
Loca l  Government  Exce l l ence  th rough Co l labora t i ve  Pa r tner sh ips   |   Looking Forward   |   19

LOOKING FORWARD

Unfi nished Business

Local government reform in British Columbia continues and is not yet complete. 
The provincial government’s role has shifted from a supervisory to an enabling 
role and this role continues to evolve. Individual local governments have learned 
to implement some, but not all, of the powers available to them under the newly 
reformed legislation. The Union of British Columbia Municipalities continues to 
build on its role as an effective lobbyist for local interests towards becoming a 
co-manager of the system, working collaboratively to develop policy and legislation, 
provide advice and deliver services for its members. As well, renewed federal interest 
in local governance issues and the emerging self-government of the First Nations 
are also shifting the dynamics of British Columbia’s local government system.

Questions remain. Has British Columbia’s process of reform done enough? 
Is there more work to be done?

The dual-stream local government system remains vulnerable to capacity issues. 
The complexity of the system, involving a high degree of interaction between 
the two streams, demands extraordinary political and technical leadership skill to 
navigate. This is partly because the internal management culture in the regional 
district system, which values horizontal coordination (‘results through local 
diplomacy’) above all, is so different to the typical management culture in the 
municipal realm, which is more traditional and production-centred (‘results through 
managerial prowess’). Participants who encounter both streams must change their 
orientation frequently – this is not an easy transition to make. The system also incurs 
high bureaucratic costs because of the amount of communication required for 
collaborative decision-making to be effective. 

Occasionally, provincial interests are not suffi ciently protected in a voluntary system 
that relies on infl uence and negotiation. Where intergovernmental interests cannot 
be aligned through persuasion and negotiation, there will be moments when 
directive action by, or on behalf of, the provincial government will be required to 
directly deal with its critical interests. Although such situations are infrequent, they 
can be very diffi cult to manage effectively.

Despite efforts to avoid stresses in the local government system, a few pressures 
continue to exist. Some of these stresses relate to economics and fi nance, and 
they cut both ways. On the one hand, it may be that provincial policies leave local 
governments with resources that are insuffi ciently robust or diversifi ed. On the 
other hand, there is the possibility that local decisions in the taxation and 
regulatory spheres are impairing the achievement of province-wide economic and 
fi nancial objectives. 
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Even though there are initiatives to foster intergovernmental collaboration and provide 
sound confl ict resolution measures, intra-regional confl icts are still prevalent in some areas 
of the province. As well, while the province has strong municipal governments, they do not 
always take advantage of the opportunities from collaboration for collective benefi t.  More 
provincial leadership, much like that which has been exercised in encouraging collaboration 
among over 400 fi re departments, will be necessary in a broad spectrum of areas.

Finally, it may prove true that British Columbia’s reliance on voters to ensure effective and 
effi cient local governments is too optimistic. It is too early to tell whether the system is 
accountable enough and whether it allows suffi cient citizen infl uence, but the provincial 
government continues to monitor and assess these issues.

In conclusion, there are challenges facing British Columbia’s local government system but 
the system has a strong foundation. Looking to the future through a strategic lens, there 
is confi dence that the remaining systemic challenges in British Columbia will be met and, 
most importantly, resolved collectively by the partners in the local government system 
– further building upon a long tradition of mutual respect and collaboration. 

Final Words

British Columbia’s local government system reinforces the fundamental principles 
of democracy. It is a system that maximizes local government autonomy, provides 
opportunities for collaboration and creates accountability. Local governments are 
considered a mature order of government capable of deciding what to do and being held 
accountable for their decisions. British Columbia’s local government system is distinct 
because it has generated the following outcomes:

 •  services more often than not are provided at the proper scale – neighbourhood, local, 
regional, or provincial – and through the right government;

 •  the system is characterized by continuous evolution, largely due to the regional 
district apparatus, with its immense capacity for adaptation and reorganization at the 
level of individual services;

 •  local governments have fi nancial self-suffi ciency to meet citizen demands for service 
and are not burdened by costly social equity service responsibilities;

 •  a range of collaborative organizations are in place to do the things that are more 
effectively done collectively rather than individually; and

 •  accountability measures connect local decision-makers at and between elections, 
and checks and balances are in place to promote open government and the ethical 
conduct of local government elected offi cials.

Finally, various intergovernmental collaboration mechanisms have been put in place 
to address the complexities of a layered governmental system. However, effective 
collaboration has been an elusive goal and more effort is required to relieve challenges in 
this area.
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Similar outcomes might be attainable elsewhere. However, replicating British Columbia’s 
approach to local governance would require a reform strategy built around these elements:

 1.  Local governments must be respected, independent and self-supporting. Because 
such local governments control their own decision-making and fi nancial resources, 
they can represent their own concerns credibly without paternalistic state intervention 
or second-guessing. 

 2.  The local government system and its component units must be designed for 
resilience – for continuous adaptation and change over time in response to evolving 
issues and objectives.

