
NOTES FOR PRESENTATION TO PUBLIC FORUM ON POWELL RIVER-CATALYST 
WASTEWATER CO-TREATMENT AGREEMENT 

 
Water and wastewater systems are some the most important core services provided by local 
governments. They are fundamental to the liveability of any community, the health and safety of 
residents and visitors, and the quality of the environment. That is why the majority of water and 
wastewater systems in British Columbia, and indeed in North America, are publicly owned and 
operated. 

 
Local Governments learned over a hundred years ago that the private sector could not be trusted to 
manage these systems in the public interest – the result was consistently higher cost, lower quality of 
service and little or no accountability.  Unfortunately, as we move into the second decade of the 21st 
century, local governments are having to learn this lesson again. 

 
Privatization of wastewater services is being pushed across this country. In particular, a form of 
privatization called a public-private partnership, or P3, which is really what is being contemplated 
here in Powell River. There are being promoted as a panacea for cash strapped municipalities. 
Proponents claim that handing operations and maintenance of municipal services to private 
companies will save money and reduce the City’s exposure to risk. 
 
The truth, though, is that these schemes do not deliver on their promises.  The problems with 
privatization have become so evident that municipalities across Canada are either rejecting proposals 
for private operation of water and wastewater systems, or returning them to public hands after 
experimenting with P3 schemes. 

 
This is one of the reasons it is so baffling that your City Council is considering handing over the 
effluent treatment to Catalyst. It is also the reason the citizens of Powell River should be cautious 
about any proposal to privatize services that impact the health, safety and environmental quality of 
this community. 

 
Take, for example, the experience of Hamilton, Ontario, where the 1994 decision to contract out 
operations of the treatment plant to Philip Utility Management Corporation led to increased user 
charges and exorbitant cost to the City. One of these costs included the lawsuit the City was forced 
to file when the private company refused to take responsibility for a spill of 182 million litres of raw 
sewage that flooded almost 200 homes.  

 
City Councillors in Hamilton learned first hand that private companies do not readily take on the risk 
and responsibility when things go wrong. When the contract was finally up for renewal, the City 



chose to return operations to public hands and the results were dramatic: the City immediately saw 
an improvement in service and effluent quality, and realized millions of dollars in savings – $4.5 
million in the first three years alone. 
 
Hamilton Councillors also learned that enforcing contracts with private companies has to be done 
through the courts. This is costly, time consuming and in the case of wastewater, a threat to 
ecological and human systems. 

 
More recently, the City of Brussels, Belgium, learned a similar lesson. In 2001 the City signed a 
contract with a group of private companies, called Aquiris, to build and operate their wastewater 
plant. The plant was supposed to be completed by 2007, but problems with the private partner’s 
technology delayed construction. Aquiris had promised to provide cutting edge technology, but 
when it came time to turn the plant on, the City discovered that the company’s technology was 
designed for industrial, not urban sewage and could not properly process the City’s waste. To fix the 
problem, Aquiris demanded an additional 40 million Euros to upgrade their technology. 

 
When the City tried to enforce the contract, the private company shut down the plant for 10 days, 
and dumped the untreated wastewater from 1.1 million people into the local rivers. 

 
The end result is that the residents of Brussels are left with mountains of untreated sludge, the most 
expensive treatment system in the country and piles of debt. 

 
Because of these and countless other similar stories, many Canadian municipalities are opting to 
keep wastewater treatment publicly operated. Vancouver Island’s Capital Regional District just 
voted to pursue public operation of its planned wastewater system. Privatization was found to be 
more expensive, risky and publicly undesirable. Councillors were also concerned that privatization 
would limit the transparency, accountability and flexibility of wastewater operations. 

 
The Resort Municipality of Whistler also chose to keep services public, when it was shown that 
doing so would reduce the construction time, avoid the costs of re-negotiating the contract to account 
for changing conditions and ensure that City Council could efficiently update technology. There are 
hundreds of more examples, including Kamloops, Nanaimo, Cranbrook and Calgary. 

 
The Agreement Powell River City Council proposes to sign with Catalyst is somewhat different 
from the public-private partnerships I’ve just spoken about, BUT the results will be the same. 
Handing over operations to Catalyst, even for part of the system will not save taxpayers money. 
Indeed, annual operations and maintenance will cost approximately $300,000 more a year under 
privatization. The argument that privatization will save $25 million because the City will not have to 



build its own facility is not an accurate reflection of costs. According to the most recent analysis by 
Dayton and Knight, the cost of a new public facility would be virtually the same as co-treatment 
over the lifetime of the proposed 20-year agreement. 

 
The proposal is also far riskier than has been portrayed. Not only would the City abdicate control of 
a large part of wastewater treatment to a private company, but Councillors and residents will have to 
be prepared to retrofit the Mill facility or build an independent facility if the Mill shuts down. This 
has not yet been adequately addressed. The cost of either could very well exceed the cost of building 
your own plant now.  
 
But complete shut down is not the only worry. Any reduction in production would affect the Mill’s 
ability to treat the City effluent. The few other communities in BC with co-treatment deals, such as 
Quesnel are now planning for this eventuality. They are worried that even a minor reduction of 
capacity would undermine their wastewater system. Powell River will have to prepare for this by 
putting aside the required funds to build a facility quickly. 
  
Accountability and transparency of wastewater operations are also things to consider. This process 
has already been shrouded in secrecy. Privatization will only further limit taxpayers’ input into 
wastewater operation by removing operational control from elected officials and city staff. Private 
companies are not required to release operational information and municipalities across Canada have 
found it difficult and expensive to access maintenance and financial reports – even when contracts 
require disclosure. Who will be held accountable if there is a spill or if service quality declines? How 
will you hold Catalyst accountable for mistakes and unforeseen circumstances? Most likely through 
the costly legal battles. It is important to keep in mind that the City is proposing to contract 
wastewater services to a company that has already refused to live up to its legal requirements. 

 
The Agreement in Principle has been called a “creative solution” to the disagreements over the 
industrial tax rates in British Columbia. Creativity is indeed warranted here and the City Council 
should be commended for thinking outside the box. No one wants to see the Mill shut down; it is the 
life blood of this community. 

 
Nevertheless, co-treatment is not the only option. The City has identified 2 other viable options to 
consolidate the wastewater plants. These are both cheaper to operate, will be more accountable to 
taxpayer concerns and, in the end - residents will own and control their wastewater system. 
 
Whatever Powell River ends up doing to solve its tax problems, it should at the very least not make 
things worse by privatizing this vital municipal service.  With continued public operations, Powell 
River can be assured the highest standards of safety and quality, the most efficient and cost-effective 



service and the accountability and transparency necessary to protect the health of the environment 
and residents. Good luck to all of you in your efforts to keep your wastewater treatment system 
public. 

 
Thank you. 
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