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REALITY CHECK

Introduction

Alberta once again leads the nation in taking in more new residents than it loses to other 
provinces and territories.1 But, if homeowners seeking greater affordability leave Toronto, 
Vancouver, or Montreal for Calgary, are they in for an unfortunate surprise? Using Statistics 
Canada 2016 and 2021 census data, this report briefly examines the largest municipality in 
each province west of Atlantic Canada, to compare property taxes, in absolute and relative 
terms, to measure the weight of its burden on homeowners. Specifically, we examine 
changes over time in:

•	 Population growth

•	 Number of dwellings (i.e. residential units; “homes”)

•	 Household income

•	 Market value of dwellings

•	 Average property tax

•	 Effective property tax rate

•	 Overall property tax burden on homeowners 

This analysis provides insight into how property taxation has evolved and its impact on 
homeowners in key urban centers across Central and Western Canada.
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REALITY CHECK

Population growth & new homes

Of the cities in our analysis, Calgary’s population grew the most between the last two 
censuses—by 67,564 people (Figure 1).2 And only Toronto built more homes (Figure 2).3 

Percentagewise, Calgary’s number of residential units grew the most, and only Saskatoon 
and Winnipeg had faster growing populations (Figure 3).

Population of largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Number of private dwellings, largest  
municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure 1
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Source: Statistics Canada (2022), “Ranking of the 10 most populated municipalities, 1901 to 2021,” Statistics Canada (February 9)  
<https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/dv-vd/ribbon-ruban/index-eng.cfm>.

Note: Total private dwellings includes: single-detached house, semi-detached house, row house, apartment or flat in a duplex, apartment, other single-attached house, movable dwelling. 
Source: Statistics Canada (nd), “Census of Population 2016 and 2021,” Statistics Canada <https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/index-eng.cfm>.
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REALITY CHECK

Population vs. private dwellings, growth of  
largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021 Census

Average annual property tax payment  
(constant dollars), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021 Census

Figure 3

Figure 4
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Note: “Housing units” is total private dwellings, which includes: single-detached house, semi-detached house, row house, apartment or flat in a duplex, apartment, other single-
attached house, or movable dwelling.  

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on: Statistics Canada (nd), “Census of Population 2016 and 2021”; Statistics Canada, (2022), “Ranking of the 10 most populated municipalities, 
1901 to 2021,” Statistics Canada (February 9) <https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/dv-vd/ribbon-ruban/index-eng.cfm>.

Note: Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. Source: Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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Average property tax growth

Between 2016 and 2021, all cities in our analysis experienced notable property tax 
increases (Figure 4), with percentage growth ranging from 16 percent to 28 percent. The 
most significant percentage growth occurred in Calgary, where the property tax rose from 
$2,736 to $3,496—a 28 percent jump in five years, between the 2016 and 2021 censuses 
(Figure 5), and nearly twice the rate hike of Montreal.

2016 census 2021 census

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-pd/dv-vd/ribbon-ruban/index-eng.cfm
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REALITY CHECK

Change in annual property tax payment (%), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021 Census

Change in average home value (constant dollars), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021 Census

Figure 5

Figure 6
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Note: Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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Home value gains and losses 

Given rising property taxes, one might assume that housing prices are also rising across 
the board, but that is not the case. While Toronto and Montreal saw tremendous real estate 
appreciation between the last censuses (38.6 percent and 25.6 percent, respectively), 
the average home in Saskatoon and Calgary lost value (-5 percent and -7.3 percent, 
respectively) (Figure 6). See Figure A1 in the Appendix for details. 
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REALITY CHECK

Effective property tax rate changes

In light of changes to the market value of home prices, it is worth exploring property taxes 
as a percentage of home value—what is called the “effective rate.” The nominal rate is 
the property tax rate given by each municipality; it is applied to the assessed value of the 
property. However, assessment practices vary by municipality, so the effective rate—i.e., 
the implied rate residents would be paying on the actual value of their property—is the only 
fair way to make comparisons between municipalities.

