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Our Story

The Independent welcomes Letters to the Editor. 
Our preferred methods to receive letters are via email 
to news@petrolialambtonindependent.ca  (please use 
Letter in the subject line) or through our website www.
petrolialambtonindependent.ca
You can also deliver letters to The Independent at 4156 
Petrolia Line, Petrolia or drop them in the mail at The 
Independent, Petrolia, ON, NON 1R0.
The Independent reserves the right to edit letters for brevity 
and clarity.
All letters need to be signed and must have a phone number 
for verification.

Letters to the Editor

PHOTO VIA LOST LAMBTON FOUND

Florence once had a very active downtown with more than a dozen buildings including a tailor and a local hotel 
making the hamlet a happening place. Local historian Steve Loxton says fire claimed many of the buildings and 
few were rebuilt.

Politician, historian, journalist, farmer; Phair will be missed
I don’t really remember when I met 

John Phair. He has just always seemed 
to be around. 

Perhaps that’s why I was so surprised 
when the likeable freelance journalist, 
politician and historian passed away 
Jan. 5. It seemed odd to think that 
I wouldn’t run into John at events 
anymore.

John made his home in Lambton 
County. He farmed here, ran 
businesses here and was part of 
two municipal council’s. He served 
four terms in Petrolia  and was part 
of the committee which led the 
reconstruction the iconic Victoria Hall 
after the fire.

When I started The Independent, he 
was serving on Enniskillen Township 
council. I didn’t cover a lot of those 
meetings, but when John did speak, 
he usually drew on past experience 
and could remember details others 
couldn’t.

John’s love of politics was deep. He 
was a long-time Conservative and 
loyal to his party. He carried its banner 
in 2000 in Sarnia-Lambton garnering 
6,000 votes in a field that contained 
two other conservative parties at the 

time. While he would talk politics, he 
didn’t  smack you over the head with 
his Conservative ideals. I do, vividly 
remember one time John talking about 
some of the “near communist ideas” in 
Canadian politics.

I really got to know John as a 
freelance journalist. John used his love 
of agriculture well, writing hundreds 
of articles for Today’s Farmer. He 
would even travel to the US for big 
conferences – partly I think to escape 
Lambton’s cold winters as well as 
learn something new. 

He was interested in almost 
everything and so he would cover 
events occasionally for community 
newspapers as well.

John was a fixture among Lambton 
county media, particularly at any 
agriculture related event. He would 
often come along side me at an event 
as we were waiting for it to begin and 
say hello. He had a very unique way 
of speaking – almost a slow drawl– I 
can’t remember him ever speaking in a 
loud voice.

He would link what was going on 
to someone or thing of the past. “I 
remember…”  he would start and he 

would tell you 
something funny 
or unbelievable 
and it was always 
astute. 

John’s 
knowledge of 
local history 
was astounding. 
He had his own 
website for a long 
time, which I 
would often read 
to make sure I had 
my facts right. 
John’s facts were 
always on the 
money.

He knew everyone – living and dead 
- more people than the famed Lorne 
Henderson according to the former 
MPP himself. That’s saying quite a bit.

But I think the true measure of John 
Phair is how many people have come 
up to me after his death to thank me 
for writing about his life. Almost all 
were choked up when they talked to 
me about him. All said he was such a 
good friend, a gentleman. All said how 
much John Phair will be missed.

Petrolia’s final 
slap in the face

We supposed Petrolia residents should not be sur-
prised.

Mayor Brad Loosley revealed Monday what many 
had suspected for the last two years; the council during 
the 2017 debacle with its CAO deliberately hid from 
the public what actually went on. And they did it in a 
very permanent way.

Loosley revealed that new members of council have 
not been able to review the report of Investigator John 
Fleming and then further told The Independent it was 
because the council of the day and the former admin-
istrator signed a non-disclosure agreement about his 
departure, hiding Fleming’s report from public view 
forever.

That makes us wonder what is in it? What happened 
that taxpayers, who paid the salary of the CAO, can’t 
see? How badly did the system fail? And did Fleming 
articulate how the people we elect utterly failed to do 
their job of overseeing the CAO’s actions? That might 
have been enough for the councillors to say yes to a 
non-disclosure agreement.

Some may ask why does this matter; the privacy com-
missioner says the document can’t be released anyway. 
That’s true. The adjudicator did rule it was part of the 
CAO’s work record and therefore under the Freedom 
of Information Act is protected. 

The issue the callous way elected officials put their 
own interests and the interests of an employee being 
fired ahead of those of the taxpayers. They deliberately 
hid what happened with the non-disclosure agreement.

Politicians, who are supposed to represent taxpayers, 
instead gave the ultimate protection to the man they 
fired and likely, in doing so, covered their own butts 
as well. Not one person who voted for that agreement 
has any right at this point to say they believe in open 
government. They signed that right away.

Municipalities who don’t want to be held accountable 
are likely taking notes and people who long for open, 
accountable government worry this sets a dangerous 
precedent.   

Petrolia’s non-disclosure agreement was a final slap 
in the face to taxpayers in this whole, sorry mess.

Heather 
Wright

Editorial
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