 3.  A capable association of local governments is important, ideally speaking with one 
voice, for the large or small, the urban or rural, and the weak or well resourced. 

 4.  A strong ministry for local government is needed to serve as a liaison between local 
governments and the national or sub-national government. That ministry must have 
capacity both to make strategic or legislative policy to improve the system and secure 
maximum local government autonomy.

 5.  Participants in local government reform must be committed to making lasting reforms 
incrementally over time, patiently working to change old attitudes of dependency and 
paternalism over many years. 

Collaboration and compromise will be necessary to overcome challenges at every step on 
a journey of reform. Followed through to the end, the result will be a robust, fl exible and 
effective local governance system capable of serving its local citizens well. 
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APPENDIX 1: 
COLLABORATIVE AGENCIES

Ministry of Community Services (MCS)

The Ministry of Community Services oversees the main legislative framework for municipal 
and regional local governments in British Columbia. It partners with agencies such as the 
Union of British Columbia Municipalities on an ongoing basis to develop the legislative 
framework for local governments, provide advice, deliver services and resolve issues of 
mutual interest to the province and local governments. The Ministry also strives to facilitate 
constructive and harmonious relationships between the provincial government and local 
governments. It oversees the fi scal health of the local government system and provides 
both general purpose and targeted fi nancial support for local governments. 

Link to ‘ministries and organizations’ from: www.gov.bc.ca 

Union of British Columbia Municipalities (UBCM)

The Union of British Columbia Municipalities (UBCM) is an organization that represents the 
collective interests of all local governments. Since 1905, the UBCM has been an advocate 
for local government interests and has provided one voice for all local governments in 
negotiations with the provincial government. 

The UBCM was an equal partner with the provincial government in developing the primary 
legislative framework for municipalities, the Community Charter, legislation which broadly 
empowered local governments and provided them with greater fl exibility. The UBCM has 
also collaborated with the provincial government to provide advice and information to 
local governments. It is involved with the provincial government in joint-problem solving in 
areas where the provincial government and local governments have mutual interests such 
as the development of resorts. 

The UBCM also partners with the provincial government to deliver programs in the areas 
of emergency planning, water conservation, community health and preventing drug 
abuse. Most recently, it has partnered with the provincial and federal governments and 
functions as the delivery agent in channelling federal funding to local infrastructure. In 
this arrangement, the three orders of government agree that a fi xed share of the gas 
taxes collected by the federal government will be provided to local governments. The 
UBCM manages these funds and distributes them to local governments under a tri-partite 
management structure.

www.civicnet.bc.ca
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Local Government Management Association (LGMA)

The Local Government Management Association of British Columbia is a professional 
organization that represents non-elected local government offi cials within the province.  
The Association promotes professional management and leadership excellence in local 
government, and creates awareness of the local government offi cers’ role in the community. 

www.lgma.ca 

Government Finance Offi cers Association (GFOABC)

The Government Finance Offi cers Association of British Columbia is a not-for-profi t 
organization representing those non-elected offi cials responsible for local government 
fi scal policy and management in British Columbia. The mission of the GFOABC is to 
promote excellence in local government through the support and development of fi nance 
professionals. The long-term vision is that British Columbia will become the leader in 
fi nancial management for local government in Canada. 

The GFOA of British Columbia cooperates with the Government Finance Offi cers 
Association of Canada and the United States to enhance the professional management of 
government fi nancial resources by identifying, developing and advancing fi scal strategies, 
policies and practices for the public benefi t. 

www.gfoabc.ca

CivicInfo BC

CivicInfo BC is an award-winning, co-operative information service for those who work, or 
have an interest in British Columbia’s local government sector. The main goal of CivicInfo 
BC is to facilitate the free and open exchange of local government information, which is 
done primarily through its web site.

In 1998 seven key local government organizations formed a strategic partnership to 
investigate ways to facilitate information sharing within the sector. These were the: British 
Columbia Assessment; Local Government Institute, University of Victoria; Ministry of 
Community Services; Municipal Finance Authority of British Columbia; Local Government 
Management Association of British Columbia; Municipal Insurance Association of British 
Columbia; and, Union of British Columbia Municipalities 

The CivicInfo BC Society was incorporated as a not-for-profi t society in the fall of 2000. 
CivicInfo BC is governed by a 17 member board of directors. Nine directors are appointed 
by professional organizations, six directors are appointed by member communities through 
regional chapters of the Local Government Management Association of British Columbia, 
and two ‘at large’ directors elected at the Society’s annual general meeting. 

www.civicinfo.bc.ca
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APPENDIX 2: FINANCIAL 
COLLABORATIVE ORGANIZATIONS

The Municipal Finance Authority of British Columbia (MFA)

Historically, obtaining capital fi nancing under favourable borrowing terms was a challenge 
for local governments, especially for small, rural or developing municipalities. They often 
had diffi culty borrowing and, if they did not have a high credit rating, they were likely to 
pay very high interest rates. This conundrum led to the creation of the Municipal Finance 
Authority of British Columbia (MFA). 

