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WHY A MUNICIPAL PERFORMANCE REPORT? 
Municipal governments are responsible for many things that impact us on a daily basis. 
They dispose of our garbage, supply us with clean water, maintain our parks, trails and 
roads, and protect our families from fire and crime.  These services are not free – we pay 
for them with our property taxes and, to a certain extent through our income and sales 
taxes.  In doing so, we have the right to know the efficiency and effectiveness with which 
our municipal governments serve us. 

You may say, “I know how good my municipal government is.  I live here.  I use the 
services.  I am an expert.”  You are right, you are an expert on how your municipal 
government is serving you; however, you likely have little idea about how others are 
serving its citizens.  You may be accustomed to paying a certain amount of taxes and 
receiving a certain level of services but you may be paying more than your neighbouring 
communities and receiving worse services.  This report informs you of how well your 
municipal government measures up to other Nova Scotian municipalities.  To be clear, 
this report does not assess the quality of your community or the residents within it.   

This is AIMS’ Second Annual Nova Scotia Municipal Performance Report.  We provide 
this resource because we know you have little time to look through the amount of 
information required to fully understand our municipal governments’ performance.  We 
believe this is a problem because, without your informed scrutiny, tax dollars can be 
wasted and poor services can suffice.  When we have access to credible assessments, are 
interested in how our tax-dollars are being used and are willing to take action to demand 
better, governments are held accountable and encouraged to improve, where possible. 

We encourage everyone to look at this report and understand, in detail, how municipal 
governments are assessed and then use this information to applaud fine work, when 
applause is warranted; or, demand better, when the evidence indicates that better could 
and should be delivered.  Know how well your tax dollars are being spent by taking the 
time to understand the results presented in this report.  After all, taxes are forced 
investment and it is always good to keep an eye on your investments. 
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WHAT IS THE MUNICIPAL PERFORMANCE REPORT 
AND WHAT DOES IT ASSESS? 
The Second Annual Nova Scotia Municipal Performance Report is a compilation of 
information from 2006 to 2008.  It reveals the performance of municipal governments at 
fulfilling their responsibilities.  We only use information that is provincially comparable, 
from credible sources and relevant to what is being assessed.  We have calculated grades 
and ranks to make comparison of the fifty-five Nova Scotian municipalities quick and 
convenient. 

We categorize performance into two main categories:  Efficiency and Effectiveness.  
Efficiency examines how municipalities spend their dollars and Effectiveness examines 
the extent to which a service or policy achieves its intended result.  We consider 
municipal governments good when they fulfill their responsibilities at a high-level while 
limiting costs, which is represented by top ranks and high grades, in this report.  

A municipal government’s responsibilities are divided into seven categories:  
Governance and Finance, Taxation, Safety and Protection, Transportation, 
Environment, Economic Development, and Recreation and Culture.  We assess 
governments’ ability to fulfill these responsibilities using a number of indicators, which 
are information about your municipalities that reveal the efficiency or effectiveness of 
municipal government operations.1  An average of these indicators is calculated to arrive 
at an overall Efficiency and Effectiveness score2 for each category (e.g. Governance and 
Finance).  The average of all categories Efficiency and Effectiveness scores is used to 
produce Overall Efficiency and Effectiveness scores.  The Overall Efficiency and 
Effectiveness scores are then averaged to produce the Final grades and ranks.3 

We recognize that not all municipal governments have the same opportunities to succeed.  
To account for this, we consider the context in which municipal governments operate, 
specifically: the geographic, demographic, wealth and previous municipal financial 
characteristics that impact municipal government performance.  We call these ‘Inputs’ 
and use them to predict the performance of each municipal government on each category.  
The difference between how they actually perform and their predicted performance make 
up the ‘In-Context’ grades and ranks.   

This being said, we encourage all municipal governments to strive for success regardless 
of their circumstances, which is why we also provide the actual results unadjusted for 

                                                 

1 For a description of each indicator, how it was calculated and why it is included follow this link to the 
Indicator Description Tables 
2 Scores are numbers representing the performance of municipalities relative to other municipalities. 
3 For an illustration of how the indicators build to overall and Final scores, follow this link to the Indicator 
Pyramid 
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circumstances.  This data is used to calculate ‘Absolute’ scores, which indicate how your 
municipality performs based on the hard numbers alone. 

