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Executive Summary 
 
The City of Calgary is considering contracting out one-third of residential solid waste 
collection. Despite Council’s enthusiasm, multiple city consultants have 
recommended against such action. The decision to outsource would be based on 
the assumption that the free market will naturally generate cost savings, but 
contemporary evidence suggests cost savings would be minimal.  
 
This report examined the validity of such assumptions through case studies, recent 
economic trends, and Calgary’s solid waste system performance relative to 
outsourced jurisdictions. This report found evidence that: 

1. The assumptions that underpin the cost-
saving ideals of outsourcing are not met 
by Canada’s solid waste collection 
industry: 

“The private waste 
management 

industry in Canada 
is not a competitive 

market 
environment” 

o Emergent economic modeling has 
demonstrated that any cost savings 
from large municipalities contracting 
out solid waste collection would be 
minimal and decrease over time. 

o The private waste management industry in Canada is not a competitive 
market environment: The industry is undergoing consolidation among an 
oligopoly of large international firms which makes competitive tendering 
unlikely to significantly decrease service costs. 

2. The rate of municipal service insourcing in Canada has outpaced the rate of 
outsourcing. This is a recent international trend observed in the US, UK, and the 
EU. 

3. After decades of outsourcing solid waste collection, municipalities across 
Canada have opted to bring services back inhouse. 
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4. Outsourcing comes at a high opportunity cost to service quality, public 
accountability, contract fulfillment, and fleet redeployment capability. 

This report finds that outsourcing even one-third of residential solid waste collection 
would have a negative impact across the Triple Bottom Line. CUPE 37 and the 
Calgary and District Labour Council recommend keeping residential solid waste 
collection fully inhouse, while exploring other evidence-informed cost saving policies. 
This report found that the city could achieve greater cost-savings on WRS by: 

1. Entering into an intermunicipal solid waste collection agreement using Calgary’s 
solid waste collection infrastructure to deliver service to surrounding 
municipalities that already send solid waste to Calgary landfill and recycling 
sites (see Appendix A). 

2. Creating scale economies through bulk purchasing capital equipment jointly 
with other Canadian municipalities (see Appendix B). 
 
 
 

“CUPE 37 and the Calgary and District Labour 
Council recommend keeping residential solid 

waste collection fully inhouse” 
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1.  Background 

 
 
The City of Calgary is considering moving Waste and Recycling Services’ (WRS) 
solid waste collection from an inhouse service model to a mixed model, with one-
third of the service being contracted out to the private sector. This means one-third 
of Calgary’s solid waste collectors will be fired to make room for a private 
contractor. CUPE 37 and the Calgary and District Labour Council (CDLC) have 
drafted this report to make the case against outsourcing solid waste collection.  
 
The City of Calgary’s WRS has three streams of service: black cart (garbage), blue 
cart (recycling), and green cart (organics). They have been incrementally 
introduced as public services in this order, with green cart service launched in July 
2017.1 The City is committed to having all waste diverted to recycling or 
composting. Currently the City has committed to a 70% diversion goal by 2025.2 
How WRS is operated is a crucial element for achieving this goal. 
 
On November 3, 2014, City Council received a report reviewing WRS collection. The 
review was performed by consultants CH2M Hill, and reviewed the current public 
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sector delivery against mixed and private sector delivery models. The conclusion 
was that all proposed models have demonstrated a range of performance 
outcomes, both positive and negative.3 On January 29, 2019, after engaging 
another consulting firm (Tetra Tech) to review their options, the Standing Policy 
Committee (SPC) on Utilities and Corporate Services were advised to keep solid 
waste collection inhouse.4 
 
The decision of whether or not to 
contract out is still looming. CUPE 37 
and the CDLC are concerned that the 
hesitation to accept recommendations 
of Tetra Tech and CH2M Hill will amount 
to policy steeped in ideological 
assumptions rather than empirical 
evidence. This report evaluates the 
assumptions surrounding outsourcing 
using case study evidence, and current 
academic research. 
 

 
“The SPC on Utilities 

and Corporate 
Services were advised 

to keep solid waste 
collection inhouse” 

This report evaluates the assumptions surrounding outsourcing using case study 
evidence, and current academic research. 
 
 

1.1. Key Considerations 
 
The City of Calgary employs a Triple Bottom Line approach to policymaking. The 
Triple Bottom Line looks for policies with positive intersecting outcomes on the 
environment, economic factors, and social factors.5 The ideal policy is, therefore, one 
that generates good environmental outcomes, has a positive impact on society, and 
is low-cost. Councillors must balance each aspect simultaneously in their decisions. 
Tetra Tech’s recent review of the policy options before Council, expanded the Triple 
Bottom Line framework to include the environment, costs, customer satisfaction, and 
also safety.  
 
The SPC on Utilities and Corporate Services’ most recent deliberations on the matter 
(January 29, 20196) demonstrate that, to some Councillors, cost and economic 
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factors hold greater weight. Consultants handed down a report that benchmarked 
the public sector against mixed and private models of WRS collection using all four 
factors mentioned. The conclusion was that cost was the only area where the mixed 
model could potentially outperform the status quo or even a fully private model.7 
However, the cost savings were marginal at best, and come at a high social cost. 
 
The reluctance of the Committee to accept the report demonstrates that cost 
considerations tend to dominate Committee opinion. Councillors present at the 
January 29 meeting state repeatedly that competition is best for all, in all 
circumstances, thereby equating or elevating economic considerations above any 
social or environmental implications. This report will demonstrate through case studies 
and data that the perceived benefits of contracting out are outweighed by the 
profound opportunity cost of losing a third of inhouse services. 
 

1.2. Options Under Consideration 
 
The City of Calgary is currently considering two alternative options for WRS collection. 
This section briefly elaborates on the details of each alternative. This report has been 
prepared to inform City Councillors of the impact each option would have on service 
quality, service cost, and on society.  
 
1.2.1. Mixed Service Delivery 
 
The SPC on Utilities and Corporate Services’ is contemplating outsourcing one-third of 
WRS collection. This would replace one-third of the collection fleet and result in a 
reduction in a third of city collector jobs. This amounts to approximately 110,000 
households being serviced by a private contractor, with the remaining 220,000 
serviced by city employees. City administration would still handle the contract 
management. Contracts are proposed to be a minimum of six years and the 
outsourced households would not be a managed competition where city employees 
could bid against private contractors.3 
 
1.2.2. Fully Privatized Delivery 
 
The SPC on Utilities and Corporate Services’ is contemplating outsourcing the entirety 
of WRS collection. This would replace all of the collection fleet and city collector jobs 
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with a private contractor or multiple contractors. Again, city administration would still 
handle contract management. Contracts are proposed to be a minimum of six years 
and would not be a managed competition. Contract competition would only be 
amongst private entities.7 

 
1.2.3. Public Sector Delivery (Status Quo Option) 
 
The SPC on Utilities and Corporate Services’ is contemplating keeping WRS collection 
inhouse. This would be the status quo option that the two alternatives were 
evaluated against during the 2014 and 2018 department reviews. All residential 
black, blue and green carts would be collected by city employees using city-owned 
and maintained vehicles.  
 
