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Town of Coaldale4

The Town of Coaldale presented it’s first comparative analysis report to the community at the December 19, 2019 Council meeting. Leading up to that report, the 

Town had determined that, as an organization, they wanted to go above-and-beyond what other similar municipalities were doing in terms of financial reporting 

as well as in terms of analyzing its operations. To do so, and to communicate that information effectively to its residents and businesses, the Town elected to 

engage in an exercise not typically undertaken at the municipal level, and instead borrowed a tool from the private sector which has been dubbed the annual 

Comparative Analysis. What follows in this document is the report for the 2020 year, which analyzes the most recent available published data from municipalities 

and the Federal and Provincial government on a number of topics in order to compare Coaldale operations to other similarly sized municipalities, as well as it's 

most direct neighbours in Lethbridge County and the City of Lethbridge.

The purposes of the benchmarking exercise is to move away from only analyzing Coaldale's current performance compared to previous years, and instead to look 

at the organization through the lens of how it stacks up to it's peers. The report provides a number of statistics that should help elected officials, staff, residents, 

business owners, and anyone else who is interested get a better sense of how the Town operation is run. None of these statistics provide 100% clarity on any 

particular issue and shouldn’t be interpreted that way; for example the report recognizes that every municipality provides a slightly different service level or 

faces it's own unique challenges or circumstances. With that said, on aggregate the information in this report provides a good snapshot of how the Town as an 

organization is operated.

The intention of this report is to look ideally at the same municipalities every year; the Town selected 6 municipalities at the outset of this exercise that are similar 

to it in size, and also considers Lethbridge County and the City of Lethbridge given that they are the Town's direct neighbours. Some statistics are admittedly 

more relevant based on municipality size (such as operating expenditures) whereas others are arguably more important on a regional basis (such as comparing 

mill rates). Generally speaking the Town’s position is that the two most “important” municipalities to consider are Taber (as the Town's nearest similarly sized 

“competitor” for growth and development) and Blackfalds (as a similarly sized growing, largely residential municipality located just outside of Red Deer).

 

What is the Town of Coaldale Comparative Analysis?
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The Town believes that the information in this document is an important tool for analyzing organizational performance, along with the many other documents 

that are produced every year, such as the Operating and Capital budgets, the Audited Financial Statement, and the Annual Report. This document is simply 

intended to provide additional context to give the reader a better sense of how the Town is run compared to other similar operations; it's not something other 

municipalities typically do, but the Town of Coaldale believes it is important none-the-less.

 



The sheer volume of data available through documents like audited financial statements, Statistics Canada reports, and provincial equalized assessment 

publications makes it possible to develop any number of metrics for evaluating a municipal operation. To simplify it's approach, and in order to avoid being 

seen as “cherry-picking” statistics that happen to reflect favourably on the Town in a given year, the Town believes it is important for the Town to engage in this 

comparative exercise every year, and also for the Town to remain as consistent as possible in terms of what metrics are considered on a year-over-year basis. The 

first report looked at four benchmarks in its first analysis presented in December 2019:

What Information is Considered in the Report?

Benchmark 1: Operational Expenditures and Revenues

Benchmark 2: Taxations & Assessment

Benchmark 3: Assessment Growth (2015-2021)

Benchmark 4: Population Growth (2015-2019)
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For year 2 of the report, the information remains largely consistent year over year, with two changes: 

First, the report adjusts the “salaries as percentage of revenue” statistic to reflect tax revenue rather than total revenue, on the basis that total revenue fluctuates 

substantially year-over-year due to one-off items like land sales, whereas tax revenue tends to be relatively consistent in line with what is typical for salaries. This 

change provides a more useful metric by which to measure yearly salary expenses across municipalities. For example, a massive increase in land sales one year, 

driving up revenue for that year alone, would grossly alter the “salaries as a % of revenue” statistic to suggest a more conservative operating plan than is likely the 

case. Comparing spending on salaries, which is unlikely to change substantially yearover-year, makes more sense to benchmark against another relatively stable 

revenue source such as tax revenue.

Second, the second iteration of the report adds a fifth benchmark due to consistent requests heardMfrom the community: Benchmark 5 is “Executive Compen-

sation” and compares CAO and Council/ Mayor total compensation information between municipalities. This metric shows how Coaldale’s Chief Administrative 

Officer, Mayor, and Councilors are compensated relative to their peers; it provides no judgment on whether this compensation approach is correct or not, rather it 

simply clarifies on a purely factual basis how compensation for these positions has been administered relative to other nearby and similarly sized municipalities.
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This benchmark considers information on all municipalities with respect to their total annual operating expenses as identified in their most recent audited 

financial statement, and then also provides a per capita calculation for that value to provide a clearer comparison for the reader.

