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Amidst the economic shocks of 
COVID-19, there have been calls 
from industry and government to 
invest in infrastructure as a sure 
way to stimulate the economy. 
It’s a common assumption that 
this spending will inject much-
needed cash flow directly into 
local economies — but how much 
of the investment really stays 
local? In theory, investing in local 
infrastructure is a straightforward 
way to jump start jobs, but there are 
some barriers to buying local that 
require careful thought. 

The degree of investment that 
truly starts and stays local depends 
on how much of the investment 
goes into materials and products 
imported from other countries, and 
how much goes directly into local 
workers’ pockets. So how can you 
ensure infrastructure investments 
benefit the local economy but also 
keep your community resilient 
in the long run? There are five 
principles that will help you buy 
local and keep your community 
resilient: go green, get tech-savvy, 
be human-centric, get connected, 
and be Future Ready®.

The benefits of buying local are fairly well understood 
when it comes to food, goods and services. But what 
about the invisible assets that we use every day: our 
infrastructure? Infrastructure investment represents 
significant spending from all three levels of government 
— but how can we maximize the impact of those funds to 
build more resilient local economies?
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Where does the money go?

Dr. Burns found that, with new works in Australia, design tended to be outsourced to low-income countries; many building 
materials were imported; and more of the investments translated to profits, rather than going to workers — profits which 
tended to be saved rather than spent. For research that was completed three decades ago, Dr. Burns' work was prescient. 
We have seen all of these trends continue, and on an increasingly international scale as globalization intensified. Informed 
by Dr. Burns' research and these observable trends, it is worth considering: how much of the money invested in new 
infrastructure in Canada really stays local?

Source: Adapted from research from Penny Burns, Chair at Talking Infrastructure Association, Australia

“ Maintenance provided the maximum return to workers, with up to 
80 per cent of the costs being labour related. Renewal was the next 
best return with around 60-70 per cent, while new works’ return 
(depending on the nature of works) was between 45 and 55 per cent.”
Penny Burns, Chair, Talking Infrastructure Association

About 30 years ago, Australian 
infrastructure economist, 
Dr. Penny Burns, now Chair 
at the Talking Infrastructure 
Association, completed 
fascinating research into the 
impacts of different forms 
of infrastructure investment 
on the economy. Her results 
showed that, dollar for dollar, 
maintenance activities put 
more money into workers’ 
pockets, and therefore provided 
greater potential for the local 
economy to thrive, compared to 
new construction.

http://www.talkinginfrastructure.com/
http://www.talkinginfrastructure.com/
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Sealing the leaks
One of Dr. Burns' key research findings, that new builds inject less local cash than maintenance activity, doesn’t mean we 
should focus solely on maintenance. There is no doubt we need to do more than just maintain our existing infrastructure. 
Canada has an aging infrastructure stock that is “oversubscribed” in some instances, and completely missing in others. 
That puts Canadians at risk. We’re facing increasing flooding, rising temperatures, and unpredictable weather, which put even 
more strain on creaking, deteriorating assets. We’re also facing rapid technological change that our infrastructure needs to be 
able to accommodate. Our urban areas are growing, societal expectations are evolving, and we will need to manage increasing 
and changing demands. What if we rethought our new builds so that they not only provide more benefits to the local economy 
for the long term, but also provide greater environmental and social resilience? 

As COVID-19 closes borders, disrupts supply chains and creates massive economic uncertainty, now is the time to reconsider 
how we plan and invest in our infrastructure to enhance the resilience of our communities.  

How much money stays local is 
a difficult question to quantify, 
but it leads to what is perhaps 
a more useful question. If our 
infrastructure spending is leaking 
out of our local economies, how 
do we seal those leaks? How can 
we maximize the local benefits 
of these investments, keeping 
as many dollars as possible re-
circulating in our communities? 

https://www.infrastructure.gc.ca/site/alt-format/pdf/plan/icp-pic/IC-InvestingInCanadaPlan-ENG.pdf
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Five principles for resilience
The five principles are a simple starting point to seal investment leaks, reinvigorate local economies, 
and build more resilient infrastructure for a thriving community, today and tomorrow.

