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Celebration of Diversity 
Music, comedy, dance and more help promote tolerance 
at annual event. See story on page 25.

  Council’s achievemen ts for the year
Mayor nolan Crouse

Crouse sees the past year as part of an 11-year 
body of work furthering various files, noting eco-
nomic development, housing diversity and commun-
ity safety as examples.

Coun. Cathy Heron 
Heron’s happy the utility fiscal policy is finally 

done, noted last year’s minimal tax increase and is 
pleased with the work they’ve done on budget and 
taxation policies like setting up a reserve that can be 

used to mitigate tax increases. 
She also brought forward the idea of an inclusive 

hiring policy, which has since been developed and 
adopted by council.

Coun. sheena Hughes 
In her first year on council, Hughes pitched the 

idea of a drainage bylaw, and is pleased it’s moving 
forward. She said residents have been asking for it.

Coun. Cam MacKay
MacKay was happy to prompt the exploration of 

sending leftover street sweeping sand to Edmonton. 
During the 2014 budget process, MacKay asked 
council to postpone a $1.8-million business case 
to dispose of the sand in another manner so the 
Edmonton option could be explored.  

He’s also pleased to see Hughes pick up the drain-
age bylaw ball, which he said he started in the previ-
ous term. 

Coun. tim osborne
The neophyte councillor was happy to bring home 

the low tax increase for residents. 

A council divided          
               against itself 

By victoria paterson
Staff Writer

When a new St. Albert city council was sworn in a 
year ago after a divisive election marked by its negative 
tone and vast chasms of opinion, many wondered if 
individual councillors could rise above their philosophical 
differences to become a functioning decision-making 
body.

Three of the councillors – Sheena Hughes, Tim Osborne 
and Gilles Prefontaine were new to the job. The other 
three, Wes Brodhead, Cathy Heron and Cam MacKay 
were entering a second term. Only Mayor Nolan Crouse 
had served more than one term before, having become a 
councillor in 2004 and mayor in 2007.

A year and several controversies later, a growing per-
ception has emerged, that this council typically votes 
in two camps, with Crouse, Brodhead, Heron, Osborne 
and Prefontaine on one side of an issue and Hughes and 
MacKay on the other, whether the vote is on bike parks, 
school sites or the mayor’s expense claims.

A detailed analysis shows the reality is more complex, 
with many votes splitting into a variety of combinations. 
The vast majority of more than 600 votes cast in the last 
year have been unanimous. But when it comes to split 
votes, more often than not MacKay and Hughes will  

 
find themselves 
closely linked, voting 
62.9 per cent of the time with 
each other and rarely in a block 
with anybody else. Heron, 
Prefontaine and Brodhead are 
perhaps the most aligned, 
voting with each other more than 
70 per cent of the time. 

Osborne and Crouse are the 
exceptions, voting less often with the core five, although 
they tend to agree with Prefontaine more regularly. 

But as municipal expert George Cuff notes, the mark 
of an effective council is not one that votes unanimously.

Council has a variety of strategic outcomes and prior-
ities, from realigning St. Anne Street to reviewing utility 
policies. 

While they haven’t been able to tick off every priority, 
which reads like a to-do list, they have made progress on 
a number of fronts. 

They’ll meet again in January to update their goals – in 
town this time. 

The traditional route of holding annual retreats outside 
of St. Albert to ensure council’s attendance and focus was 
defeated earlier this year.

                    But  its  focus  on  the  bigger  strategic  items  occasionally      
       seems questionable as council gets mired in debate 

   that pays more attention to minutiae, featuring an 
intense level of attention to detail of the wording of the 
motions and accusatory presentations such as the ones 
recently levelled at the mayor over his Capital Region 
Board chair income and his expenses.

After accusations and more than a month of some 
occasionally bitter debate and grandstanding with chron-
ologies and presentations of detective work: can council 
move on? At the Oct. 27 council meeting, a citizen even 
appeared to accuse Hughes and MacKay of an agenda 
akin to McCarthyism, a reference to the U.S. senator who 
led the charge to find communists in America during the 
height of the Cold War.

Can council get back on task in time to tackle St. Albert’s 
massive city budget, not to mention govern together for 
another three years?

WHo votes WitH WHo anD 
HoW often? – Using data from 

split votes that were taken  
between Nov. 4, 2013 and Oct. 

