
      


MUNICIPALITIES MATTER

By:  Gord Hume...January 2015 

This is the first of a monthly column that your community newspaper has chosen to run for its readers.  This feature is about local government and how your town or city operates, and the pressures and opportunities for your new Council.

The reason this is important to your family is simple:  for most people and most businesses most of the time, local government has become the most important order of government.

Your local council does the zoning that impacts the design and composition of the neighbourhood in which you live.

You wake up, shower, drink your coffee and have breakfast using the water and sewers and electricity provided by your municipality.  You get to work or school on the roads and sidewalks built and maintained by your municipality.  Your kids play in parks built and maintained by the city.  Your family goes to public libraries run by your local Library board.

The municipality picks up your garbage, plows your street, supports local projects and events, encourages local business growth through economic development and support of local business districts and tourism.  

Your local government is responsible for many of the social programs offered in the community.  It operates the local fire department, funds your police department, offers recreation programs for people of all ages, and helps to create the quality of life that makes living in your community so enjoyable.

And they do much, much more.  These combine to impact your family’s life every day—and that’s why local government is so important.

Now here’s the problem—in Ontario, local governments are finding it very difficult to pay for these services at a price the community can afford.   They have many duties, and that makes is challenging to set key priorities.   It is increasingly difficult to afford the necessary repairs to road, sewers and other vital infrastructure—let alone invest in new projects to benefit your community.

 These are just some of the topics we’ll discuss throughout the year in this column.

It is important for local residents to become aware of these issues, because you have the chance to make a real difference in your community by raising some key questions to the candidates who will be running to become your Member of Parliament in the October federal election.

While municipalities come under provincial control and jurisdiction, the reality in today’s complex and global economy is that federal governments in countries around the world are increasingly funding major infrastructure and capital investments for local governments.  

Perhaps it is time to change, or at least restructure, how municipalities are funded, governed and operate.  It is increasingly difficult for your local Mayor and Council members to build strong, prosperous 21st century communities with a tax system from the 17th century and a governance system formed in the 19th century.

These are some of the issues, ideas and concepts we’ll explore throughout the year.  Ontario municipalities are particularly vulnerable, because we are the only jurisdiction in North America where local governments are responsible for substantial costs regarding social housing, welfare and other ‘soft’ costs.  

That legislation from the Province of Ontario places an enormous burden on your local municipality, and pressures the property taxes that you have to pay.  

Are there better ways to finance and operate our towns and cities?  That’s what this column will explore with you in this community newspaper throughout 2015.

EDITOR’S NOTE:   Gord Hume is a highly respected author of 5 books on local government.  He speaks to conferences and municipalities around the world.  He was elected to City Council four times, and is an entrepreneur, former broadcaster and publisher, and a successful business leader.

