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1. Key Issues
After Council members attended a seminar
entitled “Understanding Good Governance”,
by George B. Cuff & Associates Ltd. and
completed follow-up discussions with George
Cuff, the Council of Birch Hills County
determined that a Corporate Review would be
beneficial
for
the
organization.
The
recommendations from George Cuff to Council
were reviewed and the portions not relating to
employment issues have been incorporated
into this Corporate Review.
The following sections of the Corporate Review
lay
out
in
detail
the
findings
and
recommendations regarding the different
functions of the organization.
The following are the Key Issues identified by the
Corporate Review:

■

Council Leadership - Council’s role in the
organization does not reflect the intent of
the Municipal Government Act. Council
needs to vigorously take on the leadership
role for the organization.

■

Strategic Planning and Budgets – Council
has voiced that they want the organization
to move in new directions. The recent
development of the 2012 Council Goals and
Objectives is a strong message about
change.

■

The Organization - A different approach
from the newly elected Council and
increasing expectations from the public
have focussed on an organization that is
responsive to citizen and Council concerns.

■

Roads and Bridges – The transportation
network is, and will remain for the
foreseeable future, the largest annual
expenditure and capital investment for Birch
Hills County.

■

Agricultural Services – Birch Hills County land
use is primarily agricultural, and that is not
expected to change. Support to the
agricultural community is a vital aspect of
the services provided.
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2. Corporate Review
Douglas Plamping & Associates, following
approval of a proposal to Council, undertook a
Corporate Review of the Birch Hills County
organization, including a review of the following
areas:

 The governance role of Council and
associated supportive systems

 The role of the administrative systems
 Efficiency

of

the

current

organization

structure

 The fiscal health of the organization
 Levels of services defined by Council, and
the delivery of those services
Interviews were completed with all members of
Council, but due to the absence of the Chief
Administrative Officer interaction was limited to
telephone discussions.
The following sections of this Corporate Review
will provide:

■

general comments regarding the review
area

■

findings within the review area, or sub-area,
from the Corporate Review process

■

recommendations within each findings area
or sub-area

3. Council Leadership
The Municipal Government Act (MGA) defines
the duties of Councillors, the Reeve (a
Councillor and the chief elected official) and
Council. The following is an extract from the
MGA:

153 Councillors have the following duties:
(a) to consider the welfare and interests of the municipality
as a whole and to bring to council’s attention
anything that would promote the welfare or
interests of the municipality;
(b) to participate generally in developing and evaluating the
policies and programs of the municipality;
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(c) to participate in council meetings and council committee
meetings and meetings of other bodies to which
they are appointed by the council;
(d) to obtain information about the operation or
administration of the municipality from the chief
administrative officer or a person designated by
the chief administrative officer;
(e) to keep in confidence matters discussed in private at a
council or council committee meeting until
discussed at a meeting held in public;
(f) to perform any other duty or function imposed on
councillors by this or any other enactment or by
the council.
154(1) A chief elected official, in addition to performing the
duties of a councillor, must
(a) preside when in attendance at a council meeting unless a
bylaw provides that another councillor or other
person is to preside, and
(b) perform any other duty imposed on a chief elected
official by this or any other enactment or bylaw.
(2) The chief elected official is a member of all council
committees and all bodies to which council has the
right to appoint members under this Act, unless
the council provides otherwise.
(3) Despite subsection (2), the chief elected official may be a
member of a board, commission, subdivision
authority or development authority established
under Part 17 only if the chief elected official is
appointed in the chief elected official’s personal
name.
201(1) A council is responsible for
(a) developing and evaluating the policies and programs of
the municipality;
(b) making sure that the powers, duties and functions of the
municipality are appropriately carried out;
(c) carrying out the powers, duties and functions expressly
given to it under this or any other enactment.
Council is the leader of the organization and,
working together as a group, that leadership will
define the achievements of Birch Hills County
today and in the future.
It needs to be recognized that Council has
worked together as a group to develop its 2012
Council Goals and Objectives, providing a
guide to staff and the public as to their
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objectives in 2012. This is a major step forward
for the organization as this provides direction for
the development of the 2012 budget. At the
time of writing this report the 2012 Council Goals
and Objectives still had to be formally
approved by Council; the following is what was
submitted to Council:

Develop an organization focussed on
supporting the needs of the public
and Council

Specific 2012 Objectives:
A1

Develop an organization that is more accepting
and responsive to the public’s concerns

A2

Update the County Policy Manual

Goal B:

Provide an
Budget Process

improved

Annual

Complete budget process by January 31 of each
year

Goal C: Strengthen fiscal resources, financial
advice and financial planning
Specific 2012 Objectives:
C1

Hire
a
full-time,
administrator

C2

Seek areas of co-operation with neighbouring
municipalities

C3

qualified,

financial

Develop a capital plan including ongoing, shortterm, and long-term projects

Goal D:

Review ditch maintenance standards
and procedures

Specific 2012 Objectives:
D1

Improve response to brush mowing needs

D2

Implement an improved ditch spraying program

Goal E:

Obtain increased value
money on contracted services

for

Specific 2012 Objectives:
E1

Maintain
communities

the

viability

of

our

Specific 2012 Objectives:
F1

Improve the attractiveness of our communities

Goal G: Maintain
a
high
infrastructure network

quality

Improve County services
agricultural industry

road
to

the

Effectiveness of Council Meetings
For good decision-making, the mechanisms
used must support the goals of Council. The
primary mechanism is the Council Meeting
where decision on bylaws, policies and
resolutions are made. The Council Meeting
needs to be an efficient and effective process
that meets the needs of the Council.

Findings

Specific 2012 Objectives:
B1

Goal F:

Goal H:

2012 Council Goals and Objectives
Goal A:
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Improve the supervision and selection
contractors working for the County
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of

The current schedule of holding only one
Regular Council Meeting per month on the
second Wednesday has undermined Council’s
role as the leader of the organization. This
schedule is part of the reason why the
organization is slow to respond to issues and
concerns from the public. Council needs to
show its leadership and the need for a more
responsive organization by increasing its Regular
Council Meetings to two times per month.
Council Meetings as currently held are not as
effective or efficient as they could be. Members
of Council have expressed frustration on the
length of Council Meetings and the difficulty of
getting to decisions. The current meeting system
requires that members of Council review and
discuss the day-to-day business of Birch Hills
County, development of policy and programs,
and long term planning all within the same
meeting. Council needs to separate business
decisions from long-term planning and policy
discussions.
The creation of a Governance Committee
consisting of the seven members of Council and
with appropriate terms of reference, will provide
a forum for discussion that is currently lacking
within the Council meeting system. The
Governance Committee would also be the
appropriate forum for receiving delegations
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and those should be set at a fixed time on the
committee agenda.

°

Land Sale or
Negotiations

In order for the Reeve to participate fully in the
discussions at the Governance Committee,
something that doesn’t typically happen at
Council Meetings due to the Reeve’s role as
chair, it would be more effective for the
Governance Committee to be chaired by the
Deputy Reeve.

°

Personnel Matters

°

Economic
Tourism

 TERM: A
permanent
Committee of Council.

 AUTHORITY:
♦

To receive delegations, providing an
informal exchange of information
and ideas.

♦

To receive requests for review of
policy or issues from Council, the
Reeve, any Councillor, or the Chief
Administrative
Officer,
and
to
investigate, and review the following
areas:

°

Key and Emerging Issues facing the
municipality

°

Development of Programs

°

Bylaw Development

°

Policy Development

°

Strategic and Business Planning

°

Financial Planning

°

Annual Operating
Budgets

°

Legal Services and Agreements

and

Capital

Douglas Plamping and Associates

and

Standing

 SUPPORTING STAFF MEMBER: Chief
Administrative Officer.