We provide a third set of scores that are the average of the ‘In-Context’ and ‘Absolute’.  
We call these ‘Total’ scores and they represent a melding of our two perspectives: there 
are circumstances that affect performance that are outside the control of municipal 
governments; however, this should not prevent them from achieving the best possible for 
their citizens. 

These scores are converted to ranks and grades to present the comparison in a manner 
that is common to most. 

Ranks – indicate the position of the municipal government with regards to its 
performance with ‘1’ being the highest rank and ‘55’ – if all municipalities are included 
and none of the lowest ranks have identical scores – being the lowest. 

Grades – indicate the level of achievement of the municipal government using a typical 
School Letter Grading system with ‘A+’ being the best possible grade and ‘F’, the worst.  
Grades are assigned consistently for all municipalities and represent the relative distance 
from the average.4  In addition to the ranks, grades indicate the distance between 
subsequent municipalities.  Take the top and second ranked municipality, if the top 
ranked has an ‘A+’ and the second ranked, a ‘B+’ the top ranked is performing 
significantly better; whereas, when the top ranked gets a ‘B+’ and the second ranked, a 
‘B+’, performance is much closer between the two. 

This section provides an overview of what the report means.  For a deeper understanding 
of the process to create the report and what is included we encourage you to follow this 
link to the What is the Municipal Performance Report in Detail section.  

                                                 

4 For a more detailed description of how the grades are calculated follow this link to the How the Distance 
from the Average Translates into a Grade section. 
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HOW DOES YOUR MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT 
MEASURE UP OVERALL 
How your municipal government measures up to all others in Nova Scotia is presented 
below in the Summary Performance Report.  The results provide insight into your 
municipality’s overall performance be it overall Efficiency – keeping costs low, or 
overall Effectiveness – delivering high quality services.  The ‘Final’ column is the overall 
rank and grade.  These results provide a good overview of whether your municipality can 
control costs, deliver high-quality services, both or none.  Municipalities appear in order 
of their ‘Final’ rank with the top overall Nova Scotian municipality appearing first. 

HOW TO READ THE SUMMARY PERFORMANCE REPORT 
The illustration below describes the various aspects of the Summary Performance Report.  
Please read the descriptions of each aspect of the table prior to looking at the results to 
improve your understanding. 

 

G R G R G R
Absolute B 7 B 8
In-Context B 1 B+ 2
Total B 2 B 3
Absolute B- 11 B 4
In-Context B 4 B+ 1
Total B 7 B 1
Absolute B 4 B 11
In-Context B 9 B 5
Total B 3 B 6
Absolute B 9 B 7
In-Context B- 20 B 6
Total B 10 B 4

4

BDigby County

Barrington

1BStellarton

Parrsboro B 2

3

B

Municipality Type of 
Score

Efficiency 
(55 of 55)

Effectiveness
(55 of 55)

Final
(55 of 55)

G = Grade, R 
= Rank, S = 
Score – only 
used in the 
Raw data 
sets

‘Final’ grades 
and ranks 
compare 
overall 
performance.

The brackets beneath 
the column titles indicate 
the number of 
municipalities with 
grades and ranks (1st

number) and the total 
number of municipalities 
in the study (2nd

number). 

‘Absolute’ grades and 
ranks assess 
performance based 
solely on the actual 
results (e.g. the lowest 
costs achieves the best 
Efficiency rank and 
grade).

‘Efficiency’
grades and 
ranks assess 
overall ability to 
conduct 
business in a 
cost-effective 
manner.

‘Effectiveness’
grades and 
ranks the 
overall ability to 
satisfy 
responsibilities.

‘In-Context’ grades and 
ranks assess performance 
adjusted to consider 
circumstances that 
municipal governments 
cannot necessarily control.

‘Total’ grades and 
ranks are an 
average of the 
‘Absolute’ and ‘In-
Context’ scores.

Grades assess the 
relative ranking of 
municipalities but unlike 
‘ranks’ they indicate how 
much better or worse a 
municipality is than others.

