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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 May 31, 2022 featured a 

conversational interview with Mayor Richard Stewart and City 

Manager Peter Steblin of the City of Coquitlam. With their 

clear vision of how to inspire and lead, they form an 

impressive political / administrative duo. Their sustained 

commitment has resulted in a “culture of appreciation” that 

aligns Council and Staff and keeps all eyes on the prize. 

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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The editorial philosophy for Waterbucket eNews is, quite simply, what is the story 

behind the story? As a matter of editorial policy, we are not interested in 

publishing "news release" stories. We highlight this distinction because it is key 

to understanding why the Partnership views the Coquitlam story as an especially 

important one to share. 

The Partnership mission is to tell the stories about the good things that are 

happening in the local government setting. Our definition of "local government 

setting" encompasses the stream stewardship sector because those folks are the 

"boots on the ground". 

The local government setting is populated with unsung and unappreciated 

heroes, both inside and outside government. Through Waterbucket eNews, the 

Partnership strives to give them a voice. 

 

Right People Plus Hard Work 

So, why we are featuring Mayor Richard Stewart and City Manager Peter Steblin 

in this edition? Well, we know the history going back several decades. Suffice to 

say, Coquitlam was not always a beacon of stability. This background knowledge 

provides us with an informed perspective on what this leadership duo has 

accomplished since 2008 to align elected and staff efforts. 

 

Changing an organizational culture for the better takes hard work and time. By 

showcasing and celebrating the Coquitlam story, the Partnership hopes that other 

local governments will be inspired to reach out to Richard and Peter, learn from 

their Coquitlam experience, and ultimately emulate this success story. The 

following Peter Steblin quote describes what is at stake: 

"It takes a decade to create a good culture in an organization. But you can 

destroy it in a year with the wrong political leadership. To keep it going, you 

must continue to do good things. Instill a culture of continuous improvement 

and giving back to the community so that the community elects good, well-

meaning people. It is a cycle." 
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Beginning in January 2022 with the story about Council-inspired asset 

management innovation in the District of Oak Bay, the Partnership has 

presented a series of articles that have taken readers behind the 

scenes in the local government setting.  

These "story behind the story" articles have featured a continuum of 

perspectives, always shining the spotlight on champions who are doing 

the hard work of hope. In this edition, the spotlight shifts to the City of 

Coquitlam because it has emerged as a “beacon of stability” in the 

Metro Vancouver region. 

With their clear vision of how to inspire and lead, Mayor Richard 

Stewart and City Manager Peter Steblin form an impressive political / 

administrative duo. In the interview, it was evident they genuinely like 

and respect each other. 

Balance, alignment, and appreciation - three words 
describe why Coquitlam is a "beacon of stability" 

Mayor Richard Stewart 

and City Manager Peter 

Steblin share a guiding 

philosophy that 

exemplifies doing good 

work, having fun doing 

it, and doing with it the 

goal of making a 

difference for the greater 

community good. 
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Alignment leads to decisions that     
the community appreciates 

In this “story behind the Coquitlam story” article, Mayor Richard 

Stewart and City Manager Peter Steblin reflect on their commitment, 

sustained over more than a decade, to create a “culture of 

appreciation” in Coquitlam. A guiding principle is that you fix things 

one piece at a time. 

A philosophy of appreciation guides the actions of elected officials and 

staff. Moreover, the Coquitlam experience demonstrates what is 

achievable when elected officials and staff are in alignment and 

implement good ideas that work for the community. Mayor and Council 

make it a practice to thank staff for their hard work.  

Mayor Stewart distils the essence of Coquitlam's success in 

creating a positive culture:  "In the end, it comes down to the 

acceptance by council members that staff are the experts. We should 

not be looking to substitute our wisdom for theirs. Rather, ask the right 

questions. Make sure we are comfortable with the recommendations." 

Peter Steblin describes the process for moving from 

intended directions to approved recommendations:  "Part of 

what we as staff try to do is minimize the surprises. Aligning our efforts 

means we have workshops or committee meetings that yield 'intended 

directions'. I always try to make it clear what we would recommend. 

But we leave enough room for Council to finetune the intended 

direction. Usually, we are aligned when we reach the decision point. 

