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By John Heseltine, LPP, MCIP

SUMMARY
Citizens are not generally familiar with 

the options available for municipal 

service delivery. The ladder lists and 

describes approaches to municipal 

integration in a hierarchy progressing 

from typically antagonistic annexation 

to the erasure of municipal distinctions 

through amalgamation. The framework 

does not advocate one approach over 

the others but provides a condensed 

and structured means to become 

acquainted with available choices.

RÉSUMÉ
Règle générale, les citoyens 

connaissent mal les options de 

prestation des services municipaux. 

Cette grille analyse et décrit les 

différentes approches à l’intégration 

des municipalités, depuis l’annexion 

hostile à la suppression des 

distinctions entre municipalités par 

voie de fusion. Ce cadre n’affiche pas 

de préférence pour une approche ou 

une autre, mais constitue une grille 

simplifiée et structurée pour prendre 

connaissance des choix disponibles. Citizens have limited awareness of 

alternative approaches for delivering 

local services. By summarizing 

the options, Table 1 is a helpful tool in 

addressing the problem. It is arranged with 

typical options progressing on a continuum 

or ladder from those involving minimal 

interaction and cooperation to those that 

supplant interaction and cooperation with 

union through amalgamation. Each choice 

for inter-municipal cooperation has its 

merits for specific situations, although 

some have been more successful in practice 

than others. The ladder also implies an 

increasing trade-off between flexibility and 

independence of municipal actors and overall 

control in the interest of regional priorities. 

It is also worth noting that regions can 

combine the third (communication) through 

to the second last (regional government) 

mechanisms simultaneously. Municipalities 

usually pursue annexation, the lowest rung, 

when they decide cooperation is not possible. 

They choose dissolution, the second, when no 
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other choice is workable. Amalgamation, the 

highest rung, renders cooperation irrelevant.

Annexation is at the bottom of the 

ladder because it is often, albeit not 

invariably, antagonistic. Municipalities 

that pursue annexations usually do not 

feel they can work effectively with their 

neighbours to provide services or pursue 

specific objectives, although applications 

can be amicable where municipalities 

mutually agree that one is better suited 

than the other to serve a particular area. 

Many of Canada’s largest cities have 

expanded through annexations, either 

motivated by their desire for growth, or by 

the recognition of neighbouring municipal 

governments – or occasionally, by citizens 

acting separately – that they require the 

capacities of an urban government to 

deliver needed services.

A second ‘approach’ is dissolution. 

Whereas annexation may be viewed as 

a process of ‘taking over,’ dissolution 

is the surrender of power and the 

acknowledgement that the municipal unit in 

question cannot effectively provide required 

services to its constituents. It has lately 

become the most common form of municipal 

restructuring in Nova Scotia. The Towns of 

Canso, Bridgetown, Hantsport, Springhill, 

Table 1 – A Ladder of Inter-municipal Integration.
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and Parrsboro have each dissolved since 

2012 to be absorbed by abutting rural 

municipalities. A sixth town, Mulgrave, has 

tried to dissolve but the rural municipality 

expected to absorb the community, the 

Municipal District of Guysborough (which 

previously took in Canso) has balked 

at addressing the Town’s perceived 

infrastructure deficit.

Not all forms of municipal integration are 

as drastic as annexation and dissolution. 

A range of more moderate options can be 

implemented, beginning with inter-municipal 

communication. While municipalities 

normally communicate, they are sometimes 

required to do so by legislation, such as 

the requirement of several provinces that 

proposed municipal planning amendments 

be circulated to adjacent municipal 

governments. However, when antagonism 

between municipal units develops, it can 

prevent positive, effective communication. It 

is important in all cases that municipalities 

communicate openly and effectively for their 

mutual benefit and for the benefit of their 

region. Most generally do so.

An inter-municipal committee carries 

communication another step. It formalizes 

communication by providing a structure 

within which it can be facilitated. It does 

not prevent less formal communication 

but, assuming the committee is active, 

it sets a schedule for it to take place. If 

properly managed, a committee should 

address difficult issues by placing them on 

meeting agendas and ensuring stakeholders 

discuss them until they reach a resolution. 