Recommendations
3.1

That Council increase its Regular Council
Meetings to two times per month,
extending the present meeting system by
scheduling meetings on the second and
fourth Wednesdays of each month, to
commence at 9:00 am and finish at Noon.

3.2

That Council approve the Terms of
Reference, prepared by the Chief
Administrative Officer, for a Governance
Committee which will meet immediately
following the completion of the Regular
Council
Meeting
on
the
second
Wednesday of each month.

 MEMBERSHIP: All members of Council.
The meetings will be chaired by the
Deputy Reeve.
 FREQUENCY OF MEETINGS:
One
regular meeting per month, held at the
Municipal Office on the second
Wednesday
of
each
month,
immediately following the Regular
Council Meeting.

Development

and

 To submit policy recommendations to
Council.

Terms of Reference for the Governance
Committee should include the following
elements:
 PURPOSE:
To provide policy advice
to Council as a part of Council’s
decision-making process.

Purchase,

The Council Agenda
Findings
The Council Meeting agenda is mailed to or
picked up by members of Council prior to the
scheduled meeting. It currently consists of a
collection of documents and reports, and has
typically lacked the benefit of written advice
from the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) or
other staff. It is noted that the CAO has
provided verbal advice at the meeting, but that
process reduces Council’s ability to prepare for
their participation in meetings.
The MGA has some specific statements
regarding the role of the CAO in providing
advice:
153 Councillors have the following duties…(d) to obtain
information
about
the
operation
or
administration of the municipality from the chief
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administrative officer or a person designated by
the chief administrative officer…

understandable by the public without a
need to reference agenda materials. If
the CAO recommends that the
recommendation be defeated that
should be restated in brackets below the
recommended action.

207 The chief administrative officer…(c) advises and
informs the council on the operation and affairs of
the municipality…
Modern municipal practice provides that every
item on the agenda, except routine items such
as call to order, approval of the agenda,
approval of minutes and adjournment, should
have a single page Request for Decision (RFD)
cover page that provides the following
information:
 Meeting, Meeting Date, Originator, Title,
and Agenda Item Number – where the
originator is not the CAO then the CAO
should review the RFD prior to its
inclusion in the agenda, and add any
necessary comments.
 Background – why this item is before
Council, and a brief history on the item if
applicable.
 Proposal – if this item comes from outside
the organization, a brief outline of the
organization or group, and a brief history
on the proposal.
 Discussion – outline of the item or
proposal before Council.
 Options – major options, if any, before
Council. It is not necessary to state that
Council can defeat or defer the item
that is assumed.
 Benefits – to Birch Hills
organization and community.
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County

 Disadvantages - to Birch Hills County
organization and community.

The RFD is intended to be brief, and should be
kept to a single page.

Recommendations
3.3

That the Chief Administrative Officer
provide a Request for Decision cover page
on
all
Council
and
Governance
Committee
agenda
items,
and
appropriate staff utilize the Request for
Decision Format for other committees and
Boards, i.e. Agricultural Service Board.

Council Orientation
it is important that all Council members attend
an orientation workshop after their election or
re-election.

Findings
Council members expressed concern that they
had not received an in-depth orientation on the
requirements of the Municipal Government Act
as it applies to the governance role and actions
of Council from their own organization. To
partially remediate this a workshop was hosted
by Douglas Plamping & Associates on areas of
concern with all members of Council attending.
Areas normally covered within a Council
orientation seminar, attended by all members
of Council immediately following the municipal
election or a by-election, should include:

 Costs – costs to Birch Hills County and
other participants.

 Council’s roles and responsibilities.

 Source of Funding – by account or
reserve with Birch Hills County, or by
identified grant, or other outside source.

 Councillor’s roles and responsibilities.

 Recommended Action – a prewritten
resolution (also called a motion)
reflecting approval of the item and
providing all necessary legal and
financial statements. A resolution needs
to be complete on its own, and

Douglas Plamping and Associates

 The Reeve’s roles and responsibilities.

 The role of CAO, senior staff and office
and field staff, and current reporting
systems to Council.
 The fiscal status of the organization.
 Major issues currently faced by the
organization.
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County

 Relationship status with the Government
of Canada, Government of Alberta, and
regional and local organizations.
As there will be insufficient time to cover all
issues faced by Birch Hills County, the Chief
Administrative Officer should ensure that an
orientation is provided;
 for new technical areas introduced for
the first time to one or more Council or
committee members, i.e. assessment,
conditions on the use of grant funds,
tangible
capital
assets,
financial
statements, audit, etc.
 on legal issues, and where possible the
County’s solicitor should provide this, i.e.
in conjunction with the AAMDC
Convention.
 through
attendance
at
regional
seminars and educational sessions
incorporated with AAMDC Conventions.
These orientations, if kept short, can form part of
the introduction of an agenda item by the
Chief Administrative Officer at a meeting.

Recommendations
3.4

That an orientation seminar be held for all
members of Council within 10 days
following each municipal general election
or by-election.

3.5

That the Chief Administrative Officer ensure
that orientations are available to all
members of Council on significant
technical and legal issues.

Corporate Review

staff workstations. These workstations should
either be incorporated into the downstairs
office, or a full height wall should be installed to
create an office with a separate entrance.
The presence of staff at the Council can result in
a confusion on the roles of Council and staff,
with staff and with the public. Modern municipal
practice, and practiced by nearly all
democratic institutions, is to have staff sitting
separate from Council. This way Council
members can be clearly identified to those
members of the public attending the meeting.
The physical separation of Council and their
staff clarifies the roles of those involved to the
public.
The advisory role of the CAO to Council (or staff
to committees) within the meeting needs to be
a public demonstration of the 'advisory' role
defined by the MGA. Therefore any advice that
would have been quietly offered to the Reeve
or chair can be publicly stated.
The Council Chamber is a public meeting
location and the lack of handicapped access is
a barrier to public participation, particularly with
the aging population. A small elevator should
be installed, and any grants available for this
type of renovation should be explored.
The constant interruptions within the Council
Chamber by telephone paging and the door
buzzer (which needs to be reinstituted) need to
be eliminated. These interruptions are not
respectful of the process or the public.

Recommendations
3.6

That the Chief Administrative Officer
present
a
report
on
options
for
improvements to the Council Chambers
and it’s access.

Council Chambers
Findings
The lack of seating placed in advance for the
public gives the message that they are not
expected, and possibly not welcome. At least
two rows of chairs should be in place as a
public gallery during a Council or committee
meeting. This situation is partially due to the use
of the back area of the Council Chamber for

Douglas Plamping and Associates
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Procedure Bylaw

♦

Findings

Other procedures in accordance
with “Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly
Revised”

 Council/Committee Rules

How Council meetings work was not clear to
the organization’s staff, and therefore the writer
suspects, a mystery to the public. The MGA
gives the option to Council whether to use a
Procedural Bylaw or not.

♦

Meeting dates

♦

Time of meetings

♦

Action when no quorum

♦

Chair in absence of Reeve and
Deputy Reeve

145 A council may pass bylaws in relation to the following:
(a) the establishment and functions of council committees
and other bodies;

Recommendations
3.7

That the Chief Administrative Officer draft a
Procedure Bylaw for review by the
Governance Committee and subsequent
recommendation to Council.

(b) the procedure and conduct of council, council
committees and other bodies established by the
council, the conduct of councillors and the conduct
of members of council committees and other
bodies established by the council.

Role of Council

230(3) A council may by bylaw establish procedures for
public hearings.

