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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 October 4th, 2022, featured a 

conversation between Wally Wells and David Allen. They are 

the outgoing and incoming Executive Directors, respectively, 

of Asset Management BC. The conversation provided a timely 

“moment for reflection” on where Asset Management BC has 

come from and where it is going. 

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 

Cover Image Credit: photo by David Mackenzie,  
a Lifetime Member of the Partnership for Water Sustainability 
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My experience in conducting conversational interviews is that you let people 

free-flow and the stories write themselves. And that is what happened when 

I facilitated a conversation between Wally Wells and David Allen about their 

passion for Asset Management for Sustainable Service Delivery.  

With the passing of the baton from Wally to David, having a facilitated 

conversation provided each with a timely “moment for reflection” on where 

Asset Management BC has come from and where it is going. They fed off each 

other's insights. Themes emerged. All I had to do was listen actively and 

interject occasionally. 

Both David and Wally bubbled with excitement as they reflected on 

challenges and opportunities associated with embedding a Sustainable 

Service Delivery culture within local governments. By looking back to see 

ahead, they identified key themes and issues that provide a road map for 

moving forward. 

My challenge was, how do I structure the transcript in order to capture their 

passion and present key themes in a way that will engage the reader? To those 

who do take the time to read this document from cover to cover, what did you 

learn? How has that influenced your thinking? What might you do differently 

as a result? 

 

 

 

Editor’s Perspective 
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Towards Sustainable Service Delivery: Elements of a 
framework for action by local governments 

By sharing their experience and wisdom herein, David Allen and Wally Wells 

provide local governments with a road map for a cultural change. They 

identify four themes that constitute elements of a framework for action: 

Theme #1 - Theme #1 - Asset management leadership starts with the 

Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) 

Theme #2 – Asset management is a process; you cannot legislate a 

process. 

Theme #3 - Be wary of including natural assets in Public Sector 

Accounting Board requirements. 

Theme #4 - Asset management is a pathway to Water Reconciliation 

with First Nations. 

Wally Wells and David Allen are passionate about all four themes. But they 

expressed the most passion when they shared their worries about Theme #3. 

They view it as a "clear and present concern". Their call to action is reflected 

in the headline on the next page. Because, as each cautions, “If you put 

forward a solution in the absence of an understanding of the problem, an 

unintended consequence may be that you then create an additional 

problem.” 

 

 

 

 Kim A. Stephens, MEng, PEng,  

Executive Director 

Partnership for Water Sustainability in BC 
October 2022 
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The news from Asset Management BC is that Wally Wells has passed the 

Executive Director baton to David Allen to continue the “sustainable service 

delivery” mission. This duo will continue their collaboration for the 

foreseeable future as Asset Management BC builds on the foundation now 

in place after a decade of hard work and a team effort.  

The Partnership for Water Sustainability and Asset Management BC share 

common interests and are jointly operationalizing lynchpin action items 

identified in Living Water Smart in British Columbia. Although a 

Memorandum of Understanding is the springboard for ongoing 

collaboration, our shared commitment to building a resilient future 

transcends an MOU. 

The passing of the baton from Wally Wells to David Allen is the reason that 

the Partnership has released this document. It is another in our "story 

behind the story" series. It features Wally and David in conversation. They 

are "agents of change" in the realm of local government. 

David Allen and Wally Wells are candid in sharing their reflections on 

emerging themes that underpin their call to action. "You need free-flowing 

conversations to be able to reflect and push the boundaries of your comfort 

zone. That is when you find inspiration," stated David. The theme for their 

reflections is Look Back to See Ahead: What have we learned?  

 

"The risk with the accounting profession is that they 
would include natural assets in financial statements in a 

way that is neither meaningful nor helpful," believes 
Wally Wells, well-known to BC local governments as an 

Asset Management Master, Mentor and Coach 
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Takeaway Message: Focus on Outcomes 

Released in December 2014, and updated in 2019, Asset Management 

for Sustainable Service Delivery: A BC Framework4 has redefined the 

context for deciding how infrastructure is planned, financed, 

implemented, and maintained in British Columbia. It raises questions 

about how communities would service urbanizing and redeveloping 

areas in future. 

The BC Framework points the way to a holistic and integrated approach 

to asset management. Nature, and the ecosystem services that it 

provides, are viewed as a fundamental and integral part of a 

community’s infrastructure system. 

 

Passing the Baton: Wally Wells and David Allen are motivated by 

their shared desire to inspire implementation of organization-wide 

asset management. They view this outcome as a foundational 

element of local government in British Columbia. 

“David is the retired Chief Administrative Officer of the City of Courtenay 

and the Past Co-Chair of the Asset Management BC Community of 

Practice. His significant municipal experience includes prior positions at 

4 other BC local governments," stated Glen Brown when he announced 

the passing of the baton from Wally Wells to David Allen. 

Glen is the founding Chair of Asset Management BC and General 

Manager of Victoria Operations with the Union of BC Municipalities 

(UBCM). He coined the term "sustainable service delivery" in 2010. 