This is a really good model." 
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Balance. Alignment. Appreciation. Three words that capture so 

much. In the City of Coquitlam, they are foundation pieces for creating 

a "culture of collaboration" which is a stepping stone to a "culture 

of appreciation". This applies to the relationship between the political 

and administrative wings. And it applies to the organization as a whole. 

In a conversational interview, Mayor Richard Stewart and City Manager 

Peter Steblin described how Staff gives good advice and Council 

makes the decisions in the City of Coquitlam. The operative phrase is 

that they have a trust-based relationship founded on balance, 

alignment, and appreciation. 

Extracts from the interview follow. These selections provide the flavour. 

The complete interview is included as an appendix. Read it and be 

amazed. Richard Stewart and Peter Steblin are candid and transparent 

in sharing their wisdom.  

 

What It Means to Be in Balance 

“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," emphasized 

Peter Steblin. 

“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.” 

Reflections on creating a “culture of appreciation”  
within the City of Coquitlam 

Extracts from an interview with Mayor Richard Stewart and  
City Manager Peter Steblin about the "story behind the story" 
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What It Means to Be in Alignment 

"Getting Council to a consensus is the goal. We are the only council in 

the Lower Mainland, I believe, that is operating at around 98% approval 

of staff recommendations," stated Richard Stewart with pride. 

"When staff makes a firm recommendation, we will debate it. We will 

try to figure out the nuances. Sometimes we will make minor 

amendments. But, by and large, it is a matter of staff and council being 

aligned."  

 

What Consensus Looks Like: "As Mayor, it is my responsibility to 

ensure that my Council colleagues will be comfortable with what may 

be proposed by staff, and that we will be able to get to consensus on 

an issue…because I do not like 5-4 or 6-3 decisions. Votes are either 

8-1 or 9-0." 

"I want us to work out the public policy details such that staff know they 

must get all 9 votes, not just 5. That does not mean someone on 

Council gets to have a veto. Rather, we aim to work things out. This 

gives everyone a voice at the Council table. Nobody’s input gets 

dismissed just because we do not need that person’s vote." 

"We make sure everyone is aligned. Ultimately, Council’s thoughts are 

reflected in the policies that come back from Staff. Elected officials 

ought to take great pains to hire the right people. And then take their 

advice." 
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What a "Culture of Appreciation" Looks Like 

"There are angry communities and there are appreciative communities, 

and I have worked in both. Coquitlam is an appreciative community 

and generally elects collaborative individuals to Council because the 

community is looking for positive things to do," explained Peter Steblin. 

"The community elects good people to Council. And councillors rely on 

staff to come up with ideas. Council supports those ideas and is willing 

to fund them. Staff carries them out. The community notices those 

ideas being implemented, and they are happy." 

"It is a cycle! The community become even more appreciative. If you 

keep that cycle going, there is no end to it. The cycle actually does 

work!" 

 

Alignment of Roles and Responsibilities: "My approach starts 

with a belief that the administration is there for its role, and the elected 

officials are there for a different role entirely. I get it that some (in other 

communities) do not believe in that division as strongly I do. But I firmly 

believe that the operational side of city business is nowhere near the 

purview of city councils," summarized Richard Stewart. 

"I truly believe that the goal is to get us in alignment so that staff are 

guiding us with their expertise, and that the policy decisions that we 

make are consistent with the staff recommendations and advice. I work 

with Council to make sure everyone understands that. And by and 

large, we have now reached that shared understanding." 

"We have great staff. In private, I always ask Council to thank staff for 

their work effort." 

 



 

 

 
 
 

Appendix 

 
 

 

Creating a “culture of 
appreciation” within the 
City of Coquitlam 
 
 
 
 
The complete interview with Mayor Richard 
Stewart and City Manager Peter Steblin 
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The City of Coquitlam has emerged as a “beacon of stability” in 

the Metro Vancouver region. The following is the record of a 

conversational interview with the Mayor, Richard Stewart, and the City 

Manager, Peter Steblin. This duo reflects on what it takes in the way of 

sustained commitment over many years to create a “culture of 

appreciation”. This way of thinking guides the actions of elected 

officials and staff in the city. Coquitlam experience demonstrates what 

is achievable when elected officials and staff are in alignment.  

 

 

 

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,” stated 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.” 

 

Creating a “culture of appreciation”  
within the City of Coquitlam 
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Context for the Interview 

What do you want the world to appreciate about the working 

relationship you have and how you believe other local government can 

learn from City of Coquitlam, recognizing that there is a fine balance 

between the pollical and administrative wings? 

