Valley amalgamation could be a boon for entire region
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Kennebecasis City has a grand ring to it. Kennebecasis Valley sounds OK too. They're among the proposed new names for a possible future amalgamation of Rothesay and Quispamsis - two of the burgeoning residential communities to the east of Saint John. I think it's a promising idea and so, apparently, do many residents of both communities.

Mind you, I'm an outsider. Born and bred in West Saint John, I come from an area where people sometimes harboured a lingering resentment of those "swells" who built their richer homes in Rothesay, while making their living in grinding old Saint John. Many city taxpayers felt those people were getting the good out of Saint John but not really paying their share of the taxes needed to keep Canada's oldest incorporated city running.

That's an over-simplification of course. But I can remember when people who chose to live in the suburbs actually had to pay a "poll tax" to come and work in the gritty city.

That seemed like a fair idea at the time and it was widely accepted. But the concept came crashing down when Premier Louis Robichaud's program of "Equal Opportunity" sought to level the playing field throughout New Brunswick. That proved to be a good thing for the province as a whole and the poll tax idea fell by the wayside.

Yet when any company was wooing a potential new executive employee, the real estate agents always seemed to steer them to the charms of the Kennebecasis Valley rather than to residential housing in grey old Saint John. The suburbs grew and the city shrank.

There remained this nagging resentment about people commuting from the sunny banks of the Kennebecasis River to pick up their paycheques in foggy old Saint John. In recent years, some deals were worked out - to pay a share for some of Saint John's major attractions used by all - like Harbour Station and the Imperial Theatre.

In 1996, provincially appointed commissioner Skip Cormier recommended that the Kennebecasis Valley communities on the east and Grand Bay on the west, all be merged into what would be a greater Saint John. This idea didn't fly at all, and a 1998 compromise resulted in both Rothesay and Quispamsis enlarging, by taking in some smaller adjacent communities.

But now, the mayors of Rothesay and Quispamsis are talking openly about the prospect of merging their two communities into what could be the fourth largest city in New Brunswick. I have a nodding acquaintance with both Bill Bishop, Rothesay's mayor, and Ron Maloney, chief magistrate of Quispamsis. I think they're making a lot of sense.

But for the idea to work for the benefit of the entire region, it's going to take some real co-operation. There might be rivalries and some healthy competition over specific items - like where the next big box store locates - but I don't see this as a significant internal tug-of war. Saint John is - and always has been - the industrial centre of New Brunswick. And it's moving further along that path with exciting energy hub developments. The valley - whether as two communities or one - remains largely residential, with some essential service industries.

I can recall the days when there were individual municipal councils in the City of Saint John, the City of Lancaster and the Parish of Simonds. Elected councillors from these areas also held membership in an overall body called the St. John County Council, which met once or twice a year to consider prospects for the whole region.

If Rothesay and Quispamsis eventually decide to merge into one community, I envision the whole area benefiting. But I think at the very least, some sort of informal structure should be maintained to ensure a degree of regional consultation and co-operation.
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