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Governance Advisory Committee 

Strathcona County Governance Policy on Accountability 

and Transparency 
 

 

Part 1 - Introduction 
 

At the July 5, 2016 meeting, Council adopted the following resolution: “That 
Administration work with the Governance Advisory Committee (GAC) to prepare, by 

the end of Q1 2017, a draft policy for Council's consideration that would deal with 
Council transparency and accountability, including disclosure requirements.” 

 
A report on the various options for distributing Councillor reports initiated a broader 
discussion on municipal accountability and transparency especially as related to 

councillor disclosure and reporting practices. A number of Councillors noted a 
preference for having a policy that would provide accountability and transparency 

principles and guidelines. In light of this conversation, Council directed 
Administration to work with the Governance Advisory Committee to prepare a draft 
accountability and transparency policy for Council’s consideration. 

 
The development of a policy that addresses municipal and accountability matters 

requires considering the following questions: 
1. What should the scope of this policy be? 
2. How will this new policy complement existing Strathcona County governance 

policies related to accountability and transparency?  
3. Are there existing municipal policies that could be used as a guide or 

example for Strathcona County’s policy? 
4. Is there an opportunity to have this new policy align with some of the 

expected governance changes expected as part of the Modernized Municipal 
Government Act?   

 

The purpose of this report is to solicit the GAC’s input on the development of an 
accountability and transparency policy. In order to facilitate this process, a draft 

outline for this new policy is provided below. Input from the GAC will be used to 
direct Administration as it flushes out the policy during the drafting stage. Once a 
draft policy has been completed, it will be presented to the GAC for additional 

comment.  
 

 
Part 2 - Alberta’s Modernized Municipal Government Act 

 

A substantive review of the Municipal Government Act (MGA) began in 2012 and 
has involved input from municipalities across Alberta, local citizens and businesses, 

community organizations, the oil and gas sector, builders and developers, and the 
two municipal associations. The review has focused on three key areas: assessment 
and taxation, governance and administration, and planning and development.  
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The first set of MGA changes were introduced in March 2015 (Bill 20 Municipal 

Government Amendment Act). The province noted that the changes in Bill 20 were 

ones which had received general consensus from the majority of stakeholders. 
Some of the changes included in Bill 20 relate to enhancing municipal accountability 

such as the requirement that municipalities develop a code of conduct for 
councillors through a bylaw. The second set of MGA changes were introduced in Bill 
21, (Modernized Municipal Government Act) on May 31, 2016. Here too, a number 

of the changes relate to municipal accountability and transparency. However, the 
full impact of these changes will not be completely understood until the pending 

regulations are developed. Most regulations are expected to be issued in 2017 
ahead of the next municipal election.   
 

The following list is a summary of the governance changes introduced by Bill 20 and 
Bill 21 related to issues of accountability and transparency: 

 
· Public Participation Policy - municipalities required to adopt public 

participation policies that outline their approaches for engaging with 

stakeholders.  
· Mandatory Conduct of Conduct - municipalities required to establish a 

code of conduct for councillors through a bylaw. 
· Defining Council Meetings - define “meeting” to include what matters may 

be closed to the public during council meetings. Describe circumstances and 
procedures for a “closed meeting.” Clarify a duty of the chief administrative 
officer to provide all councillors the same information, no matter how it was 

requested or by whom. 
· Petitioning Process - municipalities may, by bylaw, choose to decrease the 

required percentage of eligible signatories, accept online petitions, extend 
the time period for collecting signatures and allow petitioners to recall their 
signatures. Timelines would be extended for petition validation (i.e. 30 days 

becomes 45 days). 
· Roles and Responsibilities of Council and Administration - provide 

clarity on the administrative duties and the chief administrative officer’s 
ability to delegate.  

· Introduction of Municipal Ombudsman and Municipal Inspections - 

the mandate of the Alberta Ombudsman will be expanded to include 
municipalities. The Alberta Ombudsman will investigate complaints to 

determine if a public organization has acted fairly and reasonably. The 
ombudsman will review the case to ensure actions and decisions were fair 
and consistent with relevant legislation, policies and procedures. The Alberta 

Ombudsman is projected to accept municipal complaints starting April 1, 
2018. 

· Municipal Inspections - other changes to the MGA’s provisions on 
inspection and inquiry will mean citizens can petition the Minister for an audit 
or inspection on matters of municipal affairs, including the conduct of 

councillors, employees, agents and contractors of the municipality. The re-
structured petitioning provisions for municipal audits and inspections will be 

proclaimed by October 1, 2017.  
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· Composition on Local Appeal Boards - municipal councillors will be 
prohibited from forming the majority of any legislated appeal board hearing 

panel. This will be done by aligning the existing rules for Subdivision and 
Development Appeal Boards with those for Assessment Review Boards.  