 

Peter: I am just so thrilled to be working for a Mayor and Council in an 

environment that allows us work together very effectively and provide 

good service to the citizens of Coquitlam. I feel really good about that. 

We get a ton done and I think we punch way above our weight. And it 

is all because we work together. The mayor deserves a lot of credit. 

One of the things I really appreciate about Richard is that he puts so 

much effort into this community. He never asks me to do anything that 

I am uncomfortable about. This is rare. There are all kinds of mayors 

who push administration in an unreasonable way and often not for the 

best reasons. Richard has never done that. 

 

Richard: My approach starts with a belief that the administration is 

there for its role, and the elected officials are there for a different role 

entirely. I get it that some do not believe in that division as strongly I 

do. But I firmly believe that the operational side of city business is 

nowhere near the purview of city councils.  

Yes, we have some decisions to make with guidance from staff. But if 

our staff are recommending things that we are not accepting, and if that 

happens a lot, then we are not aligned. 

I truly believe that the goal is to get us in alignment so that staff are 

guiding us with their expertise, and that the policy decisions that we 

make are consistent with the staff recommendations and advice. If not, 

either the staff are wrong, or Council is wrong.  

I work with Council to make sure everyone understands that. And by 

and large, we have now reached that shared understanding. 

 

Peter: It was not always that way. At my first Council retreat 14 years 

ago, there were endless to do lists. Nowhere was there a priority. So, I 

came up with this moniker: If everything is a priority, then nothing is a 

priority.  

In response, we came up with an A-B-C system as a simple way to 

start setting priorities. We focus more energy on the A list. The process 

has evolved tremendously since that simple beginning.  
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Establishing Priorities in Coquitlam 

So, how does this A-B-C process for setting priorities and managing 

staff workloads play out in practice? 

 

Peter: Now we have good, robust debates at the staff level. We then 

take the A-B-C priorities to Council. They in turn debate the priorities 

and then they now review progress on those priorities three times per 

year.  

They know that is where we are going to focus our energy. It is all about 

aligning staff’s efforts with Council’s priorities. This does not mean that 

priorities cannot change. It just means that something has to give if we 

do add or change a priority. 

That is one of the outcomes that we have achieved. We are aligning 

staff efforts with Council priorities. Council does not expect 

unreasonable progress. They do expect progress, and so do we. 

Council has been very good about approving the extra resources when 

they want more work done. 

This process is continuously evolving. Every year we do it slightly 

differently. It works well, and I am proud of that. In a way, it is a cycle.  

 

Richard: The process involves discipline. And it is the same discipline 

that we look to our voters, our residents, to exercise because 

everybody wants more not less. 

You cannot satisfy all of those wants. It is the same with Council. If 

somebody is pushing hard for something, then we also have to figure 

out what we are NOT going to do.  

Getting Council to a consensus is the goal. We are the only council in 

the Lower Mainland, I believe, that is operating at around 98% approval 

of staff recommendations. 

When staff makes a firm recommendation, we will debate it. We will try 

to figure out the nuances. Sometimes we will make minor 

amendments. But, by and large, it is a matter of staff and council being 

aligned.  

During a Council debate, I love watching staff take notes about a 

project because I know they are already thinking about the next project. 

Out of the process, staff is making sure that the next applicant is 

aligned with Council’s objectives. 

As a result, we have achieved tremendous consensus at Council. Even 

in the tougher years, we were 8-1. But right now, we are almost always 

unanimous on almost every item at every meeting. 
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Good ideas and an appreciative community 

Peter: And that consensus projects onto the community. After the last 

election, I described Council as a beacon of stability. Of the nine, seven 

councillors were re-elected and two retired. The two new council 

members both had positive things to say about the community and the 

direction we are going in. The voters want that. 

The way I describe it is as a continuum. It starts with an appreciative 

community, and I really appreciate the appreciative community that 

Coquitlam is. When we do things for the community, they are more apt 

to say thank you, or it is about time this happened. This is in contrast 

with, where did that come from. 

There are angry communities and there are appreciative communities, 

and I have worked in both. Coquitlam is an appreciative community, 

and they generally elect collaborative individuals to Council because 

the community is appreciative and looking for positive things to do. 