GO GREEN

Moving from grey to green 
infrastructure can be simpler, more 
effective, and certainly more cost-
friendly. There are compelling examples 
of replacing concrete infrastructure, 
for example, with green assets. 
One standout was the decision not 
to upgrade the New York City water 
treatment works in the 1980s – but 
instead, to invest in protecting the 
catchment by buying up local land, 
working with farmers on nutrient 
management plans, and monitoring 
water quality carefully. This approach 
not only saved the city $6.5 billion, 
it also cleaned up the water in the 
catchment. A couple of decades later, 
officials discovered that cancer rates in 
the catchment had dropped.

There are similar examples of 
municipalities using natural assets to 
mitigate flooding, and relocating homes 
and businesses rather than fortifying 
them. Going green reduces the overall 
costs of your services, keeps more of 
the investment local, and makes your 
community more resilient.

GREEN, TECH AND HUMAN-CENTRIC SOLUTIONS CAN BE LESS EXPENSIVE THAN GREY INFRASTRUCTURE

Image adapted from Hanson, Talberth & Yonavjak 2011, Forests for Water: Exploring Payments for Watershed Services in the U.S. South, with additional sources: NRT (2011), Paying the Price 

* “Benefits” are difference between cost of traditional infrastructure and green

1

http://dspace.gcswcd.com/bitstream/handle/123456789/104/SWRC_1of10_JNABS_2006.pdf?sequence=1
http://dspace.gcswcd.com/bitstream/handle/123456789/104/SWRC_1of10_JNABS_2006.pdf?sequence=1
http://pdf.wri.org/forests_for_water.pdf
http://nrt-trn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/paying-the-price.pdf
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Five principles for resilience
GET TECH-SAVVY

There are many examples of superseding the need for infrastructure 
upgrades using technology. Tech is now used to nudge people to 
make better choices. You may receive notifications from your water 
or electricity supplier, for example, about your consumption of the 
resources they supply. This approach has proven effective in reducing 
consumption and waste, which defers the need for capital upgrades. 
Taking advantage of technology for engagement and monitoring 
can reduce service costs, leaving funding free for other community 
initiatives. And as an added bonus, your tech-savvy may spark further 
innovation and business opportunities.

BE HUMAN-CENTRIC

There are numerous examples of nudging people into safer behaviour, simply 
by providing lighting, signage, or tidier public spaces. Blue-toned lighting that 
calms travellers at a rail station, for example, can be just as effective as the more 
expensive option of building track barriers. Keeping sidewalks clear and public 
spaces clean makes people feel safer — and therefore more likely to walk and 
cycle, and more likely to thrive. This approach can save direct costs, but also 
reduce crime and injury for wider community benefits. Nudges can also reduce 
demand for transportation infrastructure: for instance, Infrastructure Victoria 
have published a report summarizing over 100 examples of behavioural nudges 
to improve traffic flow. (They have also published a Human-Centred Design 
Playbook.) Human-centric design naturally leads investment to stay local, as 
spending goes toward the people doing the maintenance and monitoring its 
effectiveness in the community every day.

GET CONNECTED

Now that you’ve identified green, tech and human-centric solutions, you’ll 
notice that your initiatives are now about solving community problems rather 
than simply building infrastructure. You’ll also notice that you have more 
allies who want to achieve many of the same goals — preserve green space, 
improve health, reduce crime, and support local people and businesses. With 
these allies engaged, you can begin co-funding projects, which provides 
a compound win — it reduces your required contributions and produces 
projects with wider benefits. For example, a system that examines the whole 
health lifecycle, from the built environment’s impact on healthy lifestyles 
to treating ailments, could shift the balance from reactive to preventive 
— possibly reducing costs overall. Capital investments can be reduced, 
while investments in people go far toward creating and maintaining good 
relationships in the community.

