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Overview

On March 8, 2024, the Property Taxpayers Alliance (PTA) met with Mayor Jan Liggett, City Manager Dave Calder, and Chief Financial 
Officer Sheryl Ayres. The meeting was requested by the PTA. 

The purpose of the meeting was to discuss proposed changes to the City of Cambridge (City) Budget and Business Plan (BBP) document 
and its underlying template. The PTA believes the changes will enhance the BBP’s effectiveness as a public communication tool, with 
emphasis on clear disclosure and transparency.

It was agreed that the PTA would prepare and submit a detailed report on its recommendations, to be reviewed and discussed at a future 
meeting with the City, date to be determined. 

Our apologies for the delay in making this submission. It was a more significant undertaking than we had anticipated.

Sincerely,

John B. Waylett
Chair & CEO
Property Taxpayers Alliance
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Executive Summary – Page tbd
The PTA recommends that a 4-5 page Executive Summary be added addressing the most significant financial and strategic issues facing the 
City and covered in detail in the BBP.

In no particular order:

1. Capital/Operating Budget Overviews (showing changes in costs and changes in revenue streams over time)
2. Percent City SWB changes year over year 
3. Longer-Term Financial review
2. Closing the Infrastructure gap / funding
3. Why City costs are rising so much faster than the growing tax base
3. Why City costs are rising so much faster than inflation/COLA
4. Debit risk to the property taxpayers
5. Other
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Budget Public Engagement – Page 9
The EngageCambridge June/July budget input survey data is not statistically significant, as Mr. Calder has pointed out. Therefore, the results
can’t be used for any practical purpose and are potentially misleading. The data is essentially “noise”, the collection and processing of which
comes at a significant cost to property taxpayers. The survey findings may be creating false impressions in the minds of residents/BBP 
readers. They may believe that the data is meaningful and influencing City decision-making. Of equal concern is that the survey results are 
being sent to council members and they may not be consciously aware that the survey results are meaningless.

Mr. Calder points out that  “the City provides the survey in a targeted time-frame (June/July) so that staff are able to conduct a media 
campaign to solicit feedback”. As the media campaigns have not produced usable results, the PTA recommends that the they be stopped 
immediately.

A statistically significant customer satisfaction survey was completed by Deloitte and issued in April 2022. Mr. Calder notes that such a 
survey is an expensive undertaking and hence can only be done periodically.

The PTA recommends that the June/July annual Public Engagement budget survey be stopped in its entirety and removed from the BBP 
(pages 9 and 10) template. The savings should be put towards a statistically significant study, perhaps conducted every three years.
The City should RFI for getting informed about available service providers if need be and then conduct an RFP for the actual service. Trends are 
important and of course a starting point needs to be established so the RFP might be set up to do part of the sampling (calling and internet) 1/3 for
each of 3 years. 

Review and approval of the design of this survey should involve a sampling of City residents (randomly selected), not just City employees 
working with the service provider. 

The way in which the survey results are presented to the public and to councillors needs to be free of subjectivity and bias. A case in point. 
There is a very strong message to the City from respondents in the Deloitte 2022 survey – keep yearly property tax increases at the inflation 
rate or lower. 

Property Taxpayers Alliance info@propertytaxpayer.ca 4



Here are the survey results:

On-Line Survey
71% of respondents wanted taxes at or below inflation (Deloitte April 2022 Satisfaction On-Line Survey Report)
- 39% said increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by a reduction to services elsewhere
- 32% said reduce existing service levels to have a tax increase below the rate of inflation

Phone Survey
73% of respondents wanted tax increases at or below inflation (Deloitte April 2022 Satisfaction Phone Survey Report) 
- 47% said increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by a reduction to services elsewhere
- 26% said reduce existing service levels to have a tax increase below the rate of inflation

However, this information was reported to SPECIAL COUNCIL on June 28, 2022 in the following fashion:

To: SPECIAL COUNCIL 
Meeting Date: 6/28/2022
Subject: Cambridge Connected Strategic Plan Update
Submitted By: Brooke Lambert, Director of Corporate Strategy
Prepared By: Sherry Atyeo, Business Analyst 
Report No.: 22-017-CRE
File No.: C1101
Wards Affected: All Wards

On-Line Survey

 39% of respondents prefer to increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by 
reduction to services elsewhere

Phone Survey

 47% of respondents prefer to increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by
reduction to services elsewhere

Property Taxpayers Alliance info@propertytaxpayer.ca 5



The 22-017-CRE report leads readers to infer that 61% of on-line survey respondents supported a tax increase above inflation and that 53% 
of phone survey respondents supported a tax increase above inflation which couldn’t be further from the truth.

Here is how the survey findings should have been stated in the June 28, 2022, report to SPECIAL COUNCIL

On-Line Survey

 71% or respondents wanted tax increases at or below inflation. 39% of respondents prefer to increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if 
services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by reduction to services elsewhere and 32% of respondents said reduce 
existing service levels to have a tax increase below the rate of inflation. 

Phone Survey

 73% or respondents wanted tax increases at or below inflation. 47% of respondents prefer to increase taxes by the rate of inflation; if
services are enhanced in one area, these should be offset by reduction to services elsewhere and 26% of respondents said reduce
existing service levels to have a tax increase below the rate of inflation.
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Budget At A Glance Page 15
This section provides a very watered down view of current years operating budget breakdown in the chart below on the right. Readers need a
reference point to compare year over year changes and amounts. The City should include both the prior year and the current year charts so 
readers can understand what’s changed. As well, a spread sheet similar to the one on page 8 should be provided showing the year-over-year 
amount and percentage changes in expenses and revenues. Also, terms used in any chart, graph or table, must be clearly defined and 
disclosed in the document (such as Governance & Leadership) or not used at all. Each expense or revenue item in the Increase/Decrease 
column that changes from teh prior year amount by more than the current year’s budgeted inflation rate, and that represents 7% or more of 
the 2024 budget, should have a note in the section providing a clear explanation of the cost drivers behind the change. 
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2023 2024 Increase/Decrease
Expenses (millions) 100.0% $150.10 100.0% $165.40 10.19% $15.30
Governance and Leadership 20.5% $30.77 20.1% $33.25 8.04% $2.47
Fire Services 19.5% $29.27 18.9% $31.26 6.80% $1.99
Parks, Rec and Culture 15.4% $23.12 16.1% $26.63 15.20% $3.51
Capital Project Funding 13.9% $20.86 14.3% $23.65 13.36% $2.79
Roads, Storm & Winter 
Maintenance 7.6% $11.41 8.3% $13.73 20.34% $2.32
Idea Exchange 5.9% $8.86 5.7% $9.43 6.46% $0.57
Asset Management & Facilities 5.0% $7.51 4.5% $7.44 -0.83% -$0.06
Building, Bylaw, Parking 
Compliance 4.6% $6.90 4.8% $7.94 14.98% $1.03
Planning, Zoning & Economic 
Devel 2.9% $4.28 2.9% $4.80 12.13% $0.52
Traffic, Transportation and Parking 2.5% $3.75 2.3% $3.80 1.38% $0.05
External Funding 2.3% $3.38 2.1% $3.47 2.85% $0.10