This is the recommended service delivery model of both consulting firms the city hired 
for departmental review. The current WRS system is being adapted to achieve higher 
waste diversion and further cost savings through the implementation of a tag-a-bag 
program.2 Administration is confident that under the status quo, further operational 
cost savings can be achieved without the introduction of private contractors.8 
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2. The Case for Public Sector Delivery 

 
 

2.1. Insourcing Versus Outsourcing 
Government Services 

 
Research on solid waste management throughout the last half-century has by no 
means arrived at a consensus on the benefits of outsourcing government services. 
The idea of privatizing utilities and infrastructure gained traction in the 1970s through 
to the 1990s. Subsequent evidence from jurisdictions who privatized services around 
this time casts doubt on the policy. More contemporary research has renewed 
support for insourcing government services. A growing consensus around the world is 
that, with solid waste collection, inhouse delivery is optimal. This section explores how 
various countries have come to this conclusion.   
 

“More contemporary research has renewed 
support for insourcing government services” 
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2.1.1. Canadian Trends 
 
From the mid-1980s to present, Canada’s service-producing sector has seen private 
sector employment increase at a rate greater than the public sector. However, as 
the 21st century began, the rate of employment remained roughly the same. While 
public sector employment changes overtook the private sector in the early 1990s, it 
reached a low point in 1998 under the Chretien era budget reductions.  
 
The trend of outsourcing public services peaked during the early 1990s. The 
aggregate employment distribution data demonstrates that since the peak, the total 
distribution of public and private employment in the service-producing sector has 
held constant at a distribution of 29% public and 71% private employment (Figure 1). 
The lack of any subsequent public sector shrinkage indicates that governments are 
content with the services being provided inhouse.  
 

 

 
Figure 1: Public and private sector employment changes in the service-producing sector across 
Canada. Source: Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0027-01 
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With solid waste collection, when the same longitudinal data was disaggregated to 
the lowest NAICS* classification of workforce activity corresponding to solid waste 
collection, the trend is quite different than the aggregate. From 1987 to present, the 
rise in employment in the public sector has increased substantially in comparison to 
the private sector (Figure 2).  

 
Solid waste collection was not immune to the austerity measures of the 1990s and the 
trend of outsourcing government services during this period. Since 2000, public sector 
employment has risen at considerably higher levels than the private sector. While 
public sector employment has ebbed and flowed, it continues to grow at a higher 
rate than the private sector. This indicates that where solid waste services are 
concerned, more municipalities are moving services inhouse rather than contracting 
out.  
 

 

 
Figure 2: Public and private sector employment changes in the business, building and other 
support services sector (NAICS codes 55 & 56) across Canada. Source: Statistics Canada Table 14-
10-0027-01 

 

                                         
* NAICS (North American Industry Classification System Canada 2017 Version 2.0) is a workforce classification 
system used by Statistics Canada survey products. There are multiple levels to classifying work. Code 55 and 65 is 
a meso-level classification under which solid waste collectors fall under. 
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Inhouse service delivery in this sector has gained considerable confidence by 
Canadian governments in the last 18 years. In 2016, the Columbia Institute presented 
15 Canadian case studies of insourcing in their report “Back in House: Why Local 
Governments Are Bringing Services Home.” Four cases dealt explicitly with solid waste 
collection, and one case study was from Calgary. These case studies affirm that the 
key factors driving this rapid insourcing of municipal services are both cost and 
quality of service. 

 
Calgary Parking Authority (CPA) 
previously contracted out about half of 
their enforcement services, but on June 
3, 2015, CPA brought those positions 
inhouse. The reasoning was to “improve 
customer service to Calgarians,” 
indicating that the service quality of 
CPA had deteriorated under 
outsourcing.9 Insourcing CPA 
operations has delivered a noticeable 
impact on the department’s annual 
expenses. The department’s 2015-2018 
budget plan, submitted before insourcing, projected 2018 expenditures of $64.5 
million.10 In their 2018 adjustment report, the department lowered expenditures to 
$58.9 million. Salary changes had been noted as a driver of the expenditure 
decrease.11 

 
Calgary’s WRS has found further operating efficiencies through insourcing. The 
maintenance of WRS vehicles was previously contracted out. Administration’s 
decision to have Calgary Fleet Services repair WRS vehicles instead of a private 
contractor saved the city time and money. The contractor typically took 21 days to 
perform the work, while Fleet Services have been able to perform the work in 3 days – 
that work is now being done on weekends to reduce service disruption. Fleet Services 

“The key factors 
driving this rapid 

insourcing of 
municipal services 
are both cost and 
quality of service.” 
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estimates that downtime savings are about $250.00 per day per unit, and in total the 
cost savings have been in the range of $270,000 annually.*  

 
Looking beyond Calgary, solid waste 
collection has been brought inhouse 
in Saint John, NB, Conception Bay 
South NL, Port Moody BC, and 
Sherbrooke QC. These four case 
studies all acknowledged that high 
volume service complaints, and 
increased costs, led these 
municipalities to go inhouse. 
Conception Bay South’s mayor 
reported that the municipality has 
saved over $100,000 by moving to 

inhouse collection. Two years after Saint John moved from a mixed public-private 
collection model to a fully inhouse model, the city found it had saved $700,000 in a 
year; $200,000 more than administration predicted. Sherbrook’s insourcing saved the 
city $750,000.9 

 
When Port Moody moved its solid waste collection inhouse, it was on the heels of 
rising citizen complaints and the contractor’s failure to meet new recycling targets. 
The inhouse model has since provided a higher quality of service at lower cost than 
before. Having all components of waste management inhouse enabled the city to 
derive an integrated new approach to waste management and diversion. Port 
Moody’s program has since won an award for its waste diversion by the Solid Waste 
Association of North America.14 

 
In large cities like Calgary, solid waste collection has also been insourced. While 
Toronto Mayor John Tory campaigned hard to privatize solid waste collection across 
Toronto, he has since reversed his stance. A city administration report and several 
recent economic studies on the Toronto context of solid waste collection brought 
outsourcing plans to a halt.  

                                         
* Email correspondence with Joseph Dragani, Manager of Business Operations, Fleet Services and CUPE 37 on July 
16, 2019  
 

“Mayor John Tory 
campaigned hard to 
privatize solid waste 

collection across 
Toronto, he has since 
reversed his stance.” 
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The City of Winnipeg has contracted out solid waste collection for many years now 
and its dwindling service quality has become a news sensation. In 2012, Winnipeg 
hired Emterra Group Inc. to handle collection. News reports revealed that Emterra 
used temporary workers to cut costs, but workers were exposed to highly unsafe 
working conditions.12 Under such conditions, the quality of output deteriorated to 
outrageous proportions. Online videos surfaced of private garbage workers dumping 
trash out on the street and by-passing carts.13 Almost 6,000 citizen complaints were 
filed in November 2012 against Emterra.14 
 
In September 2016, CUPE and Probe Research Inc. conducted a citizen survey to 
gauge public opinion on solid waste collection in Winnipeg (Figure 3). Majority 
opinion supported public sector delivery of solid waste collection, and the idea of 
policymakers investigating inhouse collection options (see below figure).15 Winnipeg 
has since agreed to a pilot project that would start to bring waste collection back 
inhouse.16 
 

 

 
Figure 3: Polling Results from Winnipeg, conducted by Probe Research Inc. in 2016 on behalf of 
CUPE Manitoba 

 

59%
32%

9%

Should the city of Winnipeg look into 
providing residential garbage, recycling, 

and yard waste collection using city 
workers?