"Wally will continue to provide assistance and guidance within our asset 

management community by continuing his involvement with AMBC as 

an Asset Management Master, Mentor and Coach,” added AMBC Co-

Chair Brian Bedford, an Executive Director with the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs. 

In addition to their leadership roles within government and Asset 

Management BC, Glen Brown and Brian Bedford are also members of 

the Partnership Leadership Team. 

 
4 https://www.assetmanagementbc.ca/framework/ 
 

https://www.assetmanagementbc.ca/framework/
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Section 7 of the Community Charter defines the roles and responsibilities 

of local government in terms of "care of infrastructure and services". In 

other words, Sustainable Service Delivery. 

The anecdotal evidence suggests, however, that at best 40% of local 

government Chief Administrative Officers (CAOs) accept responsibility for 

Sustainable Service Delivery as a foundational element of local 

government. So, what about the other 60% or more? 

 

 

Theme #1 - Asset management leadership 
starts with the Chief Administrative Officer  

David Allen:  In 2013, when I made my first presentation about asset 

management at a CAO forum, I observed mostly blank stares. A decade 

later, a majority of CAOs still have not bought in.  

Wally Wells:  David Allen speaks with authority when he says to the 

CAO community: “I was one of you and asset management for sustainable 

service delivery is a core part of your job as CAO. It Is not an add-on.” 

David Allen: There has been a broadening and deepening of asset 

management knowledge. But we still need to get all CAOs on board. 

 

STORY BEHIND THE STORY: Reflections on 
embedding a Sustainable Service Delivery 

culture within local governments 

Extracts from a facilitated conversation with  
Wally Wells and David Allen about "passing the baton" 

The complete 
transcript of the 
conversation 
between David Allen 
and Wally Wells is 
included as an 
appendix. It follows 
this “story behind 
the story”. 
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Theme #2 – Asset management is a 
process; you cannot legislate a process 

Wally Wells:  People look at asset management as a function, but it is 

not a function. It is a process, and the process for getting you to 

Sustainable Service Delivery is asset management. 

David Allen: Asset management is mandated in Australia. 30 years 

later, they are still facing many of the same challenges that we face due 

to a lack of leadership and integration across local government 

organizations.  

Wally Wells: Their experience speaks to the universal problem in 

embedding change. You cannot legislate a process. All they have done is 

mandate “the plan” which is one task in the process. That does not change 

the culture to follow through with effective implementation and integration. 

 

 

Theme #3 - Be wary of including natural 
assets in Public Sector Accounting Board 
requirements 

David Allen: Nature and natural assets are now part of the mix for 

local government asset management. This represents a huge shift in 

thinking because we have always treated nature as an externality in 

our economic system.  

The old way of thinking comes to mind when we look at what the Public 

Sector Accounting Board has in mind when it talks about including 

natural assets in PSAB 3150.   
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Wally Wells:  David has touched on a hot button for me. I am really, 

really, really nervous about the way the accounting profession will try 

to treat natural assets in a financial statement. Accountants do not 

know how to deal with the subject of natural asset management. 

Consider this as my call to action! 

David Allen: My suggestion is practical and straightforward. Just do 

what the Town of Gibsons did in 2014. They included an accountant’s 

note in the Financial Statement that refers to natural assets. This is an 

appropriate form of recognition and can be accompanied by reference 

to a separate report specific to natural assets. 

What matters most is that nature is not treated as an externality by 

communities and local governments. Find ways to incorporate natural 

asset management into the day-to-day work of local governments. Do 

not lose sight of the goal, strive for Sustainable Service Delivery. 

 

Theme #4 - Asset management is a pathway 
to Water Reconciliation with First Nations 

David Allen:  When I think about First Nations, so much is about 

building relationships. You must have their trust and support to really 

effect change related to asset management in First Nations 

communities. Asset Management BC is making progress in building a 

relationship-based foundation. 

Wally Wells:  None of the other asset management communities-of-

practice across Canada have integrated First Nations. Some talk about 

it. We do it in BC. That is a win for all of us. 

David Allen: The next step is to build on that foundation, so training 

programs for First Nations communities are responsive, meaningful 

and relevant, and always keeping in mind that many of their 

communities only have a few hundred residents. 
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Reflections on Embedding 
a Sustainable Service 
Delivery Culture within 
Local Governments 
 
 
 
 
The complete interview with Wally Wells     

and David Allen of Asset Management BC 
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Branding logo for   

Asset Management for Sustainable Service Delivery: 
A BC Framework, released December 2014 
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Context for a Conversational Interview 

Effective July 2022, Wally Wells handed the Executive Director baton 

to David Allen to continue the Asset Management BC “sustainable 

service delivery” mission and build on the foundation that is in place for 

encouraging fully integrated asset management in British Columbia. 

The following is the edited transcript of a conversational interview with 

Wally Wells and David Allen.  

