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As the provincial comptroller-general wrapped up her probe of the Vancouver school 

board, she delivered what are likely to be some widely quoted criticisms. 

The board lacks balance, spends too much time on advocacy and not enough on 

management and has no budget problems that couldn’t be solved by a measure of financial 

toughness. 

But the real strength of Friday’s 88-page report from comptroller-general Cheryl 

Wenezenki-Yolland is in the details. For she exposed a process of decision-making at the 

board that would appear to give a veto to stakeholders, particularly representatives of the 

board’s own employees. 

The report explains how this unlikely way of doing things emerged from the board’s 

preference for decisions made by “ consensus,” coupled with a growing dependence on 

committees made up of both trustees and representatives of stakeholder groups. 

These committees were initially established for the worthy goal of eliciting advice, ideas 

and other kinds of “ input.” But over time the board empowered the committees to do more 

than solicit opinions; it made them part of the decision-making process itself. Throw in the 

philosophy of consensus, and you get the problem identified by the comptroller: “ The 

decisionmaking process in committees is by ‘ consensus,’ meaning that stakeholder groups 

can and do have considerable influence on the proceedings and the decisions of the 

committees.” 

This dilutes the accountability of trustees. It also gives the stakeholder members a kind 

of veto, since by holding out, they can preclude the vaunted consensus. 

If this sounds like a board that has elevated its stakeholders to the level of managers, 

the comptroller reports that some elected trustees prefer “ the views of stakeholders over 

the advice of professional staff.” 

Others are said to prefer “ the views, perspectives and proposals of select stakeholders, 

relative to those of other stakeholders, and of the Vancouver population at large.” 

She doesn’t name names. But one of the appendices to her report does provide telling 

details about the makeup of the committees. 

The lineup includes representatives of the Vancouver Elementary School Teachers’ 

Association, the Vancouver Secondary Teachers’ Association, the Vancouver Association of 

Secondary School Association Administrators, the Vancouver Elementary Principals and Vice 

Principals Association, the Canadian Union of Public Employees ( two locals), the 



International Union of Operating Engineers ( one local) and the Professional and 

Administrative Staff Association. 

I make that eight unions and professional associations representing pretty much 

everyone who works for the school district. Students and parents are represented on those 

committees as well. 

But ask yourself if any members of the first group would be likely to join a budget-

making consensus impacting the long-term interests ( wages, benefits, or work rules) of 

unionized or professional employees? 

The comptroller-general says the board could reduce the gap in its finances by closing 

schools, contracting out services, reducing administrative costs ($ 117 per student higher 

than in Surrey district) and seeking reasonable concessions in its 19 collective agreements. 

Instead, the board’s preferred solution is to reduce the school year by 10 days. Predictable, 

given another of the comptroller’s findings: 

“ The consensus-based approach makes the board’s decision making more difficult, 

perhaps less optimal, tending toward short-term financial decisions versus financially 

sustainable decisions.” 

The comptroller’s report was rejected in short order by board chair Patti Bacchus, in a 

she-doth-protest-too-much denunciation that will likely please her more self-interested 

stakeholders. 

But it should be noted that WenezenkiYolland has a good reputation as a public servant. 

She was recruited to her current post in 2005 by then deputy minister of finance Tamara 

Vrooman, the current CEO of Vancity and no apologist for the B. C. Liberals. 

“ She is absolutely fierce when it comes to doing the right thing, making decisions that 

she thinks are in the public interest and holding true to her values,” said Vrooman in a 

recent testimonial. 

Indeed, in her initial foray at the Vancouver board, the comptroller made a favourable 

impression on Bacchus herself. 

“ I do sense she’s interested in what is actually the problem,” the board chair told my 

colleague Jonathan Fowlie. “ She doesn’t come stomping in like one might imagine at all. 

She seems very personable and by all my impressions, she’s got a job to do, she’s come in 

to do it and she’s trying to do it as gently as she can, given the circumstances.” 

On the other side of the political divide, some of the more hotheaded Liberals will be 

inclined to seize on this report as grounds for firing the trustees and cleaning house. 

The Liberals, in their current selfinflicted mess of trouble, haven’t the credibility to 

sustain that course of action. Nor do the trustees warrant political martyrdom. 

Far better to treat the comptroller’s worthy expose as a challenge to the Vancouver 

board to fix a budget crisis that is largely of its own making. 
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