Revenues (millions) 99.9% $150.10 100.0% $165.40 10.19% $15.30
Property Taxes 72.8% $109.27 73.1% $120.91 10.65% $11.63
User Fees & Charges 12.5% $18.76 12.6% $20.84 11.07% $2.08
Fund Transfers 7.4% $11.11 6.6% $10.92 -1.72% -$0.19
Investment Income 3.7% $5.55 1.4% $2.32 -58.31% -$3.24
Fines, Penalties & Interest 2.2% $3.30 2.4% $3.97 20.21% $0.67
Grants & Government Transfers 1.0% $1.50 1.0% $1.65 10.19% $0.15
Other Revenues 0.3% $0.45 2.9% $4.80 965.20% $4.35
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Budget At A Glance Page 16
The budget information provided includes some numbers covering the growth in Cambridge but does not address the key question of why 
there is no efficiency as we grow. You would expect with a growing tax base, that costs per taxpayer, regardless of type, would be less. For 
example, the number of households grew 5.1% from 2018 to 2022 (Appendix H) and businesses grew 9.2% and the total Taxable 
Assessments grew 4.5%. The Cambridge tax levy during this time grew 16.9%. There is only the total Expeditures Summary for 2022-24 but
across these 3 years spending is up 14.9%. So the City of Cambridge’s overall costs are growing well in excess of the taxation base growth. 
The budget needs to provide more complete historical data showing these changes so it is clear what the increases are. The PTA recommends
including a table like the following after p16 to provide this perspective.

Projected

201 8 201 9 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

General Statistics

Po p u la tio n  a t th e en d  o f th e yea r 1 36 ,81 0       1 39, 350       1 40, 850       1 42, 51 0       1 44, 81 0          

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 1 .9% 1 . 1 % 1 .2% 1 .6%

N u m b er o f h o u seh o ld s 49 , 920          50, 420          51 , 1 40          51 , 460          52, 480            

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 1 .0% 1 . 4% 0.6% 2.0%

La b o u r Fo rce 71 , 880          77 , 500          81 , 1 92          87 , 468          89 , 570            

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 7 .8% 4. 8% 7.7% 2.4%

B u s in es s es 1 0, 853          1 1 , 473          1 1 , 467          1 1 , 467          1 1 , 850            

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 5.7% -0. 1 % 0.0% 3.3%

Taxable Assessments

Res id en tia l,  m u lti-res id en tia l &  fa rm 1 4, 228,81 0 1 4,472,582 1 4,600,204 1 4,754,641 1 4, 927, 764    

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 1 .7% 0. 9% 1 . 1 % 1 .2%

C o m m erc ia l - a ll c la ss es 2,61 8,501    2, 635,635    2,652,852    2,635,852    2, 632, 980      

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 0.7% 0. 7% -0.6% -0. 1 %

In d u s tria l - a ll c la s ses 896 , 838       91 1 , 268       929, 345       938, 448       982, 591          

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 1 .6% 2. 0% 1 .0% 4.7%

Pip eline a n d  m a n a ged  fo rea sts 34,239          34, 634          35, 786          36 , 063          36 , 520            

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 1 .2% 3. 3% 0.8% 1 .3%

Total taxable assessments 1 7,778,388 1 8,054,1 1 9 1 8,21 8,1 87 1 8,365,004 1 8,579,855    

Avera ge Res id en tia l As s ess m en t 31 0,200       321 , 700       333, 200       333, 200       333, 200          

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 3.7% 3. 6% 0.0% 0.0%

C ambridge Tax Levy (Revenue)

Res id en tia l

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r

C o m m erc ia l

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r

In d u s tria l   

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r

Total 86,267 ,469 89,563,226 93,769 ,232 95,625,593 1 00, 809, 789 

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 3.8% 4. 7% 2.0% 5.4%

C ambridge Expenditures (C ost) 21 1 ,939 ,855 223, 576, 653 243, 473, 750 

 - %  gro wth  yea r o ver yea r 5. 5% 8.9%

Actuals Planned
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A specific written explanation should also be provided as to why the rapidly growing tax base is being outstripped by rising City spending.
The questions that follow from having this information are important in assessing if Cambridge Council and Management are doing a good 
job considering “Value for Money” in their fiduciary duties in managing the City’s finances.
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Budget At A Glance Page 19
Include in the “Budget at a Glance” section on infrastructure, p19, a brief description of the asset management model and the projected cost 
to maintain the assets from 2024 through 2033 broken down into categories. 

