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SETTING THE COURSE FOR CANADA’S NEXT
GENERATION OF WATER INFRASTRUCTURE
According to the 2016 Canadian Infrastructure Report Card, 29 percent of Canada’s drinking
water infrastructure and 35 percent of wastewater infrastructure is in fair to very poor
condition.1 The backlog of repairs and upgrades to these critical community assets is
estimated at $88.5 billion.2 These issues clearly matter to the public. RBC’s 2016 Water
Attitudes survey found that after health care, Canadians believe water services should be the
next top priority for government infrastructure funding.3
The Government of Canada is investing over $180 billion in infrastructure over the coming
decade.4 This “infrastructure moment” presents an unparalleled opportunity to set the course
for Canada’s next generation of urban water infrastructure. With smart, strategic investments
and well-designed regulations aligned around a vision of sustainability, resilience and innovation,
the Government of Canada’s infrastructure plan can address the backlog of repairs and upgrades
to urban water systems, advance efforts to build sustainable and climate resilient communities,
and position Canada as a leader in the $500 billion global water technology and services market.5
This policy brief outlines three key strategies to advance urban water sustainability and
proposes a package of policy recommendations to accelerate and scale up their implementation
across Canada. The brief summarizes a larger report of the same name, which is available at
http://www.flowcanada.org/our-work. The report and brief build from a roundtable discussion
with Canada’s Minister of Infrastructure and Communities hosted by the Southern Ontario
Water Consortium (SOWC), Water Technology Acceleration Project (WaterTAP) and the Ontario
Clean Water Agency (OCWA) in June 2016. Recommendations from that event are available at:
https://sowc.ca/strategic-recommendations-for-infrastructure-funding/.

THREE STRATEGIES TO ADVANCE URBAN
WATER SUSTAINABILITY
Across Canada, cities and towns are shifting the emphasis of water management from
large-scale infrastructure expansion projects toward approaches that focus on making the most
of existing assets by applying innovative technologies and practices. This shift is resulting in a
range of benefits including: reductions in energy use and greenhouse gas emissions, improved
wastewater treatment, enhanced resilience to climate change, cost savings, and protection of
local rivers, lakes and groundwater.
Three key strategies lie at the heart of this shift in approach:
1.	
Getting the most out of existing assets. Maximizing the performance of existing
infrastructure is typically the most sustainable and cost-effective means for
municipalities to increase the quality of water and wastewater services. Through a
combination of performance-based asset management, comprehensive water efficiency
and conservation programs, and optimization of wastewater facilities, communities
can delay – and in many cases eliminate – the need for costly new infrastructure and at
the same time reduce energy consumption, lower greenhouse gas emissions, and save
money on operating costs.
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2. I nvesting in living green infrastructure. Communities are increasingly turning
to living green infrastructure, including healthy urban streams and forests
and human-designed elements like constructed wetlands, retention ponds and
bioswales, to build resilience to climate change. By slowing down runoff and
absorbing or retaining pollutants, living green infrastructure buffers impacts
of high intensity precipitation events by mitigating damaging flood waters and
reducing pollution reaching rivers, lakes and oceans. Studies have estimated that
living green infrastructure that performs as good as or better than traditional
solutions costs 5 to 30 percent less to construct and about 25 percent less to
maintain over its life cycle.6
3.	
Accelerating uptake of innovative technologies and practices. World leaders
in urban water sustainability are setting bold targets for nutrient recovery,
water reuse, greenhouse gas reductions and net zero energy use. By putting in
place the right financial incentives and regulatory regimes, the Government of
Canada can play a critical role in creating the conditions needed to accelerate
implementation of innovative technologies and solutions that will advance urban
water sustainability in Canada and boost our growing clean water technology and
services sector.

RECOMMENDATIONS: CREATING THE CONDITIONS
FOR TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE
By implementing the following recommendations in a coordinated manner, the
Government of Canada can play a leading role in creating the conditions to accelerate and
scale up urban water sustainability across the country as it designs and rolls out Phase 2
of its 10-year infrastructure plan.
1. I nclude project assessment criteria that prioritize and promote sustainability,
resilience and innovation. Funding for major water and wastewater
infrastructure projects should be conditional on the following prerequisites:
		 • Performance-based asset management, wastewater optimization and
comprehensive water conservation and efficiency programs that stretch the
capacity of existing assets and minimize, delay or eliminate the need for
new or expanded infrastructure.
		 • Targets for and tracking of key performance indicators including
energy use, greenhouse emissions, combined sewer overflow events and
other parameters.
		 • Demonstration that proposed projects would withstand and be efficient
under future climate conditions.
		 • Incorporation of living green infrastructure and innovative technologies
into infrastructure plans and projects.
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2.	
Create dedicated funding streams to support municipalities in implementing
strategies that prioritize and promote sustainability, resilience and innovation.
Allocate dedicated funding to support:
		 • Performance-based asset management, wastewater optimization and water
conservation and efficiency programs;
		 • Living green infrastructure for stormwater management;
		 • Uptake of innovative technologies and practices for water reuse and energy
generation and nutrient recovery from wastewater.
3.	
Modernize existing Wastewater Systems Effluent Regulations in ways that
stimulate and drive sustainability, resilience and innovation. Specific reforms
should include:
		 • Mandating performance targets and measures that are based on fully
optimized wastewater treatment facilities;
		 • Broadening the number of “deleterious substances” and include requirements
for contingency planning for wastewater treatment systems that may have to
be upgraded to deal with new and emerging contaminants.
		 • Move beyond minimum standards to include performance-based standards
supported by tools such as effluent charges that promote and reward
innovation and optimization.
		 • Target-setting requirements and incentives for nutrient recovery, water reuse,
greenhouse gas reduction, net zero energy use and other innovative, cutting
edge solutions and approaches.
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Bringing together past political leaders, former officials with federal and provincial
governments, and senior staff of respected research institutes and non-governmental
organizations, FLOW has been working for over a decade to secure the health of Canada’s
fresh water. We convene leading thinkers, provide critical analysis and commentary, and
engage with governments to advance progressive public policies and influence important
decisions about the future of our most precious resource.

FLOW is a project on Tides Canada’s shared platform, which supports efforts to create
uncommon solutions for the common good. Tides Canada is a national Canadian charity
dedicated to a healthy environment, social equity, and economic prosperity. Tides Canada’s
shared platform provides governance, human resources, financial, and grant management
for leading environmental and social projects across Canada, allowing projects to more
effectively achieve their missions.
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