Editorial

One man's opinion - the state of the onion.
by

Graham Burrow
Sep. 27,2014

Introduction

No, the title is not a joke. A lot of what follows is much like an old onion which is past its
'best before' date. When you peel back the skin, previously unseen blemishes begin to
appear and, as you dig deeper, it can bring tears to your eyes.

As large as this document has grown, it only touches on a small portion of what | have
witnessed. It is also a real shame that | feel so frustrated that | am compelled to write it.

These are my personal opinions and, under our prescribed rights and freedoms, | may
share them with you. Under those same rights, you are entitled to read them (or not)
and to agree or disagree with them.

Democracy is a privilege - but is also a responsibility. | embrace that as one of my core
values. Therefore, it is very important to me that you understand something at the
outset. None of this is about the individuals, themselves. It is about their actions in their
positions as officials - and it is about the need for real, tangible accountability, in office.

The only thing | ask is that you think about the issues, draw your own conclusions, and
that you get out and vote. Thank you.

New Challenges

More and more, at Council meetings, we are hearing the Mayor and the Clerk talk about
the need to comply with an ever increasing number of Provincial initiatives which are
being downloaded to municipalities. This news is generally delivered with a tone of
authority which implies we have no choice.

There may indeed be cases where legislation has been passed and we really do not
have a choice. But there are many cases where, if Council and/or Staff would perform
careful research and analysis, they would see that we do have choices and control over
our own local destiny. There are many opportunities for proactive visionary leadership.

Influence & Innuendo

We see repeated evidence that Staff has not read the entire legislation or has not
thoroughly researched a topic. And, it seems, Staff often chooses to advise or
encourage Council to interpret these Provincial initiatives in a manner which is most
burdensome to the Township's residents.

And the Mayor often 'nudges' discussions with hints, using variations of a phrase like
"There are things coming down from the Counties". But he also often claims that he
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can't talk about the specifics. Other favourites we hear time and time again are; "l don't
have my notes with me, but ..." and "Might | suggest ...".

So the general impression given to our councillors is that there is always some higher
authority involved or there is a looming (but unspecified) reason why they should comply
or take a certain action. And so Council seems intent on simply 'rubber stamping' Staff's
and/or the Mayor's recommendations or suggestions.

After so many years in office, would you not think the Mayor might remember to bring his
notes? What happened, in school, when you forgot your homework?

And, if he can't talk about County business which is still in debate, why mention it in a
suggestive manner? If it is not solid fact, why even mention it at all? Isn't that what we
would, generally, call rumour?

| once heard the expression "there's nothing so powerful as FUD". In case you didn't
know, FUD stands for Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt.

When called out by members of the public, the Mayor's usual reply goes something like

"That's not what | said ....".

So instead of visionary leadership, we see back-pedaling and reactionary management.

Lack of Diligence & Errors

So, why is it that our councillors seem to fall for this? Why do most of them seldom ask
probing questions or engage in meaningful exploration of alternate solutions?

It seems to me this happens because our councillors do not read the Provincial
documents for themselves and they do not do much individual research on matters
before Council. Instead, they rely on the reports from Staff or comments and
summations by the Mayor.

Why do our councillors appear to hold Staff and the Mayor in some exalted position of
being the font of all municipal knowledge?

Most times, those reports are only a brief synopsis of what is a very complex topic. And,
frankly, the Mayor seldom actually says anything sufficiently concrete for us to really
know what is fact and what is simply conjecture.

| have a question for anyone who has attended several Council meetings. Did you ever
hear the Mayor take a really identifiable stand or make a clear, concise statement during
a discussion or a debate?

Unfortunately, the report distillation process also provides an opportunity for bias and/or
misinformation - either purposeful or accidental. Staff would have us believe it has done
all the necessary due diligence prior to each Council meeting but we have discovered
errors on many occasions.

But because of the way the meetings are run, by the time we are able to voice our
findings (toward the end, during question period), the deliberation has finished and the
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motion has already passed (or been defeated). And our findings are mostly dismissed
as unimportant or irrelevant.

But wait - how is it that mistakes are irrelevant? Especially if they have legal implications
or could cost large sums of money to be wasted. What would happen if you made
mistakes, repeatedly, at work? Would you not be reprimanded? If you continued to
make mistakes over a long period of time, wouldn't that normally put your job at risk?

Absurdity

During question period, at a recent meeting, a member of the gallery pointed to a glaring
error in a staff report. Earlier in the meeting, based on that report, a motion had already
been passed to spend $7,000. That money had not been allotted in this year's budget.
The Mayor responded that a past council had also overlooked the mistake.

But wait - that council missed it last year. And last year was still part of this council's
current term. So that council was, in fact, this council - all the very same people.

With a straight face, the Mayor referred to himself and all our incumbent Councillors as if
they were some disembodied third party which had made the same mistake as this
current council. Does the Mayor really expect us to accept such an absurd notion?

So this leads me to some more questions for you. Does that sound like a reasonable
approach to being notified of a mistake? And, why did our Councillors not question the
Mayor's fanciful logic? Were they not listening? Did they support his 'spin'?

And here is an even more serious question which stems from the Mayor's 'explanation’.
Do you think his line of reasoning promotes confidence that other items, involving much
larger sums, are (somehow) being dealt with more diligently?

Throughout two years of budget meetings and during countless regular meetings, | have
heard the Mayor proclaim variations of the phrase "We have to start doing things
differently”. Yet, if you had attended those meetings, you would have seen only the
'same old, same old' behaviour. In my world, rhetoric is not a substitute for action.

