2014 Election Questionnaire

Capital Region 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:  Susan Low
Candidate for:  Councillor
Municipality:  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, if it is what the public decides they want after a thorough study and public engagement process.

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 I believe residents should have the opportunity to state an opinion on the subject of amalgamation. 

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 I would support the initiation of studies, particularly if they begin with resident input and also include looking at non-coerced amalgamations in other places.

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.

Yes, this proposed structure does have some merit, but it also has challenges. The Core five municipalities have diverse populations, land uses and service needs so while it may make sense to organize things in this simple geographic way, we have to ensure the needs of the communities are not thrown under the bus in favour of a “less is more” approach. I propose that the specific geographic configurations shouldn’t be discussed until we have a clear agreement on what purposes we are seeking to accomplish through amalgamation. If the goal is to draw an easier map, that structure seems fine. If the goal is to allow communities to align for better services while maintaining responsive local government, I think it is better not to draw the lines before the conversations have happened.

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, combining critical services such as policing, fire & rescue and 9-1-1 service would provide more effective and efficient public safety. Crimes, fires and health problems don’t recognize municipal boundaries. We have two critical care hospitals serving the whole region and it seems to work just fine for residents.

6. In your view, what are the biggest obstacles to restructuring the 13 municipalities into fewer governance units?  

The biggest obstacle is the complexity of managing a municipality. While it might be a simple task to merge recreation services for example, there are also many layers of by-laws, planning, development services, waste management and so on which are managed differently by each municipality. In order to amalgamate two municipalities, we would need to understand how each of those layers would change. We also need to consider the cultural differences between municipalities and seek to build understanding and common will among residents and municipal staff. These are challenges which can be overcome, but it will take quite a few years.

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.

No, overall. While CRD Parks, CRD Housing Corporation and CRD Water Supply are quite effective, the other topics you mentioned have been poorly handled by the CRD Board. Case in point: the Regional Growth Strategy was undertaken several years ago. The CRD hired an engineering firm from Calgary to do it instead of local organizations or consultants. We still don’t have a Regional Growth Strategy, but taxpayers have paid for one. The Core Area Liquid Waste Management Committee takes the FUN out of dysFUNctional, and their pet project Seaterra is a gigantic waste of money. The CRD Board, guided by such staff as are in place right now, have made a disaster out of kitchen waste planning.

8. What would you do to improve regional governance in Greater Victoria?

In the short term: 

· Although the distribution of votes at the CRD Board is based on population and no alternative model would really make sense, I would instigate a “veto” power for any municipality if the CRD Board is voting on matters that would impact residents or land use in that municipality alone. 

· I would ensure that CRD Directors’ attendance at Committee Meetings is considered mandatory and that Directors may not use more than two substitutions in a calendar year for any Committee they sit on without taking an unpaid leave of absence from their whole Directorship.

· I would like to see all municipalities elect their CRD Director(s) instead of having people get a seat at the CRD by default due to their position on a municipal council. 

· All waste management should be handled by the same committee, which would have a mandate to work towards zero waste (or better) in the Capital Regional District. Liquid waste, solid waste and food waste need to be considered as resources and their handling needs to be integrated.

In the long term:

· Over the next twenty years I would like to see the waste management, water supply, and transit/transportation activities of the CRD created as utility or services commissions independently, with each municipality contributing according to a formula funding agreement. If two or more municipalities amalgamate or merge, their relationship to the commissions would be updated as necessary.

· CRD Housing is already a stand-alone corporation owned by the CRD, but it doesn’t need that parent relationship. A fully informed and engaged board of CRD Housing can quite easily manage its affairs without the political oversight of the CRD Directors.

· CRD Parks can operate independently, or the CRD Parks properties can be taken on by the municipalities in which they are located. Regional parks like the Galloping Goose Trail can be managed through partnership agreements. Political oversight is unnecessary.

· Planning and development services should take place among municipalities that are either fully amalgamated or which sign on to joint planning & development agreements to reduce duplication of bureaucracy. (e.g. Esquimalt and View Royal could share a planning department perhaps – Oak Bay and Victoria could share recreation – these are random examples, not plans).