Yes No Unsure

58%
32%

9%

If the cost was roughly the same, would you 
prefer the City of Winnipeg use private 

companies or City of Winnipeg employees to 
collect residential garbage, recycling, and 

yard waste?

City Employees Private Companies Unsure
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Across Canada, municipalities are bringing public services like solid waste collection 
back inhouse. Insourcing contracts offer local government greater accountability to 
their taxpayers for service quality, responsiveness to citizen needs, and ensuring the 
best value per tax dollar. Contrary to the notion that privatization can guarantee cost 
savings and efficiency gains, Canadian municipalities have achieved both by 
keeping or moving services inhouse.  
 
2.1.2.  International Trends 
 
The United States conducts more frequent surveys of insourcing and outsourcing 
services than in Canada. Studies have suggested the insourcing public services is 
more common in the United States than Canada. Studies suggest that privatization 
peaked in 1997, but the rate of insourcing has now outpaced the rate of 
outsourcing.9 Insourced public service delivery remains more common in US 
municipalities than outsourced delivery. 
 
A survey of US municipalities from 2002 to 2007 
examined the factors that precipitate insourcing 
and outsourcing behaviour in city officials. Front-
facing services are typically kept inhouse 
because relinquishing direct control over these 
services carries great financial and political risk 
to the city. These services include emergency 
services, water, wastewater, and solid waste 
management.  
  
Outsourcing is typically seen in independent suburbs, while the tendency to insource 
is more common in large urban centres. The survey also highlighted that while the 
desire to cut costs is typically the rationale for outsourcing, the lack of achieved cost 
savings drives services back inhouse. The survey results stress that cost savings are 
never guaranteed and typically decline over time.17  
 
US scholars on municipal management expressed skepticism even at the height of 
the privatization movement. A study from the University of California Los Angeles in 
1995 concluded that the theoretical benefits of outsourcing public services had been 
greatly exaggerated. Compared to other outsourced municipal services, solid waste 

“Cost savings are 
never 

guaranteed and 
typically decline 

over time”  
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collection had more mixed results when it came to cost reductions and service 
efficiency gains.18 A later US study concluded that “claims that empirical studies find 
‘consistently’ and ‘without exception’ that contracting out is more efficient are 
demonstrably untrue.”19 
 
In the 1980s the United Kingdom made managed competition mandatory for all 
public service delivery contracts. However, more services contracts are awarded to 
inhouse providers than private contractors. A 2017 study from the University of 

Liverpool found that across the UK, 
73% of local governments were 
moving to, or had begun to bring 
services inhouse.20 This number had 
grown from a previous study in 2011 
by the UK’s Association for Public 
Service Excellence that reported 67% 
of local governments had insourced.9 
The trend towards insourcing local 
public services, like Canada and the 
United States, is outpacing the rate of 
outsourcing in the UK. 

 
French governments have also, since around 2010, taken drastic steps to bring public 
service contracts inhouse.9 Several EU countries have experimented with privatized 
solid waste collection, but have come up empty on sustained cost savings and 
service quality. These jurisdictions have been the subject of many studies and will be 
a focus in the following section. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Claims that empirical 
studies find consistently 
and without exception 
that contracting out is 

more efficient are 
demonstrably untrue” 
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2.2.  The Trade-offs of Out and Insourced 
WRS: A Literature Review 

 
The notion of contracting out waste collection and waste management operations 
has been well studied by academics across the globe. This section reviews the 
conclusions reached by leading municipal policy experts on each service objective. 
Particular attention is paid to the 2010 CD Howe commentary piece which has been 
cited by several Calgary Councillors. We conclusion that 2010 was a different time, 
and that Ontario has considerably different market conditions than Alberta. As such, 
any benefits projected for Ontario municipalities should be viewed with skepticism 
when applied to Calgary. 
 

2.2.1. Cost 
 
Cost reduction is typically the central argument behind public-private partnerships 
and outsourcing. However, there are trade-offs with service quality and 
accountability. When it comes to the promise of cost reductions, outsourcing often 
fails to meet expectations. In solid waste collection, outsourcing is often heralded as 
a significant cost saver for municipal taxpayers. Yet, think tanks in Canada remain 
divided over the monetary case for privatization, while more recent, rigorously peer-
reviewed, academic literature has come to refute the idea that privatized solid 
waste collection and cost savings are synonymous.  
 
In 2010 the CD Howe Institute suggested that all major municipalities in Canada, 
including Calgary, would save millions by outsourcing solid waste collection. 
However, when the Calgary consultants Tetra Tech and CH2M Hill reviewed 
outsourcing, both found that cost savings would be minimal or non-existent over time. 
Meanwhile, academic research published in the Journal of Cleaner Production and 
the Journal of Environmental Engineering concluded that any cost savings from 
further contracting out in Toronto and Hamilton would be minimal and dissipate over 
time.21-22 This refutes the CD Howe hypothesis that more contracting equals more 
savings. It is simply not that simple. 
 
The CD Howe report exposed the fact that Ontario municipalities had high per 
capita waste collection costs. However, in Calgary, where all waste management 
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and collection is done inhouse, the City has lower per capita costs than Ontario and 
Edmonton who contract out around half their solid waste collection. Calgary’s 
inhouse system has financially outperformed Montreal (half contracted out), Toronto 
(20% contracted), the Peel region (all contracted out), and Vancouver (inhouse).23 
These results corroborate the findings of Tetra Tech in 2018 and CH2M Hill in 2014. 
 
A major limitation to the CD Howe’s methodology was that they used administrative 
data compiled in Ontario municipalities to project the potential cost savings in other 

provinces. They concluded that 
Calgary could see a 32% reduction in 
the total WRS budget. Given that waste 
collection makes up 40.2% of Calgary’s 
WRS budget,6 can Calgarians expect 
that outsourcing would reduce 
collection down to 10 per cent of the 
current department budget? This seems 
highly unlikely since the city of 
Edmonton, who contracts out half their 
collection services, and is smaller than 

Calgary in terms of population and households, racks up higher per capita costs than 
Calgary’s inhouse system.* 
 
In complete contrast to CD Howe, Tetra Tech’s more up-to-date report focused on 
the Alberta market context instead of Ontario, found that savings from a one-third 
outsourced service would result in only a 2% reduction in the WRS budget.6 Applying 
the same parameters across the whole system, the most that Calgary could reduce 
its budget by is 6%. This begs the question, why such a discrepancy between the two 
expert reports?  
 