Created by provincial legislation, but owned by local governments, the MFA operates like a 
credit union to pool the borrowing needs of local governments and provide fl exible, 
low-cost fi nancial services. The MFA provides long-term and short-term fi nancing, 
investment management, leasing, interim fi nancing and other fi nancial services to local 
governments and other public institutions in British Columbia. 

Borrowing collectively and pooling the risk across all local governments has helped the 
MFA achieve an AAA and AA+ credit rating from the key international rating agencies. 
Because the MFA was created as a local government-owned corporation, the provincial 
treasury is insulated from liabilities associated with local borrowing. Regional district boards 
appoint representatives to the MFA. There are no provincial offi cials on the MFA’s Board 
of Directors.

www.mfa.bc.ca 

The Municipal Insurance Association (MIA)

The Municipal Insurance Association (MIA) is a collaborative organization owned by local 
governments. The MIA is a non-profi t insurance cooperative that pools common risks for 
its local government members to their mutual advantage. By doing so, the MIA ensures the 
fi nancial security of local governments by maintaining their liability insurance coverage and 
stabilizing liability insurance costs. 

The MIA was created in 1987 in response to a liability insurance crisis. Local governments 
were unable to afford the insurance necessary to cover their operations. A few local 
governments stopped buying liability insurance altogether. In response, the UBCM formed 
the self-insurance pool to:

 •  maintain the liability insurance coverage needed for member’s fi nancial security; 

 • stabilize liability insurance costs; and 

 • provide risk management education to assist members in preventing claims.

The MIA demonstrates the remarkable capacity for local government co-operation to solve 
shared problems and create ‘economies of scale’ for their mutual benefi t.

www.miabc.org 
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British Columbia Assessment (BCA)

Early in British Columbia’s history, individual local governments established their own 
property assessment organizations. By 1973, there were 140 separate property assessment 
bodies with no standard valuation methods, which lead to a provincial crisis. 

Provincial legislation established British Columbia Assessment (BCA) as a provincial agency 
mandated to standardize the assessment of real property by producing independent 
and consistent property assessments on an annual basis for all property owners in British 
Columbia. This standardized approach provides predictable and fair assessments to local 
governments so that citizens and business owners have consistent property valuation 
across the province. 

Because property taxes are linked to assessment values, citizens may wish to dispute the 
assessment. Property Assessment Review Panels, independent of BCA, provide any owner 
with an independent, informal review of their property assessment. In turn, a review panel 
decision may be appealed to the Property Assessment Appeal Board, which functions in a 
quasi-judicial fashion independent of both the BCA and the review panels.

www.bcassessment.bc.ca 
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Fraser Basin Council

The federal, provincial and local governments came together with First Nations in 1997 
to create the Fraser Basin Council (FBC). The Council makes sure the Fraser Basin (an 
area from Vancouver to Prince George that is further apart than London and Paris) 
remains socially, economically and environmentally sustainable. This unique non-profi t, 
non-governmental and non-partisan agency has participated in resolving more than 50 
sustainability issues through collaboration among all stakeholders. It has taken a lead role 
in resolving confl icts, advocating for sustainability throughout the Fraser River Basin and 
educating the public about sustainability issues.

www.fraserbasin.bc.ca 

The Vancouver Agreement

The federal and provincial governments came together with the City of Vancouver to 
create an urban development agreement that focuses on the community development 
issues of an area in Vancouver known as the Downtown Eastside. This area is one of 
Canada’s poorest and most-at-risk urban neighbourhoods and has both a fl ourishing illegal 
drug trade and a high HIV infection rate among its intravenous drug users. The Vancouver 
Agreement has three goals: increasing economic development in the Downtown Eastside; 
improving the health of residents; and increasing public safety.

The Vancouver Agreement commits the three partners to work with communities and 
businesses in the area to create a coordinated strategy that promotes and supports 
sustainable social, economic and community development through integrated, 
collaborative service delivery. This unique agreement has won many national and 
international awards for public policy, including the United Nations’ Public Service Award. 

www.vancouveragreement.ca 

Columbia Basin Trust

The Columbia Basin Trust is a partnership of local governments and First Nations in the 
Columbia River Basin that were negatively impacted by the 1964 Columbia River Treaty 
between the United States and Canada. This treaty led to the construction of dams in 
British Columbia and Montana to provide for fl ood control and power production. Most 
of the benefi ts of the dams were enjoyed by those living outside the Basin and most of 
the negative impacts, including fl ooding and forced relocation of many residents, were 
felt within it. The Trust was created to represent Basin residents and make sure that they 
received a fair share of the revenues created by the Columbia River Treaty.  To date the 
Trust has received signifi cant funds to fi nance the construction of power projects and 
economic, social and environmental development initiatives. 

www.cbt.org/main/default.asp 

APPENDIX 3: OTHER 
COLLABORATIVE ORGANIZATIONS
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