‘Ranks’ display performance 
relative to other 
municipalities.  ‘1’ indicates 
the top rank and ’55’ (if all 
municipalities are included), 
the bottom.
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satisfy 
responsibilities.

‘Effectiveness’
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municipal governments 
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‘In-Context’ grades and 
ranks assess performance 
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municipal governments 
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‘Total’ grades and 
ranks are an 
average of the 
‘Absolute’ and ‘In-
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‘Total’ grades and 
ranks are an 
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municipalities but unlike 
‘ranks’ they indicate how 
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municipalities but unlike 
‘ranks’ they indicate how 
much better or worse a 
municipality is than others.
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municipalities.  ‘1’ indicates 
the top rank and ’55’ (if all 
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HOW DOES YOUR MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT 
MEASURE UP ON THEIR SPECIFIC RESPONSIBILITIES 
The Summary Performance Report provides a glimpse into the performance of your 
municipal governments but does not indicate performance with regards to delivering 
specific services.  Typically, municipal governments have areas where they perform well 
and areas where they perform poorly.  This variation is represented as mediocre overall 
grades (e.g. Bs and Cs).  The more severe fluctuations appear in the Complete 
Performance Report, which reveal the quality and cost-effectiveness of the municipal 
services that affect us on a daily basis.  These results are telling of where attention should 
be directed or where exemplary performance should be emulated by other municipal 
governments. 

MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT RESPONSIBILITY CATEGORIES 
The Municipal Government Responsibility Categories represent the typical functions of 
municipal governments. 

Governance and Finance 
Governance and Finance assesses a municipal government’s ability to keep its 
administrative and legislative costs low while being able to generate revenue and keep 
debt manageable.  Municipalities with high ranks and grades on this variable are able to 
generate more revenue and keep lower debts than other municipalities while efficiently 
conducting their legislative and administrative responsibilities. 

Taxation 
Taxation assesses tax policy and administration.  For Efficiency, we look at the tax 
burden on people and businesses.   For Effectiveness, we look at the value of commercial 
and residential property.  Municipalities with high ranks and grades have manageable tax 
burdens and high value property. 

Safety and Protection 
Safety and Protection assesses fire and police services.  The costs per capita of police and 
fire services are used to represent Efficiency.  Annual crime rates per 10,000 population 
and monetary damage caused by fire are used to represent Effectiveness.  Municipalities 
with high ranks and grades have low costs while maintaining low crime rates and low 
rates of monetary damage caused by fire. 

Transportation 
Transportation assesses the transportation network.  The cost per kilometer of 
transportation infrastructure is used to assess Efficiency.  No provincially comparable 
information was available to assess Effectiveness of transportation services. 
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Environment 
Environment assesses garbage collection and disposal, water supply and distribution, and 
sewage diversion.  We again look at the cost of each service considering the varying 
demands on the services across municipalities to assess Efficiency.  For Effectiveness, we 
look at the number of boil water alerts issued, water tests with dangerous levels of 
bacteria and number of waste water and sewage main backups.  Municipalities with high 
ranks and grades keep costs low while maintaining clean drinking water and functional 
sewage infrastructure. 

Economic Development 
Economic Development assesses the ability to stimulate economic activity.  The costs per 
capita for planning and zoning and community development services are used to 
represent Efficiency.  The population growth overall and of immigrants is used to assess 
Effectiveness.  Municipalities with high ranks and grades keep costs low while inducing 
demographic growth which typically indicates economic growth. 

Recreation and Culture 
Recreation and Culture assesses trails, parks, libraries and other recreation and cultural 
facilities.  The cost of recreation and cultural services per capita is used to represent 
Efficiency.  No provincially comparable information was available to assess 
Effectiveness of recreation and cultural services. 

HOW TO READ THE COMPLETE PERFORMANCE REPORT 
To understand how to read this report, please refer to the How to Read the Summary 
Performance Report illustration.  The design and components are the same with a few 
exceptions: 

Some municipalities did not have enough information available to assign grades and 
ranks.  We consider these results to be not applicable which is represented by ‘n/a’s in the 
table.5  We were unable to collect any provincially comparable indicators for two 
categories: Transportation Effectiveness and Recreation and Culture Effectiveness. 