                                         
* This was first reported by CD Howe in 2010 and subsequently re-examined by comparing City of Calgary and 
City of Edmonton solid waste management operating budgets. Using Statistics Canada’s 2016 census counts, we 
found that the City of Calgary’s per capital cost for waste management was $57.43, and $78.16 for the City of 
Edmonton. Source: https://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/documents/APPROVED_2019-
2022_WASTE_SERVICES_BUDGET.pdf  

 
 

“Calgary’s inhouse 
system has financially 

out performed 
Montreal, Toronto, the 

Peel region, and 
Vancouver” 
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The CD Howe report attempts to explain variances within the literature. The 
conclusion was those cost savings could only be achieved if the contract manager 
and the local economy fulfilled several key conditions: 

a) Locally owned infrastructure is not monopolized by a contractor 

b) Local waste management market is highly competitive 

c) Public employees are permitted to compete with the private sector for the contract 

As such the CD Howe report acknowledges that “many of the issues on which 
individual municipalities must base their decisions are inherently local.”23 This 
conclusion echo’s Bel and Warner’s research that states “because there is no 
systematic optimal choice between public and private delivery, managers should 
approach the issue in a pragmatic way.”24  
 
It is clear that the promise of cost savings under observed market dynamics in 
Ontario, are unlikely to be realized in an Alberta municipality such as Calgary. The 
Alberta waste management market is not perfectly competitive. Tetra Tech notes 
that the few companies with the capability of delivering even a third of Calgary’s 
residential collection operate as an oligopoly. This is comparatively different than the 
CD Howe’s observation of the Ontario market as only a ‘moderately concentrated’ 
market.23  
 
A 2018 MNP report on the waste 
collection industry across Canada 
noted that the private sector was 
becoming highly consolidated,25 with 
only a handful of large companies 
capable of fulfilling a large-scale 
municipal waste collection contract. 
Such concentration in the private 
waste management market has been 
noted by economists to drive up costs 
such that the cost advantages of 
contracting out are eliminated.26-27 
 
 

“The few companies 
with the capability of 

delivering even a third 
of Calgary’s residential 
collection operate as 

an oligopoly” 



 

 

 
Quality, Safety, & Value 

 

21 

2.2.2. Safety 
 
Safety performance is frequently cited as a strength in the public-sector service 
delivery. Canada’s public-private partnership experience with safety has been 
troubling. In 2010, Nova Scotia’s audit of their P3 schools found that private 
contractors cut significant corners in workplace safety standards. The Auditor 
General noted that these conditions made it difficult for direct health and safety 
monitoring by the government and that it relied on citizen-generated feedback to 
monitor compliance. The report went on to state: 
 

“Our audit identified instances in which child abuse registry and criminal record checks, fire 
safety inspections, and emergency first aid and CPR training were not completed by the 
developers as required under the service contracts.”28 

 
Policymakers have long tried to incentivize health and safety compliance by making 
it a requirement for private contractors to have a verified health and safety 
management system in place. Such requirements could be viewed as a barrier to 
market entry for smaller firms, therefore the pool of bidders may be small and 
competition minimal. 
 
In Alberta, only 38 out of 284 private-sector garbage collection/disposal worksites 
listed by the Alberta Workers Compensation Board have obtained a Certificate of 
Recognition (COR).29 A COR is a professional certification that asserts the employer 
has developed an occupational health and safety management system that meets 
or exceeds the provincial standard. With only 13.38% of private-sector garbage 
collection/disposal employers holding a COR, it appears that safety culture is not as 
strong in private waste management as it is with the City of Calgary.  
 
The City of Calgary’s operations hold a COR certification and have consistently 
improved their inhouse safety record. Over the last four years, lost-time claims and 
disabling injury claims have decreased. This has a demonstrably positive impact on 
the City’s social and economic performance. City operations staff are highly 
productive in a safety-conscious environment and Calgary’s performance in OH&S 
management has earned WCB premium rebates through the Partners in Injury 
Reduction program. 



 

 

 
Quality, Safety, & Value 

 

22 

 
Contracting out causes considerable uncertainty with regards to OH&S performance. 
Very few contractors in Alberta COR certified. Furthermore, peer-reviewed studies 
have painted a grim picture of safety culture in the private waste collection sector. A 
2011 study of public and private solid 
waste collectors in Kentucky showed 
that the private-sector had significantly 
more claims of fractures/dislocation 
injuries than the public sector. Falls/slips 
and motor vehicle-related injuries were 
more common in the private sector 
than the public sector.30 It has also 
been reported that even when 
municipalities demand a health and 
safety management system from their 
contractors, the outcome is marginal because in practice there is a lack of control or 
a distance in oversight between the city and the private workers themselves.31  
 
Jeopardizing worker health and safety for the sake of cost reduction makes any 
savings generated by contracting out moot. The private industry has an 
internationally observed safety record that underperforms compared to the public 
sector. Previous experiences with P3 occupational safety compliance warrants 
concern since solid waste collection is a front-facing service to the public, where the 
safety of collection staff and collection customers must be assured. If a contractor 
cuts corners on safety, it will have a major social cost. 
 
2.2.3. Customer Experience 

 
In virtually all the studies we found that between public and private solid waste 
collection, service quality and citizen satisfaction was higher in publicly delivered 
jurisdictions than privately delivered. In 2017, Zhu and Huang modeled the 
uncertainty variables associated with Toronto’s consideration of outsourced solid 
waste management. They found that under various statistical simulations, there was 
consistent evidence that costs would increase and that service quality would 
degrade.32 
 

“Studies have painted 
a grim picture of 

safety culture in the 
private waste 

collection sector” 
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The authors conducted a similar study in 2015 looking at the prospect of a P3 
agreement in Hamilton, Ontario.33 The results demonstrated that the risk of total 
system costs increasing and service quality degrading from privatization was present. 
These studies highlight two key elements: (1) The CD Howe’s 2010 report of potential 
cost savings is out of date and inaccurate; and (2) service quality suffers significantly 
due to privatization, confirming the conclusion Tetra Tech gave in their 2019 report.4 

 
Looking abroad, academic studies have 
converged on the notion that public solid waste 
collection dominates the private sector in service 
quality. In 2011, researchers Mildred Warner and 
Amir Hefetz noted that while contracting out had 
been pushed heavily in the late 20th century, 
reversals of such outsourcing has been a more 
emerging phenomenon in the United States. 

Insourcing reflects that declines in service quality and unsustainable cost savings 
have driven municipal services back inhouse.34 
 
The private sector has an inherent incentive to sacrifice quality to meet their bottom 
line, compared to the public sector which does not operate for-profit and is 
accountable to the citizens, not a select group of shareholders. Experiences of poor 
service quality stemming from privatization have led to many municipalities to bring 
services back inhouse.  
 
Sherbrooke, Port Moody, Saint John, Winnipeg, Toronto, and Ottawa have ether 
brought all solid waste collection back inhouse or have gradually insourced. Rising 
contractor costs and poor service quality have eroded municipal leadership’s 
confidence in the private sector. 
 

“Service quality 
suffers 

significantly due 
to privatization” 



 

 

 
Quality, Safety, & Value 

 

24 

 
 

2.3. Evaluating the Status Quo in Calgary 
 
Debating whether or not to contract out WRS implies that the status quo is 
underperforming. If Calgary’s WRS performance is comparable to, or exceeds, 
observed indicators in other jurisdictions, then the argument to contract out, is moot. 
This report has already demonstrated that Calgary’s service cost performance 
exceeds comparable municipalities that employ all three types of waste collection 
models. This section examines other key performance indicators such as citizen 
satisfaction, and overall service quality and efficiency. 
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2.3.1. Labour Relations 
 
The City of Calgary enjoys a strong history of positive labour relations with the 
Canadian Union of Public Employees (CUPE). The last breakdown in relations that led 
to strike action by municipal workers was a general strike in 1978.35 Since then, 
Calgary has enjoyed strong stable relations between management and workers. 
When contracts are signed, the work is accomplished.  
 