 

Reflections on the Journey 

The starting point for the conversation is what it means in practice and 

potential to “hand off the baton” from Wally Wells to David Allen. The 

conversation provided them with a timely “moment for reflection” on 

where Asset Management BC has come from and where it is going. 

In the interview, this duo reflects on the Asset Management BC journey 

and the challenges and opportunities associated with embedding a 

culture for Sustainable Service Delivery in British Columbia local 

governments. They look back to see ahead. In the process, they focus 

on key issues that provide a road map for moving forward. 

Asset Management BC is not a legal entity. Co-created by the Union 

of BC Municipalities (UBCM) and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, it is 

a vehicle for collaboration that leads to action. A key incentive driving 

participation and collaboration is the carrot of enhanced eligibility for 

senior government funding.  

 

British Columbia’s “Framework for Asset Management” 

envisions fully integrated and sustainable service delivery: 

The BC Framework is the backdrop for the conversational interview. It 

establishes expectations; it does not prescribe solutions. It is a game-

changer because it redefines the context for deciding how 

infrastructure is planned, financed, implemented, and maintained. It 

raises questions about how communities would service urbanizing and 

redeveloping areas in future. 

Most importantly, the BC Framework emphasizes the paramount 

nature of the services that constructed infrastructure assets provide. 

The BC Framework also shines the spotlight on what the life-cycle 

costs are over time to maintain, renew or replace the assets.

Look Back to See Ahead: What Have We Learned? 
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Passing the Baton is More Than an Idea 

The interview focus is on the “story behind the story” of the mission for 

Sustainable Service Delivery in British Columbia because that is what piques 

the curiosity of audiences. The interview lays the groundwork for “the story of 

AMBC” that the Partnership for Water Sustainability will publish in 2023 as 

part of the Inter-Regional Collaboration Series of guidance documents. The 

baton idea was the conversation starter. 

 

David:  I like the baton idea.  

Wally:  I agree. The baton analogy helps us maintain the focus on 

desired outcomes rather than being distracted by outputs. 

David:  Wally Wells has such a long history that goes back well before 

creation of Asset Management BC. From my perspective, when I think 

about passing the baton, I think back to our group effort in 2014 to 

develop the BC Framework along with the wheel logo. The wheel 

embodies the idea of a continual, cyclical process of improvement. 

You do not necessarily have to “start here” to “get to there”. You can 

start anywhere, and at any level. But just start! And then move 

along and look at ways to improve, refine, learn, and repeat. And when 

I reflect on what it means to pass the baton, I think that what I am doing 

is taking something that has already been well-developed.  

Going back in time, I got involved about 10 years ago when I was the 

CAO with the Town of Golden. I heard Saanich Mayor Frank Leonard 

speak at a Local Government Leadership Academy conference about 

asset management. It was new to me. The idea of just jumping in 

resonated with me and that is what I did. I jumped in, with the support 

of people like Glen Brown and Brian Bedford of UBCM and the Ministry 

of Municipal Affairs, respectively. 

 

Where does Asset Management BC go next? 

David:  So now it is where we have come to, and where do we think 

we might be heading towards next. And when I think about “where do 

we go’’, I think about the fact there has been a maturity, there has been 

a growth and a broadening and deepening of asset management 

knowledge among asset management practitioners, champions and 

other communities of practice. 

But we still need to get all CAOs on board. In my mind, effective asset 

management (AM) is organization wide. This means the people in 

key leadership roles must be fully on board and in fact leading the AM 

program so that it is truly and effectively organization wide. 

1st theme emerges in 
the conversation:  
Leadership starts at 
the top with the CAO 

Those in local 

government leadership 

roles must be fully on 

board plus lead the Asset 

Management program. 

Only then can a cultural 

shift be truly and 

effectively embedded 

organization wide. 
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Organization Wide Asset Management is a 
Foundational Element of Local Government 

David:  In 2013, I had my final interview for the Courtenay CAO 

position, Afterwards, I headed off to a CAO Forum in February in 

Victoria where I was on a panel other CAOs who were showing 

leadership in this new way of business called “asset management”.  

As I looked around the room while I was presenting, I observed mostly 

blank stares. And when I engaged in conversations afterwards, I heard 

comments to the effect that asset management sounds interesting but 

that is not what we do, and we are not interested in that. 

A decade later, the awareness has clearly changed quite a bit. But from 

what I have seen, a majority of CAOs still have not bought in and are 

not necessarily interested. Some “talk the talk” but do not necessarily 

“walk the talk”. Anecdotally, one could generalize and suggest that 

potentially up to 40% of CAOs may recognize the value and necessity 

of organization wide asset management. But most CAOs still say that 

is not my primary role.  

 

Community Charter defines responsibility for 
stewardship of infrastructure and services 

David:  Countering this mindset is where Glen Brown and Wally Wells 

have shone in my view. They ask the question, what is the actual role 

of local government? Section 7 of the Community Charter states that 

the roles and responsibilities are about “providing for stewardship of 

the public assets of the community”. That defines the asset 

management purpose! 

