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Regional District Task Force: 

Progress Report for the Union of British Columbia Municipalities 2009 Convention 

Introduction 

This paper is a progress report on the work of the Regional District Task Force όά¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜέ).  It describes: the 

origins and purpose of the Task Force; the strengths and challenges of the Regional District system; the Task 

CƻǊŎŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŘŀǘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƪŜȅ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘΤ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ, including key 

priorities. The paper also outlines next steps for the Task Force in the coming months, including a month-long 

opportunity for feedback from all members of the Union of British Columbia Municipalities (UBCM) after the 

2009 UBCM Convention. 

Regional District Task Force: Origins & Purpose 

The Regional District Task Force was created by UBCM to consider the issues and challenges facing regional 

districts and to identify possible solutions and strategies to address these issues and challenges.  The Task Force 

consists of the following members who represent a range of small and large communities, electoral areas (EAs) 

and municipalities: 

¶ Robert Hobson - Chair, Regional District of Central Okanagan; Councillor, City of Kelowna (Chair of Task 

Force) 

¶ Al Richmond - Chair, Cariboo Regional District 

¶ Frank Leonard - Mayor, District of Saanich 

¶ Sharon Gaetz - Mayor, City of Chilliwack  

¶ Susie Gimse - Director, Squamish Lillooet Regional District; Councillor, Village of Pemberton 

¶ Hans Cunningham - Director ,Central Kootenay Regional District 

¶ Rhona Martin - Director, Columbia Shuswap Regional District 

In October 2007, the UBCM and the then Minister of Community Services discussed the issue of improving the 

functioning of regional districts.  In turn, at the 2008 UBCM Convention, the Task Force was formally launched 

through a Joint Statement of Understanding between then Minister Lekstrom and then UBCM President Susan 

Gimse (see Appendix A).  The Task Force has worked collaboratively with the support of both the Ministry of 

Community and Rural Development (άMinistryέ) and UBCM. The Task Force did not have the objective of 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ άwŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ 5ƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊέ; instead, members have come to the table to discuss tangible and 

practical solutions to difficult challenges facing regional districts.   

./Ωǎ Regional District System: Strengths & Challenges 

The Task Force recognizes that regional districts (RDs) are an integral part ƻŦ ./Ωǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ 

through which effective governance and service delivery are provided.  More specifically, RDs serve three key 

purposes: (1) they act as regional governments to regions (by providing key regional services to, and undertaking 

activities on behalf of, their member jurisdictions); (2) they provide a political and administrative framework for 

joint/inter-local government service delivery; and (3) they act as local governments for electoral areas. 
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A fundamental attribute of RD system is its federated nature.  This enables RDs to focus on integration and the 

joint delivery of services through partnerships among its members, thereby allowing RDs to adapt and customize 

service delivery to fit an amazing variety of different needs and geographic scales.  The Task Force also 

understands, however, that because of its federated nature, there will always be different perspectives and 

some tension in regional districts, no matter what enhancements are made. 

Although developed over 40 years ago, the RD system continues be seen as a unique and effective governance 

model because it can: provide for inexpensive rural government; achieve economies of scale in service delivery; 

provide an effective framework for inter-municipal cooperation; and adapt to different areas of the province.  

Also, over the years, a number of reviews of RD issues (such as the RD review in 1999 and the Task Force on 

Community Opportunities in 2006) have been undertaken, and a significant amount of legislative change has 

taken place to ensure that the system continues to function well.    

However, the Task Force also recognizes that RDs continue to face some specific, sometimes complex, 

challenges.  For instance, in some regions, it may be difficult to establish services that are the most efficient or 

distribute costs most fairly (e.g. lack of regional services; disputes over who participates in sub-regional 

services). Changing demographics over the past 40 years also affect RDs (e.g. causing or exacerbating 

urban/rural fringe issues and putting pressures on RD structures; increasing demands on electoral area 

directors).  As well, frictions among governments ς whether municipal, regional or provincial ς can turn healthy 

debate over different perspectives into a barrier to effective functioning at some board tables.   

Regional District Task Force: Work to Date & Lessons Learned 

The Task Force began by identifying practical issues relating to both the effective governance of RDs, and the 

effective delivery of services within and by RDs.  To date, the Task Force has been actively exploring, researching 

and analyzing a variety of issues under the headings of: electoral area governance; municipal-rural fringe; and 

Provincial-RD relationships. The Task Force has produced issue papers on specific topics, and has met six times 

over the course of the year to discuss issues in depth.  