Findings

The disadvantage of not having a Procedure
Bylaw is that the rules and roles within a Council
or committee meeting are not clear to either
Council/committee members or any delegation
or the public gallery.
A Procedure Bylaw would normally include the
following:
 General Rules
♦

Addressing the Chair

♦

Public addressing Council

♦

Resolutions not debateable

♦

Resolutions not requiring a seconder

♦

Resolution with distinct propositions

♦

Notice of Motion process

♦

Order of Business

♦

Submission of Items to the Agenda

♦

Production of Agendas

♦

Delegations

♦

Authority to the CAO to publish
unadopted minutes

Douglas Plamping and Associates

In the 1990’s the
including Birch Hills
Municipal Districts.

Improvement Districts,
County, changed to

Each County or Municipal District went from the
situation where there was a committee
providing recommendations to an Administrator
who was a provincial employee, who would
pass those recommendations to his superior for
review and response. This changed and the
next day the same committee became a
Municipal Council, now responsible to make the
decisions on the policies and programs of the
municipality, and the Administrator became the
Chief Administrative Officer, the sole employee
of Council.
As the reader can expect, this transition did not
go smoothly for many former Improvement
Districts and this was not helped by the limited
orientation provided to the committees and
communities on the roles, duties, responsibilities
and powers of the newly instituted Council.
This is the case for Birch Hills County where the
responses by members of Council during their
interviews, discussions with staff during the time
that the writer was the Interim CAO, and limited
discussions with the public, all provided a
consistent picture. The attitude remains, to some
varying degrees, differing by person, that the
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role of Council is that of an advisory committee.
Staff and the public have not fully accepted
the role of Council as the leaders of the Birch
Hills County community.

neighbouring municipalities in order to
present County and regional issues with
a larger voice.
 Relationships with Provincial MLAs and
Ministers, and the Federal MP need to
be improved and maintained, and
Council should annually have those
relationships placed on its Governance
Committee agenda for discussion.

To be seen as leaders Council needs to change
the perception of staff and the public. This has
to be achieved in a number of ways, small
steps, but accumulating to the change
needed.
 Grants
and
contributions
to
organizations need to be presented by
the Reeve and/or a Councillor. A
photograph should be taken of each
presentation for use by the newspaper
or County communications.
 Council needs to increase the visibility of
its
participation
in
volunteer
appreciation events.
 A separate Council page needs to be
included
on
the
website
giving
cellphone and email contacts. The
current incomplete page currently on
the website undermines Council’s role.
 Agendas and minutes should also be
available
through
the
Council
webpage, and all documents should be
formatted at 8 ½ by 11 to facilitate
printing of documents by the public.
 County maps should incorporate Ward
boundaries.
 Councillors should be provided with a
County cellphone so that they can
communicate quickly with each other,
increasing their ability to respond quickly
to developing issues. The CAO should
ensure that all Council and committee
meeting schedules are in the cellphone
calendars so all members of Council are
provided with that information. Email
access through the cellphone should
include pre-set contact lists and groups.
 Cooperation
with
neighbouring
municipalities has been highlighted by
Council as a 2012 Objective. With a
smaller population and land base
compared to other Alberta counties,
Birch Hills County will continue to need
the cooperation and support of

Douglas Plamping and Associates
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Recommendations
3.8

That the Chief Administrative Officer
present a report on responses to issues
highlighted in the Corporate Review
regarding the Role of Council.

Policy Development
Bylaws and policy are the two main methods
whereby Council exercises its authority. A policy
is a statement of the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘where’
issues and how staff are to deliver services in
those areas.
Policies
are
normally
supported
by
administrative procedures which will normally
deal with the ‘who’ and ‘how’ issues, and the
method and sequence used to carry out the
policy.
Policy is the avenue used to guide the
organization and is undertaken for a number of
reasons:
 Defines the role of the elected officials in
setting policy and the administrative role
in carrying out policy
 Shows proactive leadership by Council
 Provides a clear and consistent guide
for the delivery of existing programs and
services.
 Provides for consistency of decisionmaking in the delivery of programs and
services.
 Records the decisions of Council
regarding repetitive items, saving time
for both Council and administration.
 Provides a record and guide for newly
elected
or
appointed
officials,
committee members, and staff.
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The role of Council in the development and
maintenance of a Policy Manual is to:
 Priorize key issues for policy review and
development.
 Review and discuss draft policy at
committee prior to sending it for public
review and/or Council approval.
 Monitor the impact of policies and
determine
if
the
reality
of
implementation
matches
Council’s
intent.
The role of the CAO and staff in the
development and maintenance of a Policy
Manual is to:
 Identify issues that would be appropriate
for policy development.
 Gather
and
submit
background
information on specific policies.
 Advise on alternative approaches to a
policy.
 Implementation of policy and the
development of supporting procedures.
 Monitoring the implementation of the
policy and procedures to ensure that
they match the intent of Council.

Findings
Council has initiated a review of the Policy
Manual and identified a number of policies that
need to be developed and reviewed.
A number of policy concerns are noted
throughout this Corporate Review and Council
will need to continue the excellent work it has
already started.
Policy development is required in the following
areas not noted elsewhere in this Corporate
Review:

casual work hiring list, including
advertising, approval, and use.

Recommendations
3.9

That Council continue its development of a
Policy Manual with a target of reviewing at
least one policy at each Governance
Committee meeting.

Relationship to the CAO
As the sole employee of Council and the
advisor to Council, the CAO has a unique
position in the organization. The relationship
between Council and the CAO must be
effective,
and
issues
quickly
resolved.
Maintaining a good working relationship must
be one of the highest priorities for both Council
and the CAO

Findings
The relationship between Council and the CAO
is strained. This is not unexpected when a
significant change in organizational direction
occurs, as has been the case in Birch Hills
County. The writer believes that this relationship
can be restored if both Council and the CAO
are committed to repairing the relationship.
Council also needs to recognize that the stress
caused by changes in organizational direction
also impacts all County staff to differing
degrees. This impact on staff is the responsibility
of the CAO and Council needs to be supportive
of the efforts of the CAO in dealing with this and
reassuring staff.
The CAO is often referred to as the sole
employee of Council. This is the case, and this
relationship is defined in the MGA:
205(1) Every council must establish by bylaw a position of
chief administrative officer.

 Purchasing
authority
–
levels
of
purchasing authority for the CAO,
Directors, Managers and staff, and
identifying which items approved in the
budget need to go back to Council for
approval.

205.1 A council must provide the chief administrative
officer with an annual written performance
evaluation of the results the chief administrative
officer has achieved with respect to fulfilling the
chief administrative officer’s responsibilities under
section 207.

 Contractors List – statement of the
process on the annual contractors

206(1) The appointment of a person to the position of chief
administrative officer may be made, suspended or

Douglas Plamping and Associates
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revoked only if the majority of the whole council
vote to do so.
207 The chief administrative officer
(a) is the administrative head of the municipality;
(b) ensures that the policies and programs of the
municipality are implemented;
(c) advises and informs the council on the operation and
affairs of the municipality;
(d) performs the duties and functions and exercises the
powers assigned to a chief administrative officer
by this and other enactments or assigned by
council.
208(1) The chief administrative officer must ensure that
(extract of some duties only)…
(g) the revenues of the municipality are collected and
controlled and receipts are issued in the manner
directed by council;
(h) all money belonging to or held by the municipality is
deposited in a bank, credit union, loan
corporation, treasury branch or trust corporation
designated by council;
(i) the accounts for authorized expenditures referred to in
section 248 are paid;
(j) accurate records and accounts are kept of the financial
affairs of the municipality, including the things on
which a municipality’s debt limit is based and the
things included in the definition of debt for that
municipality;
(k) the actual revenues and expenditures of the municipality
compared with the estimates in the operating or
capital budget approved by council are reported to
council as often as council directs;
(l) money invested by the municipality is invested in
accordance with section 250;
(m) assessments, assessment rolls and tax rolls for the
purposes of Parts 9 and 10 are prepared;
Council has a responsibility to provide the chief
administrative officer with an annual written
performance
evaluation.
The
minimum
measurement is the performance of the chief
administrative officer’s responsibilities under the
MGA.
An
additional
measure
in
the
performance evaluation should be the annual
Council Goals and Objectives as these provide
specific objectives to be completed in a
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Corporate Review

calendar year. Council needs to recognize that
some elements of the goals and objectives will
be dependent on Council itself and/or on
decisions made outside of the County
organization.
Questions on CAO or staff performance and
questions on Councillor actions need to raised,
discussed, and resolved in-camera. These
questions should be added to the Governance
Committee agenda as needed, as Personnel
Matters to be discussed during the in-camera
portion of the meeting. Neither the CAO or any
member of Council should discuss the questions
discussed during the in-camera meeting outside
of the in-camera format.
The foundation of any relationship is frequent,
and meaningful communication. The Reeve
and the CAO should maintain a regular
schedule of meetings, or by phone if unable to
meet in person, to ensure that both parties are
aware of any emerging issues that will impact
Birch Hills County. Information that should be
communicated prior to the next scheduled
Council meeting should be forwarded by the
Reeve or the CAO to all members of Council
and impacted staff.

