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Purpose 

To examine the nature of undue influence as a serious form of civic corruption, to assess the 

potential risks and preconditions for undue influence at city council tables across British 

Columbia, including our City of Port Moody, and to propose steps that can help to mitigate the 

risks. 

 

 

Executive Summary 
 

On the lecture circuit, Mark Twain liked to deadpan that “we’ve got the best government 

money can buy,” because listeners always got the point.  Is there truth to the old warning that, 

in democratic politics, money buys influence?   

The answer depends, but the underlying psychology is well understood. The mainspring of 

human collaboration is an evolved mechanism known as the “norm of reciprocity,” a powerful 

inborn sense of obligation to give help back to those who have given help to us. The norm is so 

emotionally compelling, according to social scientists, that feeling beholden and indebted 

toward others for their generosity tends also to produce an underlying discomfort and an 

increased willingness to comply with the other person’s future wishes as a means of 

rebalancing social obligations.   

Given this innate human drive, it would be entirely natural for candidates seeking city council 

positions to end up feeling grateful and beholden later, once they had voluntarily taken 

substantial campaign donations from individuals connected to the leaderships of companies – 

in our province, pre-eminently firms involved in real estate development – that might be 

looking for increased compliance toward their requests before Council, once these candidates 

got into office.    

While political contributions may be lawfully given and received today under B.C. election rules, 

the vigilant candidate is under no obligation to accept such gifts from individuals who could be 

seeking to curry favor for later, since, once elected, this can increase the official’s vulnerability 

to a form of civic corruption termed undue influence (known also as cronyism, bias, or 

favoritism).  

Undue influence is explicitly forbidden under both the Community Charter and our Council’s 

Code of Conduct, where this corruption is lumped together and easily confused with another 
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type of corruption, conflict-of-interest.  Whereas conflict-of-interest infractions usually aim to 

enrich the official, undue influence infractions usually aim to favor the private interests of the 

official’s donors and personal or business associates, in open-ended exchanges of mutual 

helpfulness that can gather momentum over the official’s years in office. 

Undue influence, a subtle and endemic problem in governance since ancient times, creates 

divided loyalty in public officials that compromises their exclusive focus on serving the public 

interest, sometimes tainting decisions of considerable consequence to the future of 

communities.   

Unlawful favoritism driven by campaign donor relationships has been difficult to prove in court 

and is often hard for earnest officials themselves to recognize clearly and guard against in their 

own motives. This report aims only to look at campaign donor patterns among Council 

members in order to decide whether we believe those patterns might possibly elevate the 

potential vulnerabilities and risks for undue influence, and if so, to suggest steps that might 

lower future risks.   

In doing this assessment, this report takes no formal position one way or the other as to 

whether any members of Port Moody’s City Council, in this term or previous ones, may have 

acted illegally or, more to the point, unethically in their conduct and decision-making under the 

undue influence of campaign donors or development industry associates.  Nothing in this report 

is intended to establish or imply a case for past impropriety or deliberate malfeasance on the 

part of any specific official, nor of any campaign donor. The statements herein are personal 

opinion in the context of the political milieu, and I believe all facts in this report to be true. 

The report is structured as follows.   

Sections I-II-III.  Why Being Beholden is Risky, Hard to Spot, and Can Impact Council (p.8)     

First, we’ll consider how undue influence works. The report outlines the ways in which 

donation-driven bias can undercut sound decision-making in governance by granting to donors 

advantaged access, by inclining decision-makers to bargain less vigorously on behalf of the 

public interest, and by predisposing decision-makers to go along with what the donor-linked 

business proponent is proposing. 

Section IV.  Getting Corporate Money Out of BC Politics – Are We Even Halfway There? (p.20)      

Next, we will examine the current B.C. rules and emerging practices in how leaders from the 

province’s development industry are funding municipal election campaigns.  The report finds 

that the province’s ban, in late 2017, forbidding corporations and unions in B.C. from making 

direct donations to mayoral and city council candidates, may have been less effective at 

shutting down potential inducements to undue influence than the ban’s framers intended.  The 

report observes how some persons linked to the development industry have apparently 
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reallocated their political donations, since the ban, into the channel designated as “individual” 

giving, which remains lawfully open to them.   

Thus, leaders of development firms, acting nominally now as unaffiliated individuals, still have 

ample leeway to dispense significant donations to as many council candidates in as many 

different B.C. municipalities as may interest them, even though the individuals doing this giving 

may not themselves reside and be qualified to vote in the electoral districts where their 

donations are influencing election outcomes.  To illustrate, the report provides two case 

examples from the 2014 and 2018 B.C. municipal elections, involving the development firms 

Marcon and Beedie. 

Section V. Donations to Port Moody Councillors – A Cause for Concern? (p.30)   Next the report 

investigates whether preconditions for the potential risk of undue influence regarding land 

development decisions exist at our own Council table, and if they do, then whether these risks 

seem sufficiently serious to warrant Council taking steps toward their mitigation by way of 

internal policy development.   

To shed light on these questions, the report examines all campaign donations lawfully given to 

the 8 candidates who got the most votes in the 2018 Port Moody municipal election.  These 

include our Council’s current seven members, plus Mr. Michael Clay, who was the city’s mayor 

at that time and the candidate who received, by far, the largest amount of campaign 

contributions.  Across the candidates studied, elementary Google searches online were 

conducted for every donor who gave $100 or more, checking for any notable affiliation they 

might have (by family connection, ownership, or managerial position/job) with B.C. real estate, 

property development, or construction interests. The report displays the possible company 

connections that emerged from these cursory searches as annotations to the donor list that 

each candidate filed with Elections BC (e.g., see this annotated excerpt from Table 4, Cllr. Diana 

Dilworth’s donor list).  
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Comparing donor lists side by side, the investigation uncovered a striking disparity between the 

donation patterns of two distinct groups of candidates in the 2018 race, the newcomers versus 

the long-time incumbents.   

The four candidates who were seeking Port Moody council seats for either the first or second 

time – Vagramov, Lubik, Madsen, Milani – took relatively little donation money from persons 

who could be linked to the development industry or local development interests: on average 

only 6% of this group’s campaign funding could be so linked.   

By contrast, the four incumbent politicians who had the longest tenure on Council appear to 

have financed their 2018 candidacies primarily through donations evidently linked to B.C.’s 

property development industry and local development interests. (Table 3 estimates the 

development-linked shares of their campaign war chests at 55% for Dilworth, 61% for Lahti, 

70% for Royer, and 74% for Clay).   

Many of the development firms linked to these donor funds have had substantial projects 

pending or underway in Port Moody, projects for which Council approvals might sooner or later 

be needed.  (See the complete annotated donor lists for these candidates in Tables 4, 5, 6, and 

7 – a series that starts on p.34.) 
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To repeat, giving and receiving such donations is entirely lawful today in B.C., and there is no 

implication here of illegal wrongdoing.  Whether or not it is ethical and prudent for elected 

officials to be financing their campaigns in this way, taking significant donations from persons 

probably affiliated with the very development ventures that might be seeking their favorable 

support at the council table, seems like a valid and important governance issue for the wider 

community to judge for itself, but this report asserts no position on the matter.   

It suffices for purposes here to note that financing council electoral campaigns with a high 

share of contributions from persons linked to local land-development interests would seem 

logically to elevate the potential risks of undue influence.  

In any case, such financing could conceivably shake public confidence in the perceived integrity 

and independence of Council decisions, running counter to our Council’s Code of Conduct 

(10:3): “Members are to be free from undue influence and not act or appear to act in order to 

gain financial or other benefits for themselves, family, friends, or associates, business or 

otherwise.”  This report recommends, therefore, that our Council should take immediate action 

to mitigate these risks and possible negative perceptions to the greatest extent possible.  

Section VI. Recommended Motions to Reduce the Risks of Undue Influence (p.40)             

Finally, this report outlines a broad framework for mitigating the risks of undue influence, both 

at our own Council table and potentially also, over time, in other municipalities across British 

Columbia. The steps suggested here would variously involve our Council, advocacy to the 

provincial administration and regional organizations of municipalities, and deepened 

engagement by our community and electors.   

