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Executive Summary 

Responding to the Government of New Brunswick’s Green Paper on Local Governance Reform 
released in April 2021, this report diagnoses the problems of the province’s existing system of local 
governance and proposes a solution that leverages existing assets to create a more equitable, 
democratic, responsive, and efficient local governance system. A reformed local governance system 
will help New Brunswickers confront difficult present and future economic and demographic 
challenges.  
 
The report begins by describing the current system of local governance in New Brunswick. 
Previous local governance reforms can be characterized as “provincial patching.” Since the 1960s, 
reforms have been layered onto existing arrangements without resolving their inherent problems:  

• the electoral disenfranchisement in unincorporated areas, 
• an inequitable distribution of tax burdens, 
• incentives to sprawl near urban centres, and 
• the overcentralization of authority at the provincial level. 

 
To date, New Brunswick has pursued two approaches to local governance reform: municipalization 
and regionalization. Municipalization entails the incorporation as municipalities of areas now 
directly administered by the province through the Local Service Districts. Only piecemeal 
institutional restructuring has occurred over the past 25 years. Exemplified by the Regional 
Service Commissions and the earlier District Planning Commission, regionalization involves the 
creation of new bodies to coordinate municipal activities and deliver services in unincorporated 
areas. Neither approach has been pursued to its logical conclusion. 
 
This report recommends strengthening the Regional Service Commissions along the lines of 
British Columbia’s regional districts—multi-purpose bodies that have coordinated service delivery 
and land-use planning in that province since the 1960s. The report outlines the history of regional 
districts, describes their key features, and shows how they could be implemented in New 
Brunswick through modest reforms to the existing Regional Service Commissions. We call this 
approach representative regionalization because it would strengthen local government, give a 
democratic voice to the 30% of New Brunswickers who live outside of incorporated 
municipalities, and distribute costs and benefits more equitably within regional housing and labour 
markets. Importantly, representative regionalization would be minimally disruptive to existing 
institutions and longstanding practices—indeed, much less disruptive than other potential options 
such as forced municipal incorporation and amalgamation. Representative regionalization is not a 
centralizing move. Rather, it would enhance local autonomy by empowering local democratic 
institutions to make decisions in the interest of their communities.  
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1. Introduction 

On November 16, 1965, Premier Louis Robichaud rose in the New Brunswick legislature to 
announce a far-reaching restructuring of taxation and expenditure, local government institutions, 
and the provincial-local relationship (Robichaud 1965). His government’s goal was to redress 
profound inequalities between the province’s many communities. He called on citizens to put 
aside parochialism: “We must all, I suggest, begin to think and act like a Province of 600,000 
people rather than continuing to segregate ourselves according to economic advantage or precise 
geographic location” (5). Many of the institutional and fiscal changes brought about by 
Robichaud’s Equal Opportunity reforms remain in effect today with little modification. 
 
As the government’s recent Green Paper on local governance reform suggests, New Brunswick is 
again “at a crossroads” (New Brunswick 2021, 1). As in 1965, the government is concerned about 
several core issues, namely that:  

• there are too many small units of government that lack the administrative and fiscal 
capacity to deliver services efficiently, 

• there is growing inequity in the level of services available to New Brunswickers in 
different parts of the province, 

• there is insufficient coordination of land-use planning and service delivery around the 
larger urban centres, and 

• there is a democratic deficit in unincorporated areas, which lack elected representation in 
local governments.  

 
Fifty years ago the government was concerned with challenges associated with growth. Today it 
confronts problems associated with slow population, economic, and productivity growth; an ageing 
population; and an expanding urban-rural economic divide. A reformed local governance system 
will be an essential part of the response to these challenges.  
 
