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A-word conversation begins
DERRY McDONELL
Academics weigh in on the amalgamation question.

n November, voters throughout Greater Victoria

said “yes” to studying some form of amalgama-

tion in the Capital Regional District. Even in
municipalities where the ballot question was either
obtuse (Saanich) or clearly biased (Oak Bay), the overall
result endorsed considering, at the very least, how
greater service integration and cooperation among the
13 municipalities could benefit the region as a whole.
North and Central Saanich, Sidney and Victoria went
even further, endorsing a cost/benefit study of amal-
gamation itself.

Since then, the Province has promised support for
any local initiative to research, gather and prepare
public recommendations to the Province on the issue.
The Minister for Community, Sport and Cultural
Development, Coralee Oakes, told a March 10 break-
fast meeting of local politicians and Amalgamation Yes
organizers she is preparing a public announcement in April that will
invite every municipality in the region to meet with her to discuss what
steps they wish to take on the issue. She emphasized, however, that the
Province itself would not—and under current legislation legally could
not—draft nor implement any “top down” plan for amalgamation.

“I haven’t got the green light from cabinet to make any changes to
the Local Government Act,” said Oakes. “We can do supportive work
to assist local governments looking into it [and] we could possibly do
a pilot project as well but we don’t [even] want to dictate what the study
should look like. You should tell us, at the grassroots Jevel, what you
want to do.”

So exactly what have the local governments in the CRD done to
respond to the November referenda and the Province’s response?
Virtually nothing. In fact, Victoria City Council is the only municipality
that has taken any public action so far, having drafted the letter to
Minister Oakes that resulted in the March 10 breakfast meeting.
Elsewhere, however, the silence has been deafening.

The only other public voice on amalgamation is coming from the
volunteer-led Amalgamation Yes group, the same folks whose highly-
organized work over the past two years led to the referenda in the first
place—a fact that led to criticism from View Royal Mayor David Screech
and others skeptical of amalgamation, saying any further study into
it should not be led by a group with a clear bias on the issue.

For its part, Amalgamation Yes—since renamed Greater Victoria
Conversation—says it’s concerned that far too much responsibility for
developing and presenting local opinion in the region is being
pushed down to volunteer groups like itself.

“Local governments in the CRD have made it clear they are not going
to fund the study at the grassroots level,” organizer Shellie Gudgeon
told Oakes. “That puts the onus on volunteers like ourselves and, frankly,
we’re going to get burned out if that continues.”

Gudgeon would like to see the Province and municipalities encourage
neighbourhood associations to get involved and take ownership of the
grassroots level of the study—an idea Oakes said she’d have her staff
consider as part of its consultation process.
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Tnn the meantime, public debate on the pros and cons
of amalgamation is already underway, at least in some
quarters. On March 24, the Victoria Salon, a newly
i formed public interest group, launched itself into the
% amalgamation issue with a public debate at Camosun
College that featured four speakers on the subject—
two pro, two opposed—who managed to present a
wide range of fact and opinion and left an inter-
ested audience with much to think about and further
research to pursue.

For example, when UVic School of Public
s Administration Professor Jim McDavid cautioned
against adopting amalgamation without a thorough
“cvidence-based” approach, taking into account loca!
. situations in the CRD, his UVic colleague, Professo:
Emmanuel Brunet-Jailly countered by noting that the
OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development) recently released a world-wide study of civic govern-
ments that provides vast amounts of data and analysis of how effectively,
or ineffectively, regional governments in urban areas have performed,
and why. “It’s available online now,” he added.

The point was augmented during the post-debate question period,
when Amalgamation Yes volunteer John Vickers told the panel more
than 300 amalgamations have taken place in Western Canada alone,
including 25 in British Columbia, and more are planned. “And we
haven’t heard of major complaints with any of them,” he said, adding,
“There are clearly a lot of examples and models for us to examine if
we want to look at them.”

The debate for and against focused on two central themes: repre-
sentative regional government versus regional cooperation/service
integration, and top-down implementation versus grassroots-led imple-
mentation, Speaking for the nay side, Oak Bay Councillor Tara Ney
(who also is an associate professor at UVic’s School of Public Administration),
along with Professor McDavid, argued that ongoing service integra-
tion, especially among police and fire services, was already providing
a key regional benefit demanded by amalgamation proponents, and
that while the CRD board of directors admittedly has had difficulty
delivering major projects like regional sewage and waste management,
many other worthwhile regional services and improvements have
resulted from specific CRD commissions and committees. They contended
that if the Province would simply give regional districts like the CRD
more jurisdiction—specifically over regional development and trans-
portation—municipal amalgamation wouldn’t be necessary.

The yea side, presented by Professor Brunet-Jailly and Amalgamation
Yes spokesperson Lesley Ewing, noted that the absence of an effec-
tive regional governance structure is costing the region numerous
opportunities for economic and social development and hindering the
development of necessary infrastructure as well. “Greater Victoria’s
population [350,000] is larger than that of at least seven of the official
largest cities in Canada,” Ewing pointed out, “yet it has no represen-
tation on the national body that speaks for that large-city group. This
is costing us the opportunity to share in federal cost-sharing programs.”

April 2015 « FOCUS



ONE POINT on which both sides agreed was that the
current procedure of having municipal councils in
the region appoint directors to the CRD Board of

Directors is a major flaw in its governance structure.

