uted stories from their own experience as well as gathering them from 
peers. From small towns to large cities, there are plenty of examples 
to share.

Perth, Ontario
When Ministry of Environment guidelines required the town’s water 
treatment plant to treat its filtration residues before discharging into 
the Tay River, Perth (population 5840) was looking at a price tag 
of $2 to $3 million for the conventional solution. Instead, the town 
invested $800,000 to construct a Geotube facility to help manage 
plant residue, saving 60 to 70 per cent of the possible cost. Addition-
ally, the town preserved tax revenues by preventing the loss of lagoon 
capacity for 80 new homes.

North Grenville, Ontario
The slightly larger town of North Grenville has a master servicing plan 
that required an additional costly activated sludge wastewater treatment 
plant capable of dealing with more stringent effluent requirements, par-
ticularly for phosphorus. The conventional solution, estimated to cost 
$9 to $11 million, would include a tertiary treatment train for phos-
phorus. Instead, the town implemented a phosphorus trading program, 
funding inexpensive reduction infrastructure at the pollution source 
to reduce removal requirements at the plant, and conducted a staged 
upgrade of the existing plant. For every dollar invested in that program, 
it’s like saving $8 to $21.

Guelph, Ontario
The rated capacity of the city’s wastewater treatment plant was too 
low to accommodate projected future growth, but an expanded facility 
would result in more stringent effluent requirements due to increased 
flow into the Speed River. Expansion and addressing effluent would 
cost up to $13 million, including anaerobic digestion and ultraviolet 
disinfection, but Guelph decided to take a different route.

The city implemented an optimization program for infrastructure 
and processes to re-rate the treatment plant, thereby deferring the need 
for expansion. A focus on “human infrastructure” resulted in invest-
ment in staff training and skills development, enabling staff to improve 
process control, including reduction of ammonia and chlorine residu-
als in the effluent, which eliminated the need for costs associated with 
ultraviolet disinfection.

Regulatory shifts
The Invest to Save concept encourages munici-
palities to explore innovative solutions before 
seeking provincial funding. But there’s more to the 
approach, and it involves a shift in the way we think 
about regulation and procurement.

“Performance-based regulation, rather than 
prescriptive regulation, means we can get the same 
outcomes using different technologies,” says Lesley 
Herstein, a University of Toronto PhD student who 
has been working with the Invest to Save group. 
“To get to this point, we ultimately need a shift in 
procurement practices to qualifications-based selec-
tion versus price-based selection.”

In other words, municipalities and consultants 
need more latitude to produce the required results. 
They need to have the opportunity to “do more 
with less” with a little more creativity.

To enable non-traditional approaches, there 
needs to be a shift in the way infrastructure pro-
grams are built and delivered, according to Lucas. 
“Currently, there is no mechanism in infrastructure 
funding programs that provides incentives or fund-
ing for implementing these types of approaches. It’s 
also difficult to account for the return on investment 
in approaches that offset traditional requirements, 
such as green infrastructure, even though we know it 
provides real value,” says Lucas.

In addition to gathering case studies, the group is 
assembling a set of recommendations and consulting 
with peers, as well as the regulatory bodies. It’s clear 
that municipalities are starting to think long term.‒
Whether they’re spending government or municipal 
funds, they must look for the most efficient ways to 
meet performance targets.

A dollar invested in a different 

way could save municipalities 

from spending several times  

that amount on traditional  

capital infrastructure.

continued on p. 30
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Policy signals
Encouraging signals indicate that provincial policy 
and the Invest to Save approach may converge. To 
qualify for infrastructure funding, municipalities 
must now demonstrate a commitment to long-term 
asset management with a plan. Building Together, 
announced in June 2011, promised it would encour-
age municipalities to explore new Ontario water 
and wastewater technologies (Ministry of Economic 
Development, Employment & Infrastructure). 

Most recently, the Ontario Liberal party’s 2014 
election platform promised a focus on investing in 
solutions that would “minimize the need for costly 
infrastructure and its ongoing maintenance and 
operation, including innovative water technology 
solutions and/or approaches that will ultimately save 
money for municipal, provincial and federal govern-
ments” (Ontario Liberal Plan).

If the language is any indication, Ontario is moving toward invest-
ment that supports innovation–and its municipalities have a great 
opportunity to benefit from it.

Kerry Freek is WaterTAP’s manager of marketing and communi-
cations. Prior to joining WaterTAP, she was the editor of Water 
Canada. Her first book, Flood Forecast: Climate Risk and Resiliency 
in Canada, was published in May 2014.
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The 2015 PEO Council Elections  
are coming up!
Once again, voting in PEO’s council elections will be by telephone and Internet only. 
A list of candidates, their statements and detailed electronic voting instructions  
will be mailed to all professional engineers no later than January 23, 2015.  
You’ll have until 4:00 p.m. ET on  
February 27, 2015 to vote.

Candidates’ statements will also appear in the January/February 2015  
issue of Engineering Dimensions, and on PEO’s website. See page 51  
for the Call for Candidates and approved voting and publicity procedures.
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