Section VI concludes this report with proposed motions that could…  

✓ Raise community oversight about governance risks related to undue influence. 

 

✓ Heighten public transparency, community awareness, and vigilance on Council by 

introducing new council procedures that direct a public spotlight toward politicians’ 

donor ties and business affiliations at pertinent policy decision points. 

 

✓ Tighten donation rules.  Advocate to the provincial administration and legislature that 

donation guidelines be further tightened in various ways, such as setting more 

restrictive spending limits on donors who do not, themselves, reside and vote within the 

candidate’s municipality. 

 



  6 

✓ Explore public financing. Advocate to our provincial administration and to UBCM and 

LMLGA that British Columbia should institute public campaign financing for qualified 

candidates in upcoming municipal elections. 
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Discussion 

 

I. TO BE GRATEFUL IS HUMAN, TO BE BEHOLDEN INVITES RISK 

 

  

 

“Wow, thanks! I owe you.”   

We humans are social hominids.  Over the span of four and a half million years, our species’ 

stupendous success has depended upon a highly evolved instinct for intensive, cross-linked 

collaboration with one another.  For us, to network and align with others is not so much second 

nature, as first.  You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours. 

The underlying mainspring of our collaboration is a powerful inborn sense of obligation to give 

help back to those who have given help to us. The anthropologist Richard Leakey cited this trait 

as the evolutionary breakthrough that made all the rest of human civilization possible.   

While genuine feelings of thankfulness accompany this obligation to give back, so do feelings of 

discomfort: most of us consider it a burden to become too beholden to others, and our minds 

are always on the lookout for chances to rebalance our social obligations so that we can “call it 

even.”  

This innate proclivity to repay favors is what social scientists know as the norm of reciprocity, a 

phenomenon recognized among humanity’s few universal, iron-clad social imperatives. The 

urge to reciprocate nudges people to continue helping one another over time, to keep the 

wishes of others in mind, and to pursue the long game in open-ended cooperation.  The pull of 

this social mechanism is so intrinsic among normal humans that the handful of outcasts who 

don’t exhibit the trait are considered “moochers” and “welchers” at best, sociopaths at worst.   
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We Are Forever in Your Debt 

The mental mechanism that propels people to feel beholden to others can, of course, be 

manipulated.    It is effortlessly human to show gratitude in response to nice things done by 

others, and it is natural to feel the impulse to return a kindness with a kindness, even if those 

others are simply aiming to get on one’s good side.   

Since governance is, above all, concerned with deciding who in society gets what, when and 

how, inevitably many of the kindnesses and assists that politicians give and receive relate to 

money and profit for someone. This context tests character and ethics all around.  As Mark 

Hanna, the political fixer for U.S. President McKinley, quipped during the Gilded Age, “There are 

two things that are important in politics.  The first is money, and I don’t remember what the 

other one is.”   

Hanna was exaggerating since, then as now, most public officials most of the time rise above 

venality and attend to the public interest.  Still, there’s no getting around the democratic reality 

that, more often than not, the richest campaign donor lists and the biggest electoral war chests 

translate into the best electoral results.   

Thus, it is natural for candidates seeking city council positions to end up feeling beholden later, 

once they have voluntarily asked for, or gratefully accepted, the gift of significant campaign 

donations from individuals connected to the leaderships of companies – in our province, pre-

eminently real estate development firms – who will be seeking their compliance in land-use or 

other decisions, once they get into office.   

Should fostering beholden-ness to private interests among public servants worry us?  Yes, it 

should. This report examines why.   

 

Sure, It’s Legal.  Now What About Ethical?  And Who Gets to Decide?   

In the moral worlds of children (and some childlike adults), the guiding criterion as to what’s 

right or wrong behaviour is whether they’ll be caught and get punished for doing it. Grownups, 

on the other hand, understand that there are many things in life one can legally get away with, 

but that aren’t entirely ethical or are not the best things to be doing, considering one’s wider 

responsibilities.   

While it is unquestionably the candidate’s legal prerogative to pursue campaign donations from 

individuals who have ties to business interests and are probably currying favor for later, and 
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while it is likewise legally permitted for B.C. businesspersons, presenting themselves as non-

corporate “individuals,” to spread around cash donations that may ultimately make elected 

councillors feel more beholden to them, the vigilant candidate is under no obligation to accept 

such support.  

Bankrolling one’s political career too heavily with what amounts to real estate developers’ 

money is a choice, not an inevitability.  However huffily candidates may protest their own 

perfect immunity from donor influence, we believe the fact that some may be gathering such 

donations raises fair questions – perhaps not so much about their good intentions as about 

their practical sense and ethical discretion – that ultimately fall to their elective constituencies 

to monitor, to question, and to judge.   

 

Representing the Little Fellow in B.C. when the Big Fellow Pays the Tab 

The yawning gap between what’s legal to do versus what’s wise and prudent conduct for 

politicians in British Columbia has dismayed many observers, including some who have, 

themselves, been mired in the province’s political money mill.   

Martyn Brown worked as the long-time chief of staff to Gordon Campbell, who was mayor of 

Vancouver in the late Eighties, led the BC Liberals from 1993 to 2011, and served three terms as 

the province’s premier.  Over a long career at Campbell’s side, Brown saw first-hand how the 

Liberal party in power had cultivated a rapacious pay-to-play system that he came to question.   

Upon retiring from politics, Brown laid out a strong case for reform of campaign finance rules, 

starting from the observations that, in British Columbia, “large donors have too much influence 

on government,” “the current system is coercive” and “lacks transparency,” and counting on 

narrowly framed conflict-of-interest laws to contain the province’s sprawling donations-for-

influence system “is ethically blind.”  

Writing in The Straight in 2017, Brown put the matter starkly: “I do not mean to point fingers at 

anyone, or to suggest that anyone is now acting in any way that is legally inappropriate. Rather 

it is what is unethical, and likely totally legal today, that concerns me.”   

This report looks at the perils of becoming beholden to private interests in municipal 

governance, and it identifies constructive steps that Port Moody’s City Council – and ideally 

other councils across the province as well – can be taking to keep the risks in check.   

As the political analyst and ex-official Robert Reich summed up the challenge, “It is difficult to 

represent the little fellow when the big fellow pays the tab.”  There’s an ancient saying that 

remains in wide use today, and for good reason: everyone grasps that, in most realms of life, he 
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who pays the piper calls the tune.  Feeling too beholden to powerful private business interests 

of any kind is a grave concern for public officials – and for the communities who depend upon 

their sound judgment – because this circumstance can, all too easily, lead to a fundamental 

form of civic corruption described variously as undue influence, bias and partiality, playing 

favourites, or cronyism. (This report uses such terms interchangeably.) 

 

Undue Influence Is About More than Conflict of Interest 

Undue influence is a distinct mode of corruption that is propelled, in part, by beholden-ness 

toward campaign donors.  This behaviour is explicitly called out and forbidden by the City of 

Port Moody Council Code of Conduct: 

Section 10.3: Members are to be free from undue influence and not act or appear to act 

in order to gain financial or other benefits for themselves, family, friends, or associates, 

business or otherwise. 

It is easy to confuse undue influence with conflict-of-interest as forms of corruption, and even 

our Code of Conduct merges prohibitions against both forms in the framing above.  Indeed, in 

the Charter and court discussions that interpret its rules, undue influence tends to be 

confusingly lumped in under the broad classification of “conflict of interest.”   

In actuality, undue influence, in the usage intended here, is distinct from conflict-of-interest 

and operates mostly outside the established legal guidelines that constrain interest-conflict 

behaviour.   

Here is the basic difference:  

 

Where such crony favoritism is afoot, officials deploy their entrusted power of decision to yield 

more favorable outcomes for selected businesses or other interests within their network to 

which they may feel partial or beholden, often through the agency of friendly personal 
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connections with the leaders of those businesses, and especially with those who may have 

bankrolled their election campaigns in the past.   