 

The Cycle of Appreciation 

Peter: The members of council want things to happen, and they are 

supportive of staff. We must keep in mind that it has not always been 

that way. Right now, the community elects good people to Council. And 

councillors rely on staff to come up with ideas. Council supports those 

ideas, is willing to fund them, and we carry them out. The community 

notices those ideas being implemented, and they are happy. 

It is a cycle! The community become even more appreciative. If you 

keep that cycle going, there is no end to it. The cycle actually does 

work! 

Yes, it takes good ideas. But it also takes a Council that is supportive 

of the good ideas. And it takes money to follow through and implement 

those ideas. In Coquitlam, we have that cycle going. 

 

Richard: One of the things that I am proud of is that nobody has been 

elected to council in my time as mayor without having first met with me. 

I am not saying that is important. Perhaps it is simply indicative that the 

folks who are trying to understand how council works, and how we are 

doing things here in Coquitlam, are more likely to have the attitude 

necessary to get elected.  

Coquitlam is in a fortunate space. We have not had candidates whose 

starting point is, what Council decisions can we criticize today because 

everyone on Council is an idiot. 
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Process for Working Towards Alignment 

Richard: So, I have said to those interested in running for Council, 

the negative way is not going to work in Coquitlam. You are going to 

find an appreciative community that wants to vote for most of us and 

does not want grenade throwers inside the council chamber.  

In the end, it comes down to the acceptance by council members that 

staff are the experts. We should not be looking to substitute our wisdom 

for theirs. Rather, ask the right questions to make sure we are 

comfortable with the recommendations.  

This is the reason we need to hire excellent people. And then we need 

to let them operate the city and make the operational decisions. 

Council always makes the policy decisions, but always with the advice 

of staff.  

I really want elected officials to understand that, if you do not have the 

right people working for you, then get the right people. If you do have 

the right people, let them do their work. 

 

Peter: Part of what we try to do is minimize the surprises. So, we let 

council know when there is a potentially difficult issue happening in the 

community.  

When dealing with policy issues that are contentious, aligning our 

efforts means we either have workshops or committee meetings that 

do not result in recommendations. Rather, these sessions yield 

“intended directions”. 

I always try to make it clear in which direction we are going, and what 

we would recommend. But we leave enough room for Council to 

finetune the intended direction. Or if they happen to disagree, there is 

room to finetune the direction. Disagreement does not often happen.  

We carefully listen to the commentary during these sessions because 

Council does ask a lot of good, probing questions. We take that 

information into account and package it up as a final policy piece or 

bylaw or whatever.  

And usually, at that point in the process, there are not too many 

questions. It is more a case of highlighting for the community that this 

is what we are doing. Questions at this point are simply explanatory-

type commentary so that the community understands the direction in 

which we are going. BUT WE ARE ALIGNED. Usually, we are aligned 

when we reach the decision point. This is a really good model. 
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Right People Plus Hard Work 

A theme weaving through the conversation is the right people in right 

place at right time, over time. How much does luck have to do with 

being able to create this culture? 

 

Peter: There is a little bit of luck because sometimes you land in the 

wrong place, and you cannot succeed. But when you are in the right 

environment, and you have fertile ground, it is more than luck. Believe 

me, it is more than luck. It is mostly hard work. 

If you do not put in the hard work, and if you are not attentive to the 

various issues, then you will not be as successful as you can be. So, 

the starting point is a bit of luck. In my case, I was lucky to land in a 

community that is appreciative.  

But the organization was not functioning very well. It required a lot of 

hard work in terms of fixing it. You fix it one piece at a time. Going back 

12 to 14 years, my initial discussions with members of Council were 

about a series of things that bothered them. 

When they wanted to blow up a whole bunch of things, I used a stool 

analogy to describe my proposed approach. Allow me to fix the stool 

one leg at a time. At the end of the day there were 10 things that we 

had to fix. 

But the principle was that you take it one piece at a time. And you fix 

it. Then you go on to the next piece. After that, you can finetune things. 

Today, we have a pretty good organization. But we are always focused 

on getting better. We are always focused on how we can improve yet 

again. 

We have had hundreds of issues and procedures that we have focused 

on one-by-one. Council takes great pleasure in telling the community 

that we are continually improving. We are a good community, but we 

are continually improving. We report that to Council.  

