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WHISTLER is a resort town better known for its world-class skiing and expensive real 
estate than for its social activism. But after a lively battle, it has become one of the only 
Canadian towns where citizens successfully halted the privatization of a publicly owned 
utility. In a community obsessed with extreme sports and eternal youth, sewage became a 
big issue. 
Although Whistler sustains only 10,000 full-time residents, over 2.5-million annual 
visitors strain the town's sewage system. In 2004, the Sierra Legal Defence Fund voted 
the town's plant the second best amongst 22 Canadian cities. But after 30 years without 
incident, the facility was operating beyond capacity, odours lingered and a costly upgrade 
was in order. 
In January 2006, residents discovered that the Resort Municipality of Whistler was close 
to signing a 20-year contract with a large multinational corporation to privatize its aging 
wastewater treatment plant. Partnerships British Columbia, a new, provincially owned 
company responsible for bringing together ministries, agencies and the private sector to 
develop projects through public-private partnerships (P3), hoped to sign a $58-million 
contract with the municipality and use it to showcase P3s across the province. 
A P3 is a way for private companies, often multinationals, to assist cash-strapped 
municipalities upgrade their aging drinking-water and sewage-treatment facilities. 
Whistler had four multinationals knocking at its door: EPCOR from Canada, Veolia 
Water from France, and CH2M Hill OMI and United Water from the US. 
Corporate "show and tells" informed local residents of the partnership plans. At the start, 
Whistler's newly elected, "green" mayor, Ken Melamed, was convinced that the P3 was 
the way to go. But a debate flared over the wisdom of privatizing a system that had 
functioned well for 30 years. Concerned residents established a watchdog group called 
Whistler Water Watch to monitor the actions of its local government. The group was 
particularly concerned since the corporations would not have to disclose proprietary 
information about the plant's operation, and rather than be accountable to residents, it 
would answer to shareholders. 
Municipal engineering staff evaluated the best approach for Whistler. Twice they 
recommended the traditional, public route. It was only after the provincial government 
directed staff to revisit the P3 and commissioned a blue ribbon panel report that staff 
made the unanimous decision to adopt the P3 model. Nancy Wilhelm-Morden, a lawyer 
and four-term Whistler councilor, questioned the independence of the pro-P3-packed 
panel. She observed, "In my mind, six of the nine panel members either had a vested 
interest or were biased in their approach." The report may have been written by experts, 
but it appears they were not independent. 
Critics found the final report filled with vague estimates and projections. After reviewing 
it, Harlan Kelly, an engineer from the firm Dayton & Knight Ltd., said, "Support for a P3 
can be made only for political or self-serving reasons. Its selection over the current 



traditional approach lacks or excludes common sense, ethics, imagination, history and 
reason." 
Given provincial rules in place at the time, Whistler needed the approval of its electorate 
before it could proceed with the P3. Council voted to use the alternate approval process. 
It required 10 per cent of electors (892 people) to respond if they wanted to force a 
referendum or stop the P3 proposal. 
When it took Whistler Water Watch only six weeks to obtain double the required 
signatures from residents who were sceptical of the application, Whistler council 
admitted defeat. They directed engineering staff to abandon the P3 and to return to their 
original plan. Residents received what they wanted, but it was expensive. The failed P3 
attempt cost local taxpayers over $1.3-million, which included payments to Partnerships 
BC, legal fees and staff reports. Nonetheless, Whistler demonstrated that committed and 
informed residents can affect political outcomes. 
The province's response to Whistler's win, however, has made it more difficult for other 
communities to fight P3s. Several months after the P3 failed in this chi-chi ski town, 
Premier Gordon Campbell informed BC municipalities that from then on, all provincially 
funded projects over $20-million would be screened by Partnerships BC for consideration 
as a P3. There would be no out through the alternate approval process used by Whistler. 
If water, as stated in the May 2000 issue of Fortune magazine, "promises to be to the 21st 
century what oil was to the 20th--the precious commodity that determines the wealth of 
nations," then politicians on Canada's West Coast seem alarmingly willing to give up 
control. 
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