The essential problem with undue influence is that, just as bribery and conflicts of interest do, it 

infects public decision-making with divided loyalty that favors private interests.  Public office is 

a trust conferred by public authority to pursue the greatest public good for the community’s 

benefit, and this trust starts “from the moral principle, long embodied in our jurisprudence, 

that no man can serve two masters” (Schlenker v. Torgrimson 2013 BCCA 9).  Indeed, say our 

courts, the very purpose of putting anti-corruption guardrails into place “is to prevent elected 

officials from having divided loyalties in deciding how to spend the public’s money”; or, for that 

matter, in deciding how to allocate other public goods, such as changes to the official 

community plan, lucrative zoning variances, developer fee waivers, and so on.   

Any divided loyalties arising from beholden relationships can drive bias and undue influence in 

momentous civic decisions where serving the highest and broadest community interest should 

be the elected official’s exclusive priority.   

Why the courts stumble in regulating undue influence.  Though recognized worldwide as a 

major hindrance to good governance, undue influence is regulated only weakly today by 

criminal standards and remedies in British Columbia.  When cases of council behaviour that 

smack of undue influence come before provincial courts, judges struggle to apply standards 

that legislators put into place to spot a different form of municipal corruption, conflict of 

interest – the standard there being whether a councillor has engaged in council decisions where 

he stood personally to gain – to situations of crony favoritism where no explicit future 

pecuniary benefit to the councillor can be identified as the motivation.   

In the much-watched Langley Township Council case of Allan v. Froese (2021 BCSC 28), for 

example, the presiding judge ended up throwing up his hands and dismissing the case for lack 

of convincing evidence that the council members in question had anything still to gain by 

moving quickly to greenlight the projects of land developers who, just weeks before, had 

handed them substantial campaign contributions.  Since the donor cash was already in hand, 

where, asked the judge, was the quid pro quo or further payback for the greenlighting?    

Campaign Donations Follow the Altruistic Theatre of Gifting. From the perspective of social 

psychology, campaign donations operate more like voluntary gifts than like business 

arrangements or bribes.   As we all know from trading gifts back and forth among friends, it is in 

the special nature of gifting to be open-ended and, in the spirit of friendship-building, to be 

ongoing over time.  Gift-givers make a show of offering their gifts freely, with flowing largesse 

and usually without conditions.   
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Because gifts often take the appearance of altruism and because expectations for any payback 

down the road are kept loose and unspecified, evolutionary biologists studying our species have 

given this kind of tit-for-tat gifting process a technical name, deferred return altruism. We 

humans aren’t the only creatures to build such webs of future-oriented reciprocal exchange 

and indebtedness, but we are by far the most sophisticated at playing the game. More to the 

point, this skill is a virtual trademark for politicians as a professional class. 

Most Gifting is Prohibited… Except Campaign Donations.  We all understand just how 

persuasive the obligations arising from gifting can be, and how dangerous they can be to 

unbiased governance.  Except in special cases of official protocol, the Charter and most city 

conduct codes explicitly prohibit councillors from collecting gifts, outside fees, or other 

personal “gratuities and blandishments” while in office, with the reasoning that such incentives 

could engender divided loyalties, trigger an interest conflict, or even become the substance of a 

bribe.   

Election campaign donations are an exception to this rule.  Concerned to preserve the right of 

individuals to make campaign donations as a mode of free speech essential to electoral 

democracy, the courts have put campaign contributions into a special, protected class of gift 

whose receipt does not, in itself, qualify as a conflict of interest. In a much-cited decision (King 

v. Nanaimo (City), 2001 BCCA 610), a B.C. appellate court held explicitly that campaign 

contributions alone cannot establish a public official’s “pecuniary interest in a matter” before 

council.  Evidence of divided loyalty requires, said the judge, “something more,” meaning some 

additional quid pro quo or prospect of future pecuniary gain beyond just the donation itself.   

And there you see the court’s dilemma in regulating donation-triggered rounds of open-ended 

favoritism.  In the very nature of these loosely framed gift-like exchanges of value, nailing down 

that “something more” in the courtroom has proved elusive.  As Dr. Iain McMenamin, a political 

scientist and expert student of civic corruption, has observed, attempting to frame undue 

influence by the narrow standards of conflict of interest enables donation-based reciprocity 

exchanges to fly almost completely below the judicial radar: “A legalistic definition of 

corruption [as bribery or conflict of interest] protects the corrupt [money for influence] system 

by exonerating reciprocal exchanges as uncorrupt.”   
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The Antidote to Undue Influence Isn’t in the Criminal Codes  

– It’s in our Democracy & Ourselves  

Rather than through the criminal code, both the courts and many experts in corruption control 

suggest that cronyism by elected officials is most effectively kept in check by installing stronger 

guardrails and greater transparency in the democratic process.   

In the rest of this report, we will be considering the case for strengthened guardrails to lower 

the risks of donor-crony favoritism in the municipal politics of British Columbia.  This report will 

examine the effectiveness of certain components that are already in place and consider 

additional steps that might be taken at the municipal and provincial levels.  A comprehensive 

approach might bring together 5 elements: 

   

A. Raise community oversight and increase awareness of potential problems related to 

undue influence.  

 

B. Heighten public transparency and community awareness by introducing new council 

procedures that direct a public spotlight toward politicians’ donor ties and business 

affiliations at pertinent policy decision points. 

 

C. Tighten donation guidelines, which might include: 

a. Introducing provincial campaign finance guidelines that restrict or completely 

ban the giving of campaign donations by companies and their executives. 

b. Setting more restrictive spending limits on donors who do not, themselves, reside 

and vote within the candidate’s municipality. 

c. Limiting further the amount that individual donors may give to a municipal 

candidate. 

 

D. Advocate for public financing of municipal election campaigns - Supplant private 

campaign donations, in whole or part, with public financing to safeguard the 

independence of public officials.  

 

In addition to such improved guardrails and transparency, elected municipal officials also have 

full agency to stop the risks of undue influence where these typically start – in how they choose 

to fund their own election campaigns.  Candidates can simply start saying no on principle to the 

acceptance of campaign donations that would leave them beholden to companies which are 

likely, over the years ahead, to have business requests coming before their city council.   
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Again, not everything that might be legally ok to do is always ethical or wise for public officials 

to be doing. To make yourself beholden to business players who may later seek your 

compliance in office is to insert your head into the jaws of an inevitable dilemma, the awkward 

trade-off of divided loyalties.  Yes, you might possibly be able to extricate yourself with your 

ethics intact when you come to that crunch point, but the urge to somehow pay back the 

helpfulness of financial supporters is so instinctively hardwired into our behavioural impulses as 

human beings, why lean into that risk? 

This civic challenge has been around since ancient times.  “We’ve got the best government 

money can buy” was Mark Twain’s standing joke on the world lecture circuit, because every 

audience knew the score; and in every country and every language, Twain could count on them 

grasping, with a twinge, that the corruptive risks of undue influence are real, and no laughing 

matter. 

 

II. I’M OK, YOU’RE OK – THIS IS ABOUT REDUCING FUTURE RISK,                

NOT MIND-READING THE PAST 

Before going further, we want to underline that this report focuses on identifying and 

understanding factors that can increase the risk of undue influence, and on proposing steps 

that might help to mitigate those risks from this day forward.   

This analysis takes no formal position one way or the other as to whether any members of Port 

Moody’s City Council, in this term or previous ones, may have acted illegally or, more to the 

point, unethically in their conduct and decision-making under the undue influence of campaign 

donors or industry associates.  Nothing in this report is intended to establish or imply a case for 

past impropriety or deliberate malfeasance on the part of any particular official, nor of any 

campaign donor. The statements herein are personal opinion in the context of the political 

milieu, and I believe all facts in this report to be true. 

This is not to suggest that others should suspend judgment.  Whereas this report will remain 

studiously silent on the question, every citizen is fully entitled – indeed, as an elector, is called – 

to reach their own inferences and ethical judgments from observing how politicians have 

chosen to bankroll their campaigns and then conduct themselves in office.  Simple observation 

of council behaviour and common sense would probably suggest to many of us that bias toward 
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donors might very well have been at play in some past deliberations by some mayors and 

councillors over the years.   