Within that expense the report also consider salaries, wages, and benefits as outlined in those financial statements, which are also broken out on a per capita 

basis. Finally, the report looks at total revenue for the municipality – this is all the money the municipality brings in from taxation, fees, and other sources, as well 

as that revenue on a per capita basis. All data found in this benchmark, and all other benchmark, comes directly from audited (and published) sources such as 

municipal annual financial reports. These reports are available on municipal websites or can be obtained from Alberta Municipal Affairs, who reviews the financial 

information submitted to it every year.

Benchmark 1: Operating Expenses
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Salaries/Wages/Benefits as a component of municipal spending is an issue that is consistently raised in the public as a source of concern; this is 

true in Coaldale as it is in most municipalities, and it makes sense that it is scrutinized given that it represents a significant portion of municipal 

operating budgets. In terms of how Coaldale compares on this metric, we are the lowest spending in terms of salaries and wages, in fact we are 

more than 10% lower than the second lowest municipality on a per capita basis.  Adjusted for population, Coaldale spends about 17.5% less than 

Blackfalds and about 50% less than Taber.  Part of that can be explained by differences in organizational structure: for example, Taber includes 

policing in salaries & wages, whereas policing is considered under contracted services in Coaldale.  With that in mind, Coaldale also compares 

favorably in terms of expenditures on contracted services to Taber, with Coaldale spending $423/person vs. Taber at $634/person in the most 

recent published financial year.

Coaldale is the lowest spending municipality in the group in terms of operating spending on a per capita basis.  On top of that, Coaldale also has 

the lowest total revenues, which means that across all sources Coaldale takes in the least from residents and businesses by way of taxes, fees, 

licenses, etc.  This provides some clarity in terms of whether the Town is operated as a high revenue – high spend organization or a low revenue 

– low spend organization.  Without question Coaldale is on the low revenue low spend end of the spectrum relative to its peers.  

There is a substantial volume of information to consider in comparing these values - keeping in mind that all of the data comes from financial statements that 

are audited by accredited third party accounting firms, published by municipalities, and provided as a report to the province.  What does this information tell us 

in terms of Coaldale’s operation?  

The analysis also considers expenditures relative to revenues, instead of relative to population. This metric fundamentally considers what portion 

of available revenues are spent on day-to-day operations vs. other considerations like long term capital investment, or savings.  By this metric, 

Coaldale is approximately middle of the pack, largely due to substantially lower revenues relative to our peers.  The analysis also compares salary 

expenses to only tax revenue (rather than total revenue), the reasoning here being that tax revenues, like salaries, are relatively stable and total 

revenue includes items like land sales that fluctuate substantially from year to year.  On this basis, even with lower tax revenues, it is clear that 

Coaldale is near the bottom of the peer group, with only Lethbridge County being lower by this metric.

1

2

3
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Taxation is an issue that is, without question, at the forefront of any consideration of a municipal operation. Property taxes paid by residents and businesses are 

the proverbial lifeblood of the organization, supporting ongoing operating expenses as well as helping to fund construction of new capital projects. Property 

taxes are collected by establishing a “mill rate” that is then applied equally to all similar types of properties. The mill rate is multiplied by the assessed value of the 

property to determine how much tax is owed in a given year. Every year properties are assessed for their current value based on the standard Provincial system 

for determining property values by a professional assessor - a company that the Town contracts with to make those determinations. If residents or businesses 

disagree with the valuation applied to their property, they have the ability to appeal that determination with the assessment review board; the mill rate is applied 

consistently to all properties, with one mill rate for residential properties, another for non-residential properties (commercial or industrial buildings). Municipalities 

also have the option of applying their non-residential mill rate to machinery & equipment in non-residential properties. Coaldale DOES NOT apply a tax to 

machinery & equipment for its businesses; other municipalities that are reviewed in this report, such as Taber and Lethbridge County, apply tax to equipment 

in addition to land and buildings.