The literature on outsourcing notes that strike action is a risk that makes outsourcing 
preferable. However, Calgary’s track record on labour relations is a strength of the 
inhouse model. Relative to recent incidents with the private sector, the risk of a 
contract going unfulfilled is elevated through the use of private contractors. This 
phenomenon will be elaborated on in section 3.3 of this report. 
 
2.3.2. Citizen Satisfaction 
 
This section of the report examines surveys conducted by Ipsos Reid from 2014 to 2018 
that gauges citizen priorities and satisfaction with public services in Calgary. 
Residential black and blue cart collection are consistently held in high regard by 
citizens in terms of satisfaction and the desire for more or the same level of spending 
by the city. The City of Calgary’s last review of WRS in 2018 noted citizen satisfaction 
as a strength of the program, stating: 
 

“For the City, residential Black Cart and Blue Cart Programs continue to be a primary strength. 
WRS has consistently delivered high-quality services that are important to citizens. These results 
largely demonstrate increased satisfaction of residential cart-based programs as they mature 
over time.”36 

 
While the overall satisfaction consistently ranks in the 90th percentile each year, we 
explored how variances in service satisfaction across wards effects citizen’s desires 
for more or less spending on services.  
 
We constructed a linear regression model using all 14 ward reports from 2014 to 2018. 
This gave us 70 observations from which to analyze the relationship between the 
magnitude of satisfaction and the degree to which citizens desire more or less 
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spending on these WRS services. This generated four relationship models of citizen 
opinion. Table 1 summarizes the results of the data analysis. 
 

Table 1: Numeric results of four linear regressions run on Calgary ward citizen survey data from 2014 to 
2018. The Pearson correlation coefficient ranks the linear relationship between the two variables. A 
value of 0 denotes no relationship, 1 denotes a perfect relationship. Slope coefficient indicates the 
direction of the statistical relationship. Negative slope denotes that as observed citizen satisfaction 
with a service decreases, the desire for either more or less investment in said service increases. 

 Variables  
(independent variable vs. dependent variable) 

Correlation 
Coefficient 

Coefficient of 
Determination Slope Coefficient 

 

 Garbage 
Collection 

Satisfaction vs more spending 0.526 0.277 -0.694  
 Satisfaction vs more spending 0.554 0.307 -0.475  

 Recycling 
Collection 

Satisfaction vs more spending 0.499 0.249 -0.980  

 Satisfaction vs more spending 0.226 0.051 -0.240  
 

 
What we found was that for garbage collection, when citizen satisfaction changed, 
both the desire for more and less spending changed. Specifically, as satisfaction fell, 
the percentage of citizens demanding both more or less spending on garbage 
collection rose. In both cases, the relationship between satisfaction and more 
spending, and the relationship between satisfaction and less spending was the same 
in terms of correlative strength (0.526 and 0.554 respectively) and the goodness-of-fit 
of the relationship model (0.277 and 0.307 respectively) were close in value (Table 1).* 
 
Citizen data on recycling collection told a slightly different story. For recycling, lower 
satisfaction was related more to citizens desire to spend more on the service (a 
correlation of 0.499), than it was to citizens desire to spend less on the service (a 
correlation of 0.226). The goodness-of-fit was higher when satisfaction with recycling 
collection was plotted against the desire for more spending (coefficient of 0.249), 
than when it was plotted against the desire for less spending (coefficient of 0.05).  

                                         
* Goodness-of-fit values indicate the percentage of data observations that fit within the parameters of 
the statistical model. 
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An ANOVA* of all four models reveals a F-Statistic value† of below in 0.05 (5%) in all 
models except recycling satisfaction versus less spending. This means the results of 
the first three models held statistical significance. A visualization of each model’s 
results is provided below (Figure 4).  
 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Linear regression model of the relationship between marginal change in citizen service 
satisfaction and the marginal change in demand for greater or less investment in each service. 
Observational sample size: 70 ward surveys from 2014 to 2018 

 

                                         
* ANOVA (Analysis of Variance) is a statistical test to examine the variance between each of the four 
model’s correlative relationship. It does not indicate which way the relationship runs.  
 
† F-Statistic value generated from ANOVA is used to verify that the results of each model are 
statistically significant enough to conclude a relationship exists with each model. Statistical 
significance threshold typically accepted is an alpha value of 0.05. F-stat values below this threshold 
are considered to be statistically significant. 
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It should be noted that in all 70 observations made over five years of surveying, the 
percentage cluster of citizens desiring more spending is higher than the cluster of 
citizens desiring less spending. The slope of the regression trendline differs between 
citizens that want more or less spending.  
 
In both garbage and recycling models, the slope of citizens desiring more spending is 
steeper than citizens desiring less spending. This means the number of citizens desiring 
more spending rises at a higher rate than the number of citizens desiring less 
spending when service satisfaction falls.  
 
If Councillors are concerned over the current level 
of service their constituents receive from WRS, 
then the politically popular course of action would 
be to invest more into service quality 
improvement. It would not be wise, therefore, to 
make WRS a testing ground for austerity. WRS is a 
front-facing essential service for Calgarians and 
thus it carries a great deal of risk when outsourcing 
is considered. 
 
2.3.3. Trends in WRS Service Quality 
 
WRS garners high citizen satisfaction compared to other City services such as road 
maintenance and snow removal. However, given that Ipsos Reid’s citizen surveys turn 
out consistently high satisfaction numbers for a majority of Calgary’s public services, 
we wanted to explore alternative measures of WRS service performance.  
 
This section examines the trend of WRS 311 service requests (SRs) made over the last 
three years. Monthly reports are made public that highlight the top 20 SR categories, 
as well as the total number of SRs in each ward each month. We explored both the 
monthly amount of WRS SRs and the percentage of total monthly SRs WRS makes up 
throughout the months.  
 
Figure 5 breaks down the number of WRS SRs by request subcategory. For this 
analysis, we excluded ‘new carts’ and ‘green cart rollout’ SRs because these have 
little to do with the actual service of waste collection and are either about 

“It would not be 
wise, therefore, 
to make WRS a 
testing ground 
for austerity” 
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equipment replacement, or enquiries about the start-up of a new service which 
quickly dissipated as citizens became more familiar with the new green cart service. 
This would have presented an inaccurate trend regarding WRS collection 
performance. 
 
 

 
Figure 5: Timeseries trend of WRS 311 service requests made in the City of Calgary from July 
2017 to April 2019 

 
 
As the figure shows, the number of SRs in all four streams of requests, increase and 
decrease at certain months in the year. This is not unusual since peaks are observed 
at times where Calgary typically experiences blizzard conditions or when the spring 
thaw occurs and yard work begins; green cart SRs overtake the other SRs at these 
points. What should be noted is that the magnitude of the peaks is decreasing over 
the observed period. The trendlines of each SR are all downward sloping, indicating 
that fewer citizens are facing WRS issues. 
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When we examine the WRS SRs in aggregate, we see that across the city the total 
amount of WRS SRs is decreasing, as are its share of the monthly SRs in Calgary. Each 
of the 14 wards in Calgary show a decreasing trend in WRS SRs over the same 
observed timeframe (Figure 6). 
 