Even so, suspicion is not certainty.  For one thing, money doesn’t always buy influence: studies 

suggest it often matters but the effect can be inconsistent. What’s more, psychologists have 

found that people can vary, to at least some extent, in their baseline susceptibility to such 

pressures.  Also, social scientists come to appreciate that human motivation in decision-making 

is ordinarily so complex and opaque that attributing primary intent to any single factor, such as 

beholden-ness to business interests, is hard to do in any but the most brazen cases, which are 

rare.   

Even public officials may not always be aware when they’re deciding under influence.  Making 

matters even murkier, research has also shown that many people are prone to underestimate 

their own susceptibility to psychologically manipulative forces, such as reciprocity pressures, 

even when their guard is up. 

This is a long-studied phenomenon in social psychology. Dr. Robert Levine opens his survey of 

influence research, The Power of Persuasion: How We’re Bought and Sold, with a first chapter 

devoted to “The Illusion of Invulnerability – Or, How Can Everyone Be Less Gullible Than 

Everyone Else?” Levine’s study shows how people tend to imagine that they are savvier, more 

disciplined, and more resistant to psychological influence pressures than others would be, and 

to presume they’re safer and more insulated from influence risks, whereas in actuality most are 

not.   

Among other things, the illusion of invulnerability suggests that not even well-meaning elected 

officials themselves can be entirely certain to what extent their donor ties may have altered 

their negotiating behaviours and decision choices in the past or might affect their choices in the 

future.  No wonder this subtle and slippery form of civic corruption can be so pervasive and 

hard to regulate: any official can flatly deny, to themselves and to others, that personal 

affinities and beholden-ness played any part in their actions while in office, and in most cases 

nobody else can definitively prove them wrong.  (The B.C. courts leave some wiggle room for 

citizens to find, in an official’s behaviour, a “reasonable apprehension of bias,” but in practice 

this legal test has been difficult to apply with much rigor or success.) 

Keeping all of this in mind, this report proceeds from the positive premise that, whatever their 

actual vulnerabilities might be, most elected city officials bring the best of intentions to their 

jobs, seeking to do the right thing, to stay impartial, and to apply a high ethical standard to their 

civic decisions. Yet despite this, because politicians are humans too, the psychological squeeze 

of beholden-ness does not evaporate simply because donation recipients wish it would or 
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pretend it does.  Instead of leaving a risky situation to wishful thinking and pretence, this report 

proposes concrete actions that could help.   

 

III. HOW DONOR-CRONYISM CAN INFLUENCE POLITICAL ACCESS, 

NEGOTIATION, AND COMPLIANCE 

How money from big campaign contributors alters legislative decision-making has been 

extensively studied and well understood for decades (arguably, for millennia, considering that 

reports of private wealth corrupting government decisions go all the way back, in the historical 

record, to ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome).   

Since most city councillors, like legislators at other levels, are perfectly honorable public 

servants who would never stoop to quid-pro-quo corruption of any kind, the dynamics of undue 

influence tend to be far more subtle, obliquely tilting the official’s perspective toward an acute 

appreciation of the donor’s interests and point of view, sometimes to a degree that clouds or 

serves to rationalize away a proper focus on the broader public interest.   

Summarizing an extensive overview of influence research conducted by herself and by other 

academics, Dr. Lynda Powell uncovered “a range of behaviors in which the legislator, 

consciously or unconsciously, prioritizes the interests of donors over those of constituents.”  

One thinks back to an observation by the late U.S. Senator John McCain that could apply just as 

well to officials working today in B.C. at the municipal level as well: 

“I do not believe that any of us privileged enough to serve in this body would ever 

automatically do the bidding of those who give. I do not believe that contributions are 

corrupting in that manner. But I do believe they buy access. I do believe they distort the 

system.” 

Based on what is known about the dynamics of undue influence elsewhere, as well as what 

many council members will have have observed during their own years serving in city 

government, one can identify three primary concerns and possible risks: 

 

1) ACCESS. Donor relationships can confer preferential access to public officials.  

Considerable research confirms that, once their candidates have entered office, campaign 

contributors frequently receive extra opportunities in more effective settings to lobby and 

persuade them – to charm and ingratiate, to wine and dine, to work through and pre-

negotiate points of objection, to obtain interpersonal alignment, and to firm up implicit pre-

commitments of position with officials prior to formal legislative decisions.   
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Having observed politics-as-usual firsthand and across several decades, in 2017 Martyn 

Brown had this to say about how money buys access in B.C. politics, which he recounted in 

the course of an eloquent case for campaign finance reform in the province: 

 

“It all raises the question of whether… unrestricted reliance on large donors leaves 

[politicians] open to undue access and influence that is at least suspect and troubling.   

Ya think?  

  

Big money does buy ready access to those in power, if only indirectly. It buys the 

prospect of ongoing relationships with decision-makers who are in positions to benefit, 

harm, prioritize, or neglect the interests of those giving that money… It buys open ears 

and receptive hearts that flutter with gratitude for those who “care enough” to give… 

 

To be clear, in all of my years at the center of power, no one ever asked me for, or 

received, any special consideration for their company or enterprise in return for their 

contributions…Those beneficiaries all knew, as their political beneficiaries all did and do, 

that big money speaks for itself – silently and effectively.   

 

…[What] large donors in the real estate and development communities… learned, time 

and again, was that money certainly doesn’t always buy the love they might have hoped 

and prayed it would.  It just mostly does.” 

 

2) NEGOTIATION. Predisposition toward donors can reduce one’s willingness to bargain as 

hard.  Real estate development proposals and other important community decisions are 

seldom simple yes/no propositions for councils to vote up or down.  In some ways, the final 

votes are the least of it, and often end up piling up big Yes majorities that, unless you knew 

better, might spuriously suggest that the project had presented few impediments and been 

a slam-dunk for our community.   

 

Over the course of early input sessions and multiple readings, a council often becomes 

actively involved in negotiating with a project applicant, pushing for additional developer 

commitments and amenities that address community concerns or deliver more benefits to 

the city at large.  It is this extended process where being compromised by donor-beholden-

ness toward the applicant can stir up divided loyalties that sap willingness to bargain as 

hard or defend as vigorously the wider community’s interests, particularly the interests of 
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those neighbourhood residents who are not getting any upside as direct project 

participants.  The beholden councillor may be: 

 

✓ Less inclined to push the applicant to an uncomfortable, confrontational point. 

✓ Less prone to question applicant positioning, claims and characterization of facts. 

✓ More inclined to conclude negotiations and approve the deal early in the reading 

process, settling for what the developer initially has on offer. 

✓ More prone to jump in and defend the developer, sometimes criticizing other 

council members for being “unfair” and “unreasonable” in their demands, or for 

“dragging out” deliberation or prolonging final approval. 

In sum, the councillor’s empathy may be inclined to tilt more toward the viewpoint of their 

campaign supporter sitting across the table.  In shoring up personal bonds and loyalties, 

they may inadvertently find themselves implicitly pulling for the other side; the essence of 

divided loyalty. 

 

3) COMPLIANCE.  Being beholden to donors may increase the risk of favoring the private 

interests of those donors.  A huge body of research in social psychology, extending back 

over half a century, has demonstrated repeatedly how, across a wide variety of decision 

contexts, giving gifts and doing favours for people tends to increase their willingness to 

reciprocate favorably toward the giver and to comply more readily with what the giver may 

want in turn, down the road.  As persuasion expert Dr. Robert Cialdini has emphasized,  

 

One of the reasons reciprocation can be used so effectively as a device for gaining 

another’s compliance is its power. The rule possesses awesome strength, often 

producing a ‘yes’ response to a request that, except for an existing feeling of 

indebtedness, would have surely been refused. 

 

This gives us reason to worry that, other things being equal, when candidates receive 

financial support from persons pursuing development interests in their community, these 

city officials, once elected, will bring with them a sense of beholden gratitude and a wish to 

somehow make good on the support they’ve received.   