BENCHMARK 2: TAXATION AND ASSESMENT  
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In terms of total assessment, Coaldale struggles in terms of having a relatively low non-residential tax base; this means that substantially more of its total tax 

revenue needs to be derived from residents to support its operation. Coaldale’s approach to remedying this situation has been to focus on attracting

new business to Town and support the expansion of existing operations; a tactic that is reflected in the results shown later in the report in benchmark 3. In terms 

of the impact of this reality on taxes, it is reflected in the Town’s residential mill rate being in the middle of the comparative pack, compared to a nonresidential 

rate amongst the lowest in the peer group. The end result of this is a total “per-capita net taxes” value in the lower end of the peer group, with only Ponoka being 

substantially lower while Taber, Edson, Drumheller, and Lethbridge are all substantially higher



Because mill rate adjustments tend to be gradual, it is helpful to look at adjustments over a period of time to better understand how municipalities are managing 

their approach to taxation. Provided here is information showing residential mill rates over a 4 year term (which is the length of a Council term). The bad news here 

is that during this period, Coaldale began as the highest residential mill rate jurisdiction (9th out of 9). The good news however is that by the end of the period 

Coaldale has improved by 3 positions, moving into to the 6th position. This improvement is reasonably projected to continue to improve in the next year's report 

as the Town has continued to make lower taxes a priority for periods beyond what is captured in this data.

This improvement in Coaldale's relative tax position is due in large part to an organizational focus on trying to achieve no net residential tax increases over a 3 

year period, which is reflected in a mill rate that actually decreased by 0.65% over the 4 year span, compared to the average for the group that saw an increase of

7.15% over the same period. Coaldale was in fact the only municipality in the group that saw a decrease in mill rate over the entire period, with the majority of 

comparable municipalities increasing mill rates by over 8% during that time.
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With respect to the commercial and industrial rates, you can see that Coaldale sits in the middle of the pack in terms of the overall group at 5th out of 9. It should 

be noted, however, that comparison of tax rates in terms of attracting industry should be weighted towards comparisons vs. direct competitors in the business 

space (the region). The two major competitors with which Coaldale is competing from a business attraction standpoint are Lethbridge and Taber, and in both 

instances Coaldale’s rates are significantly lower. It should also be noted that 4 of the 9 municipalities in the comparator group (Taber, Innisfail, Drumheller, and 

Lethbridge County) have a tax on Machinery & Equipment in addition to a general tax on land & building, which is a source of taxation that Coaldale does not have. 

Similar to the residential side, Coaldale is performing well in terms of how non-residential rates are trending over a 4 year term, with a 0.83% reduction in mill rate 

over that period compared to an average increase of 4.37% for the group. Only one municipality (Edson) outperformed Coaldale by this metric.
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Assessment growth is an examination of how the assets which support property taxes are growing (or shrinking) in value over a given period. These “assets” are 

not Town owned infrastructure, but rather the property owned by individuals and businesses within the town, including both land values as well as the values of 

buildings. These figures used to compare between municipalities are drawn from the Province of Alberta’s equalized assessment report, which is published and 

made available to the general public annually.

Assessment growth occurs either where property values are increasing due to an increase in general market values, or where new development/construction 

occurs. Growth in assessment, generally, is considered to be positive for municipalities as it can be an indicator that the municipality is seeing new investment 

and/or a strong market for existing real estate.

BENCHMARK 3: ASSESMENT GROWTH
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Based on provincial assessment information, the Town of Coaldale is seeing extremely positive results in terms of both residential assessment growth as well 

as non-residential assessment growth over this period.  In recent years, the Town has devoted significant attention to growing the non-residential assessment 

base, a metric in which it ranks 3rd overall in this peer group, though when adjusting for population moves into second behind only Edson.  In terms of total 

assessment growth, the Town of Coaldale likewise places third, behind two larger municipalities in Blackfalds and Lethbridge.  Adjusting the figures to a per-

capita measurement, Coaldale is in fact growing its asset base at the fastest rate; in fact, Coaldale is outperforming the second fastest growing assessment base 

by 20%.

BENCHMARK 4: POPULATION GROWTH

Like assessment growth, population growth is a measurement that provides an indication as to the relative health and desirability of a community.  Population 

growth in general can be a positive indicator of municipal performance, however it’s also true that a municipality doesn’t have direct control over this metric; it’s 

subject to provincial, national, and even global economic forces which will impact where people live.  For that reason, while we compare population to the entire 

sample group, it’s also important to look closely at population growth more specifically compared to other municipalities in the immediate region (for Coaldale 

that would be Lethbridge, Lethbridge County, and Taber).  It is with these municipalities that Coaldale is, ultimately, competing with in terms of where people 

choose to live. 

The population growth benchmark is drawn from the provinces statistics which can be found online at their regional dashboard.  These figures reflect an estimate 

that is updated on an annual basis, rather than a defined federal census which is only updated every five years.  By this metric, Coaldale is performing well, 

with 8.14% population growth in the period between 2015 and 2019.  Of the sample, only Blackfalds is growing at a faster rate (substantially so at 40.91%).  More 

importantly, it is clear that Coaldale’s growth is not simply a reflection of general-regional growth tied to broader economic factors.  Coaldale’s growth in fact out-

paces all of the other regional municipalities, including the City of Lethbridge on a percentage basis.  This is a clear indication that Coaldale has positioned itself 

for the past several years as an attractive community in which to live.  Organizational policies focused on promoting and sustaining growth are anticipated to 

continue to encourage growth in Coaldale both in terms of real population growth as well as growth relative to neighbouring communities.
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Benchmark 5 is new to the 2020 version of the comparative analysis, and looks at compensation levels for Chief Administrative Officers as well as for elected 

officials (both Mayors/Reeves as well as Councilors). The figures shown reflect “Total Compensation” which is the combined value of both salaries and all

benefits.  

