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WATSON LAKE




MAYOR’S OVERVIEW
The Municipal Act requires that the Town adopt a provisional budget by the end of 2011 and that this be framed into a mill rate and budget bylaw by April 15 of this year. We are implementing significant changes when compared to previous years and it is crucial that residents understand the environment in which we operate. Please read!

Canadian municipalities are experiencing severe deficiencies related to infrastructure. We witness these issues daily on the news; the Champlain bridge in Montreal, housing in Whitehorse, sewage in the Baffin, landfill on the Lower Mainland. The list is endless.

Watson Lake shares these same issues on a smaller scale. Though our financial reserves now approach $7 million, this dollar amount is insignificant when compared against an engineering assessment which identifies over $18 million in infrastructure upgrades. This does not include any pavement, any sidewalks, resolution to our downtown drainage problems, expansion of the sewage lagoon, or solutions to the landfill. We do not have the ability to increase taxation to obtain these basic services and assistance from the federal and territorial government is therefore necessary. We approach senior government on a consistent basis but at the end of the day, it is their decision to fund or not.
It is against that background that we present our 2012 budget. We have reviewed many of our operational requirements and where practical, present to you our strategies.
We have attempted to follow through with our goal of making Watson Lake sustainable, safe, vibrant and healthy by providing services in the best way possible in a cost effective manner. 
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PROPERTY TAXES: FINDING FAIRNESS
Assessments are conducted by the Yukon Government. In 2011 improvements were reassessed and you will notice these changes in your assessment notices. A review shows us that assessments on improvements increased from 4% to 10%. Land values remained unchanged.

Council is not willing to increase taxes in such a significant fashion. A 4% to 10% increase would unfairly impact taxpayers. What we have therefore done is to reduce the mill rate so that taxes paid will remain the same, and then increase that rate by 3%.

We have not had a tax increase since 2006. Costs have been escalating since that date, and we are becoming further and further behind. We therefore have decided that a minimal increase is warranted and that residents understand that costs have risen exponentially in the last six years.  The Comprehensive Municipal Grant has increased marginally and the shortfall must be recovered through taxation.
PRIVATIZATION OF COMMERCIAL GARBAGE PICKUP
There are 27 commercial enterprises who receive regular garbage pickup. Effective April 1, 2012, the Town will no longer be picking up commercial garbage and we encourage local entrepreneurs to fill the vacuum through privatization.
Commercial garbage pickup would have to increase from $10 to $150/pickup to make it sustainable. We know we cannot demand such an increase and we also know it is unfair to place the burden on residential owners who have been subsidizing the disparity. Most municipalities have commercialized commercial pickup for this very reason and Council has decided that privatization is the best solution for the inequity.
Commercial businesses are encouraged to take advantage of recycling facilities in order to minimize garbage collection.
NORTHERN LIGHTS CENTRE
Service Canada has reneged on their contract, a change that resulted in a $48,000 loss to the community. The Town provided referral services for such matters as EI applications, matters dealing with pension benefits, and passports. Service Canada has abandoned the practice of using the Town as an agent, and the Northern Lights Centre has shouldered the burden.

We had a very clear choice: do we keep the NLC open during the winter or not? By decreasing staff hours, and by reassigning NLC staff to other duties such as this newsletter and the web page, we are able to keep the NLC open. We will not recoup the $48,000 but at least we have minimized our shortfall.
ECONOMIC REVITALIZATION
As previously announced, the Town has spearheaded an economic revitalization commission. The core mandate is very simple: maximize economic benefit from mining and resource development currently enjoyed in the Yukon. This may include such issues as promotion of regularly scheduled flights, encouraging mining and transportation workers to relocate to Watson Lake, and land development, to name a few. The Commission will develop strategies in concert with Larry Bagnell, our former MP, who will also be charged with execution of those ideas. 
WATER METERS
Several initiatives are being tackled in 2012 with regard to water meters.
At a time when our infrastructure is undergoing major repairs, it is prudent to attempt to minimize our costs by encouraging residents to control water usage. This will include obligatory metering of water for commercial enterprises by July 1, increased fines and enforcement for those commercial businesses who do not comply, and extensive research on water metering of residential properties within the next five years.

The Town currently has 115 metered accounts throughout the community. Roughly half of these are not operational. In many instances, individuals simply disconnect their meter in the hope the Town will not charge for usage. New bylaws will be introduced to penalize such instances and to force people to understand the need for conservation.

ANIMAL CONTROL
Council is increasing enforcement of its animal control bylaws. This will include increased hours of patrol, and enforcement of fines and dog licensing.
The Bylaw Enforcement Officer will be responsible for animal control during regular office hours. The Animal Control Officer will work 20 hours a week during evenings and weekends. A special off-hour cell phone number will be available to residents. The phone number is 536-4766. We will publicize this number on our web page.

We have become lax over the years with regards to animal enforcement. That is about to be changed. Staff is currently arranging to take special instruction from a veterinarian for the humane euthanizing of dogs. We do not like such work but every year we have requests for such a service from residents who simply cannot deal with such an issue on their own. If we are forced to undertake the service, we want to do it with compassion and in a caring way. 
FIRE CHIEF
After many years of service, Dan Miller has decided to reduce his bylaw duties and to restricting his duties to that of Fire Chief.

Watson Lake is fortunate to have a department of 23 volunteer firefighters, most of who are long standing members who were trained and supported by Dan. They are often unheralded and it is a tribute to Dan that we have such an excellent crew. 
WATER/SEWER RATES

Did you know that Watson Lake residential water rates are a third of what is charged in Dawson City? Did you know the rate is half of what is charged in Whitehorse? 

Watson Lake has not had an increase in water rates since 2006. The rate structure is completely unsustainable yet we are quite aware that we cannot increase rates by 200% or 100% as inferred above. 

Council has decided to charge an additional $7.29 a month which would bring us in line with Haines Junction. This is still below what is sustainable yet at least it closes the gap.  April start up
RESIDENTIAL GARBAGE RATES

In 1996 Council eliminated monthly residential garbage fees. The justification for such a decision was that user fees would be incorporated into a mill rate increase but Council then contradicted itself by keeping the mill rate unchanged.  The decision put us further behind both in terms of tax revenue and garbage fees. If this is allowed to continue, the downward spiral will continue and again, Council is trying to find the fine line between being accountable while at the same time not ‘shocking’ residents into what should have been done years ago.

Council has thus decided to charge a minimal $10 a month for garbage pickup starting in April 1st of this year.  
DONATION POLICY

Council has allocated $25,000 a year for grants, unchanged from previous years. Kindly look at our web page for the new grant policy.
ENERGY AUDIT

A full energy audit will be conducted on all municipal buildings in 2012
CAPITAL BUDGET

Council supported the following capital expenditures:
· District Heat Expansion $65,000 to be recovered from Gas Tax
· Waste Management to be recovered from Gas Tax

· Town Hall siding $50,000

· Loader $180,000

· Weight Room Equipment $41,000 ($20,000 recovered from CDF funding)
· Curling Club flooring $20,000

· Park upgrades $20,000 a year for 5 years
· Build Canada construction of water sewer lines (this will be administered by the Yukon Government)
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