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Billions of dollars could be unlocked from assets, 
city advised
Business enterprises, holdings could be `monetized' through sale, leasing or 
partnerships, panel says

February 22, 2008

JOHN SPEARS
CITY HALL BUREAU

As the bank slogan says, Toronto is richer than it thinks.

The mayor's panel on city finances suggests the city could – if it wanted – unlock up to
$3.5 billion from the business enterprises and other assets it owns.

And that doesn't even begin to touch the extra money that could be squeezed from 
Toronto's $17.9 billion real estate portfolio, much of it underutilized.

Turning assets into cash could allow the city to pay off its debts, the panel says – and
relieve it of paying $440 million a year in principal and interest.

The panel is careful not to couch its recommendations in terms of a mass sell-off.

"Monetization" is the term it uses. That can mean a sale, but it can also mean turning 
assets into cash through leasing, forming partnerships or even increasing investment to 
generate new income.

Here are some opportunities:

Toronto Hydro. The utility that owns the wires delivering power to every home and office 
in Toronto.

The utility does make significant payments to the city: In 2006 it paid $46.2 million in 
dividends, and $60 million in interest on debt held by the city. But the panel says the 
potential is far bigger than that.

"By some estimates, Toronto Hydro could be worth $2.5 billion to $3 billion (before debt 
repayment of approximately $1.2 billion and taxes) if it were sold to another municipality,
the province or the private sector," the report figures.

Even if the whole company isn't sold, sections could be chunked off. For example, one 
unit of Toronto Hydro owns the city's streetlights and markets energy-efficiency products;
another unit, Toronto Hydro Telecom, has fibre-optic connections to 490 buildings. 
Neither is valued in the report, but Toronto Hydro paid the city $60 million for the 
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streetlights in 2005.

Panel member Jim Stanford was swift to point out that selling isn't always the best option.

"You could do a partnership with outside investors," he said. "You could restructure the 
balance sheet of Toronto Hydro so the city gets to take more money out of it."

Toronto Hydro could even get into the business of generating renewable energy, he said –
the corporation has already said it wants to explore a wind farm in Lake Ontario off the
Scarborough Bluffs.

Opponents of hydro privatization were already warning yesterday that they'll jump into 
action if a sell-off occurs. Paul Kahnert, of the Ontario Electricity Coalition, said privatizing 
would lead to double-digit rate increases. And he warned that a private hydro utility 
would ignore important social issues such as protecting the environment. 

The Toronto Parking Authority is a well-run business with respectable net revenue of 
$41.5 million in 2007, but the panel says more can be realized. One option: Turn it into 
an investment trust, meaning the city sells the revenue stream while continuing to own 
the real estate.

Real estate. The city also has extensive holdings through the TTC, the Toronto Economic 
Development Co. and its own offices and works yards. Sometimes, two agencies own 
adjacent properties, but don't get together to develop them. Other properties are simply 
fallow. Panel member Paul Massara points to the derelict bus terminal sitting on prime 
land at Yonge St. and Eglinton Ave.

The panel wants to put all the real estate holdings in the hands of a "senior officer for real 
estate." 

"We believe the city could conservatively target $150 million annually from real estate 
development, sales, etc.," the panel said. 


