Why
Delay?

As a society, we have a propensity to
action. We hate delay, whether it’s in an
airport screening or a theatre washroom.
We formerly waited for friends to call
us back; now we text after what seems
like an eternity (read 20-30 minutes)
and ask whether or not they are either
sick or offended. We like to give the im-
pression of always being on the move,
even when relaxing may still be socially
acceptable as well.

Increasing Complexity

I generally make mention of the
need for a council to stop and reflect be-
fore acting. It is a tough sell. Everyone
nods an assent, but few truly understand
the essence of the message. We live in a
complex world. Issues are not as simple
as they might have been in a previous
generation. The black and white world
in which I was raised has shifted (or
tumbled) into a world of greys, wherein
certainties are replaced with questions;
where moral structures are viewed as ar-
chaic restrictions to young children who
want to act adult; where elected officials
can ridicule administrators; and where
administrators think befriending council
members is a career choice.

My thoughts for this article were
generated by an incident that unfolded
on picturesque Vancouver Island. A
council was advised of an upcoming
event that was portrayed as offensive
and upsetting to the moral fibre of the
sedate community. A motion was pro-
posed, and council (save one) stood

up against those who would challenge
the morality of tolerance. Now, there is
much more to this than my space would
allow and this commentary is neither to
affirm nor offend those involved. Rath-
er, its purpose is to again challenge.

Forums to Ponder

My entry to elected life of now
many years back was into a world
dominated by standing committees. As
my later consulting revealed, this was
the dominant approach to governance
across Canada and very good articles
were penned that extolled the virtues
of this or that committee system. Our
council had six standing committees
based both on historical precedence and
on our quaint notion that this would
give all six councillors something to
chair and do. What it actually did, of
course, was confuse senior staff as to
their roles, which now seemed to be
subsumed within our roles.

To the extent that those committees
actually stuck to their terms of refer-
ence and advised council on this or that
subject as referred to the committee
was quite possibly useful. As I recall,
the committees did that and more. They
tended to act as sounding boards for
the administration and gave in effect
their blessing to proposed administra-
tive solutions and actions. The only
thing wrong with that misguided effort
was the fact that the committee began
to replace the manager — who we hired
to manage. We somehow determined
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that a group of elected officials with no
relevant experience or knowledge could
be counted on to intelligently guide
those who actually had the expertise. If
the committees were focused on policy
issues, they might have worked. They
weren’t; they didn’t.

Like the Onion's Layers

Issues come at councils on quite a
regular basis. Some are larger than oth-
ers; but, all, at some point in time, look
significant, Even when they are not,
with sufficient study, they might be! My
concern is that while the issues might
often look straightforward, they seldom
are. The first examination of any issue
sees largely the outer skin. That is to
say, the layers of an onion are not un-
like those of most issues. They are best
peeled off one at a time. When we rush,
we might inadvertently cause ourselves
to believe that any book can indeed be
judged by its attractive or ugly cover.

And yet, as the council of that Van-
couver Island community found, the
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rose — which looks, smells, and even
tastes as a rose might — has still pos-
sibly been grown in a substance of
differing viscosity. Indeed, one’s first
glance might not be quite as insightful
as a deeper examination might discover.
The problem is not specific to the west
coast; I have found it so for many
councils. They, too, would follow the
example cited: react first, then decide;
then (much later) research. Ready, fire,
aim. The presence of several adminis-
trators in the audience should give cause
to pause. Why are they here? Don’t we
have all the insights and information
and wisdom needed on our side of the
table? Just as you are reaching for that
button to signal a motion or raising that
hand, look carefully at these manage-
rial types and ask: I wonder what they
might say if I gave them the opportu-
nity?

I no longer begin any engagement
thinking that I will likely recommend
a standing committee system. I might
have years ago, after I had consulted
with the council members to see what
was working thus far and what might
work better. It has been my experi-
ence that standing committees (unless
very carefully guided by sound terms
of reference) often result in individual
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councillors thinking that their job is to
manage a department. Rather, I might
suggest a committee of the whole
model or some variant of that system.
Why? Because management does not
need council members leaning over
their shoulders on a department-by-
department basis. Instead, council needs
a forum for discussion, thought, reflec-
tion, questions, more discussion, and
perhaps even presentations by outsid-
ers. There is great merit in the Cuffism
“first heard, deferred.” Often, what one
hears with respect to an issue when it is
first surfaced is but a foretaste of what
is to come. Like the game show, only
one door has been opened; three more
remain.

The Value of Sober Second Thought

poorly) to think and then act. This can-
not be easily accomplished when the
issue and decision are mere minutes
apart,

It might be a series of standing com-
mittees in your community; it may be
task forces and ad hoc committees in
another; and, in yet another, it might
be a “governance and priorities com-
mittee” that serves as that point on the
road where the brakes are applied, even
if just for the moment, giving all the
opportunity to look at the issues on a
somewhat broader and in-depth scale.
The idea that is presented at the end of
a meeting in a council roundtable and is
suggested for approval immediately be-
cause it is a “no brainer” is right, It was.

What's Missing?

This fundamental need for a cham-
ber of sober second thought runs coun-
ter to the trendy push to eliminate the
Canadian Senate and falls rather readily
into line with the texting age wherein
every good choice is based on messages
received only three or four seconds ago.
An elected council is not a high school
or the local bar — where pick-up lines
are texted and tweeted to the impres-
sionable crowd. Councils serving our
communities are paid (albeit rather

A time of thought is what is often
missing. When do we hear from both
sides — or is there only one? How can a
rush to judgment be successful when all
the relevant information has yet to be
researched and crafted, and thus is days
away from any decision table? Could
this one wait? Sure. The flood waters
are not rising; Rome is not burning; the
voices of all need to be heard and re-
spected.
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