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New MLAs face learning curve

ADRIAN NIEOCZYM
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010 one’s surprise, voters in

the Kelowna area returned

three Liberal MILAs to Vic-
toria. But despite sticking with the
party that has governed B.C, for 13
years, the election still bronght a
measure of political change and re-
newal tothe communitics of Kel-
owna, Lake Conntry and West Kel-
OWila,

“With all three incumbent MLAs,
Al Horning, Rick Thorpe and Sindy
Hawkins now retired, the electoraic
here is sending three rookies (o rep-
resent us within government.

However, even though Norm
Letnick, Ben Stewart and Steve
Thomson are fresh faces on the pro-
vincial political scene, Lhey are al-
ready quite familiar in the local land-
scape. :

Letnick, Stewart and Thom-
son won't officially start their new
jobs until they are sworn in, which
will likely happen in early June. But
that doesn"t mean they arcn’t tuming
their minds to the tasks ahead and
trying to get a handle on what exact-
ly it is that they've signed up for.

So the Capital News caught up
with cur freshly minted MLA -elects,
to get their thoughts as they contem-
plate their new roles as our represen-
tatives in Victoria,

KeLownea-Lake Counrry
Norm Letnick coines to the pro-
vincial government having cut his
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area’s new Liberal

MLAs(fromtop) Ben
“ Stewart, Steve Thomson
. and Nomm Letnick.
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political teeth at city hall. He has:
served as 2 city councillor both in
Banff and most recently here in Kel-
owna. : '

He figures being an MLA is go-
ing to be quite different.

“As a city councillor, you get
elected as an individual, at least in
Kelowna, then once you join you are
expected to become part of a team
and come up with a commeon vi-
ston for the city!” he said, sitting on -
abench in Rutland’s BenLee Park,
one of Letnick’s favourite spots, just
down the block from a four-plex .
housing unit his family owns and op-
erates. :
“With the job of an MLA, you're
elected as a teary membey to start,
so you already know whay the plat-
formis” - -

But even though the platform,
came with the parly, Letmick says he
wouldn’t have yun with the Liberal

ifhe didn’t believe jr it. N

. He sees the essence.of that plat-
form as frying to achievé abalance - -
between the diisired level of govern-
ment services and tax rates, | -

“Making sure that we have the
fimds necessary to provide the ser-
vice levels that we can afford without
puitinga huge amount of debt bur-

den on our children,” he said,

“Most people want low taxes,
but we get services for those taxes, 50
it’s always a balancing act to make
sure our economy is attractive for ini-
vestment.” ’ '

ML.As are required to split their
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‘Thorpe says take
the tlme fo hsten

" thrge rdokie MLAs.
the legislatre,” he said noting the new MLAs

who work iy and atound govenmenf,
“Listenglot When you go down there”
3 13 years as an MEA, includ-
roment, most of which was
spent as a cabinet minister.

“Remem-
ber where you
are fiom and get
- backto ymumcm ]
stituency as-often
as’ you -possibly
cafiy’ said Thorpe
when asked if ke
had any tips for
Norm:  Letnick,
Ben Stewart and

Steve Thomson.
Thorpe
called'his time as
an MLA “a fan-
tastic . personal
experience for me”

Rick Thorpe

ing away from horie 56 ofien.

be able to help people eeded hiefp, wheth-
er it be a miedical situation, whether it be 4/ di

.ing with red tape in Victotia,” he answered.
- “TIhose kind of one-on-one issues. that you
work on.with constituents, as far as Rick Thor-

warding thing”

be active participants in caucus meetirigs \mﬂl
their Liberal colleagues,

ask questions”” Thotpe noted that caycus ekt
ings ave- where MLAs engage in “very candid
and frarik discissions. .. you express yous views
in'the confidfence of camcns.™

Recenﬂy retived Libefal MLA stalwiart Rmk )
’Ihnrpe.has somme advice for the Kelowna area’s

“Take your #iné and- find v your way around a

will meet lots of different people. ity Vittoria -

The hardest part of thie _|0b hesald, was be— ’

The best pari?™“T Was forfunate. cmough to -

~ability sitwationi, whether it be @ situation deal-";
" pe is concerned, will aliways be the most fe-
Thotpe also eﬁi:omages the new. MLASs o ._

. ‘1 would saggest to newcomers that they
listen anyd watch but at all times, be prepared to

v CHANG[NG OF THE GUARD

New MLAs excited by what lies ahead
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tlme betwecn Victo—

.ria and theu‘consutuenv
cies, When the legisla-
* ture is in session; it sits

fourdays aweek, Unlegs
MLAs have to be in'the
capital for other govern-
ment business, they usu-

. ally spend the other three

days at home.