 

 
Figure 6: WRS 311 service requests in total volume of WRS monthly requests and WRS requests relative 
to all requests made to 311 from July 2017 to April 2019. 

 
 
While not all WRS service requests are an explicit indication of mistakes or missed 
collections, the data still points to overall service improvement and greater service 
efficiency. Calgary’s inhouse WRS operations continue to exhibit above average 
quality where fewer and fewer citizens find themselves having to contact 311 to fulfill 
their waste collection needs. The current model is producing ever increasing value 
per dollar spent by the city on WRS. 
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3. The Opportunity Cost of Outsourcing 
WRS 
 

 
 
Looking at the discourse and context of Calgary, we identified three key opportunity 
costs the city will incur when WRS is contracted out: (1) lost redeployment capacity; 
(2) lost direct accountability; and (3) lost guarantee of contract fulfillment. In this 
section, we analyze the observed impact these opportunity costs have had in other 
jurisdictions where outsourcing solid waste collection has occurred. Based on the 
evidence gathered from across the globe, it is clear that inhouse contracting can 
help the city avoid each of these pitfalls. 
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3.1. The Loss of Fleet Redeployment 
Opportunities 

 
When disaster hits, the City must have ‘all hands on deck.’ In Calgary, harsh 
environmental events have occurred with greater frequency in recent years. An all-
hands-on-deck approach means that the Calgary Emergency Management 
Agency, (CEMA) can utilize city and community resources to ensure citizen safety 
and continuity. When city services are contracted out, CEMA loses that direct line of 
access to the workforce. CEMA will face greater obstacles with redeploying city 
services to emergency response, when those services are operated by a for-profit 
contractor.  
 
In 2014, When Calgary was unexpectedly 
hit by a blizzard at the tail end of summer 
– now referred to as ‘snowtember’ – civic 
services were redeployed to help with 
everything from debris clearing, snow 
removal, and towing. Calgary’s WRS fleet 
was essential to the response process. 
Trucks were re-tasked to clear the 
abundant debris and landfill packers 
were re-tasked to help recover stuck 
transit vehicles.*  
 
During such snow weather events, Calgary Transit operations become very 
challenging. When buses get stuck in the snow, they require vehicles suitable for 
heavy rig towing to recover them. During snowtember the City’s garbage packers 
and other inhouse fleet vehicles were sent out to restore transit and transportation 
continuity. Calgary was able to restore transit operations because the city’s heavy 
towing capable fleet was operated by trained inhouse staff operating on a not-for-
profit basis. 

                                         
* Consultations with CUPE 37 and Calgary Waste and Recycling Services. Also referenced by CBC news: 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/calgary-garbage-collection-report-private-1.4989895   
 
 

“When city services 
are contracted out, 

CEMA loses that 
direct line of access 

to the workforce”  
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When services are contracted out, the city has two options for vehicle recovery 
under emergency circumstances. In the absence of available city-operated heavy 
vehicles, the city can either hire heavy tow trucks to recover the buses, or it can try to 
reach an agreement with their private contractors to send their staff out to recover 
the buses. The former option is not unheard of, especially since even the current WRS 
fleet is outnumbered by transit.  
 
However, during environmental emergencies, private contractors will already be 
stretched thin with circumstantially increased demand across the city. Since the 
private sector faces an increase in service demand, the supply price will rise to free-
market equilibrium.* As the figure below depicts, the magnitude of the price increase 
will depend on if the number of towing firms in the Calgary area can match the 
increased demand with their available fleet, or if the increased demand is greater 
than the maximum available tow trucks Calgary firms can supply. 
 
 

Figure 7: Supply and demand modeling of free-market tow truck pricing under limited (right) and 
unlimited (left) supply conditions.† The arrow represents the price increase due to the demand shift 
from environmental conditions. 

                                         
* Supply Demand theory outlined in Mankew, Mackenzie, & Kneebone’s “Principles of Microeconomics.” Price 
increases for towing during snow storm conditions have been observed in several jurisdictions in Canada and the 
United States. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/new-provincial-rules-towing-fees-1.4024141; 
https://komonews.com/news/consumer/snow-may-trigger-reasonable-hike-in-hourly-tow-rates-but-beware-of-
price-gouging  
† The demand curves in these models represent the City of Calgary’s demand for heavy duty towing for 
stranded/broken down buses. The orange curve represents an average day with typical frequency of bus service 
disruption. The blue line is demand under strenuous environmental conditions where bus breakdown is higher than 
average. This shifts the demand curve up the Y axis. Since tow trucks are not a producible good, but a service 
good, the service supplied is limited by available capital (the quantity of tow trucks in Calgary), making the right-
hand figure a more accurate representation of the situation. 

Pr
ic

e 
($

)

Quantity (Tow Trucks)
Demand (Snow Storm) Demand (Average) Supply

Pr
ic

e 
($

)

Quantity (Tow Trucks)
Calgary Supply Limit



 

 

 
Quality, Safety, & Value 

 

34 

The Calgary flood is another 
recent example where having 
WRS inhouse allowed for 
immediate redeployment. The 
Calgary flood began on June 20, 
2013.37 Within three days, Calgary 
had re-tasked WRS trucks to 
provide extra solid waste removal 
in flood damaged areas.38 The 
timeliness of redeployment has 
substantial impacts on the health 
and wellbeing of the affected 
population. Without adequate 
solid waste removal, the extra 
waste produced from flooding 
builds, producing toxic mould 
and other harmful substances.  
 
In comparing the efficiency in redeployment capability between inhouse and 
outsourced solid waste collectors, Calgary’s inhouse system is abundantly superior. In 
Ottawa, where solid waste collection is partly contracted out, when flooding hit, 

redeployment was noticeably delayed. The 
Ottawa flood hit in April 25, 201939 and 
redeployment was not achieved until May 
23rd – almost a month later.40 Since Ottawa 
was partly outsourced, re-tasking their 
contractor required more bargaining than 
their inhouse provider, because a private 
contractor will only provide extra service if it 
will make the company profit. The profit 
motive, in this case, put the public at risk of 
serious long-term health problems.  

 
 

                                         
 

“The profit motive, in 
this case, put the 
public at risk of 

serious long-term 
health problems” 
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This is why having an inhouse fleet with redeployment capability is desirable. Inhouse 
redeployment does not mean increased service and labour costs to the city. Every 
marginal increase in WRS outsourcing is met with a marginal increase in expected 
costs to compensate for lost fleet redeployment opportunities. Restoring city services 
like transit will face the resource constraints of the private sector who have to (1) turn 
a profit, and (2) service both city clients and their private clients. Therefore, 
outsourcing has a diminishing impact on transit users expected utility from civic 
services. With WRS outsourced, transit recovery time is delayed, driving down transit 
user satisfaction. 
 
The other option is that the city arranges for their WRS contractors to join the city fleet 
in providing vehicle recovery. Operating under for-profit conditions, a private 
contractor will be cognisant of the circumstantial increase in service demand and 
therefore raise its prices to the free market equilibrium rate. It is, therefore, more cost-
efficient for Calgary’s inhouse WRS to deliver redeployed services in a state of city 
emergency. 
 

3.2. The Loss of Direct Accountability and 
311 Responsiveness 

 
When publicly managed providers are replaced by private providers, the nature of 
accountability changes. Public agencies are accountable to the people through 
their elected representatives. When public dissatisfaction occurs from service quality 
received, the public body is incentivized to respond since those lodging the 
complaints are their constituents.  
  
