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 by November 2, 2014    Responses will be posted on the http://www.amalgamationyes.ca website. 

Candidate name: Rebecca Mersereau
Candidate for: Councillor
Municipality: Saanich
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, provided it is well established that economic and administrative efficiencies will result. 
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.  However, I believe a more effective and meaningful (or perhaps binding) approach would be to undertake a period of gathering objective information that identifies the pros and cons of a variety of amalgamation models for the region (i.e. an independent study).  The information should be shared with the public, who should also have opportunities to become more informed by participating in town hall meetings, before being asked to weigh in on a referendum question. I believe the decision ultimately should rest with the informed citizens of the region, rather than relying on the cooperation of elected officials.
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.
Absolutely – yes.  I believe such studies should also consider opportunities short of full amalgamation, to improve coordination and increase service sharing across communities, in order to relieve the tax burden and potentially improve the effectiveness of some municipal functions.
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.


On the surface, this proposed structure has merit due to the innate similarities between the identified communities; although one legitimate concern may be that the interests of rural Saanich (e.g. retaining agricultural land, improving the viability of local agriculture, food security) would be underrepresented in such a structure, since they likely to be quite distinct from those of the other ‘Core’ regions proposed.  Another impediment is likely to be the differential financial ‘well-being’ of the municipalities proposed to be amalgamated together, and the receptivity of the residents to assuming the debts of other municipalities. 
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.
I am undecided on this question at this stage, and would like to see more information provided to the public about service-sharing arrangements that already exist (e.g. Saanich Police currently dispatch for surrounding municipalities), what additional opportunities there are, and what the implications would be financially, as well as in terms of the quality of service.  There appears to be a tendency toward less responsiveness the larger the service regions get, so we need to be crystal clear in our understanding of what the implications will be for critical fire, policing, and emergency response services before moving in this direction.
6. In your view, what are the biggest obstacles to restructuring the 13 municipalities into fewer governance units?  
The adoption of the more altruistic, regional perspective required to consider such restructuring: elected officials do not have personal incentives to seriously consider changes to the status quo, and unfortunately it appears to be only a few who consider the long view and the best interests of the region as a whole.As previously alluded to, some municipalities are in better financial condition than others due largely to more prudent and regular investment in infrastructure.  It may not be easy for instance, to convince residents in Saanich to assume the relatively high debts of the city of Victoria, after Saanich residents have sustained tax increases in recent years to ensure their own municipality is caught up on infrastructure investment needs.  For those who are financially motivated, it may be necessary to demonstrate that the overall tax burden would be decreased through amalgamation in order for them to be receptive to it.  Concern over the loss of local identity: as is true with any form of amalgamation, there are concerns that distinct, local characteristics, concerns and priorities will be lost or ‘swallowed up’ in the transition to more centralized forms of governance.  It is only through extensive public consultation that such concerns can be identified and addressed in the design of a new governance structure, through consideration of an appropriate and responsive ward system for instance.
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.
By and large – no.  The most egregious example of a poor process and outcome is the failed sewage treatment project, which appears to have resulted from unsound CRD staff recommendations that were adopted imprudently time and time again by the majority of CRD Directors.  There are areas where it is absolutely essential to have regional authority due to their inter-municipal nature, such as transportation and land use planning.  With respect to land use planning, the CRD has done reasonably well to establish frameworks to guide municipalities in developing Official Community Plans, through the Regional Growth Strategy and the forthcoming Regional Sustainability Strategy.  However, there is an urgent need for a more structured regional transportation authority to address the interconnected traffic congestion issues the region is facing, to ensure the public transit system is more responsive to the region’s needs and priorities, and to lead the planning for the future of transportation in our region – which must encourage people to rely less on personal vehicles. 
8. What would you do to improve regional governance in Greater Victoria?
In addition to strengthening some regional functions (transportation and land use planning), I think we need to establish clearer distinctions between regional and municipal jurisdiction to assist CRD Directors with leaving their municipal perspectives at the door.  Those serving as CRD Directors must be reminded of the need to adopt a regional perspective when they are in CRD boardrooms, to ensure they are advancing the best interests of the region as a whole rather than merely those their municipal residents.  This tendency undermines attempts to cooperate regionally, and precludes the establishment of the unified regional vision that we need in order to attract residents and investment, and to command more attention from other levels of government.
