
Neighbourhood Consultation Process – Oak Bay United Church 
 
The consultation process was supposed to garner local neighbourhood views about the redevelopment 
of the Oak Bay United Church property. While lots of ideas were forthcoming, the conduct of the 
consultation sessions was flawed, inadequate, and compromised.  

 
I am a professional planner, who for many years, until I recently retired, was a full member of the 
Canadian Institute of Planners and whose practice, over many years, was significantly focused on 
designing and conducting consultation processes for numerous not-for profit societies and local 
governments. When I designed and conducted consultation processes, my objective was to solicit, 
openly and transparently, the views of those participating about how they felt about a particular project 
and/or what they would like to see happen – what would be appropriate.  
 
As well, as a former elected official in Oak Bay (5 years as a councillor and 6 as mayor), I had many 
opportunities to observe the need for effective consultation so that Council could make an informed 
decision.  
 
As a result, I believe I have solid credentials for assessing the recent neighbourhood consultations 
conducted by Oak Bay United on their proposed re-development.  
 
I am also an Oak Bay resident of 40 years, living just down the street from the proposed Oak Bay United 
Church development. I know my neighbourhood and my neighbours well. 
  
Let me tell you why why the process was flawed, inadequate, and compromised. 

 The 4 sessions were approximately 1½ hours in length – a good portion of which time was spent by 
the consulting team introducing the subject (the team, why they were undertaking the project, etc.), 
leaving approximately 50 minutes for discussion on the following four questions: What uses do you 
want from the new development? What do you want it to look like? Where do you want the 
building to be on the site? What do you want to see as far as financial, social, human, ecological, etc. 
sustainability? No specifics (i.e. context) of the financials driving the re-development (e.g. density, 
number of proposed units, and site coverage) were presented. 

 Participants sat at 4 tables of anywhere from 6-8 people, including the facilitator. A recorder took 
notes on flip charts.  I don’t know how well each facilitator or recorder performed as I wasn’t 
present at each session. However, in my session, the facilitator did not attempt to keep it on track – 
the participants just intervened, offering up their thoughts. The recorder in my session had no idea 
how to record – as one participant said “you are not writing down what we are saying”. Given the 
time pressure, people just gave up expecting him to accurately record what was said. As a result, the 
notes from my table are not an accurate reflection of the discussion.  

 During the introductory part of the session, participants were not asked to introduce themselves, so 
no one knew who was attending. I, knowing this would be helpful and a customary practice, asked 
at my table – where does everyone come from and what is their interest. I know this did not happen 
at every table.  

 So who attended? In discussion with other residents in my neighbourhood, who between us 
attended all of the sessions, it is clear that not all participants came from the immediate 4-block 
neighbourhood radius. Ms. Thomas, when asked, asserted that 90% came from the neighbourhood. 



It would be interesting to know if this is accurate or not – certainly not at the session I attended, or 
some of the other sessions that my neighbours attended.  

o Members of the congregation actively participated at the tables, some living miles from the site 
– this despite the fact that congregation members had been given at least two other 
opportunities to participate in consultative sessions.  

o Members of the consulting team also actively participated at the tables.  
o Residents not from the immediate neighbourhood actively participated, alerted to the meeting 

by a tweet from the Mayor, or by email from at least one Municipal Council member.  
o Of great concern, the Chair of the Oak Bay Advisory Planning Commission and a member of the 

Oak Bay Advisory Design Panel attended. At least in the case of the Advisory Planning 
Commission, she did not identify herself and declared that it was immaterial where she lived 
(many blocks from the proposed development as it turns out). Both actively participated and 
both indicated support for the project (whatever it is, as we have not yet been informed).  

 So what was recorded? I have already stated how input was poorly recorded at my table, but the 
problem is bigger than that. Let me give you an example or two. When someone said they wanted 
to see 2-3 storeys max and when others agreed, it was only recorded as a single statement. When 
one person (often from outside the neighbourhood or a member of the congregation) indicated 4 or 
more storeys, that too was recorded as a single statement – as though that suggestion was of equal 
weight with the others. Each item suggested was listed without knowing whether or not it was the 
consensus at the table. No information was recorded as to where the comments came from.   As a 
result, any conclusions to be drawn about what the neighbourhood supports (or doesn`t) will be 
hard to draw. It will be very difficult, if not impossible, to get an accurate reading on the 
neighbourhood’s perspective. 

