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Note to Reader: 

Waterbucket eNews1 celebrates the leadership of individuals 

and organizations who are guided by the vision for Living 

Water Smart in British Columbia2. The edition published on 

February 23, 2021 featured the City of Coquitlam, British 

Columbia’s 6th largest municipality with a population of 

140,000.  

The City Manager, Peter Steblin, provided insight into what 

he believes is achievable when the working relationship 

between a City Council and Staff is founded on mutual respect 

and is in balance. 

The umbrella for Partnership initiatives and programs is the 

Water Sustainability Action Plan for British Columbia3. In turn, 

the Action Plan is nested within Living Water Smart, British 

Columbia’s Water Plan. 

 
 

 
1 https://waterbucket.ca/wscblog/ 
2 https://waterbucket.ca/wcp/wp-content/uploads/sites/6/2017/11/livingwatersmart_book.pdf 
3 https://www.waterbucket.ca/cfa/sites/wbccfa/documents/media/81.pdf 
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Pete Steblin is a city manager and a professional engineer. He has 

an extensive background in both drinking water and liquid waste, 

was the Chair of the Canadian Water Network for 10 years, and 

was selected as one of North America’s Top 10 Public Works 

Leaders by the American Public Works Association. While he is 

no longer on the frontlines of managing water issues, Peter 

Steblin says that he “still has a strong interest and likes following 

recent developments.” 

After the Partnership released A Celebration of Our Story on the 

10th anniversary of incorporation, Peter Steblin reached out to 

me with a story idea. We then had a conversation, and the 

outcome is an article that I hope readers will find illuminating. 

Peter’s “story behind the story” is insightful and has universal 

application. His storyline is built around three words of wisdom: 

Trust, Time and Think.  

One of Peter Steblin's trademark qualities is to "tell it like it is". 

Case in point – in 2003, the City of Coquitlam amended its 

Official Community Plan and pioneered a watershed-based 

approach to community planning. We told that story in our 

Watershed Case Profile Series.  

The last step in the story-development process was a roundtable 

session of senior managers convened by Peter Steblin. Prompted 

by his expressed wish not to sugar-coat a tumultuous period, I 

added a front-end titled ‘The Story Behind the Coquitlam Story’. 

The quote that follows is extracted from the document and 

illustrates how Peter Steblin tells it like it is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s Perspective 

Kim A. Stephens, MEng, PEng,  

Executive Director 

Partnership for Water Sustainability in BC 
June 2021 



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: Balance is Key to Good Government 

Watershed Planning & Rainwater Management: 
Creating the Future in the City of Coquitlam 



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: Balance is Key to Good Government 

Pa
ge

1 

 
“I receive the weekly stories published by the Partnership for Water 

Sustainability and always enjoy reading the perspective that Kim 

Stephens provides in his Editor's Context,” stated Peter Steblin. 

"When I read the historical document about the 10th anniversary of the 

Partnership's incorporation, I liked how Kim honoured Tom Heath and 

others who made important contributions in laying the Partnership 

foundation in the preceding two decades." 

"The document reminded me that in those early decades, there was 

insufficient attention placed on water issues when managing City-wide 

issues.  I think the Partnership clearly has succeeded in its mission as 

there is a lot more focus on water issues these days."  

“As a City Manager responsible for balancing many competing needs, 

I notice that nowadays not enough attention is being placed on the 

cost-effectiveness of environmental (including water) issues.  As a 

result, billion dollar programs are being advocated which I believe have 

questionable business cases associated with them.”  

“So, I reached out to Kim Stephens and asked whether Waterbucket 

eNews would consider drawing attention to the issue. Sure, he replied 

by email, and pointed out that ‘affordable and effective’ is a guiding 

principle for the work of the Partnership in supporting local 

government." 

"Kim and I then had a conversation on Zoom which lasted several 

hours and proved really helpful in crystallizing the storyline that I 

wished to share with the Waterbucket eNews audience.” 

 

Being in Balance is the Foundation for Successful 
Collaboration within Local Government 

In 2003, the City of 

Coquitlam amended its 

Official Community Plan 

and pioneered a 

watershed-based 

approach to community 

planning. 
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The Three Ts” - Trust, Time, Think 

 

“When I reflect on the big picture beyond the City of Coquitlam, I 

believe that society has lost the ability to discern what is truly important 

or how to apply judgement. In the process, accountability is lost, and 

buzz words are used to mask the lack of a proper business case,” 

continued Peter Steblin. 

“At the City of Coquitlam, we try very hard to ensure our organization 

always makes decisions based on a wide variety of factors. But through 

it all, we have our feet planted very firmly on the ground. It is simply a 

matter of taking whatever issue is before us, analyzing it, and being 

wise with respect to how to do things.” 

 

What It Means to have an Appreciative 
Community 

“Local government is on the frontlines. Our taxpayers challenge our 

Councillors all the time, and this establishes accountability. The further 

removed one is from the frontlines, the less that the accountability link 

seems to be there.”  

