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The Resilience Dividend: City of Calgary Experiences with Turning the Curve  
Heather Galbraith, Program Lead, Resilience & Infrastructure Calgary  

This paper is in support of the “Co-Constructing knowledge for urban resilience implementation 

workshop held in Montreal Canada October 2nd to 4th 2017. It provides a brief overview of the Calgary 

experience with Results Based Accountability (RBA) as well as opportunities and challenges to 

implement evidence based practices in municipal government to address resilience. 

The Calgary Context 

The City of Calgary adopted the Results-Based Accountability (RBA) framework in 2014 to better align 

work and provide a platform to improve the performance of our programs and services to citizens.  The 

purpose was to support the City of Calgary’s role in adding to the quality of life in Calgary’s communities 

as well as our ability to make evidence based decisions.   

The adoption of RBA was in support of our Leadership Strategic Plan and contract with Council to 

“Better serve our citizens, communities, and customers”.  It is part of The City of Calgary’s overall 

integrated performance management system.  This includes: 

• Performance Measurement & Accountability (RBA) 

• Service Review and Improvement 

• Service Plans and Budget 

• Integrated Risk Management 

• Individual Performance Development 
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RBA has helped us as an organization understand our role in the greater community to achieve larger 

population outcomes.  This is a key element for our overall integrated planning and budgeting where we 

look at citizen outcomes and connect our services and projects to that.   

One example outlined here as part of the Calgary context relate to a shock event (the 2013 flood).  It 

was largely through the experience of the 2013 Calgary Flood, that we began to truly understand the 

potential cost of shock events.  A key step in resilience related evidence based decision making is to 

identify the cost of shocks and stresses and understand our risk tolerance.  From there we can then set 

targets for what is acceptable risk and then identify action to mitigate it.   This is particularly important 

as it is anticipated that the costs of stresses and shocks will continue to rise whereas the ability to pay 

for them through insurance and government relief programs are reducing.   

Within The City of Calgary Corporation alone a total of more than 200 infrastructure recovery projects 

were identified at a total cost of $445 million. The recovery of this work is expected to continue through 

the end of 2018.  At this time, it is anticipated that Calgary will recover seventy-five percent of these 

costs through insurance and the disaster recovery program (DRP).  

During the 2013 Calgary Flood, the following also occurred:   

 

People   80,000 people in 32 communities evacuated  
6,000 homes and 4,000 businesses affected  

Infrastructure  
& Community 
 

Over $400M in initial damage to municipal infrastructure 
Bonnybrook waste water treatment plan flooded 
C-Train tunnels flooded, 16 LRT stations closed, 22 bridge and numerous roads 
closed 

Services 35,000 ENMAX (The City of Calgary’s energy company) metred customers without 
power 
Government complexes, Calgary Zoo, Stampede grounds, Saddledome, recreation 
facilities & schools closed 

 
 
In Calgary, without any mitigation, floods over the next 100 years could potentially cause damage equal 
to $170M / year (“average annual damages”).  Since the flood we have been working on different 
mitigation project that once implemented, is expected to reduce the potential flood damage to $115M / 
year (30% decrease).  The goal is to build sustainable flood mitigation and resiliency that will endure for 
generations.  
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Flooding is not our only concern. The following shows recent stresses and shocks experienced by our 
city. 

 
 

Calgary went from a stress of rapid population growth with 40,000 new Calgarians expected over four 

years to a sudden shock of economic contraction and unemployment.  To address these conditions, 

Calgary changed the way we partner with our development industry to manage growth followed by a 

focus on capital velocity to better support the economy.  Calgary is currently implementing resilience 

criteria into infrastructure investment decisions and we are using the evidence based approach to 

ensure we are making the right investments in our city, and leveraging other potential funding as it 

becomes available.  

 

How can evidence-based practices (such as Results Based Accountability) contribute to the 

implementation of urban resilience? 

Evidence based measurement is key to tell the story of the value of investing in resilience.  Citizens 

expect to understand how their government is spending tax dollars and what actions they are taking to 

support resilience.  This is how we demonstrate both accountability and value for the resilience 

investment.   