Council members are seen as the drivers, but they give lots of credit to 

staff. It is important that Council takes ownership and credit for those 

initiatives. Because it is only with their support that we can do the job.   

 

Richard: When we hired Pete in December 2008, there was 

something about the way he was prepared to roll up his sleeves to get 

the job done.  

Peter: At the end of the day, there is an entire Council that must 

approve actions. But Richard is a great sounding board to test ideas.
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Process to get to an 9-0 vote 

Richard: As mayor, I have the other side to manage. It is my 

responsibility to ensure that my Council colleagues will be comfortable 

with what may be proposed by staff, and that we will be able to get to 

consensus on an issue…because I do not like 5-4 or 6-3 decisions. I 

am pleased that we do not get those split decisions. Votes are either 

8-1 or 9-0. 

That is the outcome that I want to achieve. I want us to work out the 

public policy details such that staff know they must get all 9 votes, not 

just 5. That does not mean someone on Council gets to have a veto. 

Rather, we aim to work things out. This gives everyone a voice at the 

Council table. Nobody’s input gets dismissed just because we do not 

need that person’s vote. 

I just love the way Council members embrace that philosophy in the 

recommendations that come before us. It is an iterative process to get 

to that 8-1 or 9-0 vote. 

My belief is that people who know the job do the best job. I want us to 

attract great staff. I want our community to be one where people want 

to stay because they feel valued, they can see that Council and staff 

are aligned, and political infighting does not touch them. 

 

Peter: Even when a councillor is not aligned with the direction 

something is going in, they usually (and) routinely thank staff for the 

work they have done to that point in time. There is a culture of 

appreciation which goes a long, long way to boost staff morale. 

Richard gets a lot of credit for this culture of appreciation. His respectful 

approach is not limited to Council meetings. It includes public hearings. 

Public hearings are designed to be antagonistic because the people 

who do not like something are the ones that come out. Richard is a 

master at letting everyone there feel like they had every opportunity to 

be heard. They may not get what they want. But they are certainly 

heard. We will not adjourn until everyone is heard. The public goes 

away saying, I did not get my way, but I had my say. 

Some communities ram things through. And it seems to be a done deal 

– that is, the ‘you cannot fight city hall’ syndrome. But in Coquitlam, I 

believe most people feel they have had the opportunity to be heard. 

And a lot of that goes back to the way Richard manages those public 

meetings.
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Richard: We make sure everyone is aligned. Ultimately, council’s 

thoughts are reflected in the policies that come back. 

I have tremendous admiration for Pete. He is a tremendous treasure. 

We have great staff. In private, I always ask Council to thank staff for 

their work effort. 

Elected officials ought to take great pains to hire the right people. And 

then take their advice. 

 

Intergenerational Baton 

Luck, hard work, and the right people are clearly ingredients for 

creating a culture. This leads into the intergenerational baton theme: 

how do you keep the culture of appreciation going over time?  

 

Peter: Drawing on the hard work theme, it takes a decade to create a 

good culture in an organization. But you can destroy it in a year with 

the wrong political leadership.  

To keep it going, you must continue to do good things. Instill a culture 

of continuous improvement and giving back to the community so that 

the community elects good, well-meaning people. It is a cycle. 

To keep it going, strive for incremental improvement. It helps when the 

experienced councillors take the new ones under their wing. Of course, 

it also helps when the new ones are eager to join a winning team.  

The learning process within council is essential because that is where 

the culture starts. And when you complement that with a culture of 

continuous improvement within the organisation, then I believe the 

process can continue to regenerate itself over time. 

In the early years, we had a couple of farm teams because we relied 

on recruiting good people from other municipalities. We have reached 

a point now where we are calling it “grow your own”. 

Good people bring other good people. Then you have a cadre of good 

people doing good things. They must have a service ethic, intelligence, 

and drive. That combination then feeds good things for the community. 

The community feeds good things back into the election cycle. 

This is the flywheel concept, isn’t it? Initially, it needs a lot of energy to 

get it going. Once it has sufficient momentum, the flywheel needs less 

energy to keep it going. It will always need energy to finetune it.  

But you always need wisdom. Sometimes that is in short supply.  
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A cautionary perspective on social media 

The approach, the culture, in the city is very much like that which 

guides the work of community foundations. Everyone is there for a 

shared purpose and to do good. Are there risk factors that could 

potentially upset the balance and throw the system out of alignment? 

