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Between 1995 and 2001 legidation was passed in three eastern Canadian provinces — Nova Scotia,
Ontario, and Quebec — to implement mgor municipal mergers within the largest of their respective
metropolitan areas. There have been three types of explanations for the adoption of these smilar
policies. 1) provincid governments were responding, directly or indirectly, to pressures caused by
globdization; 2) provincid governments were responding to demands of interna politica forces, which
may or may not have been Smilar in each province, but which were clearly independent of globaization;
or 3) provincid government were acting “autonomoudy,” with little regard to interna politica pressures.
The main argument of this paper isthat it isthe third type of explanation that best fitsthe facts. This
argument will be advanced first by exploring each of the other two types of explanation and then by
examining, in more detall, the palitical causes of municipad amagamation in Halifax, Toronto and

Montredl.

Did globdization cause amal gametion?

In many respects, it issmply absurd to clam that globdization is directly related to municipa
amdgamation. By definition, globdization iswidespread. If it has adirect impact on the structure of
governmentd inditutions, we should expect to see Smilar changes everywhere. But contrary to what

many in Canada have assumed, the recent round of municipal amagamations in eastern Canada has not
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been