To prepare for his
tme away, Letnick, his.
wife Heléne and their
youngest daughter Nao-
mi are going apartroent
hunting in Victosia.

While some-MLAs
share: apartrrients in Vie- _

' . toria; Letnick intends to

keep atleast alittle sepa-

ration between home and E

wotk:
“Tihink spendmg 10,.

12 howrs & day with my
colleagues is going o be
enough,” he said. “I'll
need somne sanity time in -
private™ - .

- ~betnick would also
fike a little time to him-

| self that: andevoteto

“I'might get lome at
7 or o’clock at night.

| That gives me & couple of

hours everyday to wind

", dowik and do some e~
seaxch and vmtmg,’ 'he: .

said.

Letick is at the pqmt
in his studies where lie 15
waorking on his thesis, -

“It’s going to be on
appropriate and equita-
Tble funding of regional
heaith authorities in Brit-

- tsh Columbia, so defi-

nitely it has an applicable
sideé to it he said.
And Letnick figures

‘that when he is home in

Kelowna, he will be kept

- busy'with people locking
for his hefp in their inter- -

actions with govermment.
‘A big part of the job
of an MLA, saidLet- -
nick, is assisting people-
deal with thing like ICBC
claims, MSP coverage or
WorkSafeBC issues.
“Sometimes the
pathways through the bu-
reaucracy aren’t as evi-
dent as they could be, es-
pecially for someone
wlin is hot familiar with
the bareaucracy.”
WWesTsine-KeELownia
_-Ben Stewart clear-

Iy enjoys b'eing"among

the grape vines of Quails’

" Gate Winery, aplace he

affectionately refers to as
“my office for thelast 30
years ”

Walking by the roves,
he identifies each variety

and says whemheywem -
¢ ¢ CATE: .k-p]anted He'stops'to chat -
otates he’s working * © mﬂtworkersprunmgthe‘

_onat UBC Okanagan.

vines. :
Still, despite the joy
he feels here, Stewart is
looking forward to step-

. ping back from the fam-

ily business he founded

-and oversaw as it grew

from an operation with
one full-time staff mem-
ber to one with more than-
100 employees.

“Ithink I might ap-
preciate it even more,”
he said when asked if he
thinks he wilf miss the

winery when he & in Vie-

foria. .

“When I come here
(now), I'm not.a visitor,
Tmhere tiying to make
certain things are ready
for our next customer. . .
stimetimes you don't al-
ways get achance to ap-

preciate. wgat you've
buile” ™ "

. Stewartsaysheis
ready to shoulder the re-
sponsibilities of dealing
with his constitvents con-
cems and attention.

“Alotof people fear
elected office because
of the fact of the scrul:l—
ny that i puts on you
hesaid: - :

" And]guess I'm
willing to.aceept that

" scritifiy, burt the reali-

1y s that 1like dealing
with pecple and frank-

Iy, I've been criticized an

awful Jot ovér the years
I've beer in business, and
somelimes it’s warranted
and sometimes if's not,

. butthereality is T dom™t

fear any of that.
“Tlook forward to

dealing with some of the

issues that are oui there”
Stewart also,said that
he doesn’t intend to stick
to those areas of govern-
ment, such as agrculture,
where he is moest fanliar,
“T'm looking forward

-+ to the opporlunity to not

only help in sectors that
¥ know well, but help-
ing in sectors that I don’t
kmow so well; 1o getio
know them; t& get to un-
derstand their,concems -
and make certam that

I'ma well rotiaded MLA .

that can work in a diverse

group of areas”

Stewart mentioned
forestry and mining as
two areas thathe’s inter-
ested in leaming miore

- about and possibly get-

ting maore involved with.

" Stewart said his hope
is to make it easier for his
constituents to deal with
the government.