At the end of the day, it really is about Sustainable Service Delivery. 

That is what it comes down to. The Community Charter does not 

explicitly state it in those terms, but sustainable service delivery is 

clearly the intent from the language used in the legislation.  

 

A call for action by Chief Administrative Officers 

David:  The responsibility for “care of infrastructure and services” 

defines the asset management challenge. So, how do we inspire or 

motivate the other 60% or more of CAOs who have not made the 

commitment or leap of faith to recognize organization wide asset 

management as the foundational element, or raison d-être, for why we 

do what we do in local government. 

A Call to Action 

Potentially up to 40% of 

CAOs may recognize the 

value and necessity of 

organization wide asset 

management. But what 

about the other 60% or 

more?  

How does Asset 

Management BC reach 

them so that they accept 

responsibility for 

Sustainable Service 

Delivery as a 

foundational element of 

local government? 
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Asset Management for     
Sustainable Service Delivery 

Wally:  Asset management is the book without a back cover. 

The title of the BC Framework says Asset Management for 

Sustainable Service Delivery. What I have done all along is say to 

people, read those words carefully because what it says is that the 

function of local government is Sustainable Service Delivery.  

And as David says, the Community Charter defines it that way. The 

core function of a Municipal Council or Regional District Board is 

stewardship of the public assets along with fostering the economic, 

social and environmental well-being of its community. 

 

It is a process; it is not a function 

Wally:  People look at asset management as a function, but it is not a 

function. It is a process, and the process for getting you to Sustainable 

Service Delivery is asset management. With hindsight, we got lucky 

with the title for the BC Framework, and without even realizing it at the 

time. It could not be more perfect and could not be more definable. 

We have had various communities come back to us and say: if we start 

with an asset management policy, Council will have no idea what to do 

with it or what we are doing. And they are right. With small 

municipalities especially, you need an education process for them to 

reach a level of understanding, so they are ready to deal with policy. 

 

It is a core part of the job; it is not an add-on 

Wally:  With the BC Framework wheel logo for guidance, you start 

where you can educate your target audience and get buy-in from them 

to embrace the vision for Sustainable Service Delivery. It may be a 

pinch point that would not be where you would have chosen to start. 

But it is a way to start the process. 

At the end of the day, you need the success stories to demonstrate 

why you need to do asset management, and how it helps a local 

government fulfil its responsibilities under the Community Charter. The 

proof of the pudding for convincing CAOs is to show that doing it right 

saves staff time and effort.  

David Allen speaks with authority when he says to the CAO 

community: “I was one of you and asset management for sustainable 

service delivery is a core part of your job as CAO. It Is not an add-on.” 

Asset management 
is the book without 
a cover such that: 

David Allen speaks with 

authority when he says 

to the CAO community: 

“Asset management for 

sustainable service 

delivery is core part of 

your job as a CAO. It Is 

not an add-on.” 
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Integration is an Ever-Increasing Challenge 

The previous reflections by David Allen and Wally Wells on roles and 

responsibilities transitioned into a comparison of BC experience with that in 

Australia. The approach there is top-down and is quite different from the 

enabling philosophy that guides the Community Charter. 

 

David:  Looking to the future, and reflecting on the nature of current 

challenges, the notion that organization wide asset management is not 

an add-on is an over-arching message. It is also a reminder to proceed 

strategically.  

When there is a lack of understanding at the political and leadership 

level, and then you bring forward a policy prematurely without having 

gone through an educational process to build understanding, 

politicians and senior managers may perceive the policy as 

unnecessary and onerous. This causes pushback. 

Whereas, if you have established a baseline of information and 

common understanding of what asset management is actually about, 

then the educational process becomes the value proposition and 

makes the case as to why having a formal policy is essential to achieve 

organization wide asset management.  

A CAO could do asset management under the radar because it is 

operational and the CAO is responsible for operations. However, policy 

is a Council responsibility. They must see and support the value and 

ultimately own it. 

 

Integration of asset management and governance  

David: Recently I participated in an Australian asset management 

course which dealt with their experience concerning asset 

management and governance. In Australia and New Zealand, senior 

government mandates that local governments do asset management. 

Or, more accurately stated, local governments must have a plan.  

In contrast, we have a carrot rather than stick approach in BC, and I 

shared that difference with the workshop instructor. So, I asked, why 

are you Australians offering this course on integrating asset 

management and governance when your local governments are 

already mandated to do asset management? What is the reason for 

this course for them? 

While asset management is a requirement, he replied, integration is 

not happening to the extent that it should and is becoming an ever-

increasing challenge for many asset-intensive local government 

organizations. 

2nd theme emerges: 
You cannot legislate 
a process 

“Asset management is 

mandated in Australia. 

30 years later, they are 

still facing many of the 

same challenges that we 

face in BC, even though 

we have only been doing 

asset management for a 

decade or so. It is 

interesting. We have 

different legislative 

backgrounds and 

mandates, yet they face 

many of the same issues 

due to a lack of 

leadership and 

integration across local 

government 

organizations. And so, 

there are lessons to be 

learned and avoided from 

the Australian 

experience.” 

