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January 24, 2010

Dear Madame Mayor, Members of Council of the City of Waterloo,

Re: Amalgamation - An Issue without a Cause 

I strongly support Councillor Veith in opposition to placing a question on the ballot regarding talks between the Councils of the Cities of Kitchener and Waterloo on amalgamation of the two cities. 
Such a question will be confusing to many people and it does not make sense in itself. For the question to make sense, there must be a goal somewhere down the road. We don’t talk just for the sake of talking. So the real question, even now, is: Amalgamation: yes or no? I would think that for a serious issue like amalgamation to be even considered, a clear case would have to be made about any advantages to be had. Where are these advantages? At the present time, not enough hard information is available to base a decision on. However, from what we do know, not much speaks in favour of amalgamation. Let’s look at what we know now:
A good idea?  I have not seen a single sound reason in favour of eventual amalgamation. The fact that a group of business lobbyists thinks it would be a good idea does not mean that it will be good for the citizens of Waterloo. Bigger is not always better.
Responsiveness.  Waterloo City Council in its present form works well, is accessible and generally responsive to citizens’ concerns. In an amalgamated city, there will be more wards, more councillors, and more work for the individual councillors, which means less time for individual issues. There will also be a larger bureaucracy to deal with. The larger bureaucracy will still be providing the same services – the services provided by the Region will not be affected. Also, City Hall will likely be farther away physically. All this translates into a lower level of responsiveness and approachability that Waterloo citizens may have to expect. 
Economies of scale.  Economies of scale in terms of greater purchasing power can be had without amalgamation, simply by the two purchasing departments joining forces.
Environmental record.  Waterloo has a fairly good record of environmental stewardship. On the other hand, some recent decisions made by Kitchener Council give rise for concern. For example, Kitchener Council recently voted to refuse protected status to a vital groundwater recharge area for the Waterloo Moraine (the Upper Blair Creek watershed), because the area might come in handy later as a future business reserve. The new ROP had designated this area as Protected Countryside, but as a result of Kitchener’s action, the area is now in limbo. This shows the pro-development bias of Kitchener Council. Since in an amalgamated City, Kitchener councillors will have a majority, amalgamation may make the protection of environmentally sensitive areas and groundwater recharge areas more difficult. This concern alone would be sufficient grounds to reject amalgamation. 
Taxes.  From past experience, taxes have always risen to pay for the hidden costs of development such as fire halls, libraries, and sports facilities. RIM Park was needed to provide recreational services for an expanding population, and we have been paying for it ever since (including a 26% tax increase over 3 years that was imposed a few years ago). Other increases have followed. The Region has now raised taxes by 2.5% to pay for additional policing, needed to serve an expanding population. This shows that development does not pay for itself; it is always accompanied by tax increases. (Keep in mind that inflation is already accounted for through a rising assessment base.) It follows that if amalgamation means faster growth, it also means higher taxes to pay for that growth. Kitchener is now growing at a rapid rate; will Waterloo taxpayers in an amalgamated city be helping to pay for the hidden costs of Kitchener’s growth?
Individuality.  Although Kitchener and Waterloo are similar in many ways, there are differences. Is it worth protecting the individual character of Waterloo? Since Kitchener is larger, an amalgamation may become more of an absorption of the smaller by the larger. 
Is there any harm in just talking?  Yes, because the issue will be divisive and it will absorb valuable time that is sorely needed to address real problems, such as student housing, taxes, retiring the RIM Park debt, etc. Therefore, I am opposed to putting some nebulous question about amalgamation on the ballot without knowing where it will lead to. 

Can voters make an intelligent decision at this time?  No. Judging from radio polls being conducted of people on the street who know very little about the issue, people can make a snap decision for the most trivial reasons. A meaningful plebiscite involving all voters requires all the information to be available in a form that the voters can understand. That is not the case, and it will not be the case before this fall’s vote, because the City is not allowed to provide it. In the absence of meaningful background information, a plebiscite has little value. 

Interestingly, Kitchener Councillor John Gazzola, whom I know as one reasonable voice among a mostly pro-development Kitchener Council, was the only one who opposed putting the amalgamation question on the ballot. 

The bottom line is that amalgamation may be good for Kitchener, but not for Waterloo. Can they force us to amalgamate? I hope not. 
So my vote is an emphatic YES for Waterloo, NO to amalgamation, and NO to putting a question on the ballot. Amalgamation is an Issue Without a Cause.
I believe it was Thomas Edison who once said “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” This sage advice is still good today.

Emil Frind
Distinguished Professor Emeritus
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