“Government is so
pervasive in how much
it touches our lives in ev-
ery which way, shape and
form,” he said, adding he
wanis to help “make gov-
emment more of a part-
es, rather than an adver-
" Stewart knows he has
alot to learn about his *

new job, buthe intends to

lean on some of the more
expertenced hands inhis
cancies to give him guid-
ance,

He pointed out that
most merbers of the
Liberal caucus who ran
again were re-elécted,
*So they will be a wealth
of knowledge,” he said.

Stewart went on to
say it will take some ef-
fort to wrap his mind
around the immensity of

.Zovernment.

“1 suspect that’s
probably the bxggest
challenge.

*Trying to overcome
the learning curve of how
big the bureancracy is.
It’s a $40-billion enter-
prise. I'm going from
quite 2 different scale,”
he said.

The winery, in cont-
parison, “it’s small busi-
ness, it’s farming”

KeLowna-Wission

Steve Thomson grew
up on the Kelowna farm
his family has owned
since 1896. As a young
man he leftto go to uni-
versity and speat 17 years
living in Victoria, where
he mainly worked for ag-
riculture orgénizations
that dealt with the gov-
ermment.

“Agriculture is a
very iinportant part of the
province and farmers and
ranchers are stewards of a
very important resource,”
he said, sipping a cof-
fee inside the screened-
i porch where he nsed
to spend summer nights
with his six siblings and
the cousins who would
v1s1£ to help on the farm.

Whenhe was offered
the opporunity in 1992
to reurn home and be-
come general manager of
the B.C. Fruit Growers
Association, Thomson
jumped at the chance.

-+ Tt was an casy de-.
cision,” he said, *T want-
ed to come back, to sort
of help with the future of

. the farm.. this is 2 legacy

piece of property.”

Thomson's last job
was as the executive di-
rector of the B.C. Agri-
culture Council, an agri-
culture industry advoca
cy group.

He says that whﬂe
his prior experiences
dealing with government
will help him s an MILA,

" he still has Tots to leam.
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*Tunderstand what's.
required to get things ~ -
done in Victoria, hope-
fully,” he said. “(But) its
one thing to be working
around the edges, iepre-

- senting interests to gov-
ernimens as opposed to
being govermiment, so
it is acompletely new
role. It’s going to be a big
leamning process.”

One of the challeng-
es Thomson foresees
is dealing with the fact .
there will be issues peo-
ple bring to him that he .
ean’t get resolved to their
satisfacticn.

. “You know that you

can’t address every is-
sue,, but I think the com-
mitment is to Tisten, to

be open, to look at all is-

sues and to be honest
when you can’t déal with
thern,” he said. *Not o -
create false expectations,

But the reat commitment

s to work hard on (con-

stituents™) behalf”

Themson saidhe

promised during the par- -

ty nomination process, a5
well as during the elec-
tdon, that he would make
himself available to his
" constifuetits. )
““We plan on doing
that,” he said.

- Thomson will be
taking over Hawkins®
constimency office on
the corner of Ethel and
Springfield. - .

Hawkins’ former
constituency assistant, -
Nan Pellatt, wifl contin-

ing before,” he said, “Be-
cause 2 Jot of the work
in the agricubture indus-

" iy ok me away from

home because you're
dealing with a fot of farm
organizations all over the
provinee” . .

Like the other two
MLAs, Thomson will -
have to juggle the dual
roles of representing his
constituents in govern-
ment and representing
the government to his

" constituents:

“Yourarepresen- .
tative of the riding, but

you're also part of a pro-

viricial Liberal team,

80 you want to work as
agood effectiveteam |
mernber in helping move
the agenda forward,” said

. ‘Thomson,

“T'm justreally excit-
ed about getting in there,
meeting with my fellow
MLAs and cofleagues
and soxting Gut where
you can contribute and
getting to work.”

" q&im@j’m!qwmt;apwws.wm

. ueon,now working for -

Thormson,

*She's got lots of
experience, knows the _
files,” he said. *She

knows the process, so

particularly as a new
MLA, that’s going tobe
nvaluable.” .

. While some MLAs
find the travel demands
and time away from
home gruelling, Thom.
son figures he and his

family are well prepared.”

“Ir’s not dissimilar to
the schedule Twas keep-