Recommendations
3.10 That Council members and the CAO
participate in an offsite meeting to discuss
and seek resolution to concerns from both
parties. A facilitator should be brought in to
help achieve a positive outcome by
guiding this process.
3.11 That Council and the Chief Administrative
Officer develop a policy containing the
agreed format, process and timetable for
the annual performance review of the
Chief Administrative Officer.
3.12 That Council members and the CAO
commit to raising, discussing and resolving
questions on CAO or staff performance, or
questions on Councillor actions, during the
in-camera portion of meetings as
personnel matters.
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4. Strategic Planning
and Budgets
Strategic Planning is based on having a long
term vision that fulfils the purpose of the
municipality. This purpose is given in the MGA:
3 The purposes of a municipality are
(a) to provide good government,
(b) to provide services, facilities or other things that, in the
opinion of council, are necessary or desirable for
all or a part of the municipality, and
(c) to develop and maintain safe and viable communities.
The MGA provides for the processing of a
separate Operating Budget and Capital
Budget. Sections 242, 243 and 244 provide
details on the content of the Operating Budget
and Sections 245 and 246 provide details on the
content of the Capital Budget.
Annual budgets are one of the primary decision
points where Council impacts the direction that
the organization will take over the next year. If
the budgets are guided by the following:

wellheads
and
equipment).

oil

&

gas

production

If that revenue from the oil and gas industry
were to end, maintaining the same level of
services would increase property taxes by 540%.
Of course that is not likely to happen and a
balance of property tax increases and service
reduction would result in possibly twice the
taxes for half the service.
Council is aware that revenue from the oil and
gas industry will decline and eventually end,
and oil and gas assessment has seen some
recent declines. The real question is when!
The Energy Conservation Resources Board
regularly publishes reports on the state of oil and
gas reserves in Alberta. The latest is titled
“Alberta’s
Energy
Reserves
2010
and
Supply/Demand Outlook 2011-2020”.
The data in the report provides the following
figures and forecasts on the oil and gas industry
that impact Birch Hills County:
 Alberta’s conventional crude oil reserves
now are at 8.37%, and natural gas
reserves are at 19.67%.

 Vision
 Mission
 Strategic and Business Plans
 Goals
 Objectives
then Council should receive budgets that
support those goals.
As the governing body it is Council’s
democratic
responsibility
to
guide
the
organization. Strategic planning and annual
budgets are key tools in achieving this.

Fiscal Realities
The approved municipal property tax levy in
2011 was $ 5,162,507. 81.48% of that total levy,
or $ 4,206,458, came from non-residential tax
sources which consist almost entirely of revenue
from the oil and gas industry as linear
assessment (mostly pipelines, but also power
distribution and commercial gas lines) and
machinery & equipment assessment (mostly

Douglas Plamping and Associates

 Within Birch Hills County the data is
similar; conventional crude oil reserves
now are at 8.92%, and natural gas
reserves are at 19.66%.
 More than 15 shale formations exhibit
potential for shale gas within Alberta.
Birch Hills County lies within the Nordegg
exploration area, above four formations
with shale gas potential which may
result in increased gas reserves.
 Technology improvements such as
horizontal drilling will increase producible
reserves and extend the life of oil and
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to

what

degree

is

2010
Non-Residential
Tax Rate
Birch Hills County
16.0000
MD of Spirit River No. 133
15.5270
Saddle Hills County
12.0000
MD of Smoky River No. 130
14.5542
MD of Peace No. 135
13.2000
MD of Fairview No. 136
15.7505
Municipality

Findings
 Alberta’s conventional oil reserves are,
as of 2010, 237 106 m3, and the 2010
annual production was 27 106 m3. At the
current pace of production those
reserves would be used up in 8.8 years,
but exploration of new reserves and the
development of new technologies will
extend that time frame beyond 2020.
A rural municipality uses reserves to manage
cash flow and project management demands.
The current changes to account for Tangible
Capital Assets within accumulated surpluses
requires us to look at other measures to
compare the financial health of municipalities.
The following is based on the 2009 Total
Financial Assets minus Liabilities as being the
‘cash position’ of each municipality. This total
includes cash, investments, receivables and
liabilities:
Municipality
Cash Position
Birch Hills County
$ 15,383,413
MD of Spirit River No. 133
$ 2,845,925
Saddle Hills County
$ 46,181,624
MD of Smoky River No. 130 $ 3,298,058
MD of Peace No. 135
$ 6,462,114
MD of Fairview No. 136
$ 5,858,277

/capita
$ 9,554.91
$ 4,298.98
$ 18,636.65
$ 1,350.56
$ 4,345.74
$ 3,156.40

Revenues of the municipality are dependent on
the tax rate applied to non-residential
assessment. The following is a comparison to
other municipalities:

There is no formal strategy regarding reserves
and their purpose, but the informal theme
seems to be that the County needs to protect
itself from future loss of revenue from oil and gas
assessments by building a large Tax Rate
Stabilization reserve.
Unfortunately this policy is not likely to be
successful.
Government
will
look
at
municipalities with large reserves and reduce
grants to them as it is apparent that they have
no need for grants. The public will look at the
municipality and question why they are holding
their money when they need it now. Reserves
will become so large that municipalities will
have to reduce the non-residential tax rate to
slow down the increase.
A better long-term strategy will be to invest oil
and gas revenues into improvements in
infrastructure
that
will
reduce
annual
maintenance costs in the future, and hold a
smaller Tax Rate Stabilization reserve.

Recommendations
4.1

That Council develop a Financial and
Reserves Plan as part of the overall Birch
Hills County Strategic Plan.

Strategic Planning
Strategic Planning consists of a number of
elements which combine into a single process.
A "Vision" statement describes what Council
sees as the future of Birch Hills County. The
statement should be short, memorable, and
speak to values – the ‘what’ and ‘why’.
A “Mission” statement for Birch Hills County
describes how the organization is going to
achieve the organizations vision statement.

Douglas Plamping and Associates
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The “Strategic Plan” is a document that includes
the following elements:
 Providing background information on
population trends, economic trends in
agriculture, oil and gas industry trends,
etc.
 Identifying changes in the legal and
legislative environment in which the
County operates.
 Identifying trends that will impact the
County and the industries and activities
it supports.
 Noting how those changes and trends
will impact the financial, human and
other resources of the County.
 Providing
decade-plus
strategic
statements
on
the
alternative
approaches that might be used to
achieve Council’s identified goals, and
general statements on how those goals
are proposed to be achieved.
 Goals
provide
broad
multi-year
statements of the steps on the ladder
that are needed to achieve the vision
and
mission
statements
of
the
organization.
 Objectives are not part of the Strategic
Plan, but are a result of it. Objectives are
specific statements on items to be a
priority within the financial year, and
should be directly reflected in the
budgets.