There is no overall grade and rank to sort municipalities by performance – as is done for 
the Summary Performance Report.  The results are presented in alphabetical order. 

Multiple categories are included in the same row.  The colours indicate which grades and 
ranks belong to which category.  There are two parts: the first containing Governance and 
Finance, Taxation and Economic Development and the second, Safety and Protection, 
Transportation, Environment, and Recreation and Culture. 

                                                 
5 To understand the decisions made regarding inclusion of grades and ranks based on the number of 
indicators required, please follow this link to the Indicator Pyramid 
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WHAT IS THE MUNICIPAL PERFORMANCE REPORT 
IN DETAIL? 
A summary of how the report is created and what’s included is provided above.  Now 
that you have looked through the results, you may have some additional questions that 
were not answered in the description up front.  Even if you don’t have unanswered 
questions, we encourage you to look through this to gain a deeper understanding of the 
results. 

WHAT IS INCLUDED AND WHY?  
The Indicator Description Tables identify the indicators comprising each category, where 
the information was collected and why the indicator is included.  These are important 
resources for gaining insight into specifically what this report assesses.  Efficiency and 
effectiveness are typical categories for assessing any service provider; it is the individual 
indicators that reveal how this report is tailored to assess municipal governments and 
their specific responsibilities.  Also it is important to understand why we believe each 
indicator is important so you can assess for yourself the legitimacy of each category and 
ultimately the overall grades and ranks. 

The first column identifies the category, the second column lists the indicators that 
comprise each, the third, describes the indicator including how it was calculated, the 
fourth, identifies where the indicator came from and the fifth, why it was included.  The 
brackets in the second column indicate the years the information represents.  If there are 
no brackets, the information represents 2006-2008.  
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Performance Indicators / Outcomes 
The Performance Indicators / Outcomes are used to directly assess the performance of 
municipalities. 
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HOW ARE OVERALL AND FINAL GRADES AND RANKS 
CALCULATED? 

This report does not grade and rank individual indicators; rather, the indicators are 
averaged to produce categories.  The Indicator Pyramid below illustrates the process used 
to convert indicator scores into higher category ranks and grades culminating with the 
Final ranks and grades.  They also contain information about the number of indicators 
required to compute an overall rank and grade for each category, denoted by the brackets 
below the category title (e.g. ‘2 of 4’ means the municipality must have information for at 
least two out of the four potential indicators to be given a grade and rank).  The 
connecting lines illustrate the subordinate categories included in superior categories.   
Categories with no indicators below were not included in the assessment because no 
information was available. 
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((22 ooff 22))

OOvveerraallll  EEffffiicciieennccyy  ((44  ooff  77))  OOvveerraallll  EEffffeeccttiivveenneessss  ((33  ooff  55))  

Government 
& Finance 
Efficiency 

 

(3 of 5) 

1. Admin Costs 
2. Change in 
Admin Costs 
3. Legislative 
Costs 
4. Change in 
Leg Costs 
5. Population 
per Councilor 

Taxation 
Efficiency 

(2 of 4) 

1. Residential Tax 
Burden (RTB) 
2. Change in RTB 
3. Commercial Tax 
Burden (CTB) 
4. Change in CTB 

Safety & 
Protection 
Efficiency 

(2 of 4) 

1. Police Service 
Costs (PSC) 
2. Change in PSC 
3. Fire Service 
Costs (FSC) 
4. Change in FSC 

Transportation 
Efficiency 

(1 of 2) 

1. Transportation 
Costs (TC) 
2. Change in TC 

Environment 
Efficiency 

(3 of 6) 

Economic 
Development 

Efficiency 
(2 of 4) 

1. Drinking Water 
Costs (DWC) 
2. Change in DWC
3. Solid Waste 
Costs (SWC) 
4. Change in SWC
5. Waster Water 
Costs 
6. Change in WWC

Culture & 
Recreation 
Efficiency 

(1 of 2) 

1. Planning & Zoning 
Costs (PZC) 
2. Change in PZC 
3. Community 
Development Costs 
(CDC) 
4. Change in CDC 

1. Recreation and 
Cultural Costs 
(RCC) 
2. Change in RCC

Culture & 
Recreation 

Effectiveness 
Transportation 
Effectiveness 

Government & 
Finance 

Effectiveness 
(2 of 4) 