· Reporting Structure of the Municipal Government Board - the Chair of 
the Municipal Government Board will be appointed by Cabinet and report 
directly to the Minister of Municipal Affairs. 

· Training for Elected Officials - Municipalities will be required to offer 
orientation training within 90 days to elected officials following each 

municipal election and by-elections on specific matters such as: role of 
municipalities in Alberta; council and councillor roles and responsibilities; 
Chief Administrative Officer and staff roles and responsibilities; and 

budgeting and financial administration. Change took effect upon proclamation 
of the Modernized Municipal Government Act. 

 
As Strathcona County develops its policy on accountability and transparency, the 
above noted governance changes should be considered. While some of the changes 

such as mandatory training for elected officials and composition of local appeal 
boards are not likely to have an impact on the County’s development of this new 

policy since the County is already aligned with the expected requirements in these 
areas, other governance changes, such as those related to more definition around 

closed meetings, may be addressed in the new policy in addition to requiring 
adjustments to current practice or existing County policies.  

 

Part 3 –Review of other Canadian Jurisdictions Approach to Municipal 
Accountability and Transparency 

Alberta’s current MGA includes a number of accountability and transparency 
requirements. For instance, the MGA addresses matters such as pecuniary interest 

of Councillors, disqualification of Councillors, notice requirements, public presence 
at Council meetings, process for petitions, public hearings, appeal and complaints 

processes, etc.  As noted above, the updated MGA (i.e. Modernized Municipal 

Government Act) also aims at enhancing municipal accountability and transparency, 
but much of the detail is dependent upon forthcoming regulations.  

Many of Alberta’s municipalities do not currently have such a standalone 

accountability and transparency policy. For example, Edmonton, Spruce Grove, Fort 
Saskatchewan, Medicine Hat, Devon, Whitecourt, Camrose, Airdrie, St. Albert, 

Jasper, Lethbridge, Wood Buffalo, Cochrane, Taber, Wetaskiwin, and Grande Prairie 
do not have such a policy. This does not mean that Alberta municipalities are not 
committed to accountability and transparency. In fact, all of the above 

municipalities have policies (e.g. council roles, council remuneration, ethical codes 
etc.), procedures (e.g. web-based expense reports or voting records) or other 

things (whistleblower programs, transparency audits, open data portals etc.) aimed 
at providing citizens with accountable and transparent local government.  

While not common amongst Alberta municipalities, there are a few municipalities, 
such as Calgary and Red Deer, which do have a standalone accountability and 
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transparency policy. These two policies as well as some additional examples from 
Ontario municipalities are included in Attachment 1 – Examples of Municipal 

Accountability and Transparency Policies.  

While all Canadian jurisdictions have legislative requirements related to accountable 
and transparent municipal government, Ontario is perhaps the most rigorous since 

it mandates that all municipalities adopt such a policy. British Columbia likewise 
has an extensive number of requirements for municipal accountability and 
transparency. Attachment 2 – Municipal Accountability and Transparency in 

Other Canadian Jurisdictions provides more detailed information. 

 

Part 4 – Current Strathcona County Accountability and Transparency 

Measures  

Strathcona County currently has a number of bylaws, policies, procedures and 
practices that increase municipal accountability and transparency. For example, 
Strathcona County’s Chief Commissioner Bylaw (21-2015) sets out the powers and 

accountabilities of the Chief Commissioner as well as the financial authorities and 
ability to delegate authority to other municipal staff. Strathcona County also has 

governance policies which set out guidelines for matters such as remuneration for 
elected officials, code of conduct for Councillors, and public engagement. Finally, 

Strathcona County has a number of practices, such as video streaming Council and 
Priorities Committee meetings, web publication of Councillor expenses, web 
publication of bylaw and policies, etc. that help ensure that the municipality is 

accountable and transparent to citizens.  

Ideally, a new accountability and transparency policy will complement the existing 

governance policies and practices while addressing any gaps such as providing 
guidelines for reporting on monthly councillor activities. Attachment 3 – 

Overview of Current Accountability and Transparency Policies provides a 
summary of policies that are already in place that help enhance municipal 
accountability and transparency.   
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Draft Outline for New Accountability and Transparency Policy  

References:   Municipal Government Act, RSA 2000 

   MGA s. XXX 

   MGA s. XXX 

   Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, RSA 2000 

   Strathcona County Bylaw – Meeting Procedures  

Cross-reference: Policies related to accountability and transparency will be listed here 

 

Policy Statement  

Strathcona County is committed to the fundamental principles of accountability and 

transparency since these principles are essential to ensuring effective local 

government and building public trust.  

