2014 Election Questionnaire

Capital Region Municipal Amalgamation Society (Amalgamation Yes)
http://www.amalgamationyes.ca
TO EACH CANDIDATE  STANDING FOR ELECTION TO PUBLIC OFFICE IN ONE OF THE 13 MUNICIPALITIES OF THE CAPITAL REGION DISTRICT  IN NOVEMBER, 2014.  Please complete and return to amalgamateyes@gmail.com within two weeks of receipt.    Responses will be posted on the http://www.amalgamationyes.ca website. 

Candidate name:  John Ducker

Candidate for:  Mayor
Municipality:  Township of Esquimalt
1. Are you in favour of the principle of reducing the number of municipalities in the Capital Region through amalgamation?  Yes or no.  Please explain. 

Yes, but only with a clear mandate from Esquimalt citizens by way of a local referendum to do so. 
2. Do you believe that residents should have the opportunity to state an opinion on the subject of amalgamation through a non-binding referendum question on the municipal ballot? Yes or no.  Please explain. 

Yes. This is an important issue, and we need citizens to weigh in on it fully. Opinion polls and editorials are one thing, but as we’ve seen in our recent past the only poll that really counts is the ballot box.  I want to know formally where our citizens want to go on this one.

If our community subsequently wants to pursue amalgamation, I would work diligently with our staff, and any other municipalities that might be interested, to develop more refined and specific options for further public consideration. Those options would include cost-benefit analysis.

If the majority in Esquimalt rejects amalgamation, then we should move on and work in the regionally cooperative manner our communities expect, difficult as history has shown this to be. This whole question at its heart is a “will of the people” issue, and good leaders should fear neither the question nor the answer, even at the cost of their own job.  

3. If elected in your municipality, would you support the initiation of studies to determine the feasibility, costs and possible benefits of amalgamation?  Yes or no.  Please explain. 
Yes. Citizens need some tangible points to consider rather than continually dealing with abstract notions and opinions. However, rather than burden municipal staff with the onerous task of studying this issue and its complicated variables, I feel we should commission an independent outside group to study all of the issues. This will incur some cost, especially if we use well-qualified professionals independent of any local government, but this expenditure is well worth it in relation to the importance of the overall project.  I would hope that all municipalities would take the opportunity to provide their perspectives and contribute to this study whether they are for amalgamation or not.  

4. One suggested model for restructuring the region consists of three municipalities:

· Peninsula (Sidney, North Saanich, Central Saanich)  

· Core (Victoria, Saanich, Oak Bay, Esquimalt, View Royal) 

· Westshore (Colwood, Langford, Metchosin, Highlands, Sooke).   

In your view, does this proposed structure have merit?  Yes or no.  Do you propose a different model?  

Please explain. 

No. While this model does have merit, I would propose something a little different.  For many years I used to believe in something similar to this model.  However, after having recently travelled extensively through England and the United States, I now believe that regions should preserve their rural/agricultural zones, which is what we have in Metchosin, Highlands, Sooke and areas of the Saanich Peninsula. If these areas were folded into “metro” entities, they could be lost to development and urban sprawl within one or two generations, and part of what makes this region the most beautiful and desirable place to live in would be lost.  

Our core municipalities are homogenous despite the political barriers erected around them.  But our rural areas, including the vital pockets of the Agricultural Land Reserve (ALR), are distinctly different. To preserve and protect them, they should continue to be governed and administered separately.
Similarly, I feel that any new regional governance structure must protect local autonomy for land use planning and zoning decisions. I would support a system that retains community control over planning and which protects the existing integrity of the OCPs (Official Community Plans) and gives residents a say and sway over what gets built in their neighbourhoods.  Vital neighbourhoods are the key to great communities.
5. Do you agree that the merging of critical services such as policing, fire fighting and 9-1-1 emergency response would provide more effective and efficient public safety for the residents of Greater Victoria?  Yes or no.  Please explain. 
Yes.  But based on my experiences in policing and working through the relationship between Esquimalt and Victoria these past five to six years, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, for these services to function under multiple councils. The perspectives and “cultural differences” between our municipalities can be extreme, as we’ve seen on many issues.  So if we were talking about a more immediate merger of emergency services, in advance of any municipal amalgamation, then we would need to devise a different governance structure. Based on my previous experiences, I believe that having three, four or five mayors at the table would be untenable.  