“We are very fortunate in Coquitlam to have a great Council, and that 

is because we have what I call a very appreciative community. They 

elect balanced, reasonable Councillors that generally believe that the 

City is well managed. And so, Council listens to Staff. That is very 

valuable indeed.” 

“I count my blessings that, as City Manager, I am in a situation where 

being reasonable is appreciated and valued, and Council listens to my 

advice. When Councillors are debating an issue, I do not jump in too 

quickly. It is about Council  having the discussion. And if Council cannot 

find a compromise and is looking for help in that regard, only then do I 

facilitate a way forward that is based on a reasonable outcome that is 

affordable.” 
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What It Means to Be in Balance 

“At the end of the day, good decision-making comes down to a good 

process. But it also relies on wisdom in terms of balanced advice. And 

it comes with an accountable, political group of elected representatives 

that make the decisions,” emphasized Peter Steblin. 

“Over my career, I have worked in four cities, and observed many cities 

across the country. This experience provides me with context for 

concluding that we have something really good going on in the City of 

Coquitlam. I have never yet seen a relationship between the 

administration and Council that is so positive and healthy. The 

operative phrase is respect-based.” 

 “An airplane analogy is one way to describe the relationship. Think of 

one wing as political and the other as administration. If either wing is 

not functioning properly, the plane will crash. In Coquitlam, we are in 

balance. Council runs the show. We give good advice.” 

 

What It Means to have Synergy 

“Balance is key to good government. One needs good administrative 

expertise to advise and serve the political arm. At the same time, the 

political arm has to trust the administrative arm. The two arms must 

work together. Council buy-in follows when Council fundamentally 

respects the work that Staff does. In Coquitlam, respect has grown 

over time. It would not be possible without a really wise, good servant’s 

heart within the Council table.” 

TRUST: “At the present time,  there is a significant level of trust in our 

technical recommendations. Rarely will Council over-ride them. Yes, 

they will challenge us. We will explain our recommendations. And then 

they will make the decision. There is a good synergy.”  Having said 

that, trust is fragile and can easily be broken.  We need to be vigilant 

in that regard as decades of good work can be lost if trust is lost.” 

TIME: “If everything is a priority, nothing is a priority! We take the 

'reality of time' into consideration when we set workload priorities in 

Coquitlam. We rank them as A, B or C because this allows us to 

manage timelines effectively. This approach has helped Council focus 

on what is most important to make progress over time. In combination 

with the trust factor, the priority-setting process results in a healthy 

interaction between Council and Staff.” 

Operative phrase  

is respect-based. 

Trust is fragile. 

Focus on what is 

most important. 
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THINK: “We are not perfect. We struggle with challenges related to 

blindly following standards of practice. Yes, standards are important. 

But an over-reliance on standards encourages staff to ‘park their brains 

at the door’. Too often, that can lead to unsuitable or unsustainable 

solutions. This is why I encourage staff to think about compromises 

and maximizing the benefit for the money spent," concludes Peter 

Steblin. 

 

 

 

Experience shows that 

bridging the gap 

between awareness and 

action in local 

government requires 

that three critical 

success factors be in 

alignment: 

organizational/political 

commitment; internal 

champions who provide 

and leadership and 

stimulate willingness to 

change; and trust 

between individuals and 

departments. Over a 

long period of time, and 

in fact dating back to the 

mid-1990s, all three 

factors have been in play 

in the City of Coquitlam. 

DOWNLOAD A COPY:    

https://waterbucket.ca/cfa/files/2014/01/Coquitlam_Watershed_Planning_an

d_Rainwater_Management_Article_Jan-2014_FINAL.pdf 

Think about 

compromises. 

https://waterbucket.ca/cfa/files/2014/01/Coquitlam_Watershed_Planning_and_Rainwater_Management_Article_Jan-2014_FINAL.pdf
https://waterbucket.ca/cfa/files/2014/01/Coquitlam_Watershed_Planning_and_Rainwater_Management_Article_Jan-2014_FINAL.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

TO LEARN MORE, VISIT: 

https://waterbucket.ca/about-us/ 

About the Partnership for 
Water Sustainability in 

British Columbia 

Incorporation of the Partnership for Water 

Sustainability in British Columbia as a not-for-

profit society on November 19, 2010 was a 

milestone moment. Incorporation signified a 

bold leap forward.  

Over two decades, the Partnership had 

evolved from a technical committee in the 

1990s, to a “water roundtable” in the first 

decade of the 2000s, and then to a legal 

entity. The Partnership has its roots in 

government – local, provincial, federal. 

The Partnership has a primary goal, to build 

bridges of understanding and pass the baton 

from the past to the present and future. To 

achieve the goal, the Partnership is growing a 

network in the local government setting. This 

network embraces collaborative leadership 

and inter-generational collaboration.   

The Partnership believes that when each 

generation is receptive to accepting the inter-

generational baton and embracing the 

wisdom that goes with it, the decisions of 

successive generations will benefit from and 

build upon the experience of those who went 

before them.  



 

 

 