The private sector, on the other hand, is accountable to shareholders whose 
motivation is to gain profit from a public service.* If a member of the public (who is 
not a shareholder) lodges a complaint with the city against the city’s contractor, that 
company only has an incentive to rectify the problem if the level of complaints 

                                         
* CH2M Hill noted in its 2014 review stating that: “the profit motive and the drive for efficiency may sometimes be 
in direct conflict with service quality. Providing extra services to the public, or simply fulfilling all requirements of a 
contract, typically result in lower profits to a private service provider.” 
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jeopardizes the future of the contract or if the city decides to levy a fine against the 
company, impacting shareholder profits.  
 
Winnipeg is a recent example 
of such accountability issues. In 
2013, Winnipeg fined their 
private contractor Emterra 
upwards of around $400,000 for 
late or missed waste collection. 
It was a hefty penalty, but it 
took 5,906 citizen complaints to 
force the hand of the private 
collector.41 After continuing to 
cause the city headaches, Winnipeg announced that it was returning one-third of 
solid waste collection back to an inhouse provider model.  
 
Outsourcing creates a void in responsiveness to citizens’ 311 complaints. The result is 
dwindling citizen satisfaction and the potential additional cost to the city to step in 
and rectify the situation. An inhouse collection system creates simplicity and 
streamlined responsiveness to citizen service requests. 
 
Figure 8 compares public and private sector 311 response processes. It 
illustrates the observed chain of command structure currently in place in 
Calgary and a model of observed structures in place where privatization has 
been in place. The visual height of each process flow is relative in terms of time 
taken to respond to citizen requests. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“In 2013 Winnipeg fined 
their private contractor 

Emterra upwards of 
around $400,000 for late or 
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 Figure 8: Conceptualization of the process flow for responding to a citizen 311 service request under 
inhouse (left) and outsourced (right) conditions. Process flows were developed based on case study 
evidence from Consultation with Calgary WRS. 

 

 
An inhouse model has only two steps to address. When a 311 request is sent, it goes 
directly from administration to the collectors. There is no third party that must be 
consulted. There is no joint decision making of a private-public partnership. In a 
contracted-out model, private contractors often use temporary help agencies (THAs) 
to source their labour, In Winnipeg, it was observed that roughly half the Emterra 
trucks were driven THA-sourced labour rather than full-time Emterra employees.42  
 
Since staffing in the private sector is minimal to save on costs, the ability of a private 
contractor to redeploy collectors to a 311 call may not be as straightforward as the 
public sector model. Depending on the nature of the 311 call, the THA may need to 
be contacted to source additional labour by the contractor for the additional job. 
However, if a contractor decides not to source more labour – as it could significantly 
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affect their bottom line – the 311 response may be delayed until existing work units 
can accommodate the request.  
 
In a fully insourced model, the city has all resources at their disposal. The city’s turf of 
responsibility spans the whole service department, whereas in an outsourced model, 
who has direct responsibility for the service request can be ambiguous. In the end 
311 service quality takes a huge hit for the WRS department. An inhouse model is 
much more readily responsive to 311 requests and as the data previously 
demonstrated, the moving average of WRS service requests has been decreasing 
across the city. This speaks to an ever-increasing efficiency and work quality from 
Calgary’s inhouse workforce. 
 

3.3. The Loss Guarantee of Contract 
Fulfillment 

 
A major disadvantage to private delivery of public services is that contracts can only 
be fulfilled as long as the company remains profitable. The private waste 
management sector has a poor track record of stability in Canada. Waste 
management companies have a poor history of going defunct and not fulfilling their 
contract to local government. In 2019, Appleton Waste Services filed for bankruptcy 
causing mountains of construction and demolition trash to pile on Indigenous land 
near Penticton BC. The disruption has caused Indigenous peoples on the Penticton 
Indian Reserve to endure considerable health and safety risk.43 
 
In 2016, Greys Recycling Industries filed for bankruptcy. The company had been in a 
public-private partnership with the City of Edmonton to handle paper recycling for 
the city’s waste management services. After the city invested $9.4 million into facility 
infrastructure, the arrangement was to recoup the public investment through lease 
agreements with Greys. When the company went into liquidation, the city 
acknowledged it would take a financial loss.44  
 
Another example of unfulfilled contracts with devastating impacts has been with 
outsourced snow removal and road maintenance. When Carillion Canada went into 
liquidation in January 2018, Alberta Transportation went into crisis mode. Carillion was 
contracted by the Alberta government to perform highway snow clearing. The 
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company’s collapse meant that 43% of Alberta highways would be unplowed during 
the middle of winter, and the government scrambled to get replacement 
contractors.45  
 
With highway maintenance fully outsourced in Alberta, there was no public sector 
backstop option. To ensure continuity of service, the Alberta government had to give 
Carillion an $8.9 million bailout to finish the winter season.46 In a rush to find a 
replacement contractor, the government went with a BC company, prompting 
outcry and litigation action from Alberta-based companies.47 Between the bailout 
and legal actions, the hidden costs have completely offset any cost savings from 
contracting out. Calgary would bare this risk if it contracts out WRS. 
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4. Recommendations to Council 

 
   
   

   

CUPE 37 and the CDLC recommends that council not pursue a 
policy of contracting out WRS collection in Calgary. 
 

Calgary’s inhouse WRS has one of the lowest cost-per-resident totals across Canada’s largest 
municipalities; out-performing most other outsourced municipal systems. Experience across 
Canadian municipalities shows that contracting out significantly decreases citizen satisfaction 
and quality of life. 
 
The promise of cost savings depends entirely on the local economic environment that the 
municipality operates in. Market research shows that the private waste management sector is 
increasingly concentrated and therefore competitive tendering would not result in significant 
cost savings. 
 

As an alternative strategy to pursue cost savings, the CUPE 37 and the CDLC recommends 
Council investigate the possibility of reaching an intermunicipal WRS collection agreement 
between Calgary and the surrounding municipalities. Using the existing inhouse framework, we 
believe the City of Calgary can capitalize on the proven efficiency of Calgary’s WRS by 
expanding collection service to nearby jurisdictions that already utilize Calgary’s landfills.  
 

We recommend Calgary pursue opportunities to develop economies of 
scale in solid waste management through the following initiatives: 
 

1. Enter into an intermunicipal agreement to provide residential solid waste collection for 
surrounding communities within the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board. 
 

2. Pursue intermunicipal collaboration on procurement of solid waste infrastructure and 
vehicles to collectively bolster public-sector purchasing power and drive down costs. 
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5. Conclusion 
In an era where the rate of insourcing has outpaced the rate of outsourcing, 
contracting out Calgary’s WRS would be a considerable step backward. The 
results of this report show that when Calgarians perceive a decline in WRS 
service quality, more citizens prefer an increase in public spending on the 
service over budget reductions.  
 
