
R E P O R T  
OFFICE OF THE CHIEF ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER 

FINANCE DEPARTMENT 

To: Mayor Coté and Members of Council Date: 10/26/2020 

From: Lisa Spitale 

Chief Administrative Office 

Harji Varn 

Director of Finance 

File: 

Item #: 385/2020 

Subject: 2021 Budget Process - Proposed Framework 

RECOMMENDATION 

THAT Council receive the preliminary results from the budget survey for inclusion in the 

2021 Budget process;  
THAT Council endorse the 2021 budget framework and timelines, including adding three 

Special Council meetings on the Budget; and  
THAT Council endorse the financial and revenue assumptions in order to set the baseline 

and parameters for the 2021 Operating Budget.  

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this report is threefold: one, to provide Council with the preliminary results 

from the public engagement process; two, to provide Council with the 2021 budget 

framework and timelines; and three, to provide Council with a set of financial and revenue 

assumptions for the 2021 Operating Budget. 
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BACKGROUND 

 

Council will recall in February 2020, budget information was presented to Council which 

summarized community feedback on the City’s budget process within the context of Climate 
Action, the City’s Seven Bold Steps and City Council's Strategic Priorities.  Council directed 

that staff build the 2021 Budget based on this community feedback and framework. 

 

On July 13, 2020, Council approved a process and draft timelines for the 2021 Budget.  

Given the COVID pandemic, it is recognized that financial challenges within the community 

and the organization will continue to impact the City’s budgets.  Council has prioritized 

COVID recovery efforts in 2020 directing that staff focus efforts and resources on the City’s 

most vulnerable and provide support to the City’s local economy.  Given the declaration of a 

second wave by the Province’s Chief Medical Officer, COVID recovery will continue to be 

prioritized in 2021. 

 

Thus, the budget framework and the engagement process as set out in this report will 

continue to prioritize COVID response and recovery, the City’s 7 Bold Steps for Climate 

Action, and the advancement of Council’s Strategic Priorities.  

 
ANALYSIS 

 

I. PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT   

  

The community engagement process for the 2021 Budget kicked off on September 24, 2020 

with the Budget 101 Webinar. The online session was organized by the Finance Department 

and Public Engagement staff in response to input received during the Budget 2020 

engagement, where participants identified a need for more information to understand the 

City’s budget.  

 

The webinar included a presentation, followed by a Q&A with participants. A link to the 

webinar recording is available on the Budget 2021 webpage. 

 

The Budget 2021 survey was launched directly following the webinar on September 24, and 

was open through October 18 (approximately 3.5 weeks). The survey opportunity was 
promoted widely through various channels: email notification to various City email 

databases (i.e. Parks & Recreation subscribers, Invest New West business newsletter 

subscribers, etc.), social media posts and advertising, CityPage notices in the newspaper and 

by email, ad in the Record, etc.  

 

The purpose of the survey was to seek input from community members about priorities for 

the 2021 Operating and Capital budgets, and to understand preferences for the 2021 tax rate 

for consideration by Council and staff as one of the factors influencing the budgets for 2021. 
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City staff across departments will be asked to consider community input as they prepare their 

draft budgets.  

 

A total of 1,071 survey responses were received, with 732 participants completing the full 

survey. Partial survey responses are also recorded and included in the results. In addition to 
the survey input, two community members sent email feedback and one provided comments 

by telephone.  

 

It is important to note that public engagement processes are designed to be open to any and 

all community members who choose to participate, and therefore results should not be 

considered a representative sample of the community. However, the results of the optional 

demographic questions at the end of the survey indicate that a wide diversity of community 

members participated:  

 

 There were participants from every neighbourhood across New West (highest 
percentage was Downtown at 14% of total respondents and lowest was Connaught 

Heights at 1%). 

 Participants included New West residential property owners (70%), residential tenants 
(27%), employees in New West (14%), business owners (6%), students (3%), 

commercial property owners (1.5%) and those with other connections to New 

Westminster.  

 Participants ranged in age from 20 to 65+, with the highest percentage in the category 
of age 35-49 (38%). 

 

The final demographic question in the survey asked participants to self-identify as members 

of a variety of demographic groups, many of which we believe are seldom-heard in City 

engagement processes. The purpose of asking this question is to understand who may be 

missing from the conversation, and for what groups future efforts may be needed to reduce 

barriers to participation, conduct outreach, etc. Participants in the Budget 2021 survey self -

identified as: having children under age 18 in their household; being born outside of Canada; 

having seniors in their household; them or someone in the household having a disability; 
being LGBTQ2S+; being a person of colour; having moved to Canada within the last five 

years; being Indigenous.  