Inter-municipal committees are commonly 

created to prepare regional plans or to 

contemplate restructuring initiatives, but 

committees with ongoing administrative 

influence are rare. One example is the Killick 

Coast Mayors Meetings among the leaders 

of the Towns of Torbay, Logy Bay-Middle 

Cove-Outer Cove, Pouch Cove, Flatrock, and 

Bauline on the Northeast Avalon Peninsula 

in Newfoundland. The five towns have 
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collaborated through this arrangement for 

several years to address challenges and 

opportunities in their area. 

As noted, inter-municipal committees 

are often created to develop regional 

policy, which most provincial planning 

legislation supports. Regional planning or 

joint inter-municipal planning is a long-

standing aspiration of planners. In the 1970s, 

several provinces made concerted efforts 

to encourage regional planning, but with 

limited success. In Atlantic Canada, the 

Province of Newfoundland and Labrador 

adopted St. John’s Urban Region Regional 

Plan in 1975 and the Province of Nova Scotia 

adopted the Halifax-Dartmouth Regional 

Development Plan in 1976 but initiatives 

failed in other Atlantic Canadian regions. 

Elsewhere in Canada, regional planning 

documents in place for the Winnipeg and 

Edmonton regions are notable, the focus of 

these documents being the management of 

regional land development. In fact, they can 

be very useful tools to direct urban growth.

Regional policy can provide a framework 

for joint agreements but it is not essential. 

A joint agreement (aka a shared service 

agreement) is a contract between one or 

more municipal units to collaborate in 

some manner. Compared to the preceding 

mechanisms discussed, they are pragmatic 

devices, allowing municipalities to access 

specific skills and economies through 

the sale of services from one or more 

municipalities to others. They can create 

partnerships in which municipalities share 

the costs of a service, such as transit, or 

a facility, such as a community recreation 

centre. They are common between and 

among municipal units across Canada, as a 

way to facilitate the delivery of transit, solid 

waste management, fire and emergency 

services, and wastewater collection and 

treatment, among other things. 

The terms of a joint agreement will 

usually specify the actions expected from 

each municipal participant, including the 

contribution of staff and other resources, 

as well as expected financial contributions. 

Financial arrangements may be based 

on the measured use of the service (e.g., 

metered consumption of water) or on proxies 
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such as population or property assessment. 

Normally, they include the terms on which 

participants may withdraw, usually requiring 

notice by a prescribed date and a specified 

withdrawal period to allow other participants 

to transition to a condition with fewer 

resources and service responsibilities.

Regional agencies are structures created 

to deliver regional services. They involve 

the creation of a body, separate from the 

municipalities served, that normally has 

its own assets and employees dedicated 

to delivering the services in question. They 

are often governed by joint agreements 

but are different than these because they 

normally involve the provision of dedicated 

staff and funding through annual municipal 

contributions and/or dedicated funding sources 

(e.g., transit fares for a transit authority or 

charges on metered water consumption for 

a regional water or wastewater commission). 

They may be organized as single purpose 

bodies with one function, or multi-purpose 

bodies delivering several services.

Either type of regional agency can be 

created as a one-off structure for a specific 

area. Transit authorities, and water and 

wastewater utilities have been formed as 

single-purpose regional bodies to serve 

communities across Canada. Individual urban 

regions have made use of authorities to deliver 

multiple services, and several provinces 

have created frameworks for comprehensive 

delivery of services suited to regional delivery, 

most notably planning and development, and 

solid waste management. British Columbia’s 

comprehensive system of multi-purpose 

regional districts is a key feature of its local 

government structure. According to a BC 

government publication on the province’s 

system, “[a]ny combination of municipalities 

and electoral areas can jointly decide to 

provide services and recover the costs from 

the beneficiaries” through their regional 

district. Regional districts, furthermore, act 

as local service providers for unorganized 

areas, typically supplying planning and 

development services. An important reason 

for developing the BC system during the 1960s 

was the absence of rural government in the 

province. The Provinces of New Brunswick, 

and Newfoundland and Labrador, which 

currently have extensive unorganized areas, 

have recently passed legislation to create, 

respectively, Regional Service Boards and 

Regional Service Commissions that resemble 

the BC districts.

