ALBERTA MUNICIPAL AFFAIRS

BLACK DIAMOND TURNER VALLEY

AMALGAMATION GRANT – FINAL REPORT
In the Spring of 2007 the Town of Turner Valley, with the support of the Town of Black Diamond Council and as the managing partner applied for and received approval through Alberta Municipal Affairs and Housing for a grant of $100,000 to complete the amalgamation project for the Town of Black Diamond and Turner Valley.  A grant of $100,000 was received based on the following budget and activities:
Amalgamation Review Consulting

Facilitator Fees 




$15,000

Legal Counsel




  10,000

Expenses




    5,000


Sub Total





$30,000

Independent Amalgamation Study



Consultant




$35,000

Expenses




    5,000

Sub Total





$40,000

Public Consultation
Mailouts – 2 x $4,000 per mail-out

  $8,000

Advertising 




    5,000

Preparation displays & information packages
  10,000

Meeting expenses



    2,000


Sub Total





$25,000

Plebiscite Election (Vote)
Advertising, mailouts, ballots, etc.

  $5,000



Sub Total





$  5,000
Total cost of Amalgamation Review Process



$100,000
Austrom Consulting Ltd. was retained by the partnership to coordinate the amalgamation review process.  Terms of Reference for the amalgamation study were prepared and adopted by both Councils.  A copy of the terms of reference and workplan is attached.  An amalgamation steering committee, consisting of the Mayor, two representatives of Council and the CAO from each municipality was established.  The first meeting of the Steering Committee was held on April 23rd.  

During April the consultant conducted interviews with the staff of both Towns, telephone interview the CAO of the M.D. of Foothills and completed the research required to produce an independent analysis of the amalgamation of the Towns of Black Diamond and Turner Valley.  The report included a detailed examination of the following topics as they relate to possible amalgamation of the two towns: 
· financial analysis of debt and reserves, assessment and taxation, and operating revenues and expenditures;
· intermunicipal agreements between the Black Diamond and Turner Valley and agreements with the M.D. of Foothills;
· existing regional governments in Alberta; and

· historical amalgamation discussions between Black Diamond and Turner Valley;

· amalgamation considerations:

· council representation,

· assessment and municipal taxes,

· service delivery,

· provision of utility services,

· infrastructure and capital requirement,

· coordination of municipal policies and bylaws, and 

· staffing

The Amalgamation Study also included a detailed examination of all of the services provided by the municipalities and an assessment of the services would be impacted by maintaining the status quo, enhanced cooperation between the two towns and amalgamation.  

The amalgamation report was presented to a joint council meeting on May 25th.  At this meeting three issues of concern to the municipalities were identified:
· costs associated with amalgamation;

· policing costs should the municipalities amalgamate and the population exceeds 5000 people; and

· environmental issues related to the clean up of abandoned oil and gas facilities in the Town of Turner Valley.

In response to these concerns letters were drafted and sent to:

· Honourable Ray Danyluk, Minister of Municipal Affairs and Housing,

· Honourable Fred Lindsay, Solicitor General and Minister of Public Security, and

· Honourable Rob Renner, Minister of Environment

The Amalgamation Report was presented to both Councils and accepted by the Councils.  The Town of Black Diamond expressed some concerns with the content of the report, but agreed to release the report to the public. 