Calgary’s effective property tax rate had the most significant increase (37.9 percent) 
between the 2016 and 2021 census periods. Saskatoon, at 27.3 percent, also saw a 
substantial rise in property tax pressure. Winnipeg and Vancouver also saw moderate 
increases, suggesting a general upward trend in western cities. Conversely, Montreal and 
Toronto both saw their effective property tax rates decline—by nearly 8 percent and 9.4 
percent, respectively (Figure 7)—as a result of home prices rising higher than property 
taxes. See Table A1 in the Appendix for details.

Change in effective property tax rate (%), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure 7
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Notes:  
•  Effective tax rate = property taxes as a percentage of the estimated market value of the dwelling. 
•  Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data. 
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REALITY CHECK

Increasing property tax burden

Yet, from an affordability perspective, the total property tax burden is an even more 
important metric than the nominal or effective tax rates. To calculate the tax burden, we 
need to consider income. Montreal and Vancouver saw the most significant percentage 
increase in household income (10 percent), while Calgary experienced the most significant 
decline (-13 percent) (Figure 8). See Figure A2 in the Appendix for details.

Change in average annual household income (%), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure 8
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Note: Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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All municipalities in our analysis saw an increase in their property tax burden, ranging from 
a low of 5 percent to a high of nearly 50 percent. As Calgary’s average household incomes 
have declined considerably amidst even higher spikes in the nominal and effective property 
tax rates, Calgary’s overall property tax burden climbed the most—a staggering 47 percent 
in just five years (Figure 9). For context, Calgary’s overall burden on its homeowners 
increased almost twice as quickly as second-place Saskatoon and three-and-a-half times 
faster than Vancouver!  By contrast, while Montreal’s property tax burden did rise, it was 
the lowest—just 5 percent—due to a declining effective property tax rate alongside rising 
household incomes. (See Table A2 in the Appendix for details.)
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Change in property tax burden (%), largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure 9
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Notes:  
•  Tax burden = property taxes as a percentage of household income in the calendar year. 
•  Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.

Summary of findings

Calgary stands as an outlier, with the most significant increase in both the effective tax 
rate (38 percent) and property tax burden (47 percent). A decline in income (-13.2 percent) 
and dwelling value (-7.3 percent) suggests economic strain between the 2016 and 2021 
census periods. 

Without Calgary, Saskatoon would top the list of concerning trends. Saskatoon also shows 
considerable economic strain (both falling incomes and falling home values), but high 
increases in the property tax rate and tax burden. These concerns are not uniform across 
Western Canada, though, as Winnipeg and Vancouver both show moderate increases 
across all measures.

Montreal and Toronto show relatively strong economic performance (income and property 
value growth) over this period. Both Central Canadian cities even boasted reductions in 
effective property tax rates, resulting in comparatively lower increases in property tax 
burden. Still, the overall property tax burden did increase, especially in Toronto (19.3 
percent).
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REALITY CHECK

Why it matters

These trends matter for at least three reasons. First, property tax is an essential source of 
revenue for municipalities across Canada. City councils set their property tax rate, and the 
routine payment made by residential homeowners is the backbone of municipal funding.

Second, housing is the most expensive purchase most Canadians make. The taxes we 
pay on these purchases are among the largest variables affecting affordability between 
municipalities. Surprise increases in this burden can place the financial goals of ordinary 
Canadian families out of their reach. Thus, Canadians naturally take these costs into 
account when choosing where to live.

Summary of findings: Percentage change in various variables between  
2016 and 2021 censuses, sorted west to east

Figure 10

Effective  
property tax

Property tax  
burden

Population Average  
household income

Average  
home value

0%

Vancouver Calgary Saskatoon Winnipeg Toronto Montréal

4.
9%

12
.9

%

10
.4

%

9.
9% 13

.4
%

5.
5%

-7
.3

%

37
.9

%

-1
3.