Are you comfortable with this style of 'leadership'? | certainly am not. But, sadly, when
you look at the ballot it will be a moot question - the Mayor has been acclaimed, again.

Why Does This Happen & Who Is Responsible?
This is only local municipal government - composed of local residents. How can this be?

Even though my confidence in this Council has been undermined from two years of
constant observation, | cannot lay all the responsibility at their feet. | must believe that
each one of them, originally, ran for Council with the best of intentions. So what do you
suppose happened? Here's what | think.

Municipal government does not enjoy the multi-party system which we see at the
Provincial and Federal levels. So there is no 'Opposition Party'. Without a system of
checks and balances, most systems will devolve down to their worst possible mode of
operation. The only system of checks and balances available to residents is to become
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more directly involved in their own local affairs - by attending Council meetings, making
comments, and writing letters. | believe that if any council operates in a vacuum for too
long, the result will always be what | have withessed.

If you had attended as many meetings as | have over the past two years, you would
have seen these things - and much more - for yourself. Why weren't you present - even
for a few of those meetings?

When you read in the newspaper about a motion or By-Law which has recently been
passed, do you sometimes (or, often) grumble? Do you think if you are continuously
absent from the process that you are still entitled to grumble? Perhaps you think that
just being a taxpayer entitles you to grumble.

| suggest that the right to grumble is more directly related to the amount of effort you are
willing to bring to the process you are grumbling about.

Can It Be Fixed?

So, can this situation be fixed or reversed? Yes, but read on. Even though several
citizens have repeatedly called on this Council to apply more due diligence and to follow
its own processes fairly and completely, it continues to disregard those requests.

More disturbingly, this Council has even gone so far as to suggest that it has the 'right' to
break its own procedures and By-Laws.

So how should you vote? | cannot make choices for you - that is something you must do
for yourself. | understand that some folks like to vote alphabetically. Darts, anyone?
Some voters simply don't bother to vote. How does that help? Some have said "what
does it matter who | vote for - because it's like rolling dice, anyway". Some ask a family
member or a friend how they should vote. Recently, a person asked my brother who to
vote for. That person was a teacher. Now that really causes me concern.

By now you are probably wondering if | think we can really ever expect to enjoy a more
enlightened local government. Yes | do - but | don't expect it to happen overnight. And |
don't think it can happen, or that it will last, if each and every one of us is not willing to
put some time and effort into trying to make change and to keep that change alive.

| think it needs to start with new faces at the table. Think about this. We have 6
councillors and a mayor. The 6 councillors each have a vote on matters brought before
Council. The mayor also has a single a vote. In case of a tie, a motion is automatically
defeated. See where this is going? New faces mean fresh points of view and the
probability of different results.

Any councillor has the right to ask for a Recorded Vote. So, instead of the minutes
simply showing that a motion passed, each councillor's name is recorded with a Yes or a
No. That is a very powerful mechanism which promotes tangible accountability by
preserving attitudes in our Council's minutes.

| said | was not trying to tell you how to vote - and I'm not. But in the interest of fairness,
| feel compelled to mention that during the two years | have attended Council meetings, |
can only recall Councillors Brayton and Johnston calling for recorded votes. Sadly, in
recent months, health concerns have kept Councillor Johnston from attending.
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We should also encourage new councillors to be wary of assuming, or simply accepting,
the notion that they must "fit in". We should encourage them to do in-depth research of
their own and not be hesitant to challenge Staff, or the Mayor, on Errors & Omissions.

We need to ask them to preserve what has stood the test of time and works - but keep
an eye out for truly new ways of managing our affairs (in a fair and equitable manner) in
the light of all the new challenges facing local government.

This is no easy task. But by supporting new people in this way, perhaps we can reverse
something which is (very obviously) failing. Perhaps, instead of the 'newcomers' being
schooled by the 'old guard' to "fit in", the newcomers may actually be able to convince
one or two of the returning incumbents to embrace a few changes.

Shakespeare wrote "Nothing can come of nothing". So, we still need to be present at
the meetings in order to see, hear, and make notes of the events. Then we need to
review the minutes to make sure that, after the fact, no "spin-doctoring" has happened.
You think Staff would not 'edit' the minutes? | have seen it happen - blatantly.

Copies of most minutes are posted on the Township's website. Online newspaper
articles can help, too. Go to the Brockville Public Library, which has an electronic
archive database of The Recorder & Times, dating back several years. Search for
"Elizabethtown" and for "Kitley".

Two things to note: 1) you will need to use the computers at the library, 2) the public
recorder.ca website only represents a small portion of what actually appears in print.

Why not spend some time reading? That will help you determine who deserves your
vote - through actions, not through campaign rhetoric.

Summary

And what about me? | have already attended scores of meetings and seen all the
incumbents in action. | have also written, or co-authored, many letters to Council, and |
have read dozens of reports and minutes.

So | am really hoping to see many new faces, after the election. And | am not ashamed
to reveal that | intend to vote for only 1 incumbent, and all of the challengers.

| am just trying to assist the Mayor. Maybe many new faces will finally help him to do
things differently. Given the current situation, even the weakest reasoning makes sense.
I'm reminded of the phrase "how much worse could they be?".

The Mayor and the Clerk have repeatedly told us that Council will answer to the people
at election time. A wise man once said "Do as | say - and do as you please". So,
please do something. Vote!

We can no longer afford to remain a silent majority. It's okay to "talk politics" in public.
Regardless of whether you agree or disagree with my specific views - if, at the very

least, you agree that it is time for a big change, please have the courage to speak up
and share your views with others.
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