In this report, we argue that New Brunswick has reached the limit of what can be accomplished 
by what we call “provincial patching”—piecemeal reforms and one-off initiatives. At the same 
time, we suggest that local governance reform need not entail the costly and disruptive 
reconstruction of local government institutions through imposed incorporations and 
amalgamations. Instead, we propose realizing the full potential of New Brunswick’s existing assets: 
an efficient and effective system of provincial-local fiscal transfers and the existing multi-purpose 
regional bodies known as Regional Service Commissions. We call this direction representative 
regionalization because it addresses the issues identified above—capacity-building, inequity, 
coordination, and the democratic deficit—at the regional scale.  
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Figure (.*: Administrative boundaries and settlement patterns  

 
New Brunswick is governed by 104 incorporated municipalities and 236 Local Service Districts which 
are coordinated by 12 Regional Service Commissions. Most of the population lives in incorporated 
municipalities, which are mostly located on major waterways and along the coasts. Higher, more 
urban, population densities are shaded in red; lower, more rural, population densities are shaded in 
green. 
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2. The Context 

Before offering directions for local governance reform, we first take stock of New Brunswick’s 
context: its distinctive settlement pattern, local governance institutions, and provincial-local fiscal 
relations. We then present an overview of the past fifty years of local governance reform. We 
conclude the contextual discussion by surveying the economic and demographic challenges New 
Brunswick faces.  

The settlement pattern 

New Brunswick is a small province in terms of population and territory. At 775,000, the province’s 
population is slightly larger than that of Mississauga, Ontario. Half the provincial population lives 
in only three urban centres: Moncton, Saint John, and Fredericton. Even the largest of the 
province’s cities is small compared to midsize cities and large municipalities elsewhere in the 
country. The province’s other urban settlements are mostly located on major waterways or the 
coasts, and the rest of the population is thinly spread elsewhere. (See Figure 2.1.) 

Local governance institutions 

New Brunswick’s local governance system is complex, featuring multiple types of units with 
different powers and responsibilities. (See Table 2.1.) Most of the 104 incorporated municipalities 
in which 70% of New Brunswickers live have small populations.1 The median municipal 
population is only 1,400. Smallness has both advantages and disadvantages. While small local 
governments are potentially highly responsive to local preferences and needs, their modest fiscal 
and administrative capacities render them dependent on the provincial government to perform 
everyday tasks (New Brunswick 2021, 11–12). 
 
Unlike in most provinces, a substantial proportion of the population—30%—lives outside the 
jurisdiction of incorporated municipalities. In British Columbia and Newfoundland and Labrador, 
residents of unincorporated areas mostly inhabit remote areas (McKendy 2017, 28). In New 
Brunswick, by contrast, many of these residents live near or within urban areas. Many of the fastest 
growing unincorporated areas are adjacent to the larger municipalities (Finn 2008, 16, 48). 
Residents of unincorporated areas lack local electoral representation and are directly administered 
by the provincial government through 236 Local Service Districts (LSDs). As prescribed by 
s. 161(1) of the Local Governance Act, LSDs provide a variety of mandated local services, including 
policing and fire protection, emergency measures, solid waste collection and disposal, property 
standards enforcement, street lighting, and animal control. LSD residents may petition to assume 

 

1. In this report, “municipalities” refers to incorporated local government entities with directly elected councils. 
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other matters, such as the management of local recreational facilities. These too are small entities; 
the largest LSD has 9,736 residents, the smallest only 5, and the median 693.  
 
Superimposed on the incorporated municipalities and LSDs are 12 Regional Service 
Commissions (RSCs) governed by boards of directors comprising the mayors of member 
municipalities and appointed representatives of unincorporated areas. As incorporated entities, 
RSCs are similar to municipalities in that they have the power to buy and sell property, enter into 
contracts, hire and fire staff, and so on. Created in 2013, these bodies are mandated to “provide or 
facilitate the provision” of regional planning and solid waste services to their constituent entities 
and manage land-use planning within unincorporated areas. They may also take on additional 
functions with the agreement of their members. The legislation calls for them to “encourage and 
facilitate cooperative action” regarding policing, emergency management planning, regional 
cultural and athletic facilities, and shared-services arrangements, though action in these policy areas 
typically requires provincial intervention. The province has recently been interested in promoting 
the regionalization of policing (Ibrahim 2019). To date, few RSCs have expanded their activities 
beyond their core mandated functions. According to their official websites, five are involved in 
tourism promotion, two contribute funding to regional airports, one administers dog control, and 
one coordinates affordable housing. The province also established a separate entity in 1998, the 
Saint John Regional Facilities Commission, to cost-share facilities operated by the City of Saint 
John at the regional scale (New Brunswick 2019). While this entity predates the Fundy RSC, it 
could logically be folded into it.  
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Figure O.J: Maximum, minimum, and average tax rates for municipalities and 
unincorporated areas, by RSC 