20, 2014, this graphic looks at how 
often each member of council 

votes together. Unanimous votes 
were not counted for this data. 

The relative thickness of the line 
indicates the frequency of a com-

mon vote – for instance, Mayor 
Nolan Crouse and Coun. Tim  

Osborne vote together 60.3 per 
cent of the time. Distance from 

each other also indicates how 
closely linked voting patterns are – 
for instance, Couns. Cam MacKay 
and Coun. Sheena Hughes often 

vote together, but their links to 
other councillors aren’t as 

strong so their graphic 
points are

 farther away from 
the others. 
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‘JUST’ In Time 
Fair Trade Christmas Sale 

Building justice into our Christmas gift 
giving. Come check out the beautiful 
& unique handmade crafts, Christmas 

decorations, jewellery, coffee, and other 
gift items from around the world.

Lunch available:  
Chili, salad & a bun, 11:30-1:30pm • $10

Sunday November 9 
10:00 a.m. - 3:00 p.m.

Star of the North Retreat Centre 
780-459-5511 

www.starofthenorth.ca

3A St. Vital Ave. 
St. Albert
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  Council’s achievemen ts for the year

If you ask council, they’ve gotten some things done 
this year. Several pointed out they were able to bring 
home one of the lowest property tax increases ever right 
after the election.

Council committee work ramped up – Safe Journeys 
to School has hosted numerous public input sessions 
around the city, and the community sustainability com-
mittee managed to reach about 3,000 people for its first 
phase of public engagement in coming up with a vision 
for the future of St. Albert.

This council was able to put to bed the long-delayed 
utility fiscal policy. The model and policy were initially 
approved unanimously by council, who praised its clar-
ity, though a debate over whether or not to remove prov-
incial grant funding from capital planning caused a split. 

They’ve passed a number of policies and plans for 
various city departments, looked at urban design guide-
lines, putting through the inclusive hiring policy, adding 
to the budget and taxation policies, drainage bylaws, 
affordable housing work and advocating to look at 
regionalized transit.

But they’ve also become mired in controversies big 
and small, often focused around the mayor. The mayor 
wants to pursue some kind of municipal election trans-
parency bylaw, including taking a resolution about it to 
a provincial conference. Meanwhile, everything from 
his use of the city letterhead to his expenses have been 
questioned.

Developments have received the go-ahead or inched 
forward, from the long-awaited Avenir area structure 
plan to Jensen Lakes to the planned redevelopment of 
the Grandin mall site by Amacon. 

But outstanding issues, such as the question of port-
able sign fees, keep rearing their heads at council. 

So what makes an effective municipal council? And 
what derails them?

Chaldeans Mensah, a political scientist with MacEwan 
University, said on municipal councils where there are 
no political parties, the elected candidates are selected 
based on their personal approaches.

“In that context it’s vital that you have a leader that 
brings these disparate individuals together in a common 
program,” Mensah said. 

Councils need to stay focused on the city’s core issues, 
like providing services, maintaining infrastructure and 
looking after property taxes. 

Dysfunction
Dysfunction can occur in a number of ways, Mensah 

said, depending on the personalities at play. It can come 
in the form of a council divided into ideological factions, 
or even the mayor’s problems becoming a distraction 
such as what happened in Toronto during Rob Ford’s 
tenure as mayor. 

If the mayor is not a strong visionary leader who’s able 
to rally council, the dysfunction can lead to councillors 
pursuing separate agendas, Mensah said. 

Cuff works as a consultant and adviser to munici-
palities around the province and country. An effective 
council to him is one that has continual focus on city resi-
dents as a whole (not just special interests), represents 
the public will, offers respect to each other privately and 
publicly and has maturity.

“I think maturity simply means that we can treat each 
other with respect,” Cuff said. “We can accept that 
people have a different point of view and we don’t have 
to start playing silly games. Most of the public can see 
through the silly games and the desire for the limelight 
and the sound byte and the headline. I’m not sure who’s 
being served other than personal egos of all of that.” 

Council also needs to be able to ask questions of each 
other and staff  “without being antagonistic.” 

“That means you respect the advice of your adminis-
tration because they’re not on the debating team, you 
are, the council is,” Cuff said. “Administration’s job is to 
provide you advice as a council. Whether you like it or 
not, too bad.” 

He’s not a proponent of unanimity, in fact he said he’s 
never impressed by councils that feel they need to have 
every vote be unanimous. Councils do need to accept 
that a 4-3 vote is still a decision and move forward.