 While each table reported out on each question, there was no opportunity for discussion outside 
each individual table. There was no overall summary or consensus sought or developed from the 
entire assembled group. There was no session at the end of the individual table reporting to find out 
how the majority felt about the various suggestions at individual tables. Again, it will be very 
difficult, if not impossible, to get an accurate reading on the neighbourhood’s perspective. 

  The discussions were supposedly focused on the 4 questions asked (as noted above), but there was 
a lot of straying from the topic, using up valuable time. No context was provided – either in terms of 
what the financials are with respect to the Church’s bottom line, or in terms of what the 
neighbourhood would like to see and how that would affect the bottom line. No trade-offs were 
discussed, i.e.  if you want one thing, what does that mean for something else – how does the wish 
list affect the bottom line. No idea or information was provided of how big the Church needs to 
build to support all the uses everyone suggested. Everything was a one-off as though providing one 
thing would have no implications for something else. No prioritization of the isuses / ideas raised 
was sought–e.g. are some things more important than other things. It was totally open ended. What 
was suggested by participants was basically a wish/ motherhood list, without understanding what 
anything means in terms of a proposal. The points raised were all over the map – how the Church 
can disentangle them or weigh their validity is anyone’s guess. 

 The process is being rushed. The real time devoted to discussion at the consultation sessions was 
inadequate – and as a result was largely shallow. At most, individual participants had only 1-2 
minutes each to speak on 3 of the questions, and 2-4 minutes on the other question. It was a bit like 
a SWOT exercise, but one that only sort of identified opportunities, while failing to look at the 
strengths, weaknesses and threats of the ideas suggested. The Church wants to bring designs back 



for consultation as soon as possible – in December. When I asked about this timeline, suggesting 
that December is a poor time for consultation (certainly something I tried to avoid in my 
professional practice) as it is too near Christmas and maybe people have other things to do in 
December, Ms. Thomas summarily dismissed me. Her response was – “because we are ready” and 
there was no further discussion of this point, there was no appeal to the whole group asking how 
others felt, whether or not they shared/ supported my concern. Yet people at my table said quietly, 
“I agree”. What is the problem in putting off further consultations until everyone has got past 
Christmas and New Year`s? Of course, this kind of response to a reasonable question only leads to 
speculation and distrust – how the Church can be so ready when they have only so recently received 
feedback from the local neighbourhood?  

 
I know my views will not be shared by all who participated, but they are supported by many who 
attended from the neighbourhood. In my experience, generally people are just pleased to be asked for 
their views. I don’t mean this critically. It is understandable. Most people do not participate often or at 
all in such processes, so have little experience of them. I can only surmise, based on the way the 
consultations have been conducted, that the organizers of these sessions were counting on this. Yet 
designing and conducting good consultative processes is complex and involves more than just asking for 
input within a very limited amount of time.   
 
I can only say how disappointed, distressed and dismayed I am. I had hoped that this would be a truly 
collaborative and open process, that there would be a meaningful, well-constructed consultation 
process that genuinely sought neighbourhood/Church consensus. Instead we have a rushed process, 
moving along on the Church’s timeline, without adequate time for the neighbourood to have in-depth 
input or reflection. Ideally, it would have been so much better if the Church and the neighbourhood 
could work together to develop a plan that would have the support of most neighbours. After all they , 
are the people who will be most impacted by the development and they will have to live with the 
consequences for many years to come.  
 
In many other municipalities, the municipality intervenes in the consultation process by hosting 
occasions where members of council and planning staff can hear directly from a neighbourhood 
adjacent to a proposed development. This provides an unfiltered opportunity for neighbours to be 
heard, where the results can be assessed by a neutral party. Leaving the consultation process solely in 
the hands of the Church/developer, meets neither of these criteria and might well lead to distrust and 
suspicion if a neighbourhood’s concerns are not addressed.       
 

 
Sincerely, 
Diana Butler 
2149 Granite Street, Victoria, BC V8S 3G8 
Tel: 250-598-6964 
EM: Diana_Butler@telus.net 

 


