
 

Intelligence Memos 

After each release of the C.D. Howe Institute’s annual report card on the financial transparency of Canada’s major cities, we get requests from 
councillors, ratepayers and residents in other places for additions to the report. We wish we could cover more cities! But as a charity, the Institute 
has limited resources, which limits our scope. Our report card currently covers Canada’s 31 most populous municipalities: 25 single-tier, plus the six 
largest regions in Ontario. Since the problems it highlights undermine decision-making and accountability across the country, this Intelligence 
Memo presents a do-it-yourself kit for grading municipal budgets and financial statements. 

Our goal is that non-experts should be able to quickly and confidently get numbers for revenue, spending and the bottom line that allow basic 
comparisons – such as what a city plans to spend this year versus last year, and how much it spent compared to plans after the year is over – and act 
on any problems they find. To do that, they need documents that: 

• Show the key numbers up front, clearly identified; 

• Give the full picture of the municipality’s activities; 

• Consistently apply public sector accounting standards, so numbers in one place match counterparts elsewhere; and  

• Be timely, with budgets voted before the year begins, and financial statements published shortly after it ends. 

The C.D. Howe Institute’s report card grades municipal budgets and financial statements using a template summarized in the table. Each row 
describes one criterion, the range of possible scores on it, and the weight for that score, expressed as a percentage of the maximum possible for it, in 
the overall grade. We illustrate with the scores for Vancouver, which earned an A+ in our 2020 report card, and for Edmonton, which earned an F. 
The final column is blank, ready for the scores of your municipality. 

If you care about the financial transparency of a municipality that is not in our report card, please access its latest budget and financial 
statements, and fill in the template. You should not need an accounting degree or a platoon of researchers for this task. If your municipality’s 
documents are so poorly organized, and its figures so inconsistent, that a person who can read and compare numbers cannot do it in 20 minutes, it 
deserves a low grade. If its numbers are easy to find, identify and compare, it deserves a high grade. 

Please share your results with other interested councillors, ratepayers and voters, and with us at the C.D. Howe Institute. Transparent budgets 
and financial statements do not guarantee good government, but they are a key foundation. Canada’s municipalities provide critical services, and cost 
lots of money. Canadians deserve fiscal accountability to match. 

Trusted Policy Intelligence / Conseils de politiques dignes de confiance  

From: William Robson and Miles Wu  

To: Municipal Councillors, Ratepayers and Voters  
Date: January 21, 2021  

Re: Grading Your Municipality’s Financial Transparency  

William B.P. Robson is CEO at the C.D. Howe Institute, where Miles Wu is Research Assistant. 

To send a comment or leave feedback, email us at blog@cdhowe.org. 

The views expressed here are those of the authors. The C.D. Howe Institute does not take corporate positions on policy matters. 

https://www.cdhowe.org/public-policy-research/time-upgrade-fiscal-accountability-canada%E2%80%99s-cities-2020


 

Intelligence Memos 

Scoring Scheme Max  
Score 

Score 
Weight 

Vancouver 
(BC) 

Edmonton 
(AB) 

Your  
Municipality 

      Score Notes Score Notes Score Notes 

Date 2020 budget approved 
3 if before the year starts; 2: if less 

than 4 weeks after; 1 if less than 8 

weeks after; 0 otherwise 

/3 2 3 17-Dec-19 0 27-Apr-20     

Page of headline operating and  
capital total  

3 if operating total is less than 16 

pages in; 2 if it is 16-30 pages in; 1 if 

it is 31-50 pages in; 0 otherwise; extra 

point if capital and operating totals 

are on same page 

/3 1 4 
Operating and  

capital: p.8 
3 Operating: p.7     

Is budget PSAS-consistent? 
4 if yes; 3 if full reconciliation; 2 if 

incomplete reconciliation; 1 if supple-

mental reconciliation; 0: otherwise 

/4 3 3 
Reconciliation  

After budget 
0 No     

Does budget compare to last 
year's budget projections? 

2 if both capital and operating com-

pared; 1 if operating compared; 0 

otherwise 

/2 1 2 
Operating and  

capital 
1 Operating only     

Does budget present city-wide 
gross expenditure? 

2 if gross only; 1 if gross and net 

shown equally prominently; 0 other-

wise 

/2 3 2 Gross 0 Net     

Date 2019 statements released 
2 if less than 3 months after year-end, 

1 if 3-6 months after year-end, 0 

otherwise  

/2 2 2 28-Feb-20 1 08-Jun-20     

Page of headline  
consolidated results  

3 if less than 16 pages in; 2 if 16-30 

pages in; 1 31-50 pages in; 0 other-

wise 

/3 1 3 p. 6 1 p. 36     

Are figures compared to their 
budget counterparts and 
variances explained? 

4 if consistent numbers shown; 3 if 

restated but reconciled; 2 if restated 

and close to budget; 1 if restated; 0 

otherwise; extra point if the state-

ments accompany the table of vari-

ances 

/4 2 4 

Restatement almost 

matches and table of 

variance explained 

2 

Restatement 

does not match 

but table  

of variance  

explained 

    

Do statements  
receive an  
unqualified opinion? 

2 if unqualified opinion, 1 if one 

qualification, 0 otherwise 
/2 3 2 Yes 2 Yes     

Do statements contain “below 
the line” adjustments? 1 if no; 0 otherwise /1 1 1 No 0 Yes     

Overall Grade       A+ F   

    