 

That said, while the pull of reciprocal obligation may be intense, this does not mean that 

decision-makers can never summon the strength to resist this instinct when the moment 

truly demands it. Mature humans do develop skills at saying no graciously but firmly if they 

put their minds to it, even if letting down allies and supporters seldom feels comfortable.   
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Public officials who have taken on donor beholden ties to certain business interests can put 

measures into place that help to strengthen their own resolve at key decision points by 

inviting heightened scrutiny, full public transparency of personal affiliative ties, and a 

brighter focus on the wider public’s interests and concerns. The formal process of public 

hearings, for example, serves this function to some extent.  In Section VI, this report 

recommends a set of further procedural improvements for increased public transparency 

and councillor accountability that put council members and their constituents on 

heightened alert about potential donor influence at key decision points.   

 

Of course, as noted earlier, the easiest and most effective way to resist the pull of beholden 

obligations to business interests who will be bringing requests to council is for each 

councillor to prudently anticipate and avoid such pressures from the start.   

 

 

IV. GETTING CORPORATE MONEY OUT OF B.C. POLITICS                                                   

– ARE WE EVEN HALFWAY THERE?  

 

Corporate Donors May Seem Locked Out, But Are Getting Back into the Kitchen Another Way 

Undue influence arising from campaign contributions may make for nice social theory, but how 

big a deal, really, is this for our city, our province, and our democratic institutions?  Am I making 

a mountain out of a molehill here?   

If only.  According to a United Nations task force on civic corruption, governments across more 

than forty percent of all countries around the world have struggled to tighten their campaign 

finance laws in strenuous efforts to curb the corrupting potency of campaign contributions. 

(The United States has tilted in exactly the opposite direction, since the notorious Citizens 

United court decision, with dire and deepening consequences for the “world’s greatest 

democracy.”)  

Beyond a doubt, donor-driven cronyism poses a mountain of risk to good decision-making for 

representative government everywhere and at every level. In British Columbia, the risk of 

influence-money emanates pre-eminently from our region’s wealthiest and most aggressive 

sector, the real estate development industry.   

We are hardly alone: by early 2017, the provinces of Ontario, Quebec, and Alberta had all 

confronted much the same problem and taken steps to ban campaign donations from 
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corporations and unions while capping individual donations.  (Canada’s federal election laws 

had also, since 2015, imposed limits on donations to parties and candidates.) 

The BC Liberals ruling Victoria for years had balked at following suit, and it’s no mystery why: 

writing in spring 2017, the Vancouver Sun reported that their fifty largest donors over the 

preceding decade had handed the Liberals a staggering sum, roughly $30 million, with more 

than $100 million having been collected from donors overall: 

The largest group by far among top donors to the Liberals are property developers: 21 

are in the top 50.  These developers include the Aquilini family, … the Adera Group 

…started by Ken Mahon; Wesbild…; and Peter Wall and nephew Bruno Wall…who own 

and manage Wall Financial Corp… The top 50 list also includes Polygon, Concord Pacific, 

the Beedie Group, Onni, the Redekops, the Ilichs and the Bosas. 

Possibly concerned about optics, some developers were fond of distributing campaign money 

under a multiplicity of company shell identities: 

Ken Mahon, the founder of Adera, for example, gave under more than 30 different 

companies, often with very different names such as K&T Properties, Cartier Investments, 

Terrapin Mortgage Investments and Drifter Enterprises.  The Aquilinis gave under 24 

companies and individuals, Wesbild under 16, and the Beedie Group under 10.  Some 

companies, such as Polygon Homes, owned by Michael Audain, also gave under 

numbered companies. 

While big donors like to claim they’re backing those parties and candidates who most closely 

share their political philosophy – not simply buying influence – the Sun reports that 29 of the 

Liberals’ top 50 corporate sponsors abruptly increased their donations to the rival NDP as soon 

as the New Democrats looked as though they might stand a chance of unseating Christy Clark’s 

Liberals in the 2013 provincial race.  As the Liberals’ ouster looked even more imminent four 

years later, large donors shifted toward a straddled stance, funneling funds to both parties but 

now mostly favoring the likely winner, the NDP.   

 

News of Big Money’s Demise Has Been Greatly Exaggerated 

In taking over the provincial reins from the BC Liberals in 2017, the NDP administration led by 

Premier John Horgan spotlighted the threat of civic corruption from campaign money as a huge 

governance concern for B.C.  Horgan’s government has since taken some dramatic, if 

incomplete, steps to address the problem.   
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 “People should power our politics, not big money,” insists the province’s public website today, 

“…our democracy shouldn’t be undermined by deep-pocketed special interests.” The current 

administration has made much of proclaiming, New Government Ends Era of Big Money in 

Politics.   

Regrettably, to echo Twain again, the news of Big Money’s demise has been greatly 

exaggerated. It is certainly true that the Horgan administration has taken meaningful steps in 

the right direction. Since November 2017, regulators have installed a complete ban on 

campaign donations coming directly from corporations, unions, and other business 

organizations, and the new rules do not allow them to reimburse their employees or others for 

making individual-level donations.   

This makes a great start on the problem, but a poor finish.  While the ban on direct corporate 

money has made a noticeable dent, unfortunately this attempt to close off the influence 

firehose has been unable to prevent persons plainly affiliated with business interests from using 

the “individual”-level allowance to keep channeling campaign money to candidates.   

“Money in politics is like ants in your kitchen,” warned a seasoned politician some time ago, “If 

you don’t close all the holes, money will find a way in.  And once money is in the system, it 

tends to corrupt politics in subtle and gross ways that laws simply cannot control.”  Despite 

Horgan’s best intentions and new strictures, money from the real estate development industry 

has continued to find its way into the campaign war chests of municipal candidates in the form 

of “individual” donations. 

 

Individual Donations are Protected Political Speech for Local Electors 

As noted earlier, in defence of B.C.’s electoral system, the courts have made a point of keeping 

this ant hole open, affirming the validity of individual donations because, quoting the judge’s 

holding in Allan v. Froese, “…electors have a democratic right to make campaign contributions 

to a candidate they believe will support policies or platforms they wish to see enacted or 

undertaken.” 

In municipal elections, in other words, the democratic principle is that a local resident should be 

allowed to vote for their local representation in city hall, for which they are allotted just one 

ballot to submit within the designated voting district where they reside; and if they want, they 

may also donate to support the campaign of their chosen candidate.   

The catch here is that not all those donating to local elections are, in fact, local electors.  Under 

current rules, any Canadian citizen or permanent resident who maintains a legal residence 
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anywhere in British Columbia may donate to the campaign of any candidate running in any 

municipality within the province.  This leaves open a donation loophole big enough to drive an 

eighteen-wheeler through, loaded with cash.   

 

Are Corporate-Linked Outsiders Still the Loudest Voices in the Room?  The Case of Marcon 

Taking advantage of the rules are corporately-motivated individuals – often, company leaders – 

who reside elsewhere in B.C. and are, under the current rules, perfectly free to pump campaign 

money validly into the coffers of an unlimited number of candidates running in an unlimited 

number of municipalities across the province. In this way, they can reach into those localities to 

influence the political makeup and policy outcomes of multiple cities in corners of British 

Columbia where they would, as individuals, otherwise have no standing to have a say or to cast 

a vote.  Thus, this gateway remains wide-open to the “deep-pocketed special interests” that the 

provincial administration claims to have banned.   

To get a sense of the emerging practice, see Table 1.  Marcon Developments is a well respected, 

major player in regional construction and property development that has multiple projects in 

concept or underway in the TriCities, as in other locations across the lower mainland.  As a 

company, Marcon was founded, and is privately owned and managed, by members of the 

Paolella family.  

For some time, Marcon has been a campaign donor to politicians in the places where the firm 

might have reason to seek municipal cooperation.  In the 2014 municipal elections, for 

example, Elections BC listed the donor “Marcon Corporation” as having spread more than 

$33,000 across 17 candidates running primarily in Langley and Coquitlam, two cities where it 

had major building proposals in the pipeline.  (Marcon’s headquarters is in Langley.) 