For example:
The City owns, operates and maintains public infrastructure with an estimated replacement value of $3.8 billion. The Asset Management Plan includes identifying and 
categorizing all assets with respect to their condition and expected useful life, with the objective of defining levels of service and identifying financial strategies to meet 
the City’s asset rehabilitation and replacement needs. The City’s core assets as defined by O. Reg 588/17 (transportation, storm water, wastewater and the drinking water
network) account for 80 per cent of the City’s infrastructure. The City’s assets are at different stages in their lifespans and have varying conditions. The overall average 
condition of assets has been deteriorating, indicating the City is not keeping pace with investing in the rehabilitation of its assets. In 2017, approximately 74 per cent of 
assets were rated as being in very good or good condition, which has since fallen to 71 per cent. The table below illustrates the costs required to maintain, replace or add 
required assets over the next 10 years.

Capital Asset -  Cost Requirements:
Core

Value
$mill

2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033

Transportation 722
Water 723
Wastewater 762
Storm Water 809

Total

Non-Core
Value
$mill

2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033

Indoor Recre-
ation

284

Parks 124
Civic Buildings The 214 million for these needs to be broken out as they are very different assets.
Operations Facil-
ities
Fleet
IT
Library 60
Fire Stations & 
Apparatus

66

Total
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[include a link to the Capital Asset section p71]

Follow this with an explanation of the funding models considered and what was chosen and the rationale for it,  showing expected funding 
source amounts over the 10 year horizon. For the tax base funding, show how this is split between residential, commercial and industrial. 
Identify and break out the 8% attributed to Other on p84.

2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033

Debt
Development 
Charges
Taxes - resid-
ential
Taxes – com-
mercial
Taxes – in-
dustrial
Water Utility
Ontario govt 
programs
Federal govt 
programs
Other (spe-
cify)

Total
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Household Impact Page 20
The chart on page 21 from the 2022 BMA Management Consulting report is shown below. The Household Impact section should disclose 
the impact of the total property tax burden on not just average household incomes and home assessed values but also on household incomes 
and assessed values in the lower 5% to 10% bracket. With rising home assessed values outpacing income growth this segment will be where 
the pain of the growing tax burden will be felt. This provides a more objective view of the tax burden on residents.

Property Taxpayers Alliance info@propertytaxpayer.ca 13



City of Cambridge – By Department Page 34 
The City of Cambridge sub-section of the Tax-Supported Operating Budget section should clearly disclose the current year salary, wage and 
benefit changes over the prior year levels by department in one simple to read chart.  This information is not disclosed in the table on page 
34 and should be. 

Note: The information in this chart was calculated by going through every department page by page in the 2024 budget document prior to its update in May.
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Tax-Supported Operating Budget Page 43
Provide visibility into staff complement at a high level, as well as by division:

Disclose total expenditures between salary and non-salary, as well as an outlook.
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Debt Management Page 59
It is stated on page 59 that “If revenues collected from development charges are not enough to meet the debt payments then they must be 
paid from tax-supported funds”.  

If the City does not intend to fully allocate shortfalls to alternate sources by deferring projects, or applying a natural backstop in spending if 
revenues are not realized by a specific date, then these risks to property taxpayers should be disclosed clearly and up front in the executive 
summary and also in the capital financing section. 
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Operating Budget Forecast Page 56
The City’s published future tax increases should be accompanied by a chart clearly outlining the key cost drivers behind each 
increase. Generalizations about future cost increases are not appropriate.
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And Table 2 should be followed by a breakdown by expenditure/revenue category as follows:
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Long-Term Financial Plan (tbd)
Property taxes (Cambridge, Region or otherwise) can not increase above the level of inflation indefinitely as we all know. Yet 
Cambridge increases will have averaged above inflation for over 14 years by 2027 based on current BOC inflation projections 
and City property tax projections. 

For this reason it is incumbent upon the City to prepare a Longer-Term Financial plan showing how and by when average yearly
property tax increases will return back to the level of inflation.

This Longer-Term Financial plan should be maintained and updated every year and available to residents upon request. 
Further, its status should be disclosed in the BBP executive summary.
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