                   David Allen 
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Embedding Change in Local Government 

Wally: Your last observation about the challenges facing the 

Australians speaks to the universal problem in embedding change. All 

they have done is mandate the asset management plan. Look at the 

wheel which represents the BC Framework process. The plan is only 

one box on the wheel.  

Ontario did the same thing as Australia. They mandated development 

of “the plan”. In effect, what they did was mandate one task. You cannot 

legislate a process. You simply cannot. 

You cannot mandate the asset management process as a package. At 

best all you can do is mandate certain tasks. Just because senior 

government mandates creation of a plan does not change the culture 

to one that empowers a local government to follow through with 

effective implementation and integration. 

 

4Cs for Sustainable Service Delivery 

David: I am glad Wally mentioned culture because that is so important 

and something that became obvious during my time in Courtenay. I 

have written about this in an article titled The 4Cs for Sustainable 

Service Delivery: Collaboration, Capacity, Culture & Council. 

It was a bit serendipitous when the city recognized that these factors 

are all interrelated. A positive corporate culture is foundationally 

essential, especially when you do organization wide asset 

management. The process requires resources plus an understanding 

of “change management” and what it takes to inspire people to work 

together towards the outcome which we call Sustainable Service 

Delivery. 

 

Clear communication is essential 

David: The interesting thing is, and Wally is right, that you can have 

all sorts of mandates or requirements for individual components of 

asset management, but they must be integrated and resourced. 

If you look at the role of corporate culture, that is where leadership is 

so essential. You also need the governance structure and the 

organization set up in a way that is the right fit for the community, 

depending on the size and suite of services that you are offering. 

Along with corporate buy-in, you need to communicate internally as 

well externally so that people are not confused about what you are 

trying to do.  

Collaboration, 
Capacity, Culture & 
Council  

“Implementing asset 

management can happen 

at every level in local 

government. But to 

effectively achieve 

organization-wide 

Sustainable Service 

Delivery it must be led by 

the CAO and supported 

by Councils and Boards.” 

“It is all about building 

trust between Council 

and staff, keeping in 

mind what can 

realistically be 

accomplished by an 

organization.” 

                   David Allen 
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Alignment within a Financial Plan 

David:  A critical consideration is the question of how do we get more 

effective, long-term financial plans in place to do asset management? 

You can have everything else, but if the long-term financial plan isn’t 

realistically reflecting what the asset management plans are telling you, 

then you are not really implementing it. 

You are simply not going to make progress if you do not connect the 

dots between the long-term financial plan with all the data gathering 

and the information about condition assessments. It all has to work 

together. And the only way that is going to happen is if you have strong 

leadership support, both at the political level and the CAO / senior 

leadership level in local government. 

 

A CAO asked Wally Wells:       
“What is this asset management stuff?”  

Wally:  Building on your observations about having a financial plan, 

David, I classify asset management into two parts. First, what do you 

as a local government own. What is the condition of it, what does it do 

with respect to providing a service, and what do you ultimately need 

over what period of time? That defines your needs. 

I will share an anecdote. Years ago, I had a discussion with a CAO who 

said, “what is this.” So, I asked him, what do you mean by WHAT IS 

THIS? He replied, “well, this asset management stuff.”  

I proceeded to ask him a series of questions, starting with how can you 

ask for grant funding if you do not know what you need? For each 

question, he answered “I don’t know”. There, I said, you have just 

defined the scope of Phase 1 for your asset management process. 

Once you have defined the “asset management need”, then you can 

pose and answer the question, what is our program and strategy to go 

ahead to DO THIS now that we know WHAT THIS IS. 

David: Wally, as you and I keep telling folks, the phrase asset 

management is not great. Sustainable Service Delivery is the end 

game. That is what we are striving for. That is the message. Asset 

management is just the process to get to Sustainable Service Delivery. 

In local government, we have always done asset management. It is 

just that historically we have not done it very well, with exceptions. Yet 

it has always been about assets delivering services. Now we are 

professionalizing it by coming up with ways to do it so that we are 

efficient, effective, and productive in what we are doing. 

 Implementing a 
Financial Plan for 
Asset Management 

To do what is right and 

necessary to bridge the 

infrastructure funding 

gap for constructed 

assets requires an 

intergenerational 

commitment. It takes 

courage on the part of a 

Council or Regional Board 

members to look beyond 

the short-term, 

understand what 

sustainable funding 

entails over the long-

term, and direct staff to 

get on with the job.  

Unless there is a long-

term financial vision or 

strategy for sustainable 

funding, an incremental 

erosion of the service 

levels for constructed 

assets would inevitably 

result. 
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The Importance of a Stewardship Ethic and 
Shared Responsibility for Natural Assets 

David: When I think about the anticipated changes as Wally hands 

the baton to me, I think about how I too will pass the baton at some 

point. In the process, I expect Asset Management BC will focus on 

other aspects of organizational culture, social equity, and climate 

change. These are all coming into the asset management mix. And 

they are not mutually exclusive. Wally points this out time and again.  

