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Session:

Defining the Need - Current State



Conversation Starter
Defining the Need
DO WE HAVE A PROBLEM?

The state of Canada’s infrastructure is a hot topic. From collapsing overpasses to tainted drinking water to crumbling buildings and facilities, one can rarely open the newspaper or turn on the news without hearing about our growing infrastructure gap.  As stewards to much of this infrastructure, municipal governments are stationed on the front lines.  They are seemingly fighting a losing battle; trying to balance priorities and do more with less.  
Despite significant investment over the last decade, renewal has failed to keep pace with deterioration and continues to be a point of contention with the public and between levels of government.  It is clear that current thinking is insufficient to move us forward.  Is money all that matters?  Are we truly focused on the right things?

ARE WE FOCUSED ON THE RIGHT THING?

In many cases, current practice is driven by the past.  This year’s budget is based on last year, plus an increase for inflation or special projects.  We are focused on gathering information on our assets - condition, capacity - and renewing those that fall below a certain threshold.  But are we too "Asset Focused"?
By focusing on assets we are tending towards capital solutions to address our Infrastructure deficit.  But, are we making the best use of operational/ maintenance solutions to mitigate risk and the impact on the public of any infrastructure gap?  A dollar is a dollar, regardless of whether it’s spent on capital or operations.  Is this really an option?

Finally, where does the public fit with all of this?  Public infrastructure is meant to serve the public's needs, but do we really understand their service expectations?  Is there a common understanding of what is and will be delivered?  How does this guide us in what we do?

HOW ARE WE DOING?
What is a suitable level of service?  Are you willing to pay for it?  What is the trade off?  What is sustainable?  Until we are able to communicate infrastructure issues in these terms, we won't really be able to target investment where it matters most. 

Across Canada, municipalities are starting to actively engage citizens in this debate.  The most progressive have defined customer focused 

service metrics, and are using scientific surveys to actively measure the public's infrastructure expectations.  Once these have been established they will serve to establish formal service targets and guide informed decision- making.  
WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

While we've made good progress over this past decade, we are only part way through our sustainable infrastructure journey. Thanks to initiatives like the Technology Road Map, InfraGuide, and even PS-3150, many of the building blocks are already in place.  Organizations like the FCM, GFOA, CSA, NRC, CSCE, CNAM and now the NIS are all active infrastructure advocates.  By working together with these groups, government, industry and the research community can surely get us to our destination.   

Better management, citizen engagement, shifting program models, evolving financial vehicles and innovation will contribute and support our sustainable infrastructure agenda.  

QUESTIONS FOR THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION
1.
Are we too asset focused?

2.
Do we understand the public’s service expectations? Is there a common understanding of what is and will be delivered?  How does this guide us in what we do?

3.
What can be learned from those already defining customer service metrics and public infrastructure expectations?  How do we know which questions to ask?

4.
How can – or should – we better coordinate our efforts?

5.
How do we as elected officials, managers, and policy makers get involved?  How do we play our role in realizing infrastructure success? 