On July 28, 2009, the Task Force held a one-day consultation workshop, where it heard from municipal and EA 

directors from all 27 regional districts, as well as many regional CAOs. This session let the Task Force check-in 

with RD representatives about its work to date, and allowed participants to share their experiences and consider 

Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀǎƪ CƻǊŎŜΩǎ proposals may contribute to tangible improvement within their regions and communities 

(see Appendix B).   

Guided by the Joint Statement of Understanding, the Task Force has learned the following general lessons as a 

result of all its work thus far:  

¶ As a whole, the regional district system works well and does not require major modifications or radical 

solutions. However, there is a need for:  

¶ greater awareness and understanding (and therefore use) of the range of tools currently 

available to RDs; and 

¶ some new tools and approaches, and some refinement of existing tools, to address specific 

challenges.   
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¶ The strength and the challenge of RDs is the variety of perspectives/interests that need to be considered 

(e.g. citizen, RD board, municipal, electoral area, Provincial).  Although each of these groups has 

different interests, they also share common interests and can find common ground, depending on the 

issue and the region.   

¶ BC is a province with great diversity -- different areas with varying needs and aspirations require 

different services and methods of delivery.  RD issues and challenges are interconnected and are part of 

a system, yet they often grow from complex, individual circumstances.  So, sometimes province-wide 

solutions will be effective; in many cases, however, providing a range or menu of approaches/tools may 

be more effective and consistent with the history and nature of the RD system.  

¶ Given the diversity of challenges in each of the 27 RDs, each tool /approach need not be applicable in 

every RD for it to be worthwhile.  Some tools/approaches will only be relevant in addressing certain 

issues in some regions (e.g. some RDs face issues related to EA governance and therefore, require tools 

that can address such governance challenges, while others may require a different set of tools to 

overcome service delivery challenges).  

¶ Not all challenges facing RDs are the same.  For example, the topic of Provincial/RD relationships covers 

issues that span across a wide range of ministries, engage a range of vital economic interests, and 

affects some local governments more intensively than others.  As a result, a variety of approaches and 

processes might be needed to work through such issues and find solutions. 

¶ New approaches and tools are only as good as their implementation, and for implementation to be 

successful, it has to recognize and adapt to the different experience in different RDs. 

The Task Force recognizes that it could not explore nor address every issue facing regional districts (such as, for 

example, First Nations relations and consultations). It also acknowledges that it could not cover the full range of 

issues that result from the many and varied points of interaction between regional districts and the Province.  

Issues Reviewed, Potential Approaches & Key Priorities 

Issues Reviewed by the Task Force 

In seeking practical solutions to difficult problems, the Task Force has reviewed ten key issues and developed a 

number of potential approaches/tools under each. The consultation session on July 28, 2009 demonstrated 

broad agreement with how the Task Force characterized and described each of the issues it has reviewed. 

Through internal discussions and the July 28th consultation session, the Task Force has determined that the level 

of interest for each issue varies (e.g. by region), with some issues having a high-level of interest and others 

having a low-level of interest.  The following list identifies the issues reviewed by the Task Force according to its 

level of interest:  

Interest Level Issue Reviewed by Task Force 

High 1. Regional districts and the Province: more effective land use decisions όάw5κ/Ǌƻǿƴέύ 
2. Municipal/electoral area fringe area planning 
3. Participation in regional district partnership services 

Mid 4. Incorporation and restructuring of municipalities 
5. Service review and withdrawal 
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6. Appointment of alternate electoral area directors 
7. Single electoral area director 

Low 8. Internal structure of regional districts 
9. The role of delegation in service delivery 
10. Appointment of municipal directors 

 

Potential Approaches  

The range of approaches developed by the Task Force to help address each of the ten issues varies, with some 

being new tools to add to the existing toolkit of RDs, others being tweaks to existing tools, and still others simply 

aiming to promote greater understanding and best practices.  Appendix C provides a more in-depth look at each 

of the issues reviewed, including the range of approaches developed by the Task Force.   