Findings
Birch Hills County has not developed a strategic
planning process and the current Council has
expressed concerns on how it guides the
budget process.
Strategic planning will require a significant
commitment of time by Council and the CAO,
but the results will be an organization given
clear long-term and short-term direction, and
annual budgets that move the organization in
the directions identified by Council. With the
“2012
Council
Goals
and
Objectives”
completed, Council has moved a significant
distance along this path.
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Having viable communities has been noted by
Council as an important goal and they have
identified an objective to “Improve the
attractiveness of our communities”. Although
appearance is currently foremost, viability also
includes for most young families, access to
services such as cellphone coverage and highspeed internet.

Recommendations
4.2

That Council develop a 2012 Birch Hills
County Strategic Plan as the foundation of
the development of the 2012 Operating
and Capital Budgets.

Annual Budgets
It is important that the Operating Budget and
the Capital Budget be processed separately.
The Operating Budget provides for the provision
of programs approved by Council within the
municipality. These services are normally
consistent from year to year and the changes in
revenues or costs should not be significant, or if
significant they can be identified. Changes in
the Operating Budget should only reflect
inflation, changes in fees or rates, changes in
programs, or changes in service standards.
Keeping the Operating Budget separate allows
the Council to be aware of the scope of these
changes.
The Capital Budget by its nature fluctuates from
year to year and represents the initial approval
of projects by Council. Once a project is
approved then design, environment approvals,
grant applications, etc. can proceed. Due to
the longer lead times being experienced before
a project can start, especially in regard to
environmental approvals, Council policy should
provide that the approval of the project
continues for 36 months and that any remaining
contributions from the Capital Budget to the
project will transfer to the appropriate reserve at
the end of the financial year.

Findings
The last annual budget approved by Council
was a simple spreadsheet based on the
accounting system coding, that combined both
the operating and capital budgets.
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No written document was submitted with the
budget to outline the budget, how it meets the
strategic direction of Council, the levels of
staffing included, and the levels of service it
contains.
The annual budget process has no guiding
document and relies to a large degree on past
practice. Council views changes in the services
provided in the operating budget as
undermining its direction. This is partially true in
that some temporary changes authorized by
the CAO were necessary for administrative and
human resource reasons.
However, permanent changes that impact the
delivery of services approved in the budget
should not occur without the approval of
Council. Examples of these are:
 Permanent changes of staff positions
from part-time to full time, or the reverse.

The current late date for the payment of
property taxes was based on agricultural
revenue schedules that no longer apply. The
date should be moved forward and the County
should utilize a combined assessment and tax
notice to increase efficiencies and reduce
printing, mailing and postage costs. Software
changes are also available to include multiple
properties on a single combined assessment
and tax notice.

Recommendations
4.3

That the 2012 Operating Budget and the
Capital Budget be processed separately.

4.4

That the 2012 Operating Budget include an
explanatory report, written for the public,
that includes background information and
the targeted levels of service.

4.5

That the 2012 Capital Budget include
updated long-term capital plans, with
entries beyond the 2012 year being for
information only.

4.6

That the CAO present to the Governance
Committee a draft policy on the Annual
Budget Process for review and subsequent
recommendation to Council.

4.7

That Council move forward the deadline
for payment of property taxes and utilize a
combined assessment and tax notice
format.

 Permanent changes of staff positions to
contracted services, or the reverse.
 Permanent reductions or increases in
service levels that are outside the
expectations of Council.
 Addition of new permanent
positions or contracted services.

staff

 Abandonment of approved permanent
staff positions or contracted services.
The current budget format lacks detail in a
number of areas, particularly transportation.
Services should each have their own individual
budgets so Council can demonstrate to the
public the investment it is making in each
service area. This comes with a caveat; budgets
are only estimates and the CAO must be given
the flexibility to allow budgets to exceed the
approved amounts provided that the increased
cost is available in another program and that it
is necessary to meet the service standards set
by Council.
In the 2012 Council Goals and Objectives an
objective to develop a capital plan including
ongoing, short-term, and long-term projects was
included. This should be part of the Capital
Budget documents, and a large part of the
information for this plan already exists in the
organization.
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Annual Budget Schedule
Findings
Even the best budget cannot influence the
organization if it is approved late in the budget
year. Council has set a goal to complete the
budget process by January 31 of each year. To
achieve that goal Council will have to schedule
a number of meetings to deal with the budget
prior to that date. The following is suggested
(note – in a general election year these dates
would be slid forward by two months):
 June – Workshop to develop/review the
Birch Hills County Strategic Plan (vision,
mission, strategic statements and goals).
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 September Governance Committee –
Workshop to provide specific Council
objectives for the following year and to
review possible changes to programs
and service standards.
 October Governance Committee –
review of operating and capital budgets
under the responsibility of Public Works.
 November Governance Committee –
review of operating and capital budgets
under the responsibility of the CAO and
the Director of Finance, and the review
of financial planning and reserves.
 December Governance Committee –
review of complete operating and
capital budgets with amendments
requested
at
the
October
and
November meetings, impact on the
property tax bills based on the
estimated assessment changes.
 January Council Meeting – approval of
the operating and capital budgets,
publication on the website, and initiation
of work by staff to get projects out to
tender.

Corporate Review

This objective requires that the organization
change in many aspects. Those changes will be
detailed in the following sections.

A New Management Team
Although
Council
sets
direction,
the
responsibility for carrying out that direction dayto-day rests with the CAO and the department
heads.
Modern organizations make use of team
concepts to create efficiencies in the delivery
of services.
The ability of the CAO and the departments to
work together in the delivery of services is
critical to the organization and that relationship
is often formalized as a management team.
Responsibilities do not change, but the
formalized process increases communication
and cooperation within the organization. As
informal communication continues to happen,
the time commitment to meet face-to-face can
usually be limited to one to two hours per week,
including time to review agenda submissions.

Findings

Birch Hills County should determine its municipal
tax rates completely separate from the
requisition for the collection of school taxes. As
the Council is not responsible for the amount of
school taxes, the school taxes should have no
influence on what Council approves as
municipal taxes. The later passing of the Tax
Rate Bylaw then becomes only a technical step
in the process.

The writer recognizes that the organization
supports a small County with a small population,
but there are many modern management
practices that should be adopted.

Recommendations

The CAO currently undertakes tasks such as
payroll, expenditure control, development of
budgets, and insurance. This time commitment
severely restricts the CAO’s ability to support
Council’s role and leadership, and to commit to
processes like strategic planning.

4.8

That the CAO include a schedule for the
Strategic Planning and Annual Budget
Process in the draft policy to be presented
to the Governance Committee.

5. The Organization
Council has stated in its 2012 Council Goals and
Objectives that a specific objective for 2012 is
to develop an organization that is more
accepting and responsive to the public’s
concerns.

Douglas Plamping and Associates

Many daily tasks undertaken by the CAO are
more aligned with the Secretary-Treasurer role
that was typical from 1905 to the 1990s, rather
than the CAO role envisioned by the current
MGA.

The organizational tasks currently undertaken by
the CAO are subsequently reflected in the
design of the organization and changes in the
priorities for the CAO must be accompanied by
a change in the organization structure.
It was recommended by George B. Cuff, and
included by Council in the 2012 Council Goals
and Objectives as “Hire a full-time, qualified,
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financial administrator”, and that initiative is also
supported by this writer.

Chief
Adminstrative
Officer

Position titles in the organization are ad-hoc and
need to be standardized to reflect the public’s
understanding. For example, titles should be
revised to reflect:
 Chief Administrative Officer
 Director – head of a department
 Manager – supervisor of a department
section and staff having management
responsibilities.
 Supervisor – (often called Foreman in the
past) supervising a department function
but typically not having management
responsibilities.