1. Total Revenue 
2. Change in Revenue 
3. Outstanding Debt 
(OD) 
4. Change in OD 

Taxation 
Effectiveness 

(2 of 4) 

1. Total Property Tax 
Assessment (PTA) 
2. Change in PTA 
3. Commercial Property 
Tax Assessment (CTA) 
4. Change in CTA 

Safety & 
Protection 

Effectiveness
(1 of 2)

1. Crime Rates 
2. Change in Crime 
Rates 
3. Monetary Damage 
Caused by Fire (MDCF)
4. Change in MDCF 

Environment 
Effectiveness

(2 of 3) 

Economic 
Development 
Effectiveness

(1 of 2)

1. # of Boil Water Advisories 
2. % of Water Tests with 
Dangerous Levels of Bacteria
3. # of Backups in Waste 
Water Infrastructure 

1. Change in Total 
Population 
2. Change in 
Immigrant Population

1. Change in Total 
Population 
2. Change in 
Immigrant Population



  

31 

HOW THE DISTANCE FROM THE AVERAGE TRANSLATES INTO A 
GRADE? 

Ranks and grades are presented to explain municipal government performance in a 
common way.  How the ranks are calculated is easy to explain – they are the position of 
municipal governments’ performance relative to all other municipal governments.  The 
calculation of grades is a little more complicated and deserves a more detailed description 
than provided above.   

Grades are dependent on intervals of Z-scores.  Think of Z-scores as numbers indicating 
the distance of municipal government performance from the average with ‘0’ being the 
average, negative numbers indicating below average performance and positive, above; 
the larger the number, the better.  Z-scores mean little to most people, so we convert 
these scores into the more familiar School Letter Grading system.  This conversion relies 
on setting upper and lower bounds of Z-scores for each letter grade.  Below is a diagram 
illustrating which scores fall under which grades.  Any Z-score between the upper and 
lower bound receives the grade indicated.  −∞ means negative infinite or the lowest 
number conceivable, +∞ means infinite or the highest number conceivable. 

 

These numbers or Z-scores can be confusing; so in summary, the grades assigned to 
different municipal governments represent their distance from the average.  If they are 
below average, they receive a C+ to an F, above average, B to A+ and average, B-. 
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FAQS 
FAQs are frequently asked questions that were not specifically addressed above.  We 
encourage you look through them and if your question is not included please contact us 
for the answer.  Contact Jamie Newman at jamienewman@aims.ca or 902-429-1143 
extension 230. 

1. Provide an example of the affect of the Inputs on the different types of grades and 
ranks (e.g. Absolute, In-Context and Total). 

Annapolis Royal had the highest property values per capita in Nova Scotia but is only the 
22nd most wealthy municipality.  These are two inputs which impact the Taxation 
Efficiency category which uses the tax burden on residents as an indicator; the higher the 
burden, the worse the performance.  In Annapolis Royal’s case, tax burdens will be 
higher – not necessarily because of tax rates controlled by the Municipal government but 
rather - due to disproportionately higher property values possessed by residents with 
average wealth.  This is not to say the entire burden is explained by property values and 
wealth but, from the outset, Annapolis Royal has a disadvantage. 

If Annapolis Royal is not advantaged by any other Inputs, the ‘In-Context’ scores will be 
improved because we expect poorer performance. These circumstances have no effect on 
the ‘Absolute’ scores.  The ‘Total’ scores will be improved by less than the In-Context 
scores because they are an average of ‘Absolute’ and ‘In-Context’ scores. 

The opposite would be true for a municipality whose residents are wealthy but property 
values are relatively low.  In-Context and Total scores will be less than Absolute scores. 

2. If ‘Total’ scores are an average of Absolute and In-Context, why are some ‘Total’ 
ranks not between the ‘Absolute’ and ‘In-Context’ ranks? 

Adjustments impact each municipality differently depending on the significance of their 
advantages or disadvantages, according to their ‘Inputs’.  This means some municipalities 
have greater advantages or disadvantages than others.  In-Context these municipalities 
may pass or sink below other municipalities in the rankings with less significant 
adjustments.  So Total ranks will not always be between the Absolute and In-Context 
ranks, it is all dependent on the movement of municipalities around them.  Grades, on the 
other hand, are not dependent on other municipalities.  They will always be either the 
same as the In-Context or Absolute grades or in between them. 

3. You say I can use this report to improve my community by raising my concerns to 
council.  How do I get them to listen to me? 

This report uses the type of information good councils use to make decisions.  It is now in 
your hands.  The report may verify that your municipality is doing fairly well and you 
feel content.  Maybe it reveals you are paying higher rates for lower quality services and 
feel your municipal government can do much better.  If you feel strongly enough to act, 
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you can go to your council meeting and voice your concerns.  If you do not get a 
satisfactory response and/or resolution, there a number of alternative ways to have your 
concerns considered.  You can organize a group of citizens that share the same concern 
and voice your concerns as a united front.  You can write opinion pieces for newspapers 
or start a blog or use other online social media to have your concerns shared immediately.  
If you can wait for municipal elections, you can vote for alternative councilors that share 
your concerns.  If there is no option you like, you can run yourself.  Or you can move to 
another municipality that performs well at providing the services you are concerned 
about.  There are a number of ways to have your concerns heard.  This report is your 
resource for identifying or verifying those concerns.  How you use it is up to you. 

4. Socio-Economic Status (SES) as an Input is a vague concept, what is included in 
the SES indicator and how is it calculated? 

Socioeconomic Status (SES) uses a number of measures to capture the social and 
economic conditions that exist within a municipality. Using census data from Statistics 
Canada, the SES score is a single number derived from a 10 point scale. The higher the 
number, the better a relative SES is to the rest of the province.  The following ten data 
items comprise the SES score: 

Positive Factors Negative Factors 

-Employment Rate -Participation Rate -Unemployment Rate 

-Proportion of Adults with 
Post Secondary Education 

-Proportion of Labour Force 
in High Status Occupations 

-Proportion of Adults without a 
high school diploma 

-Median Income -Average Property Value 

-Average Monthly Rent  

-Proportion of Single Parent 
Families 

5. Specifically, how are the grades assigned? 

Grades are assigned using a consistent statistical process.  In plain language, we 
determine how far above or below the average each municipality performs.  We attribute 
a number indicating this distance from the average.  These numbers or scores are then 
converted into grades based on number intervals with the average receiving a B-.  When 
performance is relatively similar for all municipal governments the scores will hover 
around B-, significant variation in performance is revealed when municipal governments 
receive A’s, D’s and/or F’s.  Most of the scores in the Summary Performance Report 
hover around B-.  These average scores for most municipal governments speak to there 
being no perfect municipality at fulfilling all of its responsibilities.  Likewise, there is no 
municipality that does not perform at least above average in some aspect of municipal 
governance. 
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HARD NUMBERS 
For those of you interested in looking beneath the ranks and grades; below are the actual numbers 
for each indicator.  We refer to the actual numbers as raw data; the raw data are the indicators that 
are combined to produce the higher level categories comprising the Complete and Summary 
Performance Reports.  For your purposes, they provide a more detailed understanding of 
performance and also describe the municipality in greater detail.  For instance, if you are 
interested in the average crime rates from 2006–2008 for your municipality, this information is 
contained in the Safety and Protection raw data set. 

HOW TO READ THE HARD NUMBERS DATASETS 
Refer to the How to Read the Summary Performance Report diagram to understand how to 
navigate the datasets below.  A few differences to keep in mind are the ‘S’ columns are the raw 
scores, the ‘R’, are ranks.  The ranks do not indicate which municipal governments are best or 
worst, they indicate the highest and lowest scores, with the highest score receiving a rank of ‘1’ 
and the lowest, ‘55’.  The numbers in the brackets contained in the header row indicate the years 
the information represents.  At the very bottom of each dataset are the average, maximum and 
minimum scores for the column above.  These statistics are included to be used for reference 
purposes.  
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2000 Barrington Street, Suite 1302 

Halifax, Nova Scotia; B3J 3K1 
Telephone: (902) 429-1143  

fax: (902) 425-1393 
E-mail: aims@AIMS.ca  
Web site: www.AIMS.ca 
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