This leads me to think about how society views nature and natural 

assets. They are now part of the mix for local government asset 

management. This represents a huge shift in thinking because we have 

always treated nature as an externality in our economic system. And 

the consequences are playing out right now in increasing climate-

related problems.  

 

Accountants do not know how to account for 
natural assets, warn David Allen and Wally Wells! 

David: The old way of thinking about treating nature as an externality 

comes to mind when we look at what the Public Sector Accounting 

Board has in mind when it talks about including natural assets in PSAB 

3150. Based on my experience as a local government CAO, 

incorporating natural assets in financial statements as “tangible capital 

assets” is too much of a stretch.  

My suggestion is practical and straightforward. Just do what the Town 

of Gibsons did in 2014. They included an accountant’s note in the 

Financial Statement that refers to natural assets. That is all you need. 

It is an appropriate form of recognition and can be accompanied by 

reference to a separate report specific to natural assets. 

What matters most is that nature is not treated as an externality by 

communities and local governments. Find ways to incorporate natural 

asset management into the day-to-day work of local governments. Do 

not lose sight of the goal, strive for Sustainable Service Delivery. 

 

Wally:  David has touched on a hot button for me. My fear is based 

on my belief that accountants have never dealt with an asset that 

appreciates the way nature does. And so, I am really, really, really 

nervous about the way the accounting profession will try to treat natural 

assets in a financial statement.  

Let’s be blunt, accountants do not know how to deal with the subject of 

natural asset management. They really do not get it. Consider this as 

my call to action! 

3rd theme emerges: 
Be wary of including 
natural assets in 
PSAB 3150 

Adopted in 2007, this 

Section establishes 

standards on how to 

account for and report 

tangible capital assets in 

government financial 

statements.  

Tangible capital assets 

are defined as non-

financial assets having 

physical substance. 
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We can learn from First Nations about looking 
after land and water for future generations 

David: Exactly! Part of the reason for the concern you express is the 

belief that you have to own something for it to have value. When our 

economic systems were put in place centuries ago, natural resources 

were so abundant that they were considered free goods. 

When I was doing research while attending university, I read an article 

in Scientific America that has stuck with me to this day.  The article 

featured a Spanish map of the Caribbean from the 1600s which 

identified certain islands as being “reserved for rain”. Even then, 

folks understood the relationship between forests and a sustainable 

water supply. This was back in the 17th century, for heaven’s sake! 

In our lifetime, we have not done a very good job of recognizing the 

value of natural assets and of ecosystem function, likely because 

nobody owns it in the monetary sense. The history of our society is that 

unless you own something and can sell it in a market to somebody else 

who will pay money for it, then we do not recognize it as having a value. 

This is referred to as the “Tragedy of the Commons.”  

Our way of thinking about value contrasts with the First Nations way of 

thinking. They embrace shared responsibility for looking after land and 

water for now and for future generations. We can learn from First 

Nations about the importance of a stewardship ethic. Fortunately, we 

are starting to make some inroads in changing our attitudes and this is 

reflected in the discussion of why natural assets are integral to local 

government asset management. 

 

Wally:  Yes, David, I agree that we are making progress with respect 

to a stewardship ethic. But having said that, I bring us back to my 

concern about the risk right now with accountants and PSAB 3150. The 

way they are trained, and people deal with things the way they are 

trained, their way of thinking is that assets depreciate. 

Because they are not trained to deal with assets that appreciate, the 

risk with the accounting profession is that they would include natural 

assets in local government financial statements in a way that is neither 

meaningful nor helpful. 

If accountants cannot explain it properly, then inclusion of natural 

assets in PSAB 3150 is either going to be dismissed in practice and/or 

done poorly.  In my view, that is the bottom-line. And speaking as a 

professional engineer, I see parallels with the engineering profession. 

A lack of understanding of issues that transcends how they are trained, 

plays out as arrogance in an interdisciplinary or interdepartmental 

setting. 

Look back to see 
ahead  

“Climate change is over-

arching, existential issue 

of our generation. But it 

has been there for a long 

time. 30 years ago, I was 

learning stuff from 300-

year-old maps that 

shows they knew then 

that climate impacts 

daily life. It is fascinating, 

scary, AND fun!” 

                   David Allen 
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Two things that Asset Management BC   
got right from the get-go 

Wally:  David, your previous comments about the financial plan 

remind me of the two things that Asset Management BC did right from 

Day One. First was recognition that we needed everyone at the table. 

This is why we have a Partnership Committee comprising 

representatives of groups such as the Local Government Management 

Association, Municipal Finance Authority, Local Government Finance 

Officers Association, and Municipal Insurance Association, as well as 

representatives of several professional and trade associations.   

For the Partnership Committee approach to work, however, it meant 

not competing with the other organizations for members. That is not 

our mandate. AMBC is not membership-based. 