Strathcona County acknowledges its responsibility to operate in a transparent and 

accountable manner and shall provide good governance by ensuring: 

1. Council decision-making is open and transparent. 

2. The County is accountable for the provision and performance of its services. 

3. The County is transparent and open in its operations, subject to financial, 

legal, legislative and privacy constraints.  

4. The County has a robust set of policies, procedures, and practices in place 

that enhance accountability and transparency.  

5. ? 

6. ? 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this policy is to define the manner in which Council and Strathcona 

County will ensure that they are transparent and accountable to the public for their 

actions.  

 

Definitions  

Accountability – The principle that Strathcona County ensures access to clear and 

understandable information and is responsible to the public for decisions and 

actions.  
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Transparency – The principle that Strathcona County ensures the decision-making 

process is open and clear and actively encourages and fosters public participation in 

its decision making processes to enhance public trust.  

 

Guidelines 

Transparency and Accountability Mechanisms and Practices 

· Statement that notes there are a number of accountability and transparency 

“things” in place.  

Financial Accountability, Oversight and Reporting 

· Section outlines financial accountabilities – i.e. annual independent audit, 

annual financial reporting, etc.  

Reporting of Councillor Expenses  

· Section outlines how Councillors expenses are made available to the public – 

when are they published, how are they published, etc.  

Reporting of Council Activities  

· Section outlines how public can learn about Councillor activities- when and 

how.  

· Opportunity to note limitations of this type of reporting – i.e. not the full 

scope of Councillor duties 

Council and Committee Meetings 

· Section outlines how council and committee meetings are conducted in an 

accountable and transparent manner in alignment with County Meeting and 

Procedures Bylaw, relevant Governance Policies, and relevant legislation 

Access to Council Records and Decisions 

· Section outlines what documents/records are available and how they are 

made available to the public  

Public Engagement  

· Section outlines commitment to public engagement and identifies key 

processes for that engagement  
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Attachment 1 – Examples of Municipal Accountability and Transparency 

Policies 

 

 

· Example 1 – City of Calgary, AB 

· Example 2 – City of Red Deer, AB 

· Example 3 – City of Kitchener, ON 

· Example 4 – City of Mississauga, ON 
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Attachment 2 – Municipal Accountability and Transparency in Canada 

Ontario: The Municipal Act (2001) and other legislation include provisions about 
openness and transparency in municipal decision making and service delivery.  

Municipalities in Ontario may pass bylaws to establish:  

· an Integrity Commissioner whose role is to perform, in an independent 
manner, the functions assigned by council with respect to the application of: 
(1) a code of conduct for members of council and local boards; and (2) the 
procedures, rules and policies governing the ethical behaviour of members of 
council and local boards. The Commissioner’s functions may include 
conducting inquiries into requests from the public or local members about 
whether a local member has contravened the applicable code of conduct. If a 
member is found to have contravened the code of conduct, the municipality 
may impose a penalty of a reprimand or a suspension of pay for a period of 
up to 90 days. 

· a Municipal Ombudsman whose function is to investigate, in an 
independent manner, decisions and recommendations made and acts done or 
not done in the course of the administration of a municipality, local boards or 
certain municipal corporations, as the municipality specifies. 

· an Auditor General who may assist council in holding itself and municipal 
administrators accountable for the quality of stewardship over public funds 
and achieving value for money in municipal operations. The Auditor General 
must also perform their duties in an independent manner. The Auditor 
General’s responsibilities do not include the responsibilities of the municipal 
auditor. 

Municipalities in Ontario may adopt codes of conduct and are free to determine 

the content and style of their codes of conduct. Some common issues that codes 

address include use of municipal resources, gifts and benefits and conduct at 

council meetings. The Ontario Municipal Act includes provisions related to the 

conduct of meetings and the public’s right to attend them. The term “meeting” is 

partly defined in the Act, which currently provides that a meeting means “any 

regular, special or other meeting of a council, of a local board or of a committee of 

either of them.” Anyone may request an investigation of whether a closed meeting 

complied with the Act or a municipal procedural bylaw. Municipalities may appoint 

an independent investigator who may report with recommendations to council. If a 

municipality does not appoint an investigator, the Ontario Ombudsman may 

investigate.  