Director
of
Public Works

The position of Agricultural Fieldman should be
filled on a full-time basis, and the position
considered as a Director level position, a
department head. Additional information
regarding this position will be given in other
sections of this Corporate Review.
These positions will become part of a
Management Team consisting of the CAO, the
Director of Public Works (retitled from Manager
of Public Works), the Agricultural Fieldman (also
titled the Director of Agricultural Services), and
the Director of Finance.

Douglas Plamping and Associates

Agricultural
Fieldman

The Management Team should meet within 48
hours of a Council or Governance Committee
Meeting to update an Action Log on follow up
of resolutions that would include every
resolution, except meeting procedures, and
include the following information under a
heading for the meeting name and date:
 Resolution Number.
 Resolution (quoted without mover or
vote).

Using the title of Director to represent a
department head, the full-time position of
Director of Finance should be created,
responsible for all financial and administrative
functions
of
the
municipality
including
reception, action request systems, financial
forecasting, budget management, audit,
accounting, payroll, investments, cash and
reserve management. Additionally the Director
of Finance would assist departments and
community groups with the identification of
grants and completing grant applications.
The position of Director of Finance will be fulltime and the incumbent would normally be in
the office. During the absence of the CAO from
the office, the Director of Finance would
automatically be authorized as the Acting
CAO.

Director
of
Finance

 Responsibility – the CAO or staff
member(s) to action this item as
allocated by the Management Team.
 Completion Date – the deadline to
complete the action or submit a
response to the Council or Governance
Committee as allocated by the
Management Team.
 Status – the current status of the action
item, noting if in process, any delays, if
waiting on an outside agency, or
determined future action.
Except for an Executive Assistant/Recording
Secretary position, all other staff should report
through the Public Works, Agricultural Services,
or Finance departments.

Recommendations
5.1

That the CAO present an Organizational
Change
Plan
to
the
Governance
Committee that includes the creation of a
Management Team, retitling of positions,
addition of a full-time Director of Finance
position, a full-time Agricultural Fieldman
position, and other staffing changes
recommended in the Corporate Review.
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 No consistent system exists for questions
that are outside of the Public
Works/Transportation functions.

That the Chief Administrative Officer
institute an Action Log on follow up of
resolutions from Council and Governance
Committee meetings, with an update of
the Action Log submitted to each monthly
Governance Committee meeting for
information.

 A request would be typically received
by a part-time staff member, and
sometimes would be passed on verbally
to another staff member who was to
remind a staff member who would be in
the next day. Communication errors
resulted.

Receptive to the Public
As a municipal organization, Birch Hills County
has a public that it serves. That public expects,
not unreasonably, that their concerns will be
listened to, and that they will receive a
response.
This is not an unusual situation, and most public
organizations utilize a form of Action Request
System to track requests and to ensure that a
response is given.
Also important is attitude. The public needs to
perceive that they are important, and their
concerns are important. The public understands
that an organization can’t always say yes to
requests, and sometimes the answer is next
year’s budget, or we have no policy on that so
we’ll bring it to Council, or the County doesn’t
provide that service because…

Findings
First impressions are important. What does the
public think of a large building labeled
‘Administration’, of broken tiles in the entrance
area, of the lack of handicapped access to the
Council Chamber, of parking adjacent to the
building sidewalk filled by staff and County
vehicles.
With a small staff there are always going to be
instances where no one is currently in sight of
the office counter. The buzzer on the outside
door should be reinstituted, albeit at a lower
volume and only heard in the office/staff
room/washroom areas.

The addition of a full-time Director of Finance
position in the office will provide additional
continuity and supervision within the front office,
resolving some of the concerns on responses to
the public. With the addition of a Director of
Finance position, staff positions in the front office
will need to be realigned. Time should be given
for the Director of Finance to become familiar
with the tasks and workloads of the department
prior to the Management Team determining the
appropriate mix of full-time and part-time
positions.
Staff observed were willing to listen to the public
and empathetic to their concerns. The lack of
response to the public often came from
requests that were not recorded and therefore
not followed up on.
Many multi-part form systems and electronic
systems are available (using a single entry form
or interface) that ensure that each request is
tracked and responded to, and additionally
provide statistical data on the requests
received.

Recommendations
5.3

That the CAO institute a comprehensive
Action Request System, to be administered
and
monitored
by
the
Finance
department.

5.4

That the Chief Administrative Officer, with
the support of the Management Team,
present recommendations to Council on
the realignment of positions in the front
office.

5.5

That parking at the front of the County
building be reserved for the public and
deliveries.

Direct observation of staff dealing with requests
from the public highlighted a number of issues:
 The current use of different forms for
each type of request often resulted in a
delay in putting it on paper. The right
form had to be found.

Douglas Plamping and Associates
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The alert tone be activated for the outside
door to alert staff when persons enter or
leave the building.

Administration and Finance
All organizations rely on administrative and
financial systems, and their effectiveness is
important to the organization. The following
relates to findings in this area of administrative
and financial systems.

Findings
The lower front office space is adequate to
contain all the current and projected
administrative staffing of the organization if
redesigned. The current counter takes more
space than necessary and the legacy furniture
used by staff is inefficient in regards to space
and storage. Office cubicles would more
effectively use the space and would allow the
current staff in the Council Chamber to
relocate.
A land filing system is in use by the organization
that provides an efficient method of finding
correspondence and information relating to
properties. Other filing is dispersed between
systems in the vault, offices and the front office
area. All filing needs to be based in the vault
with only working files being taken out of the
vault during the day. This will require
reconfiguration of the vault storage.
Office staff should be cross-trained on all timesensitive systems. The most critical one at this
time is payroll.
The use of faxes is declining rapidly as a means
of communication and many services exist that
will reduce the cost of providing a fax number.
The organization currently has three separate
fax lines (two to fire halls) and spends $ 206.46
plus toll charges per month. For lower volumes
of use these fax machines can be replaced by
a toll free fax number with an internet fax
service that lets the organization send and
receive faxes through email, at $ 10.00 per
month. A savings of over $ 2,300.00 per year.

Corporate Review

position classifications (i.e. clerical support 1, 2,
3, etc.) would eliminate this concern.
Organizations undertake succession planning
for critical positions to ensure that the
organization can operate efficiently during the
resulting
vacancy
(retirement,
illness,
resignation, military service, etc.) and resolve
the situation quickly. No succession plans are
currently in place.
Staffing in the current organization has not
permitted appropriate financial controls (i.e. the
person processing invoices should not also
prepare cheques). With the addition of the
Director of Finance position there is an
opportunity to implement upgraded financial
controls, and the proposed controls should be
reviewed with the appointed auditor prior to
implementation.
RFDs on the bank reconciliation and the
cheque register should provide resolutions for
Council to receive these items as information.
This avoids the risk of pecuniary interest, and
recognizes that the review and approval by the
auditor and Council’s approval of the financial
statement is the point at which all of these
transactions are approved.
Computers and network equipment in the
organization requires upgrading and this
equipment should be replaced on a regular
basis. Normal industry standards, with some
exceptions, are to replace network equipment
and desktop computers every four years, and
laptop computers every three years. Cost for
hardware
replacement
and
software
upgrading should be projected, and an annual
fixed amount (i.e. the average of a four year
projection) included in the Capital Budget.
Council has identified an objective to “Improve
the attractiveness of our communities”. This
requires the updating of bylaws and
enforcement and processing through the
access to a Community Peace Officer or Bylaw
Enforcement Officer. There is insufficient work
within the County to retain a part-time position,
so the access to an officer on a regional basis
should be explored.

