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A split along geographic lines is emerging as Durham Region edges closer to a possible change 

in its selection of a council chair. Smaller townships in North Durham may favour the status quo 

– a chair elected by regional councillors – with larger communities in the south pressing for a 

selection by voters. 

 

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for the northern municipalities. The [combined] population of the 

three northern municipalities is roughly 55,000-60,000 [people],” Brock mayor Terry Clayton 

told NRU.  

 

He pointed out that this number falls far short of Clarington’s population, the smallest of the five 

lakefront municipalities.  

 

“[For] democracy, in the true sense of the word, it’s probably better that they are directly elected, 

but as far as the reality of the situation I don’t think it is,” Clayton said. “I’m going to take an 

awful lot of convincing.” 

 

He is among those who fear that the more rural townships of Brock, Scugog and Uxbridge 

would be outnumbered by the heavily populated lakeshore municipalities of Ajax, Clarington, 

Oshawa, Pickering and Whitby if the region moves to a direct election of council chair.  

 

The long-running debate on how to select a council chair is set to heat up when regional council 

holds a statutory public meeting April 4 to discuss the issue. The meeting, the first step towards 

regional approval for direct elections, comes in response to a decision in January by Ontario 

municipal affairs and housing minister Kathleen Wynne to approve a resolution allowing 

Durham to implement the change, if it chooses. 

  

The day after council’s March 7 vote to hold the public meeting, the Town of Ajax set up a 

website “Accountability Starts at the Top” to rally public support for a directly-elected chair. The 

website is maintained by town staff. 

 

Those who support a direct election point to the favourable results of a referendum in the 2010 

municipal election. A referendum is a necessary step to introduce the change. If regional council 

approves the by-law set to be introduced April 4, it will be sent to lower tier municipal councils 

for their response. At least five councils need to support the move for it to take effect and, as 

well, the population of those approving municipalities must add up to a majority of Durham 

residents. 

 



Of votes cast in the referendum, almost 80 per cent backed a direct election. Scugog residents, 

among the least in favour, still voted 66 per cent in favour of a change.  

 

At present, Durham’s 28 regional councillors choose the chair, a position that has been held by 

Roger Anderson since 1997. 

 

Uxbridge mayor O’Connor says she is satisfied with the current system. 

 

“I don’t think the system’s broke. I think it’s working very well. There [are] people that don’t 

like the person that’s in there, maybe. I’ve never had a problem,” she said. “We’ve had some 

great chairs that have been elected by the 28 [regional councillors].”  

 

In Clarington, more than 82 per cent of referendum votes favoured direct election.  

 

“We’ve had a pretty clear message from our residents that they want the ability to elect our 

chair,” said Clarington mayor Adrian Foster. “The results on the referendum indicated that and 

I think we knew that before the ballot. That wouldn’t have been the most difficult prediction to 

make.” 

 

Others, including those representing communities in north Durham, are more skeptical of the 

referendum results. 

 

“The residents, on the ballot during the last election, said they’d support [direct election], but it 

was such a vague question I don’t know whether they really understood,” Uxbridge mayor Gerri 

Lynn O’Connor told NRU.  

 

The referendum question reads: 

 

“Are you in favour of the Council of the Regional Municipality of Durham passing the necessary 

resolutions and by-laws to change the method of selecting its Chair from appointment by the 

members of Regional Council to election by general vote of all electors in the Region?” 

 

O’Connor also takes issue with the low voter turnout in some parts of Durham. “When a 

municipality only has 20 or 25 per cent turnout and those people can dictate what happens, I 

don’t feel comfortable with that,” she says. 

 

“I know…the majority will carry, and that’s democracy and I certainly support that,” says the 

Uxbridge mayor. “But I really feel that unless you’re municipality has 50 per cent voter turnout, 

then they’re not really speaking.” 

 

Ajax mayor Steve Parish, a leading advocate of a directly-elected chair, says complaints about a 

vaguely-worded referendum are an excuse used by opponents. 

 

“They know if it’s a clear question of democracy they’re going to lose the debate, so they try to 

change the channel and say the question was vague,” he said.  

 



In Parish’s view, opposition from northern Durham politicians has its roots in a long-standing, 

but in his view, misguided practice. 

 

“It’s a power play between certain councillors not wanting to give up the power to choose the 

regional chair by appointment, by a vote of a majority of 28 people, and their refusal to give that 

power to the people, where it belongs, that is, the voters of the entire region,” says the Ajax 

mayor.  

 

Still, even those who support a change have questions about the reporting role of a directly-

elected chair. 

 

“I wonder what an elected chair looks like -- a chair with a mandate from the people as opposed 

to a mandate from council,” says Clarington mayor Foster. “What are the ramifications?” He 

adds “it could be that there aren’t any, but I think we need to understand that, the roles and 

responsibilities.” 

 

Despite his questions, Foster is still confident his council will support a change. 

 

Clayton and O’Connor believe their respective councils will oppose the change, but Parish and 

Oshawa mayor John Henry predict their councils will endorse a move to a directly-elected 

chair.  

 

Henry told NRU “the chair is, ultimately, the representative for the entire Durham Region and 

the public has a right to say who runs the region.”  

 

He adds “I know it’s a little bit different when you get into provincial and federal governments, 

but even the prime minister and the premier have to run.” 

 

Parish called the current system “archaic.” Since the region gets 53 to 54 cents of every tax 

dollar from residents, he argues they should have a say in who leads Durham.  

 

“There’s really no regional discussion and policy debate in our elections over how regional 

dollars are spent and the reason for that is we don’t directly elect our regional chair,” Parish told 

NRU. “Therefore there’s no central forum for having those region-wide debates. It’s really a 

matter of allowing people to have a full say in what their priorities are for their tax dollars.” 

 

While York Region and Peel Region councils appoint their respective chairs, Halton Region 

has held direct elections for chair since 2000 and Waterloo Region has done so since 1997. 

 

Scugog mayor Chuck Mercier, Pickering mayor Dave Ryan and Whitby mayor Pat Perkins 

were unavailable for comment. 

 