Amalgamated emergency services serving non-amalgamated communities would require some form of independent governance board, perhaps elected or a combination of elected and appointed members.  So that means a different form of governance structure, which in turn would require either a provincial order-in-council or amendments to the BC Police Act.  

Where we could make more intermediate progress is on a unified 9-1-1 centre.  Even having different staffs working under one roof, with instant access to each other, would be much better than what we have now.  People of this region are fed up with transfers between area operators when they need ambulance, fire or police, and clearing up these confusions does not have to wait for other forms of amalgamation to occur.  

For years I have been very concerned for the vulnerability of our system in the event of a natural disaster.  A new centre providing redundancy for 9-1-1 infrastructures is of critical importance in times of mass emergencies. With an upcoming proposal to upgrade the emergency service radio system, it's an ideal time to look at a unified 9-1-1 centre as well. A 9-11 centre capable of switching over to a back-up centre well outside of the CRD, like the E-COMM centre in the Lower Mainland, could support the South Island in the event of a natural disaster here and vice versa.  
6. In your view, what are the biggest obstacles to restructuring the 13 municipalities into fewer governance units?  

Well, the overarching problem is political will stemming from a lack of clear direction from citizens. If our leaders agreed that we actually want to solve this problem, then we could make great strides.  However, even getting to that basic tenet of agreement has always been the problem.

The next biggest problems are mechanics and logistics, including the costs of transition. It will take time to reduce redundancies within an amalgamated system. This is why it is crucial that a study on amalgamation be conducted independently, based upon what services and personnel are actually required for a municipality of a certain size, so we have a truly objective lens on the problems and opportunities. 

Any restructuring would need to be done in a way that presents the very least disruption to our public sector workers, and our unions must be at the table as part of the process. It’s essential to work collaboratively with our employees as these types of transitions are difficult.  Any transition of service delivery should take full advantage of the many workers who will be retiring in the next five to 10 years and not done through a process of forced layoffs. 
7. Do you believe that the Capital Region District Board has been effective in dealing with regional service issues, such as waste water treatment (sewage), composting kitchen waste, regional growth, transportation and transit planning, etc.  Yes or no.  Please explain. 

Yes and no. It’s dependent on the issue. The CRD has done an admirable job on our regional parks system, recycling, fresh water management and conservation, and it has been a leader in terms of affordable and supportive housing.  Clearly in recent times it has stumbled badly on the sewage treatment question. Not enough scientific rigour and cost-benefit analyses nor public consultation have been applied to the process before key decisions were made.  

The sewage treatment question has also exposed serious flaws in the governance system. Depending on your point of view, the CRD system is one where larger population municipalities bully smaller ones or smaller population municipalities hold the region hostage in relation to their own interests. No matter what happens to CRD governance in the future, the key is to build upon the processes where the region has been able to succeed.  

8. What would you do to improve regional governance in Greater Victoria?
Local initiatives and innovative thinking from the municipalities must be given a chance to succeed regionwide, rather than the CRD always driving the agenda. 

Attendance at CRD meetings should be mandatory for directors unless there is a medical reason or other emergency. Missing a specified number of meetings without excuse would be grounds for expulsion.  The attendance record of some of our representatives is not great.  

Major regional expenditures beyond a specified threshold should be the subject of referenda. It’s regrettable that this provision in the Local Government Act was amended specifically for sewage treatment projects, as it would have been a bona fide step in a democratic check-and-balance process.  A referendum process would have given citizens the voice they needed on this issue.  Citizens need good information on project benefits, issues and costs in advance of any decision-making.  

