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Business and Financial Planning
District of Maple Ridge
Maple Ridge is a fast-growing suburban community within the Greater Vancouver Regional District in British Columbia.  Local government services are provided to more than 70,000 citizens, with an expanded citizen base for policing and parks and recreation services nearing 90,000.

Maple Ridge’s business and financial planning process is a continuous cycle of strategizing, planning, measuring, evaluating and reporting.  The process is so entrenched that it has survived four significantly-changed municipal councils and four different mayors.  The process is a home-grown model, which has evolved over the past nine years under the guidance of a steering committee comprised of elected officials, union officials, senior management, and front-line employees.  Its most recent success is Council’s adoption of a five-year operating and capital financial plan just five weeks after taking office (with 4 out of 7 newly elected, but experienced officials), and full commitment to the plan for their three-year tenure.
Problem:  Strategic Alignment
Ten years ago, the budgeting process was a line-by-line budget review, accompanied by departmental goals and objectives that forced department managers to justify their existence.  There was little, if any, alignment to community priorities, strategic direction, or Council or community involvement.  This lack of strategic alignment led to customer dissatisfaction, staff and Council frustration and wasted tax dollars.  This situation was compounded in the late 1990’s by the loss of almost $2 million in unconditional grants from the Provincial government.  Maple Ridge went looking for a way to make more strategic use of its limited resources, and found the solution within its own employees, helping to foster a culture of leadership throughout all levels of the organization.
Implementation
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Business & Financial Planning

A Business Planning Steering Committee was established to develop a formalized process to link Council’s vision for the community to budgets and work plans, and ensure a consistent strategic direction.  Committee members included elected officials, senior management, union officials, and front-line employees.  

An exercise to develop a set of fundamental guiding principles culminated in adoption of a vision and a set of value statements.  Next, Council went on retreat to develop a corporate strategic plan encompassing a wide-ranging and comprehensive set of goals and objectives.  A later addition was the development of a business purpose statement and a set of focus areas and priorities.
Service Areas now develop multi-year operating plans based on the corporate strategic plan.  This includes a full business evaluation
, with a 10% funding reduction scenario, forcing departments to look at new ways to deliver service.  The plans are presented in open sessions, and public participation is encouraged.
Employees now prepare individual action plans, linking their planned activities for the coming year in ways that support the department’s objectives.  

The cascading effect through all levels of the organization provides the strategic alignment critical to achieving the community vision in the most effective and efficient manner.
Performance measurement occurs through the publication of quarterly reports and comprehensive annual reports to citizens
.    The measures are a combination of financial and non-financial indicators, and provide the linkage between work plans and the corporate strategic plan.  Citizens are surveyed every three years, in the months following municipal elections, both on satisfaction with services and facilities, and on the community’s strategic direction. 
Continuous Loop - the corporate strategic planning session of the subsequent year provides Council and senior management with a formal means of evaluating performance, direction, and the process itself, integrating feedback from citizens, customers and staff.  
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District staff have fulfilled requests to speak both nationally and internationally on our business and financial planning model.  The model continues to evolve to address current needs, but is well-entrenched in the culture of the organization, as evidenced by the upcoming publication of the “10th Annual Business Planning Guidelines,” and the intricate alignment among corporate strategic initiatives, plans and documents (see Appendix B).  Exceptional leadership has been demonstrated, as senior management has attained the ongoing commitment to this process from four successive Mayors and significantly changed Councils since implementation began.  There have been only minor changes in Council’s priority areas, with no significant shifts in strategic focus areas, telling us the corporate strategic plan has broad support.  Community needs are being systematically identified, prioritized and addressed over a rolling five-year cycle.
The business and financial planning process in place today is the result of almost a decade of in-house development, feedback, refinement, augmentation and improvement.  A testament to its continued ability to provide value to citizens, customers, Council and staff is the program’s longevity in spite of changes in staff and elected officials.  

Positive Outcomes
· Financial Plan 2006-2010 was adopted five weeks after a significant change on Council, with full commitment indicated from all Council members for their term in office. 

· There have been no large swings in Council’s priority areas.

· Five-year financial plans, consistently adopted before or shortly after year-end, ensure:
· an early start on the tendering process, beating out our competitors, and allowing us to make commitments to suppliers to secure services and equipment;
· earlier hiring of employees and contract staff before competitors;

· an early start on work plan execution, allowing a full year to deliver results;
· a sense of hope to service areas and staff that help is on the way in years 3, 4, 5…

· In the late 1990’s, just over $2 million in senior government grants was withdrawn.  Our formal process ensured the tough resource allocation decisions were strategically aligned with the community vision.
Lessons learned 

(1)  Early on, through the use of a consultant, a grand-scale performance measurement scheme was implemented.  Very quickly, we learned to keep it simple.  (2)  Grand-scale presentations of service area business plans occurred annually.  Now, this is done only post-election, with the intervening years’ presentations being now more concise, addressing only what is new or different.  (3)  The 10% reduction scenarios worked initially, and saved money, but since then have become a morale issue for some employees.  (4)  We learned there is a need for Council to prioritize, as there isn’t enough time, manpower or money to tackle everything at once.  There are always “found milestones” not contemplated in the business plans, and there are limits to our capacity to deliver.  (5)  The five-year financial plan gives hope to service areas that, year after year, would pour heart and soul into requests for additional funds; it provides a way to acknowledge their need, even if funding isn’t available in the current year.  (6)  Service area business plans need to address cross-functional dependency.  For example, the implementation of new technology in a service area plan must also be accommodated in the technology service area plan.
Maple Ridge will continue to use and evolve the Business and Financial Planning model, ensuring a continued strategic approach to municipal service delivery. 

Appendix A
Business Plan Test Questions
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Appendix B

Alignment of Corporate Strategic Initiatives
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Value Statements


Leadership�
To encourage innovation, creativity, and initiative.�
�
Service�
To be fair, friendly, and helpful.�
�
Reputation�
To stress excellence, integrity, accountability, and honesty.�
�
Human Resources�
To recognize that our people are our most valuable resource.�
�
Community�
To respect and promote our community.�
�



Vision:  A safe and livable community 


for our present and future citizens.
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� Appendix A illustrates the kinds of questions department managers should address when evaluating each business area.


� The District has been the recipient of the Government Finance Officer’s Association Canadian Award for Financial Reporting for its annual report for the preceding fourteen consecutive years, and the GFOA’s Award for Outstanding Achievement in Popular Annual Financial Reporting for the preceding nine consecutive years.
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