Four years later, in the 2018 election season, donations designated as coming from either 

Marcon or individual Paolella family members reportedly totalled $21,100.  This time around, 

the cash was lawfully doled out among mayors and council members in Langley, Coquitlam, and 

– in what appears to have been a new, third political focus – Port Moody, a city where the firm 

subsequently introduced significant project proposals requiring council approval. 
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Just days before the total ban on corporate donations came into effect for the 2018 election 

season, the “Marcon St George Ltd Partnership” donated $3000 toward the re-election 

campaign of Port Moody’s then-Mayor Michael Clay.  According to Elections BC filings, after the 

ban went into effect Paolella family members (reported as donating under the names Nic, 
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Nicholas, Mark Steven, Michael, and Marco) continued contributing through lawful individual 

donations that were mostly set at, or near, the allowed maximum amount (in the 2018 election, 

$1200) and directed to a set of 18 beneficiaries.  

These included six candidates in the Port Moody race: Michael Clay (again), Meghan Lahti, 

Diana Dilworth, Zoe Royer, Barbara Junker, and Stirling Ward.  (As it turned out, residents 

declined to elect Clay, Junker, or Ward, but did re-elect Lahti, Dilworth, and Royer.) 

 

A Beedie Eye on Candidates 

Marcon does not stand out: leaders of other regional developers likewise seem to have become  

active in making individual-level donations under their own names since the corporate ban 

came into place (and in some cases, of course, before as well).  Let’s look at another example.   

The Beedie organization is a regional powerhouse in property development, and the Beedie 

family and its related corporate entities have maintained vigorous programs of campaign 

support, presumably for candidates who share their pro-build outlook and who, if elected, may 

be more likely to support their projects.  Over the 2014 and 2018 municipal election cycles, 

Beedie contributions totalled more than $169,000, benefiting a wide array of candidates across 

ten municipalities in the lower mainland, from Vancouver to Langley.  See Table 2.   

During the 2014 election and up until the start date of the ban on corporate donations in 

November 2017, nearly all donations by Beedie were designated as “corporate” in nature, 

being awarded variously by such entities as Beedie Development, Kebet Holdings, Kery 

Ventures, Beedie Investments, and Beedie Group.  Just days ahead of the corporate ban in 

2017, Kebet Holdings, for example, donated $10,000 toward the election of Port Coquitlam’s 

mayor-to-be, Brad West, and $25,000 to the slate organization of Delta mayor George Harvie. 

From the date of the corporate ban onward, however, three Beedie family members – Ryan, 

Cynthia, and Elizabeth – leveraged their right to distribute individual-level donations, 

transferring as many as 37 such contributions totalling more than $42,000 to municipal 

candidates or political organizations spread across numerous targeted cities in B.C.   

For the 2018 elections in the case of Coquitlam, for example, where Beedie Development 

would eventually be seeking Council approval of the singularly massive, 5,500-unit Fraser Mills 

project, the firm’s president Ryan Beedie reportedly made personal donations at or near the 

allowable maximum to five of the city’s nine members of council. (Note that Beedie-related  

entities had also made sizable donations to nearly all Coquitlam council members during the 

2014 elections.)  
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In Port Moody, where Beedie Development has had big plans for its properties in the Moody 

Centre TOD neighbourhood, Beedie Investments stepped up early to back Mike Clay’s 

(ultimately, failed) re-election bid in 2018; then, after the corporate donations ban took effect, 

Ryan Beedie issued individual donations under his own name to support the successful re-

election of councillor Diana Dilworth and the (failed) candidacy of Stirling Ward. 

Nobody except the parties involved can say with any certainty, of course, what specific motives 

or strategy may have been guiding campaign donations made by the Paolella and Beedie clans 

and their corporate teams, for whom, it should be noted, both generous philanthropy and civic 

engagement have been hallmarks. There is, in principle, a laudable aspect to getting involved in 

the democratic electoral process.  In any case, as we’ve said before, such donations follow the 

letter of the law, and are completely permissible for the donors to be offering, for any stated or 

unstated legitimate purpose, to municipal candidates that interest them (or that may have 

actively solicited their support).   

That said, in the view of this observer, when campaign giving is conducted on such a region-

wide scale and is targeted to such a multiplicity of candidates, nominally “individual” giving of 

this sort resembles less the intended democratic function of the ordinary elector contributing 

some money in enthusiastic support of their favorite candidate in the local race, and resembles 

more a systematic spending juggernaut to generate a broad network of potentially beholden 

council connections across the region’s governmental landscape.   

 

If All This Money Isn’t Building Influence? 

The political scientist Iain McMenamin asked the obvious question after examining the 

campaign donation system in Australia, which resembles ours in B.C., “Why donate, if not to 

influence?... If all this money isn’t buying policy, what’s going on?”  Looking at the donations 

scene in the U.S., two other analysts, Hacker & Loewentheil, concluded, as if in reply: 

“Sometimes political convictions are at play. But far more so than small-scale donors, the 

biggest spenders are investing in favorable policy outcomes. Money doesn’t just give big 

spenders the chance to express a view or support a candidate; it gives them leverage to 

reshape the economy in their favor.”   

In British Columbia, money can big donors the chance to reshape local communities profitably 

in their favor as well.  In 2019, the Council of the District of North Vancouver debated 

improvements to their Council Code of Conduct intended to increase donor transparency 

considering concerns about undue influence from developers at their council table. In the 

report that triggered these changes, Councillor Jim Hanson expressed for his community what 

could also be said for other cities: 
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Decisions on development applications have a profound influence, for better or for 

worse, on the way of life of voters in North Vancouver District. Increased population 

density influences not only housing realities, and the potential for development 

companies to earn profits, but also the efficiency of our transportation networks, access 

to needed medical and other services, access to parks and recreational amenities, 

retention of green space, air quality, noise levels, and more generally the overall 

experience of living in North Vancouver District. By approving development applications, 

we literally change our community. As locally elected representatives of our community, 

we must be open and honest about our motivations. 

 

When It Comes to Donor Power, Sometimes Less is More 

At least Victoria has tightened the reins on individual donations, with maximum gifts per 

candidate for the 2022 municipal elections being capped at $1250 (the caps gradually increase 

over time, from one municipal election to the next).   

You could imagine that this cap would be disagreeable to corporations that were in the practice 

of doling out many times that much cash to prospective allies, but it turns out that the new 

donation limits can have the unintended effect of deconcentrating strategic investments in 

council favour by the “individual donors” who happen to be involved in corporate leadership, 

thereby potentially enabling those leaders who might be in search of influence to improve 

overall cost-effectiveness and reallocate their investments in order to spread influence more 

widely.   

The surprising secret about our species’ inborn beholden-ness mechanism is that even smaller-

gauge kindnesses – such as a property developer taking a candidate out to dinner as a nominal 

gesture of friendship, or singling out a councillor for praise in the press, or donating just a few 

hundred bucks to their campaign at a time when the candidate is short on finances – can trigger 

a politician’s gratitude and inborn beholden reflex, yielding benefits that can be outsized in the 

developer’s favor, can have consequences valued in the millions of dollars, and can continue to 

tilt subsequent decisions toward the befriended developer over many years to come.   

In Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, his landmark study of psychological manipulation 

techniques, Dr. Robert Cialdini explains how reciprocity cycles so easily enable disproportionate 

paybacks from modest initial gestures. Cialdini specifically calls out political campaign donations 

as an arena where such reciprocity games are at play: 

A favor is to be met with another favor; it is not to be met with neglect, and certainly not 

with attack.  But within the similar-action boundaries, considerable flexibility is allowed. 
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A small initial favor can produce a sense of obligation to agree to a substantially larger 

return favor. 

… We can see the recognized strength of the reciprocity rule in the desire of corporations 

and individuals to provide judicial and legislative officials with gifts and favors, and in 

the series of legal restrictions against such gifts and favors. Even with legitimate political 

contributions, the stockpiling of obligations often underlies the stated purpose of 

supporting a favorite candidate.  

Hence, given the psychodynamic of reciprocity, smaller donations meeting lower caps can, in 

many cases, deliver as much politician responsiveness as larger donations used to, but for less 

out-of-pocket to the individuals paying for them.  

And there’s also another thing that businesses seeking political influence appreciate about the 

province’s imposition of firm spending caps.  As Martyn Brown has pointed out, low caps mean 

aggressive politicians and parties can no longer shake them down to kick in more and more 

cash. (Presumably that’s what Brown meant by calling the prior system under the BC Liberals 

“coercive” – seeing as reportedly that administration had made cash-for-access events 

something of a specialty.)  In effect, the per-capita cost to obtain influence with elected officials 

has gone down under B.C.’s new donation caps without necessarily reducing the potent 

beholden-ness and friendly affinity that a campaign donation – pretty much any substantial 

donation – tends to trigger.    