2%

47
.1

%

8.
0%

-5
.1

%

27
.3

%

5.
4%

27
.7

%

6.
3%

5.
9%

12
.2

%

3.
5%

14
.8

%

2.
3%

38
.6

%

-9
.4

%

5.
2%

19
.3

%

3.
4%

25
.6

%

-7
.8

%

10
.0

%

5.
3%

Notes:  
•  Effective tax rate = property taxes as a percentage of the estimated market value of the dwelling. 
•  Tax burden = property taxes as a percentage of household income in the calendar year. 
•  Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from 2016 and 2021 Census Canada.



Taxing our way to unaffordable housing: A brief comparison of municipal property taxes       |      9

REALITY CHECK

And third, municipalities can fall into a vicious spiral, if they are not careful. Falling incomes 
and residential property values mean municipalities either have to trim their budgets or 
increase property taxes. The latter is, obviously, the easier decision for the municipality. 
But rising property tax burdens could lead to the city becoming a less desirable place to 
live. This could mean weaker residential property values, weaker population growth, and 
weaker growth in the number of residential properties. The municipality is then again faced 
with the choice of trimming budgets or raising taxes. And on and on it goes.

Conclusion

Each province’s largest municipality, west of Atlantic Canada, saw their property tax 
burden increase between the last two national censuses. The effective property tax rate 
and the overall property tax burden rose most substantially in Calgary and Saskatoon, at 
47 percent and 27.7 percent, respectively, from 2016 to 2021, whereas Montreal saw the 
lowest property tax burden increase of just 5.3 percent. In conclusion, given the challenges 
of affordability for Canadians across the board, greater fiscal discipline is needed in 
Canada’s municipalities.
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Appendix

Average home value (constant dollars),  
largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Effective property tax rate, largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure A1

Table A1
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Source: Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.

Toronto Montréal Calgary WinnipegVancouver Saskatoon

2016 census 2021 census

2016 Census 2021 Census

Average annual 
property taxes

Average value of 
dwelling (owner 

estimated) 

Effective  
tax rate  

(%)*

Average annual 
property taxes

Average value of 
dwelling (owner 

estimated)

Effective  
tax rate  

(%)*

Montréal  $3,668  $465,200 0.8%  $4,248  $584,500 0.7%

Toronto  $3,696  $816,000 0.5%  $4,640  $1,131,000 0.4%

Winnipeg  $2,868  $343,600 0.8%  $3,408  $364,000 0.9%

Saskatoon  $2,824  $414,800 0.7%  $3,412  $393,600 0.9%

Calgary  $2,736  $560,500 0.5%  $3,496  $519,500 0.7%

Vancouver  $4,024  $1,530,000 0.3%  $5,016  $1,728,000 0.3%

Notes:  
•  Effective tax rate = property taxes as a percentage of the estimated market value of the dwelling. 
•  Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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Average annual household income, 
largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada, 2016–2021

Figure A2
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Note: Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
Source: Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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Property tax burden, largest municipality in each province 
Western & Central Canada

Table A2

2016 Census 2021 Census

Average annual 
property taxes

Average total 
household  

income

Property tax 
burden (%)*

Average annual 
property taxes

Average total 
household  

income

Property tax 
burden (%)*

Montréal  $3,668  $116,000 3.2%  $4,248  $127,600 3.3%

Toronto  $3,696  $152,800 2.4%  $4,640  $160,800 2.9%

Winnipeg  $2,868  $116,800 2.5%  $3,408  $120,900 2.8%

Saskatoon  $2,824  $132,400 2.1%  $3,412  $125,300 2.7%

Calgary  $2,736  $174,800 1.6%  $3,496  $151,800 2.3%

Vancouver  $4,024  $136,800 2.9%  $5,016  $150,400 3.3%

Notes:  
•  Tax burden = property taxes as a percentage of household income in the calendar year. 
•  Constant Canadian dollars, as of 2020, adjusted for inflation. 
 
Source: Authors’ calculations, based on Statistics Canada custom tabulations from the “Census of Population 2016 and 2021” data.
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