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Introduction 
Municipal politics is sometimes thought of as less important than other levels of government, 
and that attitude shows up in voter turnout numbers. For example, in 2004, fewer than 20% of 
eligible voters in Calgary cast a ballot in that year’s municipal election! (Federal and provincial 
election turnouts are normally 2-4x that.) 

However, the municipal government is also the hardest order of government to avoid -- the City 
of Calgary is responsible for so many basic services and decisions: drinking water, garbage 
collection, the C-Train, most of the roads you’ll drive on, and even decisions about where things 
are located in your own neighbourhood and throughout the rest of the city. 

Local politics is also not just about matters that affect your block -- it can also be a lever for 
influencing climate change policy. Some are surprised by this, but cities can enable smarter 
transportation choices and large infrastructure projects can help to protect us against extreme 
weather events.  

Municipalities should be motivated to do this, since extreme weather events directly impact the 
city’s bottom line. The 2013 Calgary floods come to mind locally, but many cities around the 
world see hundreds of millions of dollars of damage from such events every year. 

This guide was developed to provide an overview of municipal politics in Calgary, supported by 
the Calgary Climate Hub, a non-profit in Calgary working to advocate for local action on climate 
change. The facts and commentary provided here should serve as a jumping off point to learn 
more about local politics in Calgary, and civic literacy is one key tool in everyone’s toolbox for 
good citizenship, which includes effective advocacy. 

In the next pages, you’ll find discussions of the powers of cities in Alberta, Calgary’s municipal 
budget, the role of the Mayor and Council, the rules around elections, land use, property taxes, 
a quick look at the intersection between local politics and climate change, and some 
considerations for effective advocacy. There are also recommendations for further reading 
throughout. 

Read more: Nothing to read yet, but each of the following sections concludes with some 
recommendations for further reading.  
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The powers of cities 

What is Calgary’s municipal government actually in charge of? Let’s start by looking at the basic 
law of Canada -- the Constitution. Section 91 of the Constitution defines the powers of the 
federal government, which are numerous, including the regulation of trade, the census, 
weights and measures, the military and quarantine (among others). Section 92 (and a few of 
the subsequent sections) outlines the powers of provincial governments, including including 
hospitals, prisons, non-renewable natural resources and education. 

But what about municipal governments? They don’t actually exist as a completely independent 
level of government in Canada’s constitutional framework, though you can find them in section 
92, subsection (8), where one of the powers of provincial legislatures is listed as: 

“Municipal Institutions in the Province”. 

What does this mean? Basically, municipal governments in Canada are really a responsibility of 
provincial governments, instead of a strictly separate level of government. Rather than having a 
defined set of powers in the constitution, local governments have sets of powers set out by the 
province where they are located. 

In Alberta, this means the responsibilities of cities are outlined in the province’s Municipal 
Government Act. (Other provinces have similar acts, with similar names, and are broadly similar 
to each other. However, we’ll concentrate on the specifics of Alberta in this document.) 

The Municipal Government Act gives jurisdiction to municipalities to make bylaws in the 
following areas: 

a) safety, health and welfare of people and the protection of people and property 
b) public or publicly-accessible places 
c) nuisances 
d) transportation 
e) business activities 
f) municipal services 
g) public utilities 
h) wild and domestic animals 
i) the enforcement of bylaws 
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What does this mean? While municipal government is important for many reasons, it’s not 
exactly an independent level of government in the same ways as the federal and provincial 
governments are. The Minister of Municipal Affairs, and the provincial government more 
generally, has a lot of (infrequently used) power of municipal governments -- the power to 
dismiss councils, for instance. 

This power is most normally seen in changes to the Municipal Government Act, or related 
legislation, by the province. One recent change made by the Alberta provincial government 
recently involved amendments to the Local Authorities Election Act, which governs election 
rules for municipalities. The amendments, for example, allow third-party advertisers (TPAs, 
sometimes called political action committees, or PACs) to raise and spend money to promote 
candidates and policy positions during elections (though candidates and TPAs colluding too 
closely is not allowed).  These changes were brought about by the provincial government, 
rather than municipal governments in the province. 

Ultimately, the powers of Calgary’s municipal government involve a few key areas: land use, 
transportation, utilities, protection and community services. These powers exist in the context 
of a powerful provincial government that sets the rules for municipalities, a practice common 
to all provinces across the country. 