Rather than gamble Calgarian’s quality of daily living for a 2% reduction in 
cost, it would be advisable for Council to support the current inhouse model of 
solid waste collection. When it comes to solid waste collection, the savings are 
coming from inside the house 
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Appendix A: An Intermunicipal Solid 
Waste Collection System 
The City of Calgary could enhance its cost savings by pursuing an intermunicipal 
collection program using Calgary’s WRS to deliver service to municipalities already 
sending refuse to Calgary disposal sites. Intermunicipal cooperation on service 
delivery is an emerging practice for enhancing public sector cost-efficiency. In 
Canada, this practice has been observed in both rural and urban centres. 
 
A 2013 longitudinal economic study on Dutch municipalities found that cost 
reductions were significant when municipalities entered into intermunicipal 
cooperation on solid waste collection. The cost reductions were most significant 
when collection was delivered by inhouse services rather than private contractors.48 
Intermunicipal solid waste collection saves costs for all communities and is well-
practiced across Canada. 
 
In British Columbia, an inhouse intermunicipal waste collection model is operated by 
the Regional District of the Central Okanagan (RDCO). This system provides insourced 
integrated waste collection for Peachland, City of Kelowna, City of West Kelowna, 
and Lake Country. The annual per capita operation cost of solid waste collection for 
the region is significantly lower than most other Canadian municipalities (both 
insourced and outsourced delivery models) without a regional collection 
arrangement, including Calgary.* 
 
The extent to which Calgary and the RDCO services can be compared is limited, due 
to local economic and geographic differences. Comparative metrics on overall 
efficiency in relation to these costs were not available. However, Calgary has already 
been regarded as more efficient in solid waste collection than most other 
municipalities in Canada.49 Calgary could expand their service to neighbouring 
communities and using their infrastructure, collect and dispose of solid waste at price 
agreed upon between Calgary and the surrounding communities. 

                                         
* We examined the 2019 operating budgets of Kelowna (as the primary operator for the RDCO’s solid waste 
services) and found a per capita cost of $36.57, while Calgary had a per capita cost of $53.27. Sources: 
http://viewer.zmags.com/publication/730281a8#/730281a8/680  
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In looking to see if Calgary would be a suitable area to pursue an intermunicipal 
collection arrangement, the surrounding municipalities in Rocky View County and as 
far south as Okotoks were examined. Figure A1 highlights that almost all communities 
in Rocky View County collect their solid waste to be sent to Calgary waste 
management facilities. 
 

 
 

 
Figure A1: Calgary and Surrounding Communities that are responsible for waste collection either as 
independent municipalities or through Rocky View County. Arrows indicate communities that send 
refuse to Calgary landfills. The red dots indicate Calgary’s landfill/recycling/composting facilities. 
Original diagram source: Rocky View County 
 
 
 
 
 

Chestermere 
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Calgary’s landfills, recycling, and composting facilities are located on the edge of 
the city bordering close to the surrounding municipalities that could conceivably 
receive collection services from Calgary’s WRS. Calgary WRS collection fleet is 
housed at each of these facilities, making transport to and from surrounding 
communities viable.  
 
Several of these communities are also members within the Calgary Regional 
Partnership and the Calgary Metropolitan Region Board. Since there already exists a 
strong connection between Calgary and the surrounding communities on regional 
economic and infrastructure development, a proposal for intermunicipal solid waste 
collection would be welcomed if it can be demonstrated to be mutually beneficial. 
 
This would be a policy consistent with the long-term waste management directives of 
Rocky View County. Their solid waste master plan states: 
 

“The Municipality should consider coordinating its solid waste disposal systems with those of 
urban centres, where possible, so that the needs of growth and the protection the 
environment are accommodated.”50 

 
Mutual benefit could be realized for both Calgary and the surrounding communities. 
For Calgary, intermunicipal cooperation allows for increased scale of economies 
when it comes to WRS procurement. More integrated control can be achieved over 
waste diversion targets across the region since the Calgary landfills are where 
regional solid waste is already sent and processed. Calgary can save long term 
expenses from this gain in system efficiency.  
 
For surrounding communities, intermunicipal cooperation on solid waste collection 
can translate to significant savings and increased service quality for residents. The 
City of Airdrie’s contracted out collection service is higher per capita total cost than 
the City of Calgary and generated lower citizen satisfaction. In 2018, Airdrie 
budgeted $5.8 million for contracted services which is roughly $85.25 per capita.* The 
contracting costs in Airdrie’s Waste and Recycling Services department is greater 

                                         
* Per capita figure calculated from City of Airdrie’s 2018 population estimates and City of Airdrie’s “2019-2021 
Proposed Operating Budget/Plan.” https://www.airdrie.ca/getDocument.cfm?ID=6416  
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than the city of Calgary’s total solid waste collection expense in 2018; coming in at 
$76.7 million or $53.72 per capita.* 
 
In Chestermere, solid waste collection is conducted by the crown corporation: 
Chestermere Utilities Inc. In 2018, their collections operation cost roughly $1.45 million 
or $73.21 per capita.† This is considerably higher than Calgary’s cost of around $53.27 
per capita. Citizen satisfaction with Chestermere Utilities Inc. has been precarious. In 
2017, a petition from about 5,500 citizens demanding a provincial investigation from 
Municipal Affairs was submitted in response to mismanagement concerns over the 
crown corporation.51 By creating a regional inhouse system, waste management 
costs could be significantly reduced. 
 

Recommended Step Forward: City of Calgary enter into discussion with Rocky 
View County and the Calgary Regional Partnership to study the feasibility of an 
intermunicipal solid waste collection system. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
* Per capita figure calculated from City of Calgary’s 2018 population estimates and City of Calgary’s “Utilities and 
Environmental Protection Action plan 2015-2018.” https://www.calgary.ca/cfod/finance/Documents/Action-
Plan/UEP-Action-Plan-2015-2018.pdf  
 
† Per capita figure calculated from City of Chestermere’s 2018 population estimates and Chestermere Utilities 
Inc.’s “CUI 2018 Rate Base Results – Unaudited.” https://cuinc.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/2018-Rate-Base-
Results.pdf  
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Appendix B: Create Economies of Scale 
Through Intermunicipal Procurement 
Looking beyond regional partnerships as a source of cost savings, another 
opportunity to reduce WRS costs exists through cooperation with other large 
Canadian municipalities. The goal here is to reduce procurement costs on 
equipment by creating economies of scale with greater purchasing power than 
private sector waste management companies.  
 
Tetra Tech’s review of WRS noted that Calgary already had strong purchasing power 
that was achieving good value for public funds. However, they also noted that 
private industry could outcompete Calgary’s procurement to the tune of 5% cost 
savings.52  
 
Intermunicipal procurement for vehicles and equipment is not a new practice. 
Economists have long argued that cross-jurisdictional cooperation maximizes public 
sector purchasing power and drives down cost. Canada’s provinces have been 
engaged in the practice since 2010 to collectively negotiate pharmaceutical prices. 
Smaller municipalities across Canada have engaged in joint procurement ventures 
to scale their economies. In 2018, Leduc and Camrose County partnered on 
procurement and multiple lines of public service provision.53 There is no reason large 
municipalities like Calgary and Edmonton could not reach a similar arrangement on 
procurement. 
 
Canada already has a forum for such discussion with the Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities. This would not require the establishment of an entirely new 
bureaucratic body to carry out joint procurement.  
 

Recommended Step Forward: City of Calgary enter into discussion with the 
Federation of Canadian Municipalities to explore options for coordinated 
bulk procurement of solid waste management infrastructure. 
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