The other key thing that Asst Management BC decided was to service 

both local government AND First Nations. None of the other 

communities-of-practice across Canada have integrated First Nations. 

Some talk about it. We do it. That is a win for all of us. 

 

Building trust with First Nations 

David:  You are right-on, Wally, that is a win for all of us. Your 

comments align with a conversation that I had with a representative of 

Indigenous Affairs Canada about training and building competencies. 

This individual observed that a decade ago, it would have been a lot 

more challenging to put on workshops for First Nations that were 

integrated with non-Indigenous folks. That reflects a lack of trust and 

meaningful reconciliation. That is starting to change, which is good.  

When I think about it, so much is about building relationships. You must 

have their trust to really effect change related to asset management in 

First Nations communities. If you are not seen to be trustworthy, then 

you might as well move on.  

That is part of the challenge for Asset Management BC. We are making 

progress in building a relationship-based foundation. The next step is 

to build on that foundation, so that training programs for First Nations 

communities are responsive, meaningful and relevant; and always 

keeping in mind that many of their communities only have a few 

hundred residents. 

Wally:  Absolutely, David, that is one of the next baton-passing 

exercises. Bring more relevant training and engagement to FN 

communities. That is what Asset Management BC hopes to do. 

4th theme emerges: 
Asset management 
is a pathway to 
Water Reconciliation 

“None of the other asset 

management 

communities-of-practice 

across Canada have 

integrated First Nations. 

Some talk about it. We 

do it in BC. That is a win 

for all of us.” 

                   Wally Wells 
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Use of the term Asset Management 
confuses everyone  

Wally:  For years I have preached that local governments have been 

managing assets forever. It is not new. The Australians are the ones 

who created the term Asset Management. In my recent conversations 

with them, the Australians have finally pleaded guilty that it really is a 

stupid term. THIS IS THE HEADLINE! 

A decade ago, we had the discussion in BC about what a dumb term 

Asset Management is. Communities have been managing assets since 

infrastructure systems were created. But we still used the term and 

confused the hell out of everyone, which is really unfortunate. 

 

Adjust asset management processes to be forward 
looking in striving for Sustainable Service Delivery 

Wally: Public works people manage assets every day of the week. 

What they have not done until recently is to integrate what they do as 

part of systems approach. Asset Management BC is not asking local 

governments to do something new. We are asking them to adjust their 

processes in order to be forward looking. 

We have been very clear. Asset Management is not something new! It 

is two words reversed to bring a better perspective on what they are 

doing, to put the focus on Sustainable Service Delivery. I repeat myself 

– local governments have been managing assets forever.  

The Asset Management BC vision is that all local governments would 

have a set of asset management plans organized by category, that 

there would be a set of over-riding criteria for making decisions, 

everyone would be in alignment, and it would be clear to councils about 

risk, liability and how to pay to achieve Sustainable Service Delivery.  

Our advice is, take it to the bigger picture of what the service does. As 

an Australian instructor once said to me, an asset that does not have 

a user does not have a value. The accountants will jump up 

immediately and say, yes it does because we have it on the books with 

a value. That is not the point. That is not the value added. 

The message we are bringing is, you are already doing this! All 

we are asking that you do is adjust your process. Take 5 

minutes at the end of each day in the field to record information 

and incrementally add data that informs a strategy. 

In a dynamic process 
inputs are constantly 
changing as assets 
are added, deleted, 
replaced, or 
upgraded  

“The primary cause of 

the ‘infrastructure gap’ is 

that we operate on 

today’s budgets without 

much attention to the 

ageing assets and future 

requirements for 

replacement or renewal. 

Or at least that is the 

way we operated up 

until now. The asset 

management process 

provides the tools to 

address this gap and 

hopefully prevent the 

gap from growing by 

planning, methodically, 

for the short and long 

term.” 

                   Wally Wells 
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Focus Efforts on Outcomes  

David:  One of the more rewarding aspects of being a CAO is that you 

can do what Wally says in concert with creating a much stronger and 

robust corporate culture.  

Until recently, we did not recognize asset management as a codified 

process. With the introduction of standards, such as the ISO 5500 

series, we are seeing a “professionalization of asset management”. 

Organizations such as the Institute of Public Works Engineering 

Australasia (IPWEA) are showing how to implement standards. 

 

Corporate culture and leadership     
are at the top of the list 

David:  A standard of any kind only tells you what the outcome should 

be – that is, what something should look like when you are doing it 

right. It does not actually tell you how to do it. What I found interesting 

about the recent IPWEA course (on integrating asset management and 

governance) is that leadership and corporate culture were right at the 

top of the list. But this recognition had lain fallow for years.  

Just because you mandate certain aspects of asset management does 

not mean that it is being done very effectively. And so, what I found 

very empowering was the emphasis on connecting the dots between 

corporate culture (as well as collaboration, capacity, resources – that 

is, the 4Cs) and doing it in an integrated way.   

My experience is that we have a problem with our corporate culture. 