 

Read more: Read about the powers of the federal and provincial governments in the Canadian 
Constitution. Read about the powers and rules structuring Calgary municipal politics (and all of 
Alberta municipal politics) in the province of Alberta’s Municipal Government Act, and the 
rules for elections in the Local Authorities Election Act. 

  

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/const/
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/const/
https://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/m26.pdf
https://www.qp.alberta.ca/documents/Acts/L21.pdf
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The City of Calgary 

How is the City of Calgary structured? Easiest way to think about the city as an organization is 
to look at the organizational structure chart. It is changed every so often (and the City is 
undergoing some reorganization at the moment), but I will talk about the current version, last 
updated in June 2021. 

City council is at the top of the organizational chart, acting as a sort of very active Board of 
Directors. They are primarily responsible for setting broad policy direction for the City, and are 
the ultimate elected authorities. However, in a large City like Calgary, it would be unwise and 
unrealistic to have Council be in charge of day-to-day activities. 

The City Manager reports directly to Council, and is the chief administrative officer for the City, 
acting in a similar role to a Chief Operating Officer. City Managers emerged across North 
America in the early 20th century as a way to try to remove ‘politics’ from municipal 
government. That is, they are meant as a kind of intermediary role so elected officials aren’t too 
involved in hiring city employees, who were previously often hired as a result of their personal 
connections with city officials. (This wasn’t specific to Calgary, of course, but a wider trend 
across North America.) While the City Manager is a powerful administrative position in the City 
of Calgary org chart, the person fulfilling this role is usually not as prominent as the Mayor or 
members of council. 

Reporting to the City Manager are the leaders in each of the departments, and these 
departments are broadly aligned with the functions and responsibilities of the City (finance, 
community services, transportation, utilities, etc.) These leaders (usually titled General 
Manager, with the exception of the Chief Financial Officer) are professional, non-political 
appointees. The City’s approximately 15,000 employees report to a team who eventually 
reports to one of these municipal executives. 

Staff working for City Council members are not generally City employees, but instead 
contracted directly to the Council offices, reporting to the councillors. 

Read more: Familiarize yourself with the organizational structure chart, and consult it 
occasionally as it is updated regularly. 

https://www.calgary.ca/ca/city-manager/about-us/orgadminteam.html
https://www.calgary.ca/ca/city-manager/about-us/orgadminteam.html
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The City budget 

‘Show me your budget, and I’ll show you what you value’ is a decent way to think about what 
The City prioritizes. 

It’s important to note that there are two budgets: the operating budget, and the capital 
budget. The operating budget is for on-going expenses, like salaries and various expenses for 
‘consumables’, while the capital budget is for larger projects and assorted one-time expenses, 
like interchanges or new buildings. 

Under the Municipal Government Act, Calgary’s operating budget must be balanced (meaning 
that revenue must be greater or equal to expenses). The same is not true for the capital budget, 
which is used to pay for large infrastructure projects over many years. A good analogy is that 
the City can’t take on credit card debt for groceries or the water bill, but can take out a 
mortgage to buy a house. This is very much unlike federal and provincial governments who can 
run operating surpluses or deficits largely as they please.  

When you break down Calgary’s 2020 operating budget by function, the City’s $3.8 billion 
budget was spent as follows: 

 

Function % 

Transportation 
(roads & transit) 

26 

Protection 
(police & fire) 

21 

General government 
(administration, public works, real estate) 

19 

Utilities (water, waste & recycling) 18 

Recreation and culture 
(parks, organizations & library) 

11 

Social development 
(housing, community development) 

5 
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You can see how well these line up with the municipal areas of jurisdiction assigned to them in 
the Municipal Government Act. 

Calgary’s budget is set by council, currently as part of a four-year budget cycle. However, each 
year, mid-cycle adjustments are made to respond to contextual situations (recessions or 
pandemics, for example). The four-year budget cycle can be seen as setting out a longer-term 
strategy so the City can do some medium-term planning, though council and the City are not 
completely locked into adhering to it. 

What about revenues? In terms of operating revenue, about half of the City’s revenue comes 
from property taxes (residential and non-residential), while just over a quarter is generated 
from sales of goods and services (transit, recreation, parking, etc.). The remaining revenue 
comes from government transfers, earnings resulting from the City owning ENMAX, and other 
miscellaneous revenue. Capital revenue can include federal and provincial transfers as well 
(especially for big-ticket projects like the Green Line.) 