 

A full summary of survey participant demographics will be included in the upcoming 

engagement summary report.  
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PRELIMINARY SURVEY RESULTS 

 

After the survey closed on October 18, 2020, Public Engagement staff have worked to 

summarize the findings to share with Council, City staff across departments, engagement 

participants and the community. 
 

While the multiple choice and ranking question results are relatively quick to report out on, 

analysis and summary of the open-text responses will take some additional time to complete. 

A comprehensive summary report on the engagement is in process and will be shared with 

Council, staff and the community in the coming weeks. The full survey report with all 

verbatim comments will also be shared on the City’s Budget 2021 webpage  with the 

summary report.  

 

To follow are the multiple choice and ranking results, along with some preliminary themes 

from the open text input. 

 

Question 1: What do you feel are the most important issues in New Westminster today? 

Please select up to three top issues: 
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Staff are still working through the open-text responses for the 19% of participants who 

selected “Other, please specify;” however, the following themes have been identified in a 

preliminary analysis:  

 

 Public safety, crime, police and fire services / funding, law enforcement 

 Reduce taxes, fiscal responsibility, reduce City spending 

 Recreation facilities, parks & recreation 
 

 

Question 2: When it comes to the Operating Budget, we recognize that all City services 

are important and that residents have unique needs and use City services differently. 

With reduced City revenues due to COVID-19 and competing demands for services, we 

also know that decisions will need to be made on what to prioritize and what should be 

reduced or deferred. Please rank the following core City services in order of relative 

importance to you: 

 

Core City Service 

Average 

Score 

(1=highest 

priority) 

Overall 

Rank 

Total responses: 779 
 

Emergency & protection services (police & fire) 3.63 1 

Utilities (water, sewer, electrical) 4.02 2 

Garbage & recycling 4.81 3 

Parks, green spaces & open space maintenance 4.91 4 

Road, sidewalk, greenways & bus stop maintenance  4.94 5 

Operating recreation facilities & programs 5.76 6 

Community planning (including land use, social, 

affordable housing and heritage) 5.84 7 

Operating library facilities & programs 6.71 8 

General government & administration (includes City 

finances and purchasing, IT, running Council meetings, 

etc.) 7.92 9 

Operating cultural facilities & programs 7.97 10 

Bylaw enforcement 7.99 11 
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Question 3: In addition to the core services the City provides, additional priorities are 

identified through City Council’s Strategic Plan, and a wide variety of guiding 

documents, strategies and policies – many of which received community review and 

input. Again, with competing priorities and limited resources, we need to consider 

trade-offs, priorities and what may need to move to a future year. Please rank the 

following Council Strategic Priorities in order of relative importance  to you: 

 

 

Council Strategic Priority 

Average 

Score 

(1=highest 

priority) 

Overall 

Rank 

Total responses: 744 

 

Maintaining and enhancing facilities, infrastructure and 

public spaces 2.69 1 

Advancing sustainable transportation and accessibility 3.32 2 

Supporting delivery of affordable housing, and 

streamlining affordable housing development applications 3.78 3 

Effectiveness as a City organization, including being 

visionary and innovative in use of resources and delivery 

of services 4.24 4 

Supporting development of the local economy, arts and 

culture 4.27 5 

Advancing climate action through the Seven Bold Steps 4.28 6 

Advancing social inclusion and equity, including 

Reconciliation and community engagement  5.08 7 
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Question 4: Again, considering financial constraints and competing priorities, what 

areas of capital investment are most important to you? Please rank the following:  

 

Capital Investment Priority 

Average 

Score 

(1=highest 

priority) 

Overall 

Rank 

Total responses: 743 

 

Maintenance of existing infrastructure / replacement of aging 

infrastructure 1.97 1 

Building new facilities and infrastructure  2.99 2 

Prioritizing capital projects that advance sustainable 

transportation 3.00 3 

Prioritizing building affordable housing 3.22 4 

Prioritizing capital projects that contribute to climate action 

and advance the Seven Bold Steps 3.48 5 

 

 

Question 5: Thinking about the top priorities you have identified in the previous 

questions, if you had to choose only one priority, what is the one thing that’s most 

important to you? 

 

This was an open-text response question, and a total of 603 responses were received. Staff 

are still working through analysis of the responses, and a full summary will be provided in 

the upcoming engagement summary report. The preliminary themes include:  

 

 Affordable housing 

 Maintaining infrastructure, maintaining and replacing aging infrastructure, 
maintenance, infrastructure 

 Climate action, climate emergency, climate-change initiatives, environment 

 Transportation, sustainable transportation 

 Public safety, support for police / emergency services, crime reduction, law 
enforcement 
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Question 6: Consider the top priorities you have identified above for City operations 

(services, programs, initiatives), and again keep in mind the financial challenges the 

City and many residents and local businesses are facing because of the pandemic. With 

these factors in mind, when it comes to property taxes what is your preference for the 

tax rate for 2021 as it relates generally to service levels? 
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Question 7: When it comes to the City’s budget, what do you need more information 

on: 
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II. PROPOSED 2021 BUDGET TIMELINE 

 

It is considered a best practice to complete the budget by December of each year.  This time 

frame allows the Finance Department to report back to Council on a quarterly basis, and seek 

Council approval for any adjustments where budgets would need to be reset or varied from 
the original budget targets.  