 
Notes: “M” indicates municipalities; “U” indicates unincorporated areas (LSDs). For units where 
municipalities and LSDs are divided into subareas with different tax rates, the rates are averaged. 
Regional Municipalities and Rural Communities are excluded because different tax rates are levied in 
subareas. BIA levies and user fees are not included.  

 
In a regional district-style system, a uniform tax rate would be levied within each unincorporated 
electoral area. This tax rate would reflect the combination of regional services in which the 
electoral area participates. While drawing the boundaries of the new electoral areas and RSC 
service areas would not be a trivial matter, the fact that the range of tax rates among LSDs is fairly 
small within most RSCs—on the order of ±20%—suggests that it is feasible. Electoral area 
boundaries could be adjusted over time as service areas change. Municipalities would maintain 
their current ability to set tax rates for local services through the local democratic process.  
 
The efficiency gains of centralized provincial collection of property taxes from residents would 
remain intact. Much as municipalities do today, RSC boards would set tax rates for the services 
they provide within their defined service areas. The difference is that inhabitants of unincorporated 
areas would now have a transparent and democratically accountable means of determining service 
levels and the tax rates to finance them: elected representation on RSC boards. 
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6. Representative Regionalization: Delivering the Promise 

Through this thought experiment we have sketched out a potential future for local governance in 
New Brunswick: representative regionalization. This future is evolutionary, not revolutionary. The 
foundation, plumbing, and wiring are already in place in the form of the Regional Service 
Commissions, centralized property tax collection, and provincial core and equalization grants to 
localities. The next step is to deliver on the democratic potential of the RSCs by enfranchising 
residents of unincorporated areas and enabling RSC boards to define service areas and associated 
tax rates. 
 
Unlike Jean-Guy Finn’s recommendations in 2008, we do not propose a comprehensive 
restructuring of local government. A “big bang” municipalization of unincorporated areas and 
redrawing of existing municipal boundaries would likely be a costly and conflictual endeavour. 
Implementing British Columbia’s regional district model would resolve the basic problems of the 
current system while being minimally disruptive. The high transition costs of municipal mergers 
are avoided. Unincorporated areas may remain so. RSC boards could remain about the same size 
as they are now.  
 
The real transformation would be with how unincorporated areas are represented and governed, 
how decisions regarding local service delivery are made, and how larger municipalities are 
incentivized to participate in regional institutions. Let us return to the four issues highlighted in 
Section 3 of this report. 
 
1. Democracy for unincorporated areas. For the first time in generations, unincorporated 
areas would gain directly elected local representation in proportion to population, giving them 
democratic control over service levels and tax rates. The financing and administration of services to 
unincorporated areas by a democratically elected regional authority, rather than by the provincial 
government, would increase the transparency and accountability of taxing and spending decisions.  
The weighted and unweighted voting strength formulas would ensure fair representation of 
member units when decisions are made. The use of proportional formulas rather than arbitrary 
numbers is key to the acceptability of regional district governance in British Columbia. We would 
expect the same in New Brunswick. 
 
2. Greater tax fairness for urban, exurban, and rural residents alike. Regional 
infrastructure systems and services would be financed from a regional tax base at rates set by 
democratically elected local representatives. Flexible service area boundaries would mean that 
residents pay in proportion to, and their representatives only make decisions on, the services they 
receive. Regionalization would reduce current fiscal incentives to sprawling development around 
the province’s larger urban centres. If tax rates paid by residents more accurately reflect the cost of 
services received, including those offered by neighbouring jurisdictions, the differential in tax rates 
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between cities and adjacent jurisdictions would narrow. Exurbanites would no longer be able to 
free ride on city infrastructure and therefore be subsidized by city taxpayers.  
 