Overall, budgeting for the City of Calgary is rather different from provincial or federal budgets. 
On the revenue side, there is the City’s reliance on property taxes (described later), while on 
the overall budgeting side, a balanced operating budget is a minimum requirement of the 
Municipal Government Act. 

 

Read more: Read the City’s 2020 Annual Report for lots of detail about City finances.  

https://www.calgary.ca/cfod/finance/plans-budgets-and-financial-reports/plans-and-budget-2019-2022/financial-reports/Annual-reports.html
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The mayor and council 

As covered above, the Mayor and Council are in charge of broad policy direction for the City, 
and are the elected authority of the City of Calgary. They also serve as representatives for the 
City, and provide the most direct connection between residents of Calgary and the City as an 
organization (though City staff also do public consultations for projects).  

In Calgary, the Mayor and Council are elected separately -- the Mayor by voters City-wide, and 
the 14 councillors on a ward-by-ward basis.  Winners are determined using an electoral system 
usually called ‘first-past-the-post’, or sometimes single member plurality voting. This system 
has the advantage of being very simple -- the winner is the candidate with the most votes. It 
has the disadvantage of sometimes producing winners with a low share of the vote -- 
sometimes councillors are elected without winning even 30% of the vote in their ward. Ward 
boundaries are redrawn every few elections to roughly balance out the population in each 
district. (The 2021 election map is a moderately redrawn map when compared to the elections 
just before this.) 

The mayor is often seen as the most important figure on Council. While this is true in a broad 
sense, in many more specific ways all 15 members of Council are roughly equally important. 
The mayor does have some extra powers, such as chairing the meetings, being a member of 
various committees automatically, and has a handful of other extra responsibilities. However, 
beyond that, all members of council have roughly the same responsibilities.  

This is because Calgary (and most of Canada) has a weak mayor system. The term ‘weak mayor’ 
is not a comment on the personal characteristics of any specific mayor, but instead is the name 
of one of the two main ways councils and mayors are organized in North America. Weak mayor 
systems have mayors sit as part of council and the mayors do not have veto powers. (This is in 
contrast to strong mayor systems, where the mayors are separate from council, and do have 
veto powers.) 

This can mean that a mayor who is elected to pursue one set of policies can be entirely out-
voted by a council who might have been elected to pursue competing goals. 

Additionally, councils in Calgary are non-partisan. This is true in most Canadian cities, especially 
outside of Quebec and British Columbia. While that can mean that two or more candidates with 
very similar platforms often run against each other in the same ward, it also means that 
councillors are completely free to vote as they please at Council, and coordination between 

https://www.calgary.ca/election/information-for-voters/ward-boundaries.html
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different candidates in different wards is relatively limited. Though there are broad patterns 
with various councillors often voting in groups, if you watch council long enough, you will be 
surprised frequently at unusual voting coalitions that exist around specific issues. 

In addition to the Council itself, there are also a number of important committees, boards and 
commissions. The exact nature of these changes from time to time, but as of summer 2021, 
there are four Standing Policy Committees (SPCs) that deal with four major policy areas for the 
City (Community and Protective Services, Planning and Urban Development, Transportation and 
Transit, Utilities and Corporate Services). These committees consist of the mayor and members 
of council.   

Currently, the Climate Resilience Strategy is the responsibility of the Utilities and Corporate 
Services SPC, though Planning and Urban Development, as well as Transportation and Transit, 
are equally important. (When the City’s current reorganization is finished, the roles and 
responsibilities of the SPCs may change.) 

Outside of these SPCs, there are many other committees (link below) that vary in prominence, 
importance and composition. For example, the Calgary Planning Commission advises council in 
matters related to land use planning and development permit applications, and comprises the 
mayor, two councillors, six citizens and two City staff.  Similarly, the Calgary Police Commission 
provides general oversight of the Calgary Police Service, and comprises two members from The 
City (councillors or staff), and ten residents of Calgary. There are dozens more of these boards 
and commissions, which also serve as a great way for Calgarians to get more involved in City 
governance without being on council, or members of CIty staff. 

It is easy to follow the more prominent committees (in addition to the Council itself), by 
watching online or attending in person. These meetings also provide excellent opportunities for 
the public to provide input on the full range of issues before city council. Generally, the agenda 
is available a few days before the meeting, and it is usually possible to sign up in advance to 
provide input on issues on the agenda. 