Dysfunction can creep in when the reverse of those 
positive attributes occur, Cuff said. From never asking 
questions and rubber-stamping everything with a 7-0 
vote, to personalizing disagreements, he said dysfunc-
tion takes a number of forms.

With relation to the recent St. Albert events and ques-
tions over the mayor’s board income and expenses, 
he said asking questions about it is not dysfunctional. 
Questions about the expenses aren’t out of line.

“That’s a reasonable question,” he said. “But using that 
to undermine and undercut somebody’s faith in their 
elected leader I think is poor form.”

Cuff also said ambushing council with surprise pres-
entations about expenses – instead of giving a head’s 
up – is ganging up. 

Moving forward
St. Albert’s current city council may not be the most 

unanimous group, but ask them if they can move 
forward from the recent distractions of the mayor’s 
expenses, and they sound ready to vote 7-0 in favour of 
doing so. 

“We need to,” said Heron. “Can is the bigger question 
… I think we can work together as long as what hap-
pened in the last few weeks doesn’t repeat itself over and 
over again … We need to work together and we need to 
recognize we are colleagues, we are not a party level of 
government, we are non-partisan.” 

Crouse said they have to work together as they face big 
decisions and they sometimes stay after an in camera 
discussion with the city manager to converse with each 
other.

“There’s probably a certain amount of willingness to 
do more of that, we’ll have to see, though.” 

During the recent organizational meeting, he asked 
council and staff to strive to do better this year. However, 
in a meeting with the editorial board of the Gazette 
Crouse’s tone was firmer, speaking of a coalition that’s 
been built with the intent to  “take the head off” city 
council and the Capital Region Board. He even went as 
far as to call Hughes a “do nothing go no where council-
lor.” 

No one on council tried to pretend there’s not the 
occasional difference of opinion. 

“Frankly it’s the basis of our entire system of govern-
ment,” said Osborne of the democratic process, adding 
all he can do is focus on his own approach.

Prefontaine said everyone has different approaches in 
moving forward agenda items, and said as council works 
together longer, they’ll become more effective.

“As you kind of work together as a group, you’re able 
to understand those dynamics and really start to adjust,” 
Prefontaine said. 

MacKay said being overly friendly can be a problem 
on councils, leading people to vote for or against cer-
tain items based on friendship. He did acknowledge he 
hadn’t seen many examples of that on this council.

“As long as it just stays professional,” MacKay said. 
“As you can tell there’s different philosophies about 

which direction the city should be going in,” said 
Hughes. “It’s always the big issues that seem to be the 
biggest disagreement.” 

Hughes said she’ll vote the way she thinks is best for 
a motion no matter who’s voting for it or against it. She 
can often be seen grilling staff about details of reports. 

“I’m asking straightforward questions and I want 
straightforward answers and if I don’t get them I’ll repeat 
the question,” she said, adding she wants the public to 
understand what she’s asking. 

When it comes to controversy, people can react emo-
tionally, said Brodhead. 

Council has another three years to work together, with 
voters set to head to the polls again in 2017. Whether or 
not they can move forward as they’d like remains to be 
seen, but Brodhead sees hope in the laugh shared by 
Hughes and Heron when they ended up as the losing 
two in a 5-2 vote – something that’s never happened 
before – at the Oct. 27 meeting. 

“Ultimately I think everybody’s heart’s in the same 
place and that’s to serve our community,” Brodhead said. 

vpaterson@stalbert.greatwest.ca

He said the opportunity to be involved in com-
mittee work with groups like the community servi-
ces advisory board and the Safe Journeys to School 
committee. 

He’s also stuck to his campaign promise to blog 
every week about what’s on the council agenda.

Coun. Wes Brodhead 
Brodhead noted progress on several fronts, from 

seniors housing, the remediation of Riel, the com-
munity sustainability committee’s work, a regional 
transit strategy, his work as chair of the standing 

committee on finance and the finalization of a utility 
fiscal policy and the improvement of relations with 
Sturgeon County.

Coun. Gilles Prefontaine
Prefontaine is happy to have helped move for-

ward the affordable housing file in his rookie year. 
He asked for a comparative research project last 
year, which was delivered to council in draft form 
this October, but said it’ll take years to see a bigger 
range of housing available in St. Albert. 

vpaterson@stalbert.greatwest.ca