We acknowledge that this approach will shift the incidence of the property tax. Some may pay 
higher rates while others pay less, but we cannot identify which with any certainty based on this 
proposal. Property tax rates and amounts paid are not isolated from other factors, including the 
potential to move from rates to user fees for some services, adjustments to property classification 
and associated tax ratios, which services are regionalized, and how service area boundaries may be 
drawn. The key innovation, however, is the establishment of a more transparent and accountable 
relationship between taxes paid and service received. In particular, residents of unincorporated 
areas would for the first time participate in democratic, public decision-making processes to 
determine how to pay for the levels of services they desire. While tax changes may be disruptive 
for some property owners, the province would also continue to make equalization grants to 
compensate for variation in tax capacity and provide property tax relief to low-income residents, 
and federal and provincial social programs and income tax systems will continue to provide 
support to low-income households.  
 
3. More orderly and cost-efficient growth around urban centres. No boundaries are 
perfect, but the RSCs generally encompass regional labour and housing markets. (The most 
obvious exception is the division between RSC 9, which contains Saint John, and RSC 8, which 
contains what are effectively suburbs.) It therefore makes sense to regionalize decision-making 
regarding land-use planning and the administration and financing of infrastructure and services. 
Linking infrastructure and service planning and operations to land-use goals at the regional scale 
would produce more orderly and efficient urban development patterns in and around New 
Brunswick’s larger urban centres. In the long run, more efficient urban development would lower 
long-term capital and operating costs, and ultimately tax and fee rates. 
 
4. More creative and effective governance, closer to the people. There are good historical 
reasons why New Brunswick governance is so centralized, but there are also good reasons for 
devolution today. As we noted at the beginning of this report, New Brunswick’s many localities 
face diverse economic and social challenges. Responding to these challenges requires unlocking 
local creativity. This proposal does so by empowering localities to set their priorities through 
transparent and accountable democratic processes. Enfranchising the 30% of New Brunswickers 
who today have no local representation while reinforcing the capacity of RSCs to make and 
deliver democratically decided policies would mobilize local potential to address pressing problems 
at an appropriate geographic scale: that of the regional housing and labour market. 
 
Devolution does not mean leaving localities to their own fates. In the spirit of Equal Opportunity, 
the provincial government must continue to support low-revenue-capacity communities with 
equalization grants. It makes sense for a small province like New Brunswick to maintain 
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centralized property tax collection and assessment. This is not only administratively efficient; it also 
enables the province to redistribute revenue to support struggling areas. Provincial equalization 
grants would continue to flow to municipalities as they do today. The difference would be that 
provincial fiscal support for service provision in unincorporated areas would be transferred to 
RSCs, where its expenditure would be subject to local accountability. 
 
Importantly, representative regionalization is compatible with municipal reform—the annexation 
of unincorporated areas to cities, towns, and villages; the incorporation of unincorporated areas; 
and the amalgamation of municipalities—but does not require it. There are no doubt many places 
across the province where annexation, incorporation, or amalgamation would result in more 
efficient planning and service delivery, and better representation for residents. Nothing in this 
proposal stops provincial and local governments from pursuing these possibilities, hopefully in a 
cooperative manner. However, the selective regionalization of planning and service delivery, 
coupled with democratic participation by all residents, may make such disruptive institutional 
changes less necessary, as it has in British Columbia.  
 
There are of course many details to be resolved in implementing such a proposal, including 
devising formulas for RSC board representation, defining electoral area and service area 
boundaries, and modeling the effects of regional service delivery on tax rates and fiscal 
equalization to ensure an orderly transition. Nevertheless, we believe that the near- and long-term 
benefits are worth it, and that the costs would be less than imposing comprehensive 
municipalization and reorganization of municipal boundaries.  
 
Some may see regionalization as a centralizing move. In fact, it is directed toward local 
empowerment and the expansion of local democracy and autonomy. Back in 1965, Premier 
Robichaud argued that the centralizing elements of Equal Opportunity would not diminish local 
autonomy: “Do the proposals we are making truly reduce local autonomy? I contend that they do 
not. I contend, rather, that we are giving them greater scope, greater authority and greater financial 
soundness to cope with the true functions of local government” (11). He went on to say that “This 
Government recognizes that, today, all citizens, whether they own property or rent, have an equal 
interest in public affairs and pay an equal share of the cost. They deserve an equal voice” (13). 
From the vantage point of 2021, we conclude that, as implemented, Equal Opportunity enabled 
the former at the expense of the latter.  
 
