Guiding Principles for Public Consultation

On February 28, 2005 Milton Town Council passed a resolution to adopt the Guiding Principles for Public Consultation indicating that the “Town supports the open flow of information between government and the community in order to assist in the decision making process on issues that affect the public”.

As a member of the public and a board member of the Milton Rural Residents Association (MRRA), I appreciated the fact that Council agreed to set out these guidelines. An amendment to the original motion to accept the guidelines resulted in the ‘addition of Clarity and Transparency to the issues covered and directed that the public consultation principles be brought back to Committee in approximately one year’s time for review and further refinement. This amended motion was passed by a 7 to 4 vote of Council members. 

Again, I am appreciative that this commitment to review the public consultation process has been adhered to. 

The Guidelines as a whole have resulted in improved communication between the Town and the public. The Town web site is now a much more valuable tool for finding out about issues, agendas, and minutes from Committee and Council. Town staff is to be commended for this improvement. Notice of public meetings and delegation requests has become more open and, in most cases, lead-time has been more adequate. The ability to request delegate status up until the morning of the meeting allows members of the public time to investigate the issues before deciding the necessity or importance of speaking before Council or Committee. 

Since the Guidelines have been outlined in 14 areas, I feel that it is important to look at each issue. 

1. Value and Encourage Public Input


The Town has indeed encouraged more public input. I would like to see more solicitation for public participation in planning meetings with the town staff and Councillors instead of always being asked to submit comments in writing. I believe that the face to face sharing of ideas adds more value to the public comments. There have been times at meetings when comments from the Councillors or from delegates did not show that the input was fully valued. 

2. Share Information and Educate

The Town staff and Council are very good at responding to questions from the public and providing sufficient information to allow understanding. Sometimes the education process could be improved if the information was put out to the public in a more detailed manner to avoid the need for further clarification. On numerous occasions Council has referred to decisions that were made 3-8 years ago as affecting what is occurring today. Perhaps on issues like development, a reiteration of some of these prior decisions as part of the preamble to today’s discussions would be valuable. 

2

3. Early Involvement

Many examples of this have been evident over the past year. Most recently, I attended a public meeting concerning the proposed park development in Brookville and the organizers did a good job of presenting the issue before decisions have been made. In addition, a copy of the Guidelines for Public Consultation was printed on the back of the information sheet provided at the meeting. This gave those in attendance an opportunity to see how the guidelines were being respected in the process. Interested parties were given the outline for future meetings
and now have the opportunity to talk to neighbours and formulate ideas that may have an impact on the final plans. It is unfortunate that similar discussion time could not be part of the budget presentations. This year the timeline allowed only 3 days to absorb a detailed budget that received only limited discussion by Council. I am sure that Councillors also felt the time pinch in digesting and being able to comment on the budget content. 

4. Timeliness

The Town seemed to meet the legislated notice requirements established in 

legislation or policy.

5. Openness/Two-Way Communication

The Town has indeed solicited public views and has had the opportunity to listen when these views have been expressed. As mentioned earlier, opportunity for face to face as opposed to written submissions would be more desirable from a public perspective.

6. Accessibility/Diversity/Inclusiveness

The Town has attempted to provide notice to affected parties within a restricted boundary of new initiatives. There are still a few occasions where the public and even Councillors would have benefited by a wider circulation of proposed initiatives. The Tower at Derry Road and Ontario Street is an example raised at Council. Although this is a difficult process, any attempts at improvement would definitely be beneficial. 

7. Mutual Respect/Objectivity

It is difficult to consistently balance the interests of those directly affected with the interests of the wider community. I feel that the key to understanding in this area is to have the information provided that demonstrates why certain decisions are made. Perhaps the minutes of Council could include questions that are raised by the public and the answers provided by Councillors so that the public record is more comprehensive and therefore more valuable for understanding the outcome of discussions. 

8. Efficiency/Effectiveness

It is always hard to determine whose efficiency and effectiveness is being considered. What is efficient for the public may not always be efficient for the Town. I appreciate the difficulty in this area and appreciate attempts to make this issue suit all concerned parties. 
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9. Privacy

The Town has ‘In Camera’ sessions to protect privacy of individuals and has to be the monitor that this is used in the most judicious manner. 

10. Clarity

The Town makes an honest effort to communicate information to the public in a manner that is meaningful, effective, clear, understandable and addresses all affected interests. There is a human element that enters into this issue and circumstances probably determine the effectiveness related to specific instances. It is appreciated that Town staff make every effort to maintain clarity in dealings with the public.

11. Responsiveness/Feedback

It has been my experience that the Town responds to expressed needs and concerns in a timely and constructive manner.

12. Evaluation/Closure 

It is assumed that when comments are expressed to Town Council and Committee that these comments are considered in the decision-making process. Often decisions are made immediately following input and it is impossible to tell if or what the impact might have been. Efforts by councillors who respond publicly at meetings is appreciated in that it shows that the member does indeed have an opinion that related to the issue being considered. At some meetings, individual Councillors who do not speak on any issues make it difficult for the public to understand why they vote in a particular way. On the other hand, councillors who publicly express their opinions give the public background associated with their particular position. 

13. Transparency

Because of the varying lengths of the public consultation process associated with different issues, the transparency of the process also varies. It is advantageous to the public to have as long a process as possible, and the longer the process, the easier it is to see the transparency. 

14. Accountability

The Town is accountable to the public for the consultation process, final decisions, and outcomes. Perhaps the Town would consider publishing in local papers, the decisions, outcomes and final decisions that are made on a regular basis. This would increase the awareness of the public to the directions that Council is deciding for the Town and thus the members of the public. The current process of publishing minutes of meetings only after they are approved at the next meeting (which can be up to a month in the future) does not allow the public an opportunity to consider the decisions. Is it possible to have ‘draft minutes’ that will only become official when passed by Council?
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Summary

The public consultation process is only as good as the people involved. The public has a responsibility to be informed and to make their feelings known. This could be to commend a decision, to seek clarification, or to debate an issue and convey personal feelings. The Town has a more difficult task in that it needs to be recognized as being supportive of public input. Often this input comes from only a few members of the public and this should not diminish the importance of what they have to say. I hope that Council appreciates that these people are motivated by genuine interest in the Town of Milton, the community that we share and the environment that surrounds us all. 

The Guidelines for Public Consultation serve as a check for us all and aim to make sure that our directions are encouraging the best possible results for the people who live in Milton. I trust that Council will accept the comments submitted by the public and will share their review of the Guidelines with the people of Milton. In this way we can all see the process of working together in action.  

We challenge the members of town Council to look beyond the basics that are required by policy and legislation. The notification sent to neighbouring landowners sometimes needs to go beyond the minimum. More residents were concerned about the planned development at James Snow Parkway and the Tower at Ontario and Derry. Even Councillors requested that Town staff give them better notice of issues such as the towers. Together we can provide the best possible input to decisions that will and do affect all of the residents of Milton.

Submitted on behalf of the Milton Rural Residents Association, as approved by the Board of Directors.

Jim Harding

Secretary, Milton Rural Residents Association 

February 15, 2006