 

Peter:  Things can go wrong in any organization. I think we are as 

close as we can to giving the community a decent chance of success 

in continuing on. 

 

Richard: I hate to be a pessimist. But the way social media is going 

now, the way the public is getting their information, and the way some 

groups are able to dominate those sources of information, I lament for 

democracy because of misinformation.  

While Pete talks about stability and the flywheel, and how much effort 

it takes to get moving in the right direction and getting everyone 

aligned, he is referring to staff. 

The Council reality is that, on a whim, the public can make changes 

based on information that is not accurate. 

We are hiring really good people in the city. And I think the public is 

hiring really good councillors. But I worry because I have seen what 

happens in some communities when the public discourse gets 

sidelined or manipulated to the point where people who aren’t aligned 

with staff can actually throw a wrench into the flywheel.  

That is a fragile balance. I don’t think it is that fragile in Coquitlam. But, 

nonetheless, it needs to be protected where we understand that there 

are processes that the public needs to have respect for, and 

confidence in.  

If we ever toy with anything such that the public loses confidence in 

that, we can end up with a wrench in the works. 

 

Peter: In Coquitlam, fortunately, we do have culture of mutual 

appreciation and a willingness to listen to other viewpoints.   

 
 
The foregoing commentary on social media prompted Richard Stewart 

and Peter Steblin to share three anecdotes that together tell a story. 

Presented in the next two pages, these anecdotes illustrate the 

attention to detail that is necessary to instill a culture of appreciation. 
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Don’t Go Home Angry 

Richard: It is the little things make a difference. At the end of a Council 

meeting, for example, we will gather in my office or a committee room. 

If there was a conflict during the meeting, we do not want to go to bed 

feeling angry. Let’s work it out and figure out how we as Council 

members, and we as staff, can better serve the needs of residents.  

Peter: These post-meeting sessions described by Richard give 

individual councillors an opportunity to ask questions in a non-

threatening environment. Often, they will ask me, what is the story 

behind the story. What is really going on? And I will be totally honest. 

Richard: But I also want the planner and junior planner, for example, 

to be at the table to some degree. Because there was something that 

person was thinking about when the staff decision was made about the 

recommendation that is before us. 

I want Council to hear that. And if it can be heard in an informal setting, 

or if I can ask the question in an informal setting, it is quite often easiest. 

 

Motivational Impact of Annual Road Show 

Peter: Every year. I do a city manager’s road show. I speak to the 

entire organization in five or six different settings. It is small thing to do, 

but it is important, 

Richard comes to a number of those. He participates at the end as well 

as doing the introduction. His participation shows to ALL the staff that 

there is an alignment between the administrative and political arms. 

I believe this is really helpful in terms of communicating to all staff that 

there is discussion and alignment at that level. And that helps me in 

terms of motivating the entire staff. So, I really appreciate Richard’s 

involvement. 
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“That’s Not Helpful” 

The interview concluded with Mayor Stewart sharing an anecdote that 

provided valuable insight into his leadership approach.  

 

Richard: About a year ago, Council was engaged in a process. At 

some point during the discussion, I happened to state that a particular 

comment by a member of Council was not helpful. This caught the 

attention of Council.  

Later, someone commented that my comment in that setting was 

unusual. I had simply said, “that’s not helpful”. Council remembers 

that as the most resounding criticism that I have ever levelled against 

any of them. If someone is tweeting out a partisan comment in the 

middle of a debate, for example, I believe that’s not helpful. We are 

trying to get everyone to work together. 

Coquitlam is unusual in that it is the largest city in the province that 

does not have party politics at the Council table. This is a joyous reality! 

As a former Member of the Legislative Assembly from 2001 through 

2005, I came to dislike party politics because you cannot vote the way 

you want. In Coquitlam, every one of us is free to vote the way they 

want to vote, without the constraints of party. 

But getting back to the significance of my comment, “that’s not helpful”. 

If someone is heading down a path to manipulate a situation, or get a 

soundbite, then that’s not helpful. We want everyone on Council to 

work together. Leave our sources of conflict at the door, have a cup of 

coffee, and contemplate the real goal which is to keep our eyes on the 

prize. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

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.  



 

 

 

 

 