The current pay grid for the organization is
based on individual positions and therefore
cannot be placed into policy or published
without infringing privacy. A pay grid based on
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Recommendations
5.7

That the Chief Administrative Officer in the
2012 Capital Budget present estimates for
the reconfiguration of the front office and
vault, concurrent with the installation of an
elevator.

5.8

That the Chief Administrative Officer
identify where cross-training of staff is
needed and provide for that requirement
within job descriptions.

5.9

That the Chief Administrative Officer
investigate
replacement
of
current
dedicated fax lines by an internet fax
service.

5.10 That the Chief Administrative Officer
present to the Governance Committee a
draft policy on the Birch Hills County Pay
Grid and Benefits for review and
subsequent recommendation to Council.
5.11 That the Chief Administrative Officer
implement ongoing succession planning
for the Chief Administrative Officer,
Director of Public Works, and Director of
Finance positions.
5.12 That the Director of Finance implement
upgraded financial controls after reviewing
the proposed controls with the appointed
auditor.
5.13 That the Director of Finance provide
Request for Decision cover pages on the
monthly bank reconciliation and the
cheque register that provides resolutions
that Council receive these items as
information.
5.14 That the Chief Administrative Officer
include an annual cost for computer and
network hardware replacement and
software upgrading in the Capital Budget.
5.15 That
Council
explore
the
region’s
willingness to cost share a Community
Peace Officer position.

Communications
Although Birch Hills County has a small
population and a corresponding smaller
organization, this is a situation where a higher,
not lower level of communications is expected.
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Communications includes functions such as
strategic communications planning, public
relations,
advertising,
media
relations,
marketing, as well as maintaining the County's
corporate image and brand. With limited
resources only the basic functions can be
carried out in-house.
The role of communications in a municipality is
to explain and inform the public of actions and
decisions of Council, and ensure that
information relating to Birch Hills County is easily
accessible to both the public and County staff.

Findings
The
communications
functions
of
the
organization need to be centralized through the
CAO. This will ensure that the appropriate
priority is given to communications, that there is
consistency in the quality of communications,
and that all county departments participate in
effective communication strategies.
Communications need to be proactive,
providing information the public needs early in
the process. Communications also need to be
regular. The delivery of The Central Peace
Signal (Rycroft) to all resident and business
mailboxes every week is a valuable asset, but
advertising every second week does not
provide the consistency needed.
Northern Alberta appears to make less use of
public service announcements than other parts
of Alberta. Public service is an aspect of media
licensing by the federal government, and radio
stations are usually receptive to appropriate
requests for public service announcements.
Newsletters delivered to each mailbox are a
good method of communicating where a lot of
information will be provided. The best example
of this would be the approval of the annual
Operating and Capital Budgets. A newsletter
that contained the following would provide a
significant improvement in communications to
the public:
 Introduction from Reeve and Council.
 Outline of the Operating Budget
highlighting the level of services to be
delivered.
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 Outline of the Capital Budget with a
map of project locations including
ongoing projects.
 Projection of the impact of the budget
on municipal tax bills, as a percentage,
and impact on a typical residence in $.
 How to obtain a complete copy of the
budgets and how to contact Council
and their local Councillor.
Councillors have considered a ‘Town Hall
Meeting’
as
a
method
of
improving
communications but experience shows that
there is little benefit from these types of
meetings. The preferred avenue would be
focussed public engagement on specific issues,
using surveys and/or workshops.
Communications also includes marketing, an
aspect of economic development. Marketing
includes many things; the appearance of
newspaper advertising, the quality of the
County website, the County logo, letterhead,
the pride shown in County and community
signage, etc.
Council has applied for grant funding to
replace the entrance signage to the County,
and been advised that it did not qualify under
the grant. There continues to be a need to
upgrade this signage as it presents a poor
image of the community.
Community signage should also be considered
where the community
development requires a
lower speed limit. Text on
these signs is typically like
this example - “Welcome
to Peoria – a Birch Hills
County Community”.
Brochures are a typical
method
of
communication
for
municipalities
because
they
work.
County
brochures should be a
standard size and format,
and designed to be
clearly identified when
placed into a rack. The
County
should
place
brochure
racks
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throughout the County in building where the
public has regular access, and support the time
to ensure that the racks remain filled and up to
date.
A Communications Plan needs to be
developed
supporting
Council
and
department communications needs.

Recommendations
5.16 That the Chief Administrative Officer
present to the Governance Committee a
draft Communications Plan for review and
subsequent recommendation to Council.
5.17 That Council consider the installation of
new County and community signage in
the 2012 Capital Budget.

6. Public Works
Department Structure
The department is responsible for all outside
facilities, infrastructure, equipment and staff,
except for those services provided by the
Agricultural Services Department.

Findings
The two management positions are not
sufficient to provide both the necessary office
time and field supervisory services for the
department. As many office functions involve
legislative and legal aspects, those cannot be
reduced.
The best solution is to provide additional time to
the department through a new position. This
position needs to be management so that any
issues in the field can be determined and
resolved on-site.
This change should also create a structure
within the department that would divide the
responsibilities among the staff reporting to the
Director. Two positions would be retitled and the
position of Manager of Project Services would
be added.
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Director
of
Public Works

Supervisor
of
Facilities and Utilities

Manager
of
Project Services

Manager
of
Maintenance Services

Due to the small population served by the
utilities it may not be possible for those utilities to
break even without charging unrealistic utility
consumption rates. Council should determine,
by policy, what percentage of the utility costs, if
any, would be annually subsidised by property
tax revenue.
Public Works operates a GIS fleet monitoring
system on its fleet and automatically collects
that data. Although data, charts and maps are
available on request, regular reports on the
data collected are not provided. This exists in
other
similar
systems
and
additional
programming can provide this function.
Council members in their interviews consistently
expressed their concern that they did not know
what was happening regarding capital projects
and major maintenance projects. In fact, there
were some instances where the public had
more information than the Councillor. The
Reeve and Councillors recognized the need not
to interfere in day-to-day operations but were
frustrated by the current lack of information.
Other organizations have resolved this by
providing a weekly update emailed to
Councillors on the status of capital projects and
major maintenance projects.
Council is not clear on the service standards
that the approved budgets include as there are
few written statements on those services with
written policies. As noted elsewhere in this
Corporate Review, 2012 budget documents
should include statements on service level
targets.

Recommendations
6.1

Corporate Review

September 2011

That the Chief Administrative Officer submit
a staffing plan for the Public Works
Department based on the content of the
Corporate Review, to Council for review
and approval.
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6.2

That the CAO present to the Governance
Committee a draft policy on the Subsidy of
Utility Rates for review and subsequent
recommendation to Council.

6.3

That the Public Works Department provide
monthly and annual reports from the GIS
fleet monitoring system to the CAO and the
Governance Committee.

6.4

That the Public Works Department provide
a weekly update emailed to the CAO,
Reeve and Councillors on the status of
capital projects and major maintenance
projects.

6.5

That the Public Works Department include
in its 2012 Operating Budget submission, a
breakdown of service standards and the
targets proposed.

Roads, Bridges and Drainage
Road maintenance is a year-round activity
undertaken by both full-time and seasonal staff.
Maintenance activities include grading, regravelling, guide and guard rail repair, bridge
repairs, calcium application to reduce dust,
mowing, brushing, clean-up of roadside litter
and
illegal
dumping
activities,
ditch
maintenance, and weed spraying in the
summer, and snow and ice control in the winter.
Year round activities include road inspections,
signage replacement, and bridge inspections.
Road, culvert and bridge construction only
occur in the summer and this infrequently
involves creating a new road as this is generally
the responsibility of developers. More often, this
will consist of rebuilding and/or widening a road
which has experienced deterioration.