2 3
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https://environment-review.yale.edu/water-conservation-gentle-nudge-can-go-long-way-0
https://www.letsrecycle.com/news/latest-news/swedish-study-tool-incentivise-recycling/
http://www.citylab.com/transportation/2018/05/the-amazing-psychology-of-japanese-train-stations/560822/
https://www.infrastructurevictoria.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/University-of-New-South-Wales-paper-A-review-of-non-pricing-behavioural-interventions-November-2017.pdf?fbclid=IwAR33xr6NyCaKjls9qVP_170mBihbRt_DECeQ47sqbZWrLo_2QB89PiccGmM
https://www.vic.gov.au/download-human-centred-design-playbook
https://www.vic.gov.au/download-human-centred-design-playbook
https://www.wsp.com/-/media/Insights/Canada/Documents/2019/Whitepaper_Health_and_the_Built_Environment_EN.pdf?la=en-CA&hash=A1B983C6936FD88A8FF8C9ECAEEFF66113C7305B
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Five principles for resilience
BE FUTURE READY®

You could incorporate all of the above points and still fail to create a forward-thinking infrastructure plan. To be 
Future Ready®, you need to consider how these elements will change throughout the entire service life of your 
infrastructure. To prepare for the uncertain, consider trends in the following four areas:

A Future Ready® approach 
can mean that fewer 
capital investments 
are required over the 
lifecycle of a solution. 
More of the investment 
goes into the upfront 
research into trends and 
solutions, and monitoring 
the effectiveness of 
your designs — which is 
usually a local job.

5

CLIMATE
Will increasing heat and flooding weaken materials more quickly and shorten their lifespan, 
so you’ll need a new capital budget sooner than expected? Have you incorporated these 
shorter lifecycles in your accounting? 

SOCIETY
Will an increasingly older population change the infrastructure you need, like necessitating 
more public transit or community spaces?

RESOURCES
Will your solution be carbon neutral, a requirement we’re expecting by 2050?

TECHNOLOGY
Will you be able to do inspections remotely so that safety considerations for human access 
can be removed?

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/news/2019/12/government-of-canada-releases-emissions-projections-showing-progress-towards-climate-target.html
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Building local resilience
Incorporating the five principles above will naturally lead to lower capital costs, 
and place more reliance on people and their skills, as shown in the figure below. 

INVESTMENT GOES TO: INVESTMENT GOES TO:

TRADITIONAL APPROACH “BUY LOCAL” APPROACH

Large buildings & 
operating cost

Liaising and 
supporting staff

Get tech savvy

Go greenLarge infrastructure & 
operating cost

Relationships with 
landowners in catchment, 
monitoring water quality

Get connected
Health care costs

Social services costs
Built environment costs

Relationships and liaison 
across organizations

Be human-centric
Building or replacing 

infrastructure that fails 
early due to lack of use 

and maintenance

Maintenance, planting 
vegetation, designing 
attractive spaces

Be Future Ready®
Replacing infrastructure 

that fails early due to 
increasing heat or flooding

Maintenance, research into 
longer-lasting materials
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To stimulate our economy, let’s take the opportunity 
to increase our resilience on a local level. Strategic 
infrastructure investments that are greener, tech-savvy, 
human-centred, connected  and Future Ready  will inject 
more than just cash flow into local communities. If done 
right, the infrastructure investments we make today will 
have a profoundly positive effect on the economic and 
social resilience of the communities they serve.

Discover the rest of our Costing the Chasm series on wsp.com, and stay tuned for our WSP SmartTM 
campaign launching September 2020. In the meantime, follow the links to learn more about 
Future Ready® and Resilience at WSP.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Anna Robak leads WSP’s Future 
Ready® research program. For more 
information on upcoming research 
and potential collaborations, please 
contact anna.robak@wsp.com

http://www.wsp.com/en-ca/insights/ca-costing-the-chasm
https://www.wsp.com/en-CA/who-we-are/future-ready
https://www.wsp.com/en-CA/campaigns/ca-resilience
mailto:anna.robak@wsp.com
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