
Terms of Reference 

Official Name 

The Committee shall be known as the CBRM Viability Study Steering Committee.  

Background 

The Cape Breton Regional Municipality (CBRM) was amalgamated in 1995 by way of a special act of the 

legislature. At the time, the eight municipalities located in Cape Breton County (Louisbourg, Dominion, 

New Waterford, Glace Bay, Sydney, Sydney Mines, North Sydney and The Municipality of the County of 

Sydney) were merged into a single unit. Prior to amalgamation, several of the individual municipalities 

had struggled financially for several years. In addition, in the lead up to amalgamation, a number of the 

municipalities made the decision to invest heavily in infrastructure, which led to the new amalgamated 

CBRM inheriting a high level of debt.  

Twenty-three years later, the CBRM is facing several real challenges and municipal representatives have 

been asking for a viability study in recent years. The Provincial Municipal Fiscal Review also included a 

recommendation (Recommendation 17) to conduct a joint viability review of the municipality. It is 

proposed that a performance audit and an evidence-based review of the strengths, weaknesses, and 

limitations of the CBRM’s tax base and tax rate structure be conducted. In January 2018, the 

Department of Municipal Affairs provided $224,000 for the purposes of rejoining the REN Program, and 

completing a viability study, among several other initiatives.  

The CBRM is experiencing a population decline at a rate of roughly 1% per year – a trend that has been 

occurring for at least a generation. As well, compared the Provincial average, the residents of the CBRM 

have lower average household incomes, participate less in the workforce, and face a higher rate of 

unemployment. They are also facing significant infrastructure challenges, as they manage a municipality 

that was originally built to meet the needs of a larger population, and at the same time, must make 

significant investments in new wastewater collection and treatment infrastructure to meet 

environmental regulations by 2040. Furthermore, the Capped Assessment Program (CAP) is responsible 

for distortions of the CBRM’s assessment base; shifting tax burdens, limiting the overall strength of the 

base, and tying growth largely to the Consumer Price Index.   

According to common financial metrics used by the Province to assess the health of municipalities, the 

CBRM has above average assessment base growth and they appear to have limited tax effort.  

Objectives and Deliverables 

The objective of this work is to oversee the development of a comprehensive and authoritative shared 

body of information from which decisions can be made about how to improve the overall viability of the 

CBRM’s circumstances in order to provide essential municipal services of reasonable quality at a 

reasonably comparable tax burden and effort.   

The deliverable shall be a comprehensive report that: 

- Describes the current state of the tax base, tax rate structure, tax burden and tax effort of the 

CBRM, at a service level, where possible.  



- Describes, with context, the other sources of revenue the CBRM collects and has access to. 

- Provides a value-for-money assessment of the CBRM’s budget expenditures along departmental 

and project/functional lines. 

- Explores of the degree to which the CBRM has consolidated and coordinated its operating, 

program and infrastructure expenditures, given its status as a regional municipality.  

- Describes, with appropriate context, of how the CBRM is positioned relative to comparable 

municipalities, along measures of tax base, commercial vs residential assessment, tax burden 

and tax effort, budget expenditures, and infrastructure deficit.  This work should consider the 

impact of the CAP. 

- Provide recommendations for potential changes to the tax structure, budget items, budgeting 

approach, municipal programs, operations, or governance necessary to improve the viability of 

the CBRM over the medium to long term. These recommendations should be informed both by 

jurisdictional work, value-for-money audit results, and financial/demographic modeling and 

information. After considering the impact of any recommendations put forward, commentary 

should be provided on the specific challenges facing the municipality as well as the state of the 

finances and the overall viability of the CBRM as an organization. There should also be a specific 

focus on whether the CBRM has access to adequate revenue to provide a reasonable level of 

quality services at a reasonable tax burden and effort for its residents.   

Members/Composition  

The Committee shall consist of: 

• 2 Provincial representatives from the Department of Municipal Affairs; 

• 5 Councillors from the CBRM Council; 

• 3 CBRM staff representatives; and  

• At least 2 representatives from the public at large 

Note: From time to time the Committee may invite subject experts and specialized resources to aid the 

committee in meeting its mandate. Persons other than Committee members may, with permission of 

the Committee, attend any meeting for the purpose of providing information, making a submission or 

providing feedback. Such persons may, with the permission of the Chair, speak on an issue but are not 

involved in the decision process. 

Reporting Structure 

A Project Steering Committee comprised of members of the Department of Municipal Affairs, the CBRM 

Council and staff, and members of the public, shall oversee the project. The Committee shall appoint a 

“Project Manager” as the primary liaison/contact with the successful proponent.  

The successful proponent will assemble a “Project Team” for this assignment and appoint a “Project 

Lead” who will liaise with and report to the Steering Committee through its Project Manager and/or the 

Steering Committee, as appropriate.  

Term of Membership 

1. This is an ad hoc committee; once the work is completed the term of office expires. 



2. The term of the work is anticipated to be complete by March 31, 2018.  

Meetings 

Every attempt will be made to schedule meetings at least 10 days in advance, meetings shall be as 

required.  

A face-to-face meeting can be cancelled by the meeting Chair if: 

 

• All issues on the agenda can be addressed by phone, fax, or e-mail consultations. 

• The meeting is purely for information sharing with no consensus building or 

• decision-making necessary and the same result can be achieved by sending e-mails to everyone. 

• The majority, especially provincial and public representatives, are not available for the meeting. 

• Bad weather or other unforeseen circumstances 

 

Attendance 

If committee members are unable to attend, they must notify the CBRM office. 

A member of the Committee, who without leave of the Committee, is absent for three consecutive 

regular meetings of the Committee may be requested by the Committee to vacate his/her position.  

Quorum 

A Quorum shall be 50 percent of Committee members with 1 Provincial representative and 1 member of 

the Public.  

Decision Making 

The members of the Committee shall make every effort to come to consensus during the decision-

making process. The Committee will use consensus decision making to facilitate better decisions 

through: 

• including the input of all Committee members; 

• including and respecting all parties, and generating as much agreement as possible; 

• setting the stage for greater cooperation in implementing the resulting decisions; 

• promoting atmosphere that fosters group cohesion and interpersonal connection. 

When the Committee members cannot reach an agreement, the Committee may have a motion put 

forth which requires a vote to be taken. Provincial representative support will be required for a vote to 

pass.  

 

 