Representative regionalization would deliver on Robichaud’s promise of a local government 
system that supports, rather than diminishes, local democracy and creative problem-solving. It 
would do so by giving locally controlled bodies the powers and resources necessary to meet 
today’s and tomorrow’s demands and challenges. New Brunswickers deserve nothing less. 
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Appendix A: Representation in B.C. Regional Districts 

  PPooppuullaattiioonn  ((22002200))    NNuummbbeerr  ooff  UUnniittss  RReepprreesseennttaattiioonn  

RReeggiioonnaall  DDiissttrriicctt  IInnccoorrpp..  UUnniinncc..  TToottaall  VVoottiinngg  
UUnniitt  IInnccoorrpp..  EElleeccttoorraall  

AArreeaass  IInnddiigg..  DDiirreeccttoorrss  SSttrreennggtthh  

Alberni-Clayoquot 23,523  10,362  33,885  2,000  3 6 4 14 23 

Bulkley-Nechako 19,795  19,918  39,713  3,000  8 7 0 15 19 

Capital  397,939  27,564  425,503  5,000  13 3 0 24 86 

Cariboo 24,158  41,417  65,575  2,500  4 12 0 16 32 

Central Coast 0   3,565    3,565  1,500  0 5 0 5 5 

Central Kootenay 30,929  32,982  63,911  2,500  9 11 0 20 35 

Central Okanagan   204,058  18,690  222,748  4,000  4 2 0 13 52 

Columbia-Shuswap 34,871  22,028  56,899  2,500  4 6 0 11 27 

Comox 48,602  25,062  73,664  1,500  3 3 0 10 47 

Cowichan Valley 50,286  40,490  90,776  2,000  4 9 0 15 48 

East Kootenay 47,502  18,280  65,782  2,500  9 6 0 16 31 

Fraser Valley  314,766  20,463  335,229  5,000  6 8 0 23 68 

Fraser-Fort George  87,845  16,130  103,975  4,000  4 7 0 14 30 

Kitimat-Stikine 22,731  17,190  39,921  2,000  5 6 0 12 26 

Kootenay-Boundary 22,765  10,665  33,430  2,500  8 5 0 13 19 

Metro Vancouver 2,709,027  28,474  2,737,501  20,000  21 1 1 40 134 

Mount Waddington   7,929    3,841  11,770   600  4 4 0 9 22 

Nanaimo  128,070  43,920  171,990  2,500  4 7 0 19 68 

North Coast 15,479    3,935  19,414  2,000  5 4 0 10 15 

North Okanagan 72,038  20,146  92,184  2,500  6 5 0 14 41 

Okanagan-Similkameen 65,133  24,924  90,057  1,800  6 8 0 18 54 

Peace River 43,722  23,562  67,284  3,000  7 4 0 12 27 

Qathet 13,886    7,338  21,224  2,000  1 5 1 7 13 

Squamish-Lillooet 40,456    6,907  47,363  2,000  4 4 0 10 25 

Strathcona 38,223  11,085  49,308  1,500  5 4 0 13 34 

Sunshine Coast 16,398  15,325  31,723  2,000  2 5 1 9 20 

Thompson-Nicola   122,625  24,807  147,432  3,250  11 10 0 26 52 

TToottaall  44,,660022,,775566  553399,,007700  55,,114411,,882266  nn//aa  116600  115577  77  440088  11,,005533  

AAvveerraaggee  117700,,446622  1199,,996666  119900,,443388  33,,117722  66  66  00  1155  3399  

MMeeddiiaann  4400,,445566  1199,,991188  6655,,557755  22,,550000  55  55  00  1144  3311  

Note: In this summary, Indigenous units comprise Treaty First Nations and Indigenous Government 
Districts.  

Source: British Columbia (2017).  
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