Regional government takes regional 

service delivery a significant step farther. A 

regional government involves the creation of 

an upper level of local government that takes 

on some services in a similar manner to the 

separation of powers between the federal gov-

ernment and the provinces in Canada. It also 

involves an upper level council that may consist 

of appointees from each municipal council or 

may be elected directly. Metro Toronto is likely 

the most familiar regional government created 

in Canada. It played a critical role from 1954 

to 1998 in the development of what became 

the Greater Toronto Area and gave rise to the 

system of two-tier regional governments that 

prevailed in Ontario’s major urban centres until 

the rise of municipal amalgamation at the turn 

of the present century. 

Amalgamation is the most thoroughgoing 

approach to municipal restructuring as it 

eliminates local municipalities in favour 

of unified regional government. For most 

Canadians, it is most vividly associated with 

the 1998 replacement of Metro Toronto by 

the City of Toronto. It is less well known 

that provincial amalgamation programs in 

Central Canada were preceded by similar 

wide-ranging initiatives in all four Atlantic 

Provinces. The City of St. John’s was 

considerably enlarged within the context of a 

comprehensive consolidation of municipalities 

on the Northeast Avalon Peninsula in 1991; 

the Cities of Summerside and Charlottetown, 

and the Towns of Cornwall and Stratford 

were created through amalgamation on PEI 

in 1994; the City of Miramichi was formed 

from multiple towns in New Brunswick in 

1995; and the regional municipalities of Cape 

Breton, Halifax, and Queens were established 

in Nova Scotia between 1994 and 1996. 

These and smaller amalgamations 

reshaped the urban landscape within the 

Atlantic Region. Ontario completed other 

amalgamations after 2000, including all the 

regions previously under regional governments 

as well as other smaller regions. A similar 

process in Quebec between 2000 and 2006 

involved 226 municipal units including the 

province’s two largest urban centres, Montreal 

and Quebec City, although a de-amalgamation 

process allowed 32 municipalities to de-merge 

through plebiscites held in 2006.

The amalgamation processes of the 1990s 

and early 2000s were largely top-down. 

Although they transformed municipal gover-

nance in much of eastern Canada, particularly 

in many of the largest urban centres, the 

provincial governments responsible generally 

paid a steep political price. In the subsequent 

decade, the central and eastern provinces 

have mostly backed away from advocating 

for amalgamation, adopting regionalization 

frameworks or allowing municipalities to take 

the initiative through dissolution or locally 

initiated amalgamations, such as the 2011 

creation of the Town of Fogo Island from 

the Towns of Fogo, Joe Batt’s Arm-Barr’d 

Islands-Shoal Bay, Seldom-Little Seldom, and 

Tilting in Newfoundland. 

In contrast to bottom up approaches 

now preferred in Atlantic and Central 

Canada, however, Manitoba in 2015 passed 

the Municipal Amalgamations Act, which 

required the consolidation of municipal 

units with populations of fewer than 1,000 

people. The Province of Prince Edward 

Island’s has developed an intermediate 

approach through its new Municipal 

Government Act, which has increased 

the responsibilities of the Island’s local 

governments and has stimulated many to 

consider restructuring options.

The accompanying table summarizes each 

of the nine steps on the ladder described. 

The arrangement should not be interpreted 

as a ranking. Each has clear strengths and 

weaknesses. Regional government has 

apparently disappeared from the Canadian 

landscape, but the remaining eight options 

are practiced to varying degrees. The 

leading contemporary approaches are joint 

service agreements, regional agencies, and 

amalgamation. Joint service agreements are 

a flexible, easily implemented mechanism 

that places few limits on municipal 

participants. Regional agencies share 

many of these characteristics and may be 

implemented through service agreements. 

They are more comprehensive and reflect 

a stronger philosophical commitment to 

regionalization than service agreements. 

While amalgamation remains controversial 

to many, it is the strongest commitment to 

regional identity. It is now being pursued 

more strategically and, often, through local 

rather than provincial initiatives. 

John Heseltine is a Senior Planner with 

Stantec Consulting Ltd. in Dartmouth, 

Nova Scotia. He has consulted on 

municipal governance in Atlantic Canada 

for more than 30 years.

PLAN CANADA | FALL • AUTOMNE 201826