We need to find a way to identify and embed core values to create a 

positive corporate culture for sustainable service delivery. 

 

Empower a shared sense of purpose  

David: When you look closely at Public Works and Operations 

departments, what is fascinating is that you see that they are already 

doing this work we call “asset management”. By giving staff the 

technology, tools, training and competencies to do their jobs more 

meaningfully, and by creating opportunities for them to have input to 

the annual budget and long-term financial plan, they are empowered.  

Staff feel good about themselves because they are doing something 

good for the community, the organization has a shared sense of 

purpose, and staff know they are supported by Council (or Board) and 

the CAO. 
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Involve the operations folks! 

Wally:  One of the biggest barriers that we have is the silo effect 

because engineering never talks to operations. It is a mind blower. 

David:  It is interesting that you bring that up. One of the things we did 

in Courtenay to embed a culture and meaningful input across 

departments, especially operations, happened when we updated our 

35-year-old Subdivision and Servicing Bylaw. 

We ensured the involvement of public works and operations folks. 

Normally it is an engineering process, and the operations people never 

seem to be involved in establishing the specifications and standards 

for the capital equipment that they are responsible for operating and 

maintaining. Yet they are the ones who know what works and what 

does not. They can tell you from experience whether an idea is good 

or not. They are the ones most likely to raise red flags. 

When you think about the 80/20 rule, where 80% of the life-cycle cost 

is the ongoing operation and maintenance, it makes all kinds of sense 

to have the operations folks weighing in on the standards, 

infrastructure, tools and equipment that you are going to use. 

 

What the 80/20 rule means for level-of-service 

Once somebody builds something – for example, a subdivision - you 

inherit it in perpetuity along with all the costs down the road. It is not 

rocket science. Insist that operations folks weigh in. They bring value. 

That is why local governments need integrated, organization wide 

programs and processes. 

 

Wally:  Councils need to understand that when a developer offers free 

infrastructure, it is not free. The developer is only paying the upfront 

20%. The local government is taking on 50 years or more of obligation 

for operation, maintenance and replacement. That is the other 80%. 

 

David:  Unless you factor in the cost of running and caring for 

municipal infrastructure, it is tacit agreement to lower levels of service. 

My Courtenay experience is illustrative. City growth factors increased 

by 43% between 2001 and 2016. Yet staffing only went up by 27%. 

The decline in the level-of-service was an eye opener for Council.  

We had good data to use this information to develop a human 

resources business case and make a budget request. Council 

supported the increase. But boy oh boy did that cause a reaction from 

some of the taxpayers. The lesson learned, as Frank Leonard the 

former mayor of Saanich said, “Never advance a solution to an issue 

prior to having public awareness of the issue, or the solution may 

become the issue”.  

A reality-check  

“If you put forward a 

solution in the absence of 

an understanding of the 

problem, an unintended 

consequence may be that 

you then create an 

additional problem.” 

                   Wally Wells 
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Looking to the Future 

David:  When I think about future challenges, I think about how you 

integrate in a way that simplifies the message, clarifies the message, 

and brings it together. That is the essence of the communications 

challenge so that solutions do not become part of the problem! 

When we talk about natural assets, climate change and long-term 

financial planning as they relate to asset management and ultimately 

Sustainable Service Delivery, we are really talking about 

intergenerational equity.  

First Nations think in terms of 7 generations, and so should we. It is the 

lexicon that we need to use to bring together what appears to be 

different and disparate things, but in fact are all intertwined.  

How do you clarify the message? That is one of the big challenges as 

we go forward. 

 

Wally:  Keep it simple. Two words – risks and consequences. 

 

David:   Agree. Keep it simple. Take the message and put it in the most 

clearly understood way so that it is meaningful and hits home for folks. 

Do not over-complicate. If you lose them, you will not get them back. 

 

Wally:  And listen, listen, listen.  Connecting the dots between 

engineering and operations, for example, comes from listening to the 

operations guys who have never been consulted. This is an issue. This 

is a problem. But it can be resolved through active listening! 

That is why I keep coming back to this one statement that means so 

much: what did we learn. 

 

David:  My opportunities are few and far between to ramble on about 

stuff that I am passionate about. When you are so busy doing, you are 

not reflecting on the change and what is next. 

You need free-flowing conversations to be able to reflect and push the 

boundaries of your comfort zone. That is when you find inspiration.

Accepting the baton 

“My passion for Asset 

Management began over 

ten years ago and 

coincided with the 1st 

edition of the AMBC 

Newsletter. As I accept the 

baton from Wally, I am 

more convinced than ever, 

that Asset Management 

for Sustainable Service 

Delivery is the primary 

path that all local 

governments must strive 

to follow. If my experience 

as City of Courtenay CAO 

is any indication, the 

“4C’s: Collaboration, 

Capacity, Culture, and 

Council” can provide local 

governments with the 

foundation to achieve 

Sustainable Service 

Delivery.” 

                   David Allen 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

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.  



 

 

 

 

 


