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The information attached has been prepared for CUPE Locals in Alberta to assist with presenting 

the reasons why conventional public investment is the best way to finance public infrastructure – 

including building new schools, hospitals, arenas, emergency services and other community 

public facilities. 

 

The Alberta Government’s response to their own failure to provide essential infrastructure 

financing has been to promote and advance public private partnerships (P3’s) for infrastructure 

renewal.   This push has been most evident in the recent announcements that tie new school 

building projects in Calgary and Edmonton to long term P3 contracts for financing and 

maintenance. 

 

Local governments faced with a lack of funding for essential infrastructure, are considering P3’s 

for essential community infrastructure.  In Calgary, P3’s have recently been considered for Fire 

Halls – despite risks and opposition- in the debates about immediate and long term infrastructure 

planning and finance. 

 

Private companies aggressively promote long term P3’s for community public water and 

recreation facilities and services – despite well-documented concerns about cost, the lack of 

transparency of financing arrangements and the loss of public accountability. 

 

The information attached includes: An overview of issues, five recent reports/studies addressing 

issues related to P3 financing of public infrastructure (links and/or documents) and a list of web 

sources for additional research addressing the problems with privatization and P3’s for finance 

and delivery of public services. 

 

Copies of this document can be downloaded from the CUPE Alberta website – 

www.cupealberta.ca. 

 

Copies of the binder with printed versions of the summary, resources and the research reports 

cited are available by contacting: 

 

Bonnie Ferguson 

Research Representative 

403-235-6955 

bferguson@cupe.ca 

 

Overview  
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Alberta communities face a desperate need for new and upgraded public infrastructure – 

including schools, water services, hospitals, fire halls and arenas.   This “infrastructure deficit” is 

a result of years of inadequate provincial funding.  Without necessary provincial funding, the 

efforts by Local governments, School Boards and Health Regions to plan and undertake essential 

infrastructure renewal have failed, or have been delayed often for years. 

 

The Alberta Government’s response to the crisis in infrastructure financing has been to promote 

and advance public private partnerships 

(P3’s) for infrastructure renewal.   CUPE has 

a clear position opposing the privatization of 

public services, including the privatization of 

financing of public infrastructure projects.  

Experience, research and examples
1
 

demonstrate that privatization does not benefit public services, but must ultimately serve to 

provide profit for private investors.  Securing an acceptable profit margin almost always runs 

directly counter to the interests of the public in high quality, sustainable, and accountable public 

infrastructure and services in our communities.   

 

Privatization of public infrastructure and public services through P3’s can take a number of 

different forms and has been the subject of criticism and debate in Canada and around the world. 

 

This summary and the recent reports and research attached, focus on costs and consequences of 

financing public infrastructure through public private partnerships.   

 

                                                 
1
  Recent research and reports addressing the problems with P3’s for infrastructure financing are listed with links (or 

attached) to this summary.   Additional websites including research on P3’s have also been listed.  This 

report will be updated as new studies become available. 

 

Summary of Issues 

P3’s are more expensive than public 

procurement because they involve 

higher interest rates, a more 

expensive bidding process and a profit 

margin. 
 
Stuart Murray, Value for Money? Cautionary Lessons 
About P3’s  from British Columbia P.55  (Tab 4). 
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P3 agreements risk compromising quality and standards, community accountability, future 

public delivery options and value for public dollars expended over the life of the contract.   

Public sector “partners” are left with few options when the provincial government forces them to 

accept P3’s – by simply making conventional infrastructure funding difficult or impossible to 

access.  One of the most important lessons from P3 experiences is that it is impossible to protect 

the public interest now, and in the long term future through a P3 contract. 

 

Public Private Partnership contracts for public infrastructure financing and long term 

maintenance raise the following concerns: 

 

• P3 financing costs more than conventional 

public investment in infrastructure.  

Public private partnerships do not lower 

or avoid public debt. 

 

• Negotiation and final terms of public-

private deals are likely to remain secret as 

private investors try to protect commercial 

interests through confidentiality 

agreements.  Public scrutiny may be 

virtually impossible – or too little, too 

late. 

• Private profit is pitted against public 

priorities – this may mean private interests 

influence the type and quality of facilities 

that will be built, where they will be 

located, who can use the facilities, when, 

and at what cost. 

