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2021-22 Budget Pre-Consultation  
 
In preparation for the 2021-22 budget process, school boards are facing an enhanced level of 
uncertainty due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In response, the Bluewater District School Board (BWDSB) 
will need employ a measured approach when determining priorities for this budget cycle with an 
emphasis on flexibility. 
 
BWDSB has worked diligently to approach long-term financial sustainability over the past several years. 
As a result, the board is in a strong position to navigate through the pandemic while focusing on student 
achievement and well-being. 
 
Priorities 
 
The annual budget process supports the board’s strategic plan and related priorities. The initiatives 
range from opening success pathways for all students and staff to promoting community engagement 
and ensuring responsible stewardship of resources. It is recommended that trustees and staff consider 
these priorities for 2021-22 while promoting flexibility in the face of uncertainty. Therefore, it is important 
to strive for cost neutral outcomes when considering new initiatives. As more information becomes 
known, from a funding and pandemic standpoint, it will be necessary to evaluate these initiatives further. 

 
Maintaining Balance 
 
BWDSB has achieved long-term financial sustainability by:  

• responding to changes in funding levels while ensuring student achievement and well-being 

• managing costs related to changes in collective agreements, replacement costs, and benefits 

• continuing the management of school spaces  

• increasing reserve contributions to mitigate risk related to cost and funding changes 
 
Through targeted and fiscally responsible decisions, BWDSB has increased its fiscal strength building 
reserves for contingencies and funding uncertainty. Staff recognize that 2021-22 carries increased 
uncertainty due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The board will continue to focus on producing a balanced 
budget and building reserves from a position of long-term sustainability. 

 
A balanced budget with reserves provides the ability to respond to unexpected events, without reducing 
programs or services. In addition to the COVID-19 pandemic, the board continues to face pressures in 
the management of school space and unfunded labour costs, that requires BWDSB to continue to make 
decisions based on the following: 

• alignment with the strategic plan and balanced budget 

• sustainable delivery of programs and services with a long-term outlook 

• elimination of unsupported debt 

• contribution to reserve contingencies and to newly established capital and technology reserves  

• respond to changes in funding and enrolment 
 
 
Budget Pressures 
 
In addition to the COVID-19 pandemic, Ontario school boards continue to balance funding changes  
with increased student needs and labour-related pressures. Below are specific challenges that will 
impact the BWDSB leading into the 2021-22 school year: 



• funding uncertainty due to decreased enrolment related to the COVID-19 pandemic 

• cost pressures and uncertainty related to ministry directed education planning for 2021-22 

• funding for technology to support students and staff learning and working remotely 

• inconsistent broadband access in rural areas, further complicating remote learning 

• increasing number of students with high needs, while funding does not keep pace with the 
complexities of student needs 

• increasing staff absences in combination with the lack of qualified replacements 

• increasing demands for data and information management for needed resources without an 
increase in administrative funding 

• capital and renewal costs for aging schools, with changes needed to meet current program 
requirements or to close classrooms that are no longer needed 

• recruiting qualified staff for new and replacement positions 

• ensuring the ability and resources required to adhere to enhanced health and safety protocol in 
order to keep students and staff safe in schools and on buses 

 
In summary, the challenge with the upcoming year will be adjusting to changes in funding and 
enrolment while responding to budget pressures particularly associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.  
This budget landscape suggests that 2021-22 is not a year to add or expand services without an 
offsetting reduction in expenses or an increase in revenue. 
 
Managing the Pressure 
 
The board continues to promote long-term financial sustainability through the effective management of 
school spaces, increased reserve contributions and the effective stewardship of financial resources. 
This will need to continue to effectively manage the current budget pressures and allow for the flexibility 
to respond to uncertainty. 
 
During the 2020-21 budget development, enrolment was projected in advance of the COVID-19 
pandemic and corresponding ministerial closure period. As the return to school plans were announced 
in the summer of 2020, Ontario school boards did not accurately predict the impact on enrolment, 
particularly in primary grades (kindergarten to grade three) that was experienced due to the pandemic. 
Locally, BWDSB reported decreased enrolment of over 530 ADE in total at Revised Estimates. In 
response, the Ministry introduced GSN stabilization funding for Ontario school boards. As a result, 
BWDSB received nearly $4M in funding to counter the projected decrease associated with enrolment 
changes. This allowed BWDSB to project a balanced budget without forcing unfavourable staffing 
decisions. 
 
As we approach the 2021-22 school year, there is no indication that stabilization funding will be 
available. Therefore, staff must project enrolment conservatively. As more information becomes known 
throughout the budget development process, staff will be prepared to act quickly and decisively if 
optimal enrolment can be reliably projected for September. 
 
Additionally, the board must continue to recognize the importance of long-term financial sustainability 
and continue to approach a budget plan based on the effective management of school spaces, reserve 
contributions, and the responsible stewardship of financial resources.  

 
Conclusion 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has provided a whole new set of challenges and an increased level of 
uncertainty for the BWDSB. Fortunately, prudent financial management has positioned the board to 
successfully navigate through the challenges thus far. As we approach the 2021-22 school year, we 
must remain flexible, responding to budget pressures, while ensuring student achievement and well-
being. 

 
 Consultation 
 
BWDSB is committed to consultations with its stakeholders.  As part of the budget consultation process, 
an online survey will be sent out to gather feedback.  In addition, a consultation delegation will be 



scheduled at an upcoming Business Committee of the Whole meeting in the spring.  
 
Timeline 
 
The Ministry of Education requires the board approve the 2021-22 budget by late June.  Staff plan to 
provide a draft balanced budget for board consideration.  Staff will continue to keep the Trustees 
informed at Business Committee meetings.  Attached in Appendix A, is a high level timeline for the 
budget process that was released on January 5, 2021. 
 
 
 
 
Recommendation: 
 
That the Business Committee receive the ‘2021-22 Budget Pre-Consultation’ report for information. 
 

 
Submitted to  For further information, please contact 
Bluewater District School Board Rob Cummings, Superintendent of Business  
Business Committee of the Whole  Services/ Treasurer and Andrew Low, 
February 2, 2021 Interim Manager of Financial Services  
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2021-22 Budget Timeline 
 