Findings
Over 110 miles of County gravel road was
driven. Maintenance practices were found to
be generally good with some minor safety and
poor grading issues.
Road signage in the County did not match the
Alberta standard, and therefore is inconsistent
with GPS navigation systems that calculate road
naming. Example of this are Twp Rd 787 and
Twp Rd 753.5.
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Problem areas were typically associated with
moisture close to the road, or to the road
surface not being sufficiently above the top of
the ditch, and the base of the road being
impacted. Due to the wet year it was impossible
to tell if the moisture problems were typical.

7.0 m wide road.
 Grass edges on the gravel roads are
retaining water on the roads, increasing
maintenance requirements and costs.
 Road surfaces were consistently less
than 1.5 m above the bottom of the
ditch, and in many case less than 1.0 m.
This leads to moisture in the road
structure, again increasing maintenance
requirements and costs. Roads need to
be built up, away from the water table.

Council has stated 2012 objectives on the
improvement of brush mowing and ditch
spraying programs. There is significant concern
among Councillors on the delivery of those
programs, and this should be a priority for the
Director of Public Works and the Agricultural
Fieldman in 2012.Gravel is increasingly a
resource that is more expense and more difficult
to obtain due environmental regulation.
The County should seek to increase its gravel
inventory holding from the current 15-20 years to
a 35-40 year supply. The financial statements do
not show a post-closure liability for gravel pit
reclamation. This liability should be determined
and a reserve designated to offset the liability.
The County has in the past utilized compressed
work weeks. These schedules provide significant
efficiencies in the use of staff time due to the
reduction of non-working time. The use of
compressed work weeks should be reviewed.
Issues on gravel roads were very consistent
across the County:
 the gravel surface was generally flat
and/or grooved, without the crossfall of
2% as required by Birch Hills County
policy #32. This crossfall would produce
a crown of 90mm or 3.5 inches on a
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 There appeared to be insufficient gravel
on the road surface to resolve these
issues or for good maintenance
practices. Current budgets provide for
adequate re-gravelling rates but not for
increasing the gravel depth.
Reconstruction of roads appears to be mostly
on a reactive basis without a long term plan to
upgrade identified market roads. There is a
existing Rural Roads Study, but this study has not
been updated.

Recommendations
6.6

That road naming signage be reviewed for
consistency with Alberta standards.

6.7

That the Rural Roads Study be updated
with the priority of identifying safety issues
and a market road network.

6.8

That Council develop a 10 Year Roads
Capital Plan as part of the update for the
2013 Birch Hills County Strategic Plan.
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7. Agricultural Services

(b) an inspector of the municipality under the Agricultural
Pests Act, and

Birch Hills County land use is primarily
agricultural, and that is not expected to
change. Support to the agricultural community
is a vital aspect of the services provided by the
organization.

(c) a soil conservation officer of the municipality under the
Soil Conservation Act.

The reduction of support to the agricultural
community by the federal and provincial levels
of government places higher demands on rural
municipal governments.
Placing this function as a department, part of
the Management Team, will be an important
signal that agriculture is important to Council
and the organization.

Agricultural Fieldman
The position of Agricultural Fieldman should be
filled on a full-time basis, and the position
considered as a Director level position, a
department head as noted earlier in the
Corporate Review.
The placement of the Agricultural Fieldman as
the Director of Agricultural Services on the
Management Team is an important signal to the
organization of the importance of agriculture.
The Alberta Agricultural Service Board Act
details specific duties for an agricultural
fieldman:
8(1) If a council has established a board, the council, in
consultation with the board, must appoint a qualified
person as agricultural fieldman to implement agricultural
policies and programs and to manage the agricultural
resources of the municipality.
(2)

The agricultural fieldman shall act as a designated
officer of the municipality

(a)

in carrying out the functions, duties and powers of the
municipality under any Act relating to
agriculture, and

(b)

in implementing projects respecting agriculture agreed
on between the council and the Minister.

(3)

An agricultural fieldman is, in the municipality
employing that fieldman,

(a) a municipal inspector under the Weed Control Act,
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Findings
The current position of Agricultural Fieldman is
part-time and has not been filled for 2011.
Services in the summer of 2011 have suffered
and the Agricultural Services staff has struggled
to maintain service. This has led to questions
about the importance of agriculture to the
organization.
The small population of the County results in
small numbers attending agricultural workshops
and seminars. This is seen as a failure of the
program, while in fact the attendance of 4 – 5
participants is normal when drawing from a
population of 1,600.
Regional efforts will have a greater impact and
this should continue to be a priority.

Recommendations
7.1

That the Chief Administrative Officer fill the
position of Agricultural Fieldman (Director
of Agricultural Services) on a full-time basis
as soon as possible.

Agricultural Service Board
An Agricultural Service Board (ASB) is formed
under the Alberta Agricultural Service Board
Act. The Act includes the following:
3(1) A council may establish and appoint members to an
agricultural service board and provide that the
members of the board be paid, out of the funds of
the municipality, reasonable allowances for
travelling, subsistence and out‑of‑pocket expenses
incurred in attending meetings of the board.
(2) The council is to determine the chair, the number of
members, the voting status and the term of office
of the members of the board.
(3) The membership of a board must include persons who
are familiar with agricultural concerns and issues
and who are qualified to develop policies
consistent with this Act.
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4 A board must present a summary of its activities for the
preceding year to the council in a form acceptable
to the council containing the information
required by the council.
9(1) If the board finds from investigation and inquiry that
(a) soil loss or deterioration
(i) is taking place on land, and
(ii) is of such significance that it is detrimental
(A) to the land or to other land, or
(B) to the community,
(b)

weeds have infested land to the point that crop
production is seriously hindered and the
infestation threatens neighbouring land, or

(c)

the productivity of land has been or may be seriously
affected by any other cause,

and the land is in an area in the municipality with respect
to which the board has been appointed, the board
or its agent shall report its findings to the council
or to the Minister responsible for the Special Areas
Act, as the case may be.
The ASB as an advisory body to assist Council
and the Minister of Agriculture Food and Rural
Development in matters of mutual concern.
The ASB will provide Council with advice on:
 Organizing direct weed and pest control
programs.
 Organizing soil and water conservation
programs.
 Controlling of livestock disease under
the Livestock Diseases Act.
 Promoting, enhancing and protecting a
viable and sustainable agriculture
community .
 Improving the economic viability of the
agricultural producer.
 Promoting and developing agricultural
policies to meet the needs of Birch Hills
County.

Findings
Presently two members of Council are
appointed as the ASB which satisfies the
requirements of the Alberta Agricultural Service
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Board Act in order to obtain funding, but does
little to provide advice to Council within the
agricultural context.
The 2011-2013 Birch Hills County -3 Year Strategic
Plan was submitted to Alberta Agriculture and
Rural Development in support of a grant
application. This document should be reviewed
by the ASB and any recommendations for
changes forwarded to Council.
Having an active ASB with community members
provides a valuable source of advice to Council
and the local agricultural community. Due to
limited local resources, working regionally will
provide greater benefits to the organization.

Recommendations
7.2

That Council expand and revise the role of
the Agricultural Service Board to;

(a)

provide for direct public input by
appointing four public members and three
Council members,

(b)

select the chair from among the public
members

(c)

provide for a rotation of public members
by appointing two for two years, two for
four years, and subsequently all members
to overlapping 4 year terms.

Conclusion
The recommendations in this Corporate Review
put forward significant change for Council and
the organization.
Why did change not happen in the past? The
writer, having been involved in municipal
government for over 30 years has noted that
change happens when a community is ready
for change. If the community and Council is not
ready for change, then change will be
delayed.
In the case of Birch Hills County there has been
little change since the 1990’s and therefore the
scope of change is more significant.
We thank Council and staff for working with
Douglas Plamping & Associates in preparing this
Corporate Review, and for the opportunity to
work in your community.
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