Key Priorities  

In moving ahead, the Task Force recognizes that the following issues have resonated more than others (i.e. high 

level of interest), and so are considered three key priorities:  

(1) Regional District/Crown Land Use Decisions ς in some sectors land use decision making and authorities 

are unclear.  Tensions can become heightened between jurisdictions when there are inter-related 

authorities or interests (e.g. the province facilitating new economic development opportunities and 

activities on Crown land with potential substantial effects on local government services or interests, 

such as watersheds).  {ƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ άǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎ ǿƘŀǘέ όŜΦƎΦ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ who has the 

primary authority; sequencing decisions between provincial and local authorities) is a crucial first step in 

clarifying inter-related authority or interests. Lack of clarity can result in disillusionment on the part of 

local government and the province.  It can also lead to frustration on the part of citizens and developers 

about the certainty, timeliness and efficiency of the process (i.e. when will they have an opportunity to 

be heard, when and how yes/no decisions will be made and who is responsible for what decisions). The 

Task Force has looked at the basis for RDs and the Province working to make more effective land use 

decisions.  For example: 

¶ where both provincial and local governments have an interest, clarify jurisdictional authority 

(e.g. who is responsible for what? how does the decision-making sequencing occur? how do 

decision-making processes affect those local and provincial governments?), and harmonize 

decision-making, as has been done in some sectors already  (e.g. resorts development 

harmonization).  

 

(2) Fringe Area Planning and Governance - in many communities, tensions around land-use and service 

delivery are related to the substantial change in population and service expectations that have occurred 

in the 40 years since RDs were created (e.g. land use decision-making for electoral areas in the face of 

urbanization pressures). Although some regions or sub regions have found effective ways to manage 

these tensions through growth strategies and service delivery arrangements, the Task Force has looked 

at what approaches could be taken to make urban/rural fringe area planning more effective and in turn, 

result in better planning outcomes and reduced conflict, while maintaining efficient and cost effective 

service delivery. For example:  
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¶ the development of a joint municipal ς ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ άŦǊƛƴƎŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜέ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ 

ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŦǊƛƴƎŜ ŀǊŜŀέ would help increase the level of 

communication and integration between municipalities and electoral areas;  

¶  άcross-acceptanceέ of fringe area land use bylaws between the municipality and the electoral 

areas, whether formal or informal, would help to recognize municipal interests in electoral areas 

and vice versa. 

 

(3) Facilitating Effective Service Delivery - RDs are effective in achieving efficiencies and fairness in delivery 

of services, but achieving participation in partnership services can be difficult.  Partnership services have 

both municipalities and EAs participating, either at a sub-regional or regional scale.  Some regions, are 

not maximizing their potential at different geographic scales (i.e. there is a robust tool kit but it is not 

clear that the potential of existing tools is being fully used).  The Task Force has looked at whether there 

are ways to encourage the most logical service partnerships.  For example:  

¶ explicit authority or incentives that encourage regions to develop a strategic services plan (SSP) 

would enable regional boards, a sub-regional area (i.e. an urban fringe area), or a group of EAs 

to collectively develop a vision for services to be delivered within that area.  If SSPs were 

developed, participants would get additional benefits, such as: a streamlined service 

establishment and borrowing approvals process; more financial flexibility in managing funds 

within that service area; and possibly, additional powers and variation in the application of 

service withdrawal provisions.  

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ άƎǊƻǳǇǎέ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ (i.e. those attending the 

July 28th session), the Task Force recognizes that the remaining seven issues are also important (such as, from 

the perspective of citizens).  The Task Force will continue to look at all issues identified by the Task Force and 

raised in feedback to determine what approaches/tools will help to improve the functioning of RDs. 

Next Steps 

To date, the Task Force has worked hard to seek practical solutions to difficult problems facing regional districts. 

It has identified and reviewed a range of issues facing RDs, including identifying some key priority issues, and it 

has developed a number of tools/approaches that could be used to address some of these issues.   

The Task Force is working towards providing a final report to both UBCM Executive and the Province by January 

2010. To that end, the Task Force: 

¶ will be seeking further feedback on the work of the Task Force from all UBCM members to ensure that 

the Task Force is on the right track (with the deadline for feedback being October 30, 2009);   

¶ will be testing its range of approaches with municipal and RD administrators in the coming months to 

support effective implementation; and  

¶ will be determining whether some issues, such as the άw5κ/Ǌƻǿƴ ƭŀƴŘ ǳǎŜέ issue, would benefit from 

additional work through another separate process, and what further discussion with the provincial 

government is needed in that regard. 
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Appendix A ς Joint Statement of Understanding 
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