 

Given this best practice framework, outlined below is the proposed 2021 budget timeline for 

Council’s consideration.  To allow Council dedicated time to review and deliberate on the 

2021 Budget, staff are recommending the addition of three Special Budget Council meetings 

in November and December. 

 

Date Description

24-Sep-20 Budget 101 Webinar

24-Sep-20 Budget Survey sent out 

5-Oct-20 2021 User fees & Rates (Recommendation for Review)

26-Oct-20 2021 Budget Process (Proposed Framework, Timelines & Financial Assumptions)

26-Oct-20 2021 User fees & Rates Bylaws (Three Readings)

9-Nov-20 2021 User fees & Rates Bylaws (Adoption)

16-Nov-20 **2021 Capital Budget Workshop & Utility Rates(Draft for Review)

23-Nov-20 **2021 Operating Budget Workshop

30-Nov-20 2021 Utility Rates (Three Readings & Adoption)

1-Dec-20 2021 DRAFT Budget post on City Website

7-Dec-20 **2021 Draft Budget Presentation (Draft for Review)

14-Dec-20 2021 Draft Budget (Three Readings)

January 2021 5 Year Financial Plan & Bylaw (Draft for Review) 

**Special Council Meetings
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III. SET OF FINANCIAL AND REVENUE ASSUMPTIONS FOR THE 2021 

OPERATING BUDGET 

 

With a focus on the delivery of core services, the City’s 7 Bold Steps, Council Strategic 
Priorities, public engagement survey results, and the impacts from COVID 19 pandemic, 

staff recommend taking a conservative and flexible approach to building the 2021 Budget.   

 

As such, outlined below are a set of revenue assumptions for the 2021 Operating Budget:  

 

1) Financial constraints from COVID will continue over 2021; budgeting for revenues will 

be below 2019 levels and will be based largely on trends over the final few months for 

2020 and best information per provincial guidelines.  

 

2) Mitigation Strategy against the above mentioned revenue risk is to manage via the 2021 

Operating Budget by continuing to hold spends largely through select vacancies and 

controlling other expenses or deferring spending in Capital projects as the City manages 

through the significantly uncertain financial times.  

 

3) Staff will bring forward both operational and capital enhancement requests that support 
critical/economic restart programs and projects, and work to identify opportunities and 

tradeoffs whereby work will be either paused or reduced in scope as needed and revisit 

quarterly through 2021 as we manage through uncertain times.  

 

4) The New Normal staff committee will continue to monitor the City’s Restart strategy and 

staff will continue to report out quarterly reports on the annual financial forecast as more 

information becomes available.  As outlined in their staff report (also on today’s Council 

agenda), the New Normal staff committee recommends Council consideration of the 

following principles and items for the 2021 Budget: 

 

i. COVID implications should be planned for the duration of 2021.  

 

ii. Q3 and Q4 should be planned as a slow return to normal in terms of revenues. We 

do not anticipate full revenues or the expense side of the COVID implications to be 

eliminated from the budget by the end of 2021. Instead, a return to full revenues 
should be planned going into 2022. 

 

iii. The City needs additional resources for COVID-related expenses and will bring 

those forward with the 2021 Draft Operating Budget for council consideration.  
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OPTIONS 

 

There are four options for Council’s consideration; they are:  

 
Option 1 - Council receive the preliminary results from the budget survey for inclusion in the 

2021 Budget process;  

 

Option 2 - Council endorse the 2021 budget framework and timelines, including adding three 

Special Council meetings on the Budget;  

 

Option 3 - Council endorse the financial and revenue assumptions in order to set the baseline 

and parameters for the 2021 Operating Budget;  

 

Option 4 – Provide staff with further direction. 

 

Options 1, 2 and 3 are recommended. 

 

 

INTERDEPARTMENTAL LIAISON 

 

The Senior Management Team has discussed this approach and supports the process as 

outlined in this report.  

 

 

 

This report has been prepared by Lorraine Lyle, Manager, Financial Services 

     Jennifer Miller, Manager, Public Engagement 

 

 

  Approved for Presentation to Council 

 

   

 

 

 
Harji Varn 

Director of Finance 

 

 Lisa Spitale 

Chief Administrative Officer 
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