That said, there is no doubting that the province’s lowered individual donation caps plus the 

ban on direct corporate donations have, together, taken a real bite out of money-for-influence 

economics.  In our own political neighbourhood, as the TriCity News reported, during the first 

election cycle where the new limits came into effect, tighter strictures “resulted in a sharp 

decrease in Tri-City candidate donations and spending in the 2018 elections.”   

That signals progress, but perhaps not as much as the Horgan administration hoped for: 

optimistically speaking, this report estimates that we’re – maybe – halfway there, yet there is 

no overlooking all the ants still in the kitchen.   
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V. DEVELOPMENT-LINKED DONATIONS TO POMO COUNCIL MEMBERS                        

– A REASON FOR CONCERN? 

 

Up to now this report has talked in general terms about the risks of politicians feeling overly 

beholden to development interests in B.C. politics.  How concerned should we be about these 

risks as they might relate to how we make decisions at our own council table?   

At issue is the advisability and appropriateness of councillors becoming heavily beholden to the 

interests of real estate development players who may be seeking increased council compliance 

toward their project proposals in our city, by agreeing to let those industry players put up a 

significant portion of the financing for their electoral campaigns.  By reviewing fundraising data 

from Port Moody’s 2018 municipal election, this report observes strikingly divergent campaign-

finance practices among our council members.   

Even assuming the best intentions among everyone involved and the full legality of all political 

contributions received to date by our council members, the campaign contributions data 

gathered from Elections BC suggest that the conditions for some risk of undue influence may 

exist: a number of council members took significant financial support for their 2018 campaign 

from donors who can be linked to land developers with active interests that have either already 

come before our Council during this term or could be before us over coming years.  

As this report has emphasized, such obligations do not automatically or necessarily ever result 

in undue influence.  Even so, the weight of simple common sense, the full span of political 

experience across the annals of Western civilization, and a large body of contemporary 

psychological research all indicate plainly that, other things being equal, feelings of 

indebtedness toward donors do tend to predispose officials to an elevated risk of increased 

compliance in donors’ favor arising from feelings of divided loyalty. To better protect and 

ensure the continued integrity of council decision-making, this report maintains that all of us 

would be prudent to support transparency initiatives that help to mitigate such risks.   

 

Examining “Individual” Campaign Donations for Possible Links to the Development Industry 

One way our province has endeavored to mitigate the potential risks of undue influence from 

back-channel business affinities is to help citizens “follow the money” through complete public 

transparency about who gave donations to municipal candidates.  Elections BC mandates that, 

for any donation valued at $100 or more, the contributor identity and amount shall be 
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published for permanent public viewability in its Financial Reports and Political Contributions 

System (FRPC).  That very few citizens ever take the time to peruse the donor lists of the council 

members in the Elections BC database means that the vaunted “public transparency” of an 

official’s donor ties is more a matter of potential visibility rather than actual awareness – 

unless, that is, someone goes into the database on the public’s behalf to assemble an overview, 

as this report has sought to provide.  

Specifically, this analysis aims to estimate what proportion of the total donated funding that 

was crucial to the campaigns and ultimate election of Port Moody’s city council in 2018 might 

have been connected – by family, managerial, or employment connections – to commercial 

land-owners, real estate developers, construction firms, and related industry players; in other 

words, that might be connected to business interests possibly motivated to curry favor with 

candidates who, if elected, would be deciding whether to OK their projects down the road.   

As a useful point of comparison, we also examined the make-up of campaign contributions 

gathered in 2017 and 2018 by the then-Mayor Michael Clay toward his re-election bid.  Mr. 

Clay’s campaign is noteworthy for several reasons, not least because Clay was the heavyweight 

champion in the municipal competition for campaign donations; moreover, because the striking 

congregation of industry-related support around his candidacy— first in direct corporate 

donations and then, after the corporate-giving ban, in a surge of valid individually-designated 

donations that appear related, in part, to some of the same players – provides a case 

illustration of the corporate-donor transition underway.   

Clay gathered nearly $27,000 – contributed almost entirely by development-related 

corporations – prior to the ban, and gathered $19,000 in allowed individual contributions 

thereafter, again overwhelmingly from persons who appear to have been linked to land-

development interests.    

Achieving transparency about donor relationships now takes a bit more digging than it used to, 

since contributions are now identified in Elections BC filings only with individual names, not 

with related corporations.  To investigate individual-to-business linkages, quick and simple 

Google searches were conducted on the identities of all individual donors listed in the campaign 

contribution filings of the top 8 vote-getting candidates in the 2018 Port Moody election. 

We found that, for most donors having an affiliation to the development industry, their 

business connection came up quickly in the search; indeed, many are high-profile company 

leaders already well-familiar to our Council table.  That said, not all potential industry 

connections are entirely clear in the donor lists, and there may still be some residual ambiguity 

and margin for error in a couple of the connections we uncovered; any inaccuracies would be 

https://contributions.electionsbc.gov.bc.ca/pcs/Local.aspx
https://contributions.electionsbc.gov.bc.ca/pcs/Local.aspx
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unintentional.  Since 2018, some donors may have switched corporate affiliation; and some 

family connections could benefit from further confirmation. 

It is worth noting that nearly all the development firms which surfaced when we traced 

individuals to their possible company affiliations turned out to be firms that have active 

interests in Port Moody development. Indeed, most of these players have come before Council 

during the present and/or preceding terms, seeking compliance with their project visions or 

proposals.  Among the better-known business players that we found surfacing in connection to 

the donor lists of more than one Port Moody candidate were these:   

- Marcon                                  -    PC Urban                                                  - Aragon 

- Beedie                                   -    Mill & Timber (Oceanfront District)     - Choi (‘IGA plaza’) 

- ONNI Group/RPMG            -   Peller (Westport Village) 

 

 

Interpreting Table 3 – A Tale of Two Councils, Two Risk Profiles 
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A study of Elections BC filings uncovered a striking disparity between the donation patterns of 

two distinct groups of candidates in the 2018 race, which we could call (without judgment) the 

newcomers versus the long-time incumbents.   

The candidate newcomers – Robert Vagramov, Amy Lubik, Hunter Madsen, and Steve Milani – 

were relatively recent to city politics, seeking to occupy Port Moody council seats for either 

their first or second time.  As shown in their donor lists (displayed in the report’s appendix, 

tables 9-12), these newcomers took relatively little money from individuals that could be linked 

to the development industry or local development interests: those few that were identified 

consisted mostly of local landowners (Soofi, Dugandzic, Choi, and Councillor Milani’s brother) 

plus one full-time developer (Gaetan Royer of CityState, the husband of Councillor Zoe Royer, 

who was also a former Port Moody City Manager and a previous mayoral candidate).  

By contrast, the incumbent politicians with the longest cumulative tenures on Council – Diana 

Dilworth, Meghan Lahti, Zoe Royer, and Michael Clay — appear to have financed their 2018 

candidacies primarily through donations collected from companies and individuals that not only 

could be linked to B.C.’s real estate development & building industry, but to firms that had 

projects envisioned, pending, or underway in Port Moody, projects for which Council approvals 

might sooner or later become needed.  (See candidates’ donor lists with annotations of possible 

corporate links, in Tables 4, 5, 6, and 7 – a series that starts on p.34.) 

Whereas the newcomer’s campaigns drew an average of 6% of their funding from individuals 

linked to development interests, the average of funding from development-linked firms and 

individuals among the four, long-tenured incumbents was 65%, a rate of political-finance 

dependency that was more than ten times greater. 

 

Tables 4-7:  A Who’s Who of Development-Linked Players Dominate the Picture 

Compared to the political newcomers in the 2018 Port Moody Council race, the campaign 

donations picture looks strikingly different for the longstanding incumbents.  Simple Google 

searches on campaign donors turned up a surprisingly high incidence of donors appearing to 

have prominent development industry connections.  What’s more, industry-linked donors 

contributed a disproportionately large share of total donor funding when compared to the 

average donation size of non-linked donors: see Table 8.   