Compensation for Chief Administrative Officers (the administrative head of the organization, sometimes called Town or City Manager) as well as elected officials 

are shared publicly by the Town every year as part of the release of the audited financial statements; all municipalities in Alberta make this information public. 

Despite the fact that this information is already published by the Town on an annual basis, clarity with respect to compensation levels for these positions is often 

raised as an area of concern or interest to the Town during public discourse, and as such it was determined that it would be appropriate to provide the information 

again in this format; this time with comparison to the other identified municipalities compared in the other benchmark areas.

BENCHMARK 5: EXECUTIVE COMPENSATION 
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As shown in the first table, which shows data drawn from published, audited, and provincially reviewed statements, Coaldale is the lowest in terms of CAO 

compensation, the lowest in terms of Mayoral compensation, and ranks 3rd lowest for average Councillor compensation. Even with the two highest paying 

jurisdictions removed, Coaldale shows to be substantially below average for all three position types, relative to the group.  

The second table considers where each of these compensation metrics stacks up relative to an average – in this case removing Lethbridge and Lethbridge 

County because the scope of those roles is different enough (and the pay high enough) to manipulate the average upwards in a way that may be considered 

disingenuous. For that reason they are removed from only this consideration. Even with that modification, it is clear that Coaldale’s approach to compensation for 

these positions is quite conservative relative to the peer group.

Even with the two highest paying jurisdictions removed, Coaldale shows to be substantially below average for all three position types, relative to the group.



Town of Coaldale24

There are a number of insights that can be drawn from the analysis of this information. It also bears repeating: all of the information provided in this report is 

pulled from other publicly available sources , including published audited financial statements, as well as information provided directly from Provincial and 

Federal government sources including Statistics Canada. Three main overarching conclusions can be drawn from this analysis: 

1. Coaldale is experiencing sustained growth and development, which should be no surprise to anyone that lives in Coaldale, has done business there, or even 

anyone who has passed through Town. Perhaps more importantly, Coaldale is outperforming the broader peer group in terms of that growth, in many cases by

a substantial margin. While some of this growth can no doubt be attributed to broader economic factors beyond the control of the Town, outperformance even 

on a regional basis suggests that success in this metric can be attributed to the value-focused operational mindset undertaken by the Town in recent years

which promotes exactly this kind of growth, alongside the Town's marketing and promotional efforts, investments into improved liveability, and the expansion of 

its commercial and industrial base providing for better job opportunities and access to a broader range of goods and services. These metrics are outlined in the 

Town of Coaldale's strategic plan as established for the current council term.  

2. Coaldale is clearly operating in line with that previously mentioned “value-focused” operational mindset, as reflected by low overall tax revenue figures along 

with low operating costs (particularly with respect to spending on salaries/wages/benefits relative to other municipalities). This focus on value is likely only to be

sustainable if Coaldale continues to “challenge the status quo” relative to typical approaches to municipal government - finding new ways to provide services or 

engage in capital projects or find savings in order to maintain services levels within existing tax structures.

This must continue to be coupled with maintaining an organization wide focus on running as a lean organization - this can only reasonably be expected to be 

achieved by remaining focused on strategic priorities and being committed to that approach across everything the organization does.

WHAT DOES THIS INFORMATION TELL US?
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3. Finally, Coaldale should continue to find ways to communicate this (and other) information with respect to its financial position, so that ratepayers and businesses 

have a clear understanding of some of the successes and challenges associated with the municipal operation. Coaldale has come a long way over the past several 

years, strengthening its financial reporting and analysis capabilities, which is reflected in recognition and awards at the national level for its financial reporting. 

This comparative analysis, which is unique to Coaldale and above-and-beyond what is required by the province and/or typcially produced by other municipalities, 

provides interested parties with additional insight into how the Town conducts its business relative to other similarly sized municipalities, as well as the Town's

direct neighbours. The information in this report should provide a factual basis for continued discourse between the Town and its stakeholders which will inform 

the continued evolution of the Town’s operation.

Respectfully,

Cameron Mills, MBA

Manager of Economic Development & Strategic Innitiatives

Town of Coaldale
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