Professor Brunet-Jailly went further. “The OECD study looked at
263 municipalities in the world and concluded that “forced” amalga-
mations work better than those created by ‘bottom-up’ consensus,” he
said. This is based on demonstrated outcomes, “such as reduced urban
sprawl, reduced income/social inequity, better transportation planning,
and economic growth.”

The key to seeing the gap between the two approaches, he explained,
is to evaluate governance models on performance effectiveness (results-
based outcomes of services provided), rather than simply on efficiencies
(i.e. cost containment). The latter is more commonly applied in North
American municipalities than elsewhere, he said, and that, along
with concurrent requirements for local-level sign-on to fiscal initia-
tives, has led to severe distortions. The most recent example is Ferguson,
Missouri, where local courts and police were found to be focused solely
on revenue-generation in order to make up for revenue shortfalls from
other sources in the city, especially taxes.

Professor McDavid observed that, in fact, with its isistence on local
approvals for regional initiatives (e.g., the current transit referendum
taking place in Vancouver), BC’s regional government structure is more
similar to the US model than that of any other province in Canada.
Councillor Ney also cited this requirement as the key reason the Scaterra
project was stalled.

One point on which both sides agreed was that the current proce-
dure of having municipal councils in the region appoint directors to
the CRD board of directors is a major flaw in its governance structure.
“There’s a widespread public view that CRD directors are solely there
to represent the interests of their own municipality, not those of the
region,” noted Lesley Ewing, adding, “This is more evident when large
projects and/or major dollars are involved.”

Professor Brunet-Jailly said “the CRD’s poor reputation on major
projects like sewage treatment is primarily due to a lack of public
visibility,” he said. “Unlike municipal councillors, these people arc not
seen to be accountable to the public. As a result, ‘face-to-face’
democracy at the CRD level doesn’t exist.”

Both sides agreed a switch to having CRD directors clected directly
by their constituents would go a long way to rectity the current situa-
tion. Still to be worked out, however, would be the electoral and
geographical boundary represented by cach CRD director.

Another public debate is set to take place on April 21, when former
BC Premier Mike Harcourt is slated to be the keynote speaker. It starts
at 5 pmat the Victoria Conference Centre and reservations are required.
You can register here: www.greatervictoriaconversation.ca

In the meantime, Victoria Mayor Lisa Helps says she is trying to
arrange for another meeting with Minister Oakes to clarify the next
steps in the consultation process. Stay tuned.

Derry McDonell has been writing and editing since his
WVic days inthe 1970s. His career indudes stints as Editor
. of Monday Magazine, publisher/editor of BC Digest and
* the first publisher of Canadian HR Reporter.
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Focus presents: Triangle Healing

.These

hoopg will give you a great workout while they stimulate your corg muscles,
hut be prepared for the impact on your midsection. The muscle stimulati% happens
proportionately to your strength output.

These colotkful rubber-coated hoops, which range from 1.5 to 5 pounds, come
apart into six sactions for travel, so you can easily transport your Sports Hoop to
a park or beach for a more fun workout.

The patented vavy-ridged design is specifically designed to help you slim your
waist and will lead % more toned stomach, back, gluteus and hip muscles. In addi-
tion, the rotational mgtion needed to keep the hoop up promotes body alignment
and conect posture.

While you gyrate outdpors with your Sports
Hoop, don a pair of Eagle Eyes Sunglasses.
These superior sunglassey are the result of
NASA scientists developing\sunglasses that
enhance vision while protectirlg eyesight from
the sun's harmful UV radiatio, Each pair of
glasses features the polarizedTriLenium-
Gold lens system which blocks 100,percent of
the harmful blue, violet and ultraviglet rays,
and allows the vision-enhancing green\yellow,
orange and red light spectrum in.

Diane reports that once a customer biys a
pair of Eagle Eyes, and experiences the claNty
and brightness, they never want to wear any othe
brand. Many new customers come in because
their friend has a pair, and they want them too.
As Diane says, the sunglasses sell themselves.
Athletes also love these sunglasses because the
don’t slide off, no matter how active you are.

April in Victoria can be sandal weather.
Juil shoes and sandals not only look stylish, but

the copper dots on the insoles, and the/copper
dots connect with the Earth. Exposure tg stresses
builds up free radicals, and the easiést way to
getrid of them is to walk barefoot/connecting
with the Earth, which allows elegfrons to enter
your body and neutialize the radicals. Because
walking barefoot is not pragtical in today's
world, Juil sandals provide 4 stylish effective solution.

Diane says that once a gustomer buys a pair of Juil shoes or sandals, théy often
come in and buy anothet pair in a different style. She says people often tell her
they love how they feefwhen they wear Juil sandals. Men and women appréciate
the wide tange of styles, and the top quality leather makes the sandals feel\ike
gloves on your feey/

Come in to Trjéngle Healing Products to experience these products for youk-
seif. While yod're there, take the opportunity to try out a pair of Barefoo
Science insojés. And, don't forget to stay hydrated with clean structured water.

Top: Eagle Eyes Sunglasses
Bottom: Sports Hoop

: Triangle Healing Products
: 770 Spruce Avenue, Victoria, BC
250-370-1818 » www.trianglehealingproducts.com

= Healing Prodicts, its owney, its employees do not provide medical advice or treatmentt. They provide information and

procucts that you may choose after evaluating your health needs and in consultation with heaith professionals of your choosing.
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