Let us begin this set with Table 4, considering the intensive industry affiliations that surface in 

relation to the 2018 campaign donor list of Councillor Diana Dilworth.  (For these purposes, we 

have blacked out the names of 11 donors whose names did not turn up any apparent industry 

connection, but we have left on display the identities of the 16 industry-linked donors.)   
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Tables 5, 6, and 7 follow much the same pattern of extensive links to the land development 

interests.  To emphasize again, all such donations were validly given and received.   
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Table 8 – Do Industry-Linked Donors Give More Because, in the End, They Expect More? 

The campaign donor lists of the long-time incumbents point us toward another eye-catching 

pattern as well.  For each candidate, Table 8 displays the average size of contributions given by 

their donors who were linked to development interests versus contributions from their donors 

who had no apparent connection to development.  The table compares two rows of averages, 

with the Linked donations on the top row and the Not Linked donations on the bottom row.  

(Clay’s donation averages are further separated into pre- and post-ban figures, showing that 

the pre-ban donations, which mostly arrived as direct contributions from designated 

corporations, were substantially larger in average value than post-ban donations given at the 

individual level – further evidence that the ban on direct corporate giving has indeed taken 

some of the money out of B.C. politics.) 

For most candidates overall, but especially in the case of the four long-time incumbents, 

development-linked donors gave much larger donations on average than did donors not linked 

to the industry, a split so wide that it prompts one to consider whether the development-linked 

donations might have been made with different and more ambitious strategic objectives in 

mind.  This disparity in average donation size is so huge, in fact, that outsized donations 

become, in themselves, a surprisingly reliable predictor of underlying development industry 

ties.   

 

(It is important to keep in mind, by the way, that the values in Table 8 are only averaged 

amounts, providing no indication as to how much total money was given to any particular 

candidate.  For example, although the listed Linked donation size of $500 for candidate Milani 

somewhat exceeds the $455 average for candidate Dilworth, Milani in fact received just one 

Linked donation – from his brother – whereas Dilworth’s $455 average for Linked-donations 

represents gifts from 16 different donors, who contributed altogether an estimated $7,295 to 

Dilworth’s campaign war chest.) 
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Why do Linked donors give so much more money on average?  We cannot be sure, and their 

specific rationales may vary.  But from the perspective of social psychology, one might expect 

industry-linked donors to outspend non-linked donors in precisely the pattern displayed in 

Table 8 if their express strategic intention were to invest in impressing the recipient with the 

largesse and intensity of their support, doing so possibly in order to maximize the recipient’s 

beholden obligation in prospect of future business benefit.  As persuasion expert Dr. Cialdini 

noted, donors representing corporations with strong vested interests in influencing future 

policy outcomes might perceive their donations as a means of “stockpiling obligations” from 

public officials. 

 

Two Data Takeaways – Yes, Our Council Faces Influence Risks that Call for Mitigation   

1) Some members of our council seem much more comfortable with asking for/and or 

accepting offers of significant financial support from local development interests than other 

members may be. It remains the legitimate legal prerogative of these members to continue 

funding their campaigns from such donors, but doing so raises reasonable, corresponding 

concerns around Council decisions related to donor interests.  

 

2) So long as candidates are coming into office having taken substantial campaign funding 

from donors who may be bringing business requests to Council, our body is wise to put 

measures in place that may help mitigate potential risks of undue influence and reinforce 

public confidence in the independent integrity of Council decision-making.  This report 

recommends several specific actions that can be initiated at the municipal council level. 

 

 

VI. Recommended Motions to Reduce the Risks of Undue Influence 

at the Council Table 

 

In Section I, this report identified a set of strategies by which we might consider strengthening 

the democratic guardrails in our city and province against the risks of favoritism and undue 

influence in office, recognizing that these risks arise particularly around campaign contributions 

by individuals linked to B.C.’s real estate development sector.  Now one can refine that set 

further, based on what this investigation has found: 
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STRATEGIC ELEMENTS 

 

A. Raise community oversight and increase awareness of potential problems related to 

undue influence.  

 

B. Heighten public transparency and community awareness – and help council members 

themselves stay vigilant – by introducing new council procedures that direct a public 

spotlight toward council members’ donor ties and business affiliations at pertinent policy 

decision points. 

 

C. Advocate for tightened donation guidelines, which might include: 

a. Introducing tougher provincial guidelines that restrict or completely ban the 

giving of campaign donations by companies and their “individual” executives. 

b. Setting more restrictive spending limits on donors who do not, themselves, reside 

and vote within the candidate’s municipality. 

c. Limiting further the amount that individual donors may give to a municipal 

candidate (more feasible if and when public financing becomes available). 

 

D. Advocate for public financing of municipal election campaigns - Supplant private 

campaign donations with public financing to safeguard independence of public officials.  

 

RECOMMENDED MOTIONS 

 

THAT staff report back with an amendment to the Council Code of Conduct Bylaw that 

outlines an expectation that members shall declare, prior to participating in a vote regarding 

any development proposal, the amount and source of campaign contributions knowingly 

received at any time in the past from the applicant or its project partners, or from individuals 

associated with the applicant (including owners, directors, employees, and family members); 

[Supports strategies: A, B] 

 

AND THAT the foregoing motion include a clause/policy encouraging members to recuse 

themselves where such a declaration is made, and a clause/policy that outlines an 

expectation that all Chairs shall call upon all Council and Committee members to disclose, 

prior to discussion and voting, any campaign contributions covered by the above criteria; 

[Supports strategies: A, B] 
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THAT an internet link to the campaign financing disclosure statements of all members of 

Council be made available on the City of Port Moody’s website, and that members be 

encouraged to provide a summary list of corporations from the real estate, development, and 

construction sectors that have made campaign contributions to them in the past either 

directly, or indirectly through affiliated individuals. 

[Supports strategies: A, B] 

 

AND THAT the following resolutions be sent to UBCM and LMLGA, and serve as a basis for 

direct advocacy (letter) to the Province of British Columbia: 

[Supports strategies: C, D] 

WHEREAS undue influence arising from municipal campaign donations constitutes a 

serious concern that has not yet been addressed by legislation or the case law and 

should be effectively regulated by installing strong campaign-finance guardrails and 

greater transparency in the democratic process, 

 

AND WHEREAS the provincial ban on direct donations to municipal campaigns from 

corporations and unions, in effect since November 2017, has prompted many 

corporate-affiliated donors in B.C. to continue seeking influence by reallocating their 

political donations lawfully into the channel designated as “individual” giving, 

whereby they may dispense significant contributions to as many council candidates in 

as many different B.C. municipalities as they want, even though the individuals doing 

this giving may not themselves reside and be qualified to vote in the electoral districts 

where their donations are influencing election outcomes,     

 

BE IT THEREFORE RESOLVED THAT the Province of British Columbia be requested to 

further strengthen local election campaign financing laws by: 

 

i) tightening the Local Electoral Campaign Financing Act to set more restrictive 

contribution conditions on individual-level donors connected to the real estate, 

development, and construction industry who seek to finance candidates in 

municipalities other than the one where the donor resides and is qualified to vote, 
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ii) increasing transparency by legislating mandatory Council Member disclosures in the 

Community Charter and Local Government Act, 

 

iii) reforming electoral campaign financing by introducing publicly funded elections for 

municipal elections conducted in BC. 

 

 

 

Attachments/Appendices 

 

1. Donation Table 9 – 2018 Candidate Hunter Madsen 

2. Donation Table 10 – 2018 Candidate Robert Vagramov 

3. Donation Table 11 – 2018 Candidate Amy Lubik 

4. Donation Table 12 – 2018 Candidate Steve Milani 

5. References 
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Appendices – Other Campaign Donation Tables 

Table 9, 2018 Municipal Candidate Hunter Madsen 
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Table 10, 2018 Municipal Candidate Robert Vagramov
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Table 11, 2018 Municipal Candidate Amy Lubik
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Table 12, 2018 Municipal Candidate Steven Milani 
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