Information packages including an amalgamation questionnaire were produced and mailed to each household in the Towns of Turner Valley and Black Diamond.  Copies of the Amalgamation Report were made available to the residents of the Towns at the Town office or on line.  Arrangements were made to hold two public meetings, one in Black Diamond on June 19 and one in Turner Valley on June 20.  Advertisements were placed in the regional papers promoting the public meetings and encouraging people to complete the questionnaire.  
The public meetings included an open house, a review of the amalgamation study process and report, and group sessions to examine the issues related to amalgamating the two municipalities.  A summary of the responses was prepared and made available to the Councils and on line.  A joint council meeting was held on July 25 to present the findings from the public meetings and to decide on the next steps in the amalgamation process.  
Concern was expressed by the Councils on the appropriateness of going forward with the plebiscite when there was no definitive answer from the Ministers on the funding that would be available to cover costs associated with amalgamation and the potential costs of policing should the municipalities amalgamate.  Although the Minister of Municipal and Affairs and Housing and the Solicitor General and Minister of Public Security had replied, members of Council were concerned that they did not have sufficient information to enable them to move forward with a plebiscite question.  The Project Consultant provided a brief on the plebiscite issue, noting that the grant agreement required the municipalities to hold the plebiscite question and also indicating that the plebiscite was not binding, but would provide the municipalities with a mandate to negotiate funding and deal with the policing issue in the best interests of their residents.  
The Councils decided to hold the plebiscite on the possible amalgamation in conjunction with the municipal election in the fall.  A decision was also made to not hold a second round of public meetings based on the fact that there had already been several public meetings in past year and there would be public forums held during the municipal election.
A legal opinion on the plebiscite question was secured through Brownlee Law and the plebiscite question was drafted to be simple and clear providing for a yes or no answer:

Do you support an amalgamation of the Town of Black Diamond and the Town of Turner Valley to form one municipality?

In advance of the election a second mailout was produced and sent to each household in the Towns of Black Diamond and Turner Valley.  Advertisements were also run in the regional newspapers encouraging people to vote.  The municipal election was held on October 15th, with the following results on the plebiscite question:

Municipality 



For


Against
Black Diamond

       228 (29%)

           557 (71%)

Turner Valley


       493 (66%)

           258 (34%)
Based on the results of the plebiscite, clearly the residents of Black Diamond did not support the amalgamation, while the residents of Turner Valley were in support.

Project Benefits
The examination of the possibility of amalgamating the Towns of Black Diamond and Turner Valley enabled the Councils and Administration to come together to consider the question of amalgamating the two municipalities.  Through this process they were able to:
1. Examine the merits of amalgamating the two municipalities, as presented in the Amalgamation Study;

2. Complete an assessment of the delivery of services to their residents, including confirming that the two Towns are already working together in both informal and formal partnerships to delivery services jointly to their residents;

3. Identify possible areas for additional cooperation between the Towns and the M.D. of Foothills;

4. Take the issue to their public in the form of public meetings, surveys and ultimately in the form of a plebiscite;

5. Receive an indication from their residents through the plebiscite question of the support for the possible amalgamation of the two Towns.  

Why did the Plebiscite Question Fail?
From the perspective of the Project Coordinator, the plebiscite question failed in the Town of Black Diamond for the following reasons:

1. Clearly the residents of Black Diamond did not support the amalgamation of the two towns based on the information that was provided;

2. The majority of the Council members and possibly the administration of the Town of Black Diamond did not support the amalgamation;

3. Although the Council members agreed to remain neutral during the amalgamation process, it appears that some of the Council members took an active role in opposing the amalgamation; and

4. The fact that there was no definitive answer on the policing issue or potential grants to offset possible costs was utilized as a basis for not supporting the amalgamation.
Where do the Towns Go From Here?
Given that the residents of the Town of Black Diamond did not support amalgamation, the possible amalgamation of the two Towns is off the table and certainly should not be considered during the current council term.  This does not, however, mean that the two Councils should not work together, rather they should continue to look for opportunities to improve the delivery of services to their residents through regional partnerships, both with the Towns and the M.D. of Foothills.  As the two municipalities move forward they should consider:

1. Holding joint council meetings on a quarterly basis to consider issues of mutual concern;

2. Completing an assessment of those services where a joint delivery would be beneficial to the residents of both municipalities; and 

3. Jointly meeting with the M.D. of Foothills to identify areas of mutual concern and to update agreements for the provision of services to M.D. residents, including fire protection; recreation and culture; library, etc.
Respectfully Submitted

Brian Austrom
Project Coordinator
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