Councillors and members of local boards have legal and ethical duties to consider in 

relation to conflict of interest. Some of these are found in the Municipal Conflict 

of Interest Act, but other related rules or codes may also apply. The Municipal 

Conflict of Interest Act sets out what may be regarded as a primary set of ethical 

rules for council and local board members. These rules apply, with some 
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exceptions, to council and local board members if they have a pecuniary interest in 

a matter that is before a council (or a local board) at a meeting. 

Primarily through amendments to the Ombudsman Act, the role of the Ontario 

Ombudsman expanded beginning January 1, 2016 to include all Ontario 

municipalities. The Ontario Ombudsman’s general role includes investigating 

complaints and making recommendations. As part of this, the Ontario Ombudsman 

may include any municipality in a broad-ranging, systemic investigation on his or 

her own initiative.  

The Ontario Ombudsman may investigate municipal complaints to municipal 

integrity officers (except the Toronto Ombudsman) only after local complaint 

resolution processes, if any, have been completed. The Ontario Ombudsman will 

not be able to investigate complaints within the jurisdiction of the Toronto 

Ombudsman. Municipalities other than Toronto may appoint their own ombudsman 

if they choose. The City of Toronto is the only municipality in Ontario required by 

law to have an ombudsman. While the Ontario Ombudsman cannot compel 

municipalities to take action, the Ombudsman could make recommendations to 

council and the municipality.  

British Columbia: Municipalities operate primarily under the Community Charter. 

Part 4 of the Community Charter addresses a broad range of accountability and 

transparency issues including: closed meetings, public engagement, public notice 

and access to records, reporting, conflict of interest, and challenge of council 

member qualification for office.  

A person who contravenes the ethical standards provisions in the Community 

Charter may be disqualified from holding public office unless the contravention was 

done inadvertently or because of an error in judgement made in good faith. Section 

110 of the Charter sets out that a person who is disqualified cannot run until the 

next general local election if the Supreme Court finds that he or she is found to be 

in contravention of the rules related to the: restrictions on participation if in 

conflict; exercise of inside influence; exercise of outside influence; acceptance of 

gifts; disclosure of gifts over $250 in value; disclosure of contracts; and use of 

insider information. 

A municipality, by a 2/3 vote of council, or 10 or more electors of the municipality 

may make the application to the Supreme Court to have a person disqualified. The 

Community Charter introduces the ability of the municipality or an elector to apply 

to the Supreme Court for an order requiring a member, or former member, to pay 

to the municipality all or part of the member's financial gain that was obtained as a 

result of contravening the rules governing ethical conduct. 
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Attachment 3 – Overview of Current Accountability and Transparency 

Policies* 

Policy Purpose  
 

GOV-001-013 Elected Officials’ 
Remuneration 

Details remuneration for elected officials and 
process for increases and evaluation or 
remuneration rates.  
 

GOV-001-024 Authorization and 
Verification of Unbudgeted 
Expenditures 
 

Specifies that the County may only make 
expenditures that have been included in an 
operating budget, a capital budget or are otherwise 
authorized by Council resolution and provides 
guidelines for addressing unbudgeted 

expenditures.  
 

GOV-001-026 Elected Officials 
Business Expense Policy 
 

Provides clarity in determining what elected official 
expenses will be covered by the municipality and 
what expenses are considered to be personal 
expenses. 
 

GOV-001-028 Council Code of 
Conduct  
 

Provides guidelines for Elected Officials so that 
they may carry out their powers, duties and 
functions with impartiality and dignity, recognizing 
that the function of council members is, at all 
times, service to their community and the public. 

 

GOV-001-029 Organizational 
Roles and Responsibilities 

Outlines the roles and responsibilities for council 
and the Chief Commissioner/Administration and 
provides guidelines on the separation of the 
governance and administrative functions.** 
 

GOV-001-031 Election 
Campaigns  

Sets out guidelines respecting the use of County 
resources for election related purposes to promote 
public confidence in local government elections and 
to protect incumbent candidates from allegations of 
benefit or privilege or inappropriate use of County 
resources by taxpayers or other candidates. 
 

GOV-002-025 Public 
Engagement 

Establishes the foundation for the County’s 

reasons, guidelines and procedures for conducting 
public engagement. 

 

* This list is not exhaustive but provides an overview of some of the obvious 

examples of accountability and transparency policies currently in place  

** Policy is currently under review by the GAC 
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