The City of Calgary’s corporate standard for performance measurement is Results Based Accountability 

(RBA).  RBA embodies a “citizen first” approach because it is a simple, easy to communicate approach 

focused on two types of accountability: population (improving the well-being of the population) and 
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performance (improving the quality of programs and services).  To measure these types of 

accountability, RBA has three performance measures:   

1. How much did we do? 
2. How well did we do it? 
3. Is anyone better off?   

 
Aspects of RBA aligns well with the city resilience framework and a resilience lens.  Both recognize not 

only the municipal government role in contributing to a resilient city through our performance 

outcomes, but also that we are not the sole organization responsible for this.  We need to work closely 

with partners external to us in order to lead to a different population outcome.   This emphasis on 

collaboration between internal and external partners serves both RBA (to collectively contributing to 

larger population outcomes) as well as the resilience framework (to “mobilize, connect and catalyze 

action across diverse stakeholders and sectors”). 

Another area of alignment is related to quality of life.  A core question in RBA is “What are the quality of 

life conditions we want for the people we serve?” This encourages us to think beyond the specific 

programs we are delivering to the outcomes and the population they serve.  Similarly, application of an 

integrated resilience framework (such as the 100RC City Resilience Framework) encourages 

consideration of broader resilience dimensions and their connection to one another in supporting a 

resilience city.  

The template to reinforce the RBA way of thinking is as follows:  

Description 
 

Contribution to Calgary’s Quality of Life 
 
 

Customers 
Direct: 
 
Indirect: 
 

Partners 
Internal: 
 
External: 

Headline Performance Measures 
 

   
 

Story Behind the Numbers 
 
 

Accomplishments 
 
 
What We Propose to Do Performance Measures under Development 

 
 

0
1
2
3
4
5
6

0
1
2
3
4
5
6

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
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The RBA framework also contributes to resilience under the leadership and strategy dimension and 
effective leadership and management through evidence based decisions.  This is manifested in part 
through the “story behind the numbers” where external factors, drivers and trends are identified that 
may influence performance. The City of Calgary will apply this framework to our resilience strategy. The 
strategy is currently under development and will be launched in 2018 as part of our membership in the 
100 Resilient Cities (100RC) network.   
 
Challenges and future questions that need to be addressed? 

While RBA will be a helpful framework as we develop and then implement our resilience strategy there 

are many challenges ahead.  While we have processes in place to identify stresses and shocks we are 

challenged to quantify them in a way that is holistic and meaningful for decision making.  For example, 

while we know some of the hard infrastructure costs associated with the flood we cannot fully know the 

psycho-social costs (and stresses associated) with this event.  We know it had an impact and some can 

be measured such as by increased calls to the distress centre, but do not have measures for the full 

personal and societal impacts of this event through the changing phases of a disaster (illustrated below). 

This contributes to the challenge of identifying acceptable risk when we do not know the full costs of an 

event on the health and wellbeing of a population.    

 

 

Source: US Department of Health and Human Services 

As well, we need to be able to better show the “resilience dividend” or co-benefits to resilience 

dimensions.  While RBA helps us to identify partnerships in achieving population outcomes more work 

needs to be done to understand the inter-relationships between effective leadership, environmental 

health, economic prosperity and human well-being.   We need tools and methodologies to work with 
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multiple stakeholders to identify resilience indicators that are meaningful for Calgary as a city region, 

not only for Calgary as a municipal government.  Like root cause analysis, we need a reliable 

methodology to get to the core manifestation of what resilience looks like in communities and then 

determine who is responsible, and how we are going to work together to “turn the curve”.  From a true 

resilience perspective, this ought to be done for all aspects of resilience, even in those not primarily 

under the purview of municipal government.   This work is particularly challenging for policy initiatives 

where the population benefits will take years to develop and the impact wide reaching.  To achieve this 

work, we need repeatable processes and the resources and timeframe to achieve results.  

Lastly, there is a tendency to plan based on past experiences – not on future possibilities. Traditionally, 

we consider known external factors and trends when we develop our performance measures to project 

the baseline and changes we expect through our initiatives.  We can do more, however to fully 

understand the unexpected emerging conditions that could disrupt our programs as well.  The City of 

Calgary is embarking on work related to strategic foresight to help us develop a more future focused 

mindset however this will require a significant learning curve and culture shift to occur.  We need 

academic institutions to equip students with skills to participate in and guide organizations through this 

process.   

Being part of the 100 Resilient Cities network is providing the catalyst and framework to bring the 
resilient discussion from flood recovery to economic diversity, social inclusion, organizational resilience 
and beyond.  Calgary was chosen in part for our flood recovery work and community spirit.  We are 
building upon this success to strengthen partnerships both within City business units and to community, 
business and academic partners to identify the resilient opportunities in our city and chart a path 
forward.  As part of this, we will use RBA to define our accountability, tell the story behind the numbers 
and to communicate the results we expect to achieve.  
 