 

• Public private partnership contacts are very long term.   Future Municipal Councils, 

School Boards and Health Authorities will be bound by contractual commitments 

made to private sector investors for 20 to 30 years into the future. 

• No contract can make provision for all possible concerns or future requirements.  

Restrictions set out in P3 contracts have resulted in unanticipated cost overruns, new 

and increased fees for services, and additional public spending to meet service 

standards beyond the minimums provided for in the contracts with private partners. 

To leave the responsibility of 

financing to the private partner 

is a poor solution to a non-

existent problem, when 

traditional municipal financing 

is simple, relatively easy and, 

above all, much less costly than 

the private-sector equivalent.  

Nevertheless, the truth is that 

some people have an interest in 

making us think that there is a 

problem… because they have 

solutions to sell. 

 
Pierre Hamel, Public-Private Partnerships 
(P3s ) and Municipalities: Beyond Principles, 
a Brief Overview of Practices  P.4   (Tab 2) 
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• Future changes in community public service needs are likely to result in additional 

costs to the public – impossible to anticipate in long term (20-30 year) contracts. 

• The business case and value for money analysis used to justify P3’s often fail to 

acknowledge hidden costs and exaggerate the benefits of private sector involvement  -

including claims about risk transfer.  Two recent studies evaluating P3 experiences in 

Canada provide in analysis of these limitations of P3’s (Tabs 3 and 4). 

• The financial information required to evaluate P3 proposals is not available for public 

scrutiny in a timely way and real long term costs are often unknown or distorted by 

inappropriate use of comparisons. 

• Private contracts restrict rather than support the objective of accommodating 

community needs. 

• Effective, accountable control by public bodies in the present and long term future is 

significantly reduced.  

 

Concluding Comments 

 

It has never been more urgent that everyone responsible for and/or concerned about the future of 

public service delivery challenge the myth that privatization, in any of its forms, is the answer for 

future public infrastructure and service financing.   

 

Collectively, we have the resources for public financing, and the experience and ability to deliver 

accountable, long term infrastructure planning and high quality services through the work of 

elected officials, public administrators and public sector workers.  This is, by far, the best way to 

meet community requirements for education, health care and municipal public services – now 

and into the future. 
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Tab 1 -  Less Ideology, more case studies: some real world results.  Blair Redlin, Canadian 

Union of Public Employees.  Presentation to Public Private Partnerships Conference, 

Canadian Institute.  Vancouver, B.C.  November 19, 2007.   
 www.cupe.ca/p3alertnov2007 

 

Tab 2 -  Public-Private Partnerships (P3’s) and Municipalities: Beyond Principles, a Brief 

Overview of Practices.  Pierre J. Hamel.   INRS, Montreal, Quebec.   Report produced 

at the request of the Canadian Federation of Municipalities (FCM).   
  www.fcm.ca/english/media/press/aug312007.html 

 

Tab 3 -  Value for Money?  Cautionary Lessons about P3's From British Columbia by Stuart 

Murray.  Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, BC Office.  June 2006. 
www.policyalternatives.ca/documents/BC_Office_Pubs/bc_2006/P3_value_for_money.pdf 

 

Tab 4 -  Public Private Partnerships in Canada – Theory and Evidence.  Aidan R. Vining, 

Faculty of Business Administration, Simon Fraser University and Anthony E. 

Boardman,  Sauder School of Business, University of British Columbia.  UBC P3 

Project - Working Paper 2006-04, December 5, 2006.  
http://csgb.ubc.ca/files/p3/2006_04_vining.pdf 
 

Binder pocket  - Doing the Math – Why P3’s for Alberta Schools don’t add up.  A case study of 

the Alberta Government’s plan to privatize financing and long term maintenance of 
new schools for Calgary and Edmonton.  Hugh Mackenzie, Hugh Mackenzie and 

Associates.  Prepared for CUPE Alberta, December 2007. 
  www.cupe.ca/privwatchjan08/AB_P3_schools_make_n 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following websites include research, reference information, as well as media and other 

reports concerning the problems with P3’s for public infrastructure and services (search P3 or 

public private partnership).  Detailed information for particular sectors/services is also presented. 

 

www.cupe.ca 

www.cupebc.ca 

www.canadians.org 

www.policyalternatives.ca 

www.psiru.org 
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