Read more: Read City Council and committee agendas and minutes, and watch proceedings 
here.   

https://www.calgary.ca/ca/city-clerks/legislative-services/agenda-minutes.html
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Some current issues 

What kinds of issues are important in Calgary local politics? While the previous pages touched 
on what Calgary city council can do and what it spends money on, what else comes up? 2020-
21 has been a little different in terms of the prominence of COVID, but otherwise there is a 
main issue that dominates all: land use. 

One of the City’s most critical responsibilities is deciding what goes where (and also how we get 
from place to place). While it can sound dry, its importance was nicely illustrated in the 
passionate debate around the Guidebook for Great Communities (now called The Guide for 
Local Area Planning), as well as the debate which lasted until several years ago about secondary 
suites. Land use decisions have many implications: the liveliness of a neighbourhood, whether it 
is easy to get around without a personal automobile, how likely it is for local schools to remain 
open, and even how high your property taxes are. 

Property taxes are an eternally prominent issue in Calgary City politics. Property taxes are very 
different from income taxes. Income taxes have rates set, and if your income increases, you pay 
more in taxes. For property taxes, the total amount of property taxes to be collected is set, and 
then you pay a share of that based on the value of your property. That can mean that your 
property value can go up, but if the city is collecting the same amount of property taxes as last 
year and other property values have gone up more than yours, you can end up paying less in 
property tax. (Other variations as you can imagine are also possible.) With downtown 
commercial property values plummeting to a much greater extent than property values outside 
of downtown in recent years, the way the property tax system works has resulted in large 
increases in commercial property taxes for some businesses outside of the central business 
district, a problem referred to sometimes as the downtown tax shift. 

Election financing has become a prominent topic in this 2021 election in Calgary, and across 
Alberta. The main difference in the rules this time involve changes to rules around third-party 
advertising. This time, third-party advertisers are allowed to raise essentially unlimited funds 
from voters (including corporations, unions, etc., who are prohibited from donating to 
candidates). While they cannot collude with candidate campaigns, third-party advertisers are 
free to endorse and advocate for specific candidates. While the effects of this are still to be 
seen as of the writing of this document, their existence will, at a minimum, increase the amount 
of money circulating around the election. The ability for City council to regulate itself in this 
regard is limited. 

https://pub-calgary.escribemeetings.com/filestream.ashx?DocumentId=108873
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Read more: In addition to prominent traditional media sources like the Calgary Herald the Sun, 
CBC Calgary and Global Calgary, other online initiatives covering local politics in Calgary have 
popped up, such as The Sprawl and LiveWire Calgary, and provide intensely local coverage of 
main issues related to municipal politics in the city. Another interesting read is Expansive 
Discourses, a very interesting book about how various decisions in Calgary about land use came 
to be made, especially in the decades following World War II. 

  

https://www.sprawlalberta.com/
https://livewirecalgary.com/
https://www.aupress.ca/books/120152-expansive-discourses/
https://www.aupress.ca/books/120152-expansive-discourses/
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Conclusion: Considerations for effective advocacy 

Municipal politics in Calgary is largely driven by similar factors as other cities. The City deals 
with important issues like land use and transportation, but can also find itself constrained by 
the Municipal Government Act and some (normally limited) policy direction from the Province 
of Alberta. 

Municipal politics also provides a wide variety of ways to get and stay involved as an active 
citizen: 

● Stay informed by reading the news, and following the agendas of City Council and 
committees that most matter to you. 

● Provide your feedback by contacting your councillor, providing feedback to the City’s 
various engagement projects or by participating in Council and committee hearings. 

● Get involved in your local community association who can facilitate your involvement 
in various ways. 

● Volunteer for positions on the city’s various committees and boards, or on public 
advocacy or election campaigns. 

● Run for office at the local level. 
● Vote in local elections, which usually see the lowest levels of voter turnout. 

In all, municipal politics is an important level of government that affects issues that matter to 
you, whether it is what’s in your neighbourhood or local policies that can help to fight climate 
change. Understanding the basics of how it works helps you to be a more active resident, but it 
doesn’t stop with learning -- good civic virtue also demands participation, in whatever form you 
are most comfortable and in whatever ways you can. 

 

 

https://engage.calgary.ca/
https://calgarycommunities.com/
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