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There’s nothing like a room full of angry middle-aged taxpayers to bring democracy back 
out of a coma. 

People who live in the tree-lined streets just west of Uptown Waterloo — think Allen, 
Avondale, and John streets — have not been treated too well lately. All summer, they 
have been unhappy about dramatic changes being made to their streets by Waterloo 
North Hydro, particularly enormous poles and high-voltage lines to provide electrical 
power to condo buildings planned for the downtown core. 

The citizens were concerned that these changes would cause damage to the canopy of 
trees in their heritage neighbourhood, since trees cannot be too close to hydro wires. They 
worried that the unsightly consequences would reduce property values. They wondered 
about the health effects of the power lines. They asked why the electrical lines were 
going onto residential streets instead of arterial roads.  

Most of all, they were concerned that no one in power seemed to be listening to them. 

Residents wrote to Mayor Brenda Halloran, sometimes as often as three times, but never 
got an answer from her. They had a meeting with Hydro officials, but never received 
copies of the minutes, even though they asked again and again. The board of directors of 
Waterloo North Hydro isn’t on the organization’s website, and neither is any mention of 
the controversial project.  

Halloran and Coun. Karen Scian both sit on the board of Waterloo North Hydro, and last 
year earned $8,700 and $9,500 respectively to do so. 

Pressed by Record reporter Paige Desmond, Halloran said Tuesday that it’s not up to her 
or Scian to influence the work being done. “You don’t deal with the operational side of 
things,” she said. “You deal with governance, with policies, with finances.” 

“Hydro submitted their plans to our city planners and at this time staff have approved 
them. As a board we don’t say, ‘Yes, you can do that’ or not.” 



But oh, how that tune changed a few hours later, when Halloran apologetically faced a 
roomful of 80 unhappy residents. She was at a meeting Tuesday night organized by an 
organization named CORE (Conserve Our Residential Environment).  

All of a sudden, Halloran revealed that Hydro would no longer be building the power 
lines on those residential streets. 

“We’re just trying to build the city and work with citizens and do the best we can,” she 
said. And later: “I will respond to your emails.” 

She added, “I guarantee I’ll be there, shoulder to shoulder” with local councillor Melissaa 
Durrell to resolve the neighbours’ concerns. 

Halloran heard complaints about rude city staff, and about lack of information to 
residents when their roads were reclassified as “minor arterial” instead of regular local 
streets. (Arterial streets are expected to bear more traffic and have more services.) 

During the meeting, which was moderated by retired University of Waterloo history 
professor Ken McLaughlin, Halloran also heard that Hydro staff had come to cut down 
mature trees without checking with the city. One homeowner said it was only after he 
objected and called the city that the perfectly healthy tree was spared. 

“They have admitted that they’ve not done the best job, and they’re going to be changing 
that,” Halloran said. 

Meanwhile, Coun. Melissa Durrell, who is not on the Hydro board but who represents the 
area, has taken steps to move the streets back to their former local status. She too was 
dancing hard. 

At one point, residents complained that the information from the city wasn’t getting 
through to homeowners. An online newsletter isn’t enough to reach some people, who 
said they’d prefer something like the paper newsletter they get from the Region of 
Waterloo that tells all the latest news about the garbage dump and other regional services. 

Durrell said she could produce a regular paper newsletter, and even offered to deliver it 
herself to their homes, if that’s what they wanted. 

The crisis was averted this time, thanks to the watchfulness and persistence of the 
residents. But it shows up some chronic problems. Communications procedures at the 
City of Waterloo are clearly in need of an overhaul. And there’s a disturbing lack of 
transparency at Hydro. Nowhere on its website can you find its board of directors listed, 
or its policies on issues such as how it communicates with the public, or how its work 
harmonizes with municipal policies on preserving mature trees and protecting the nature 
of residential areas.  



The demand for more electrical service is part of a larger decision that has already been 
made to concentrate more people in the cores of our cities. If we want to discourage 
urban sprawl and protect farmland, the only way to grow is to have denser cities. That 
means more highrise buildings, which require more electricity, water and sewage. It all 
has to come in on some route or other. This will not be the first decision of its kind, but 
perhaps we have learned some valuable lessons from this bumpy ride. People shouldn’t 
have to fight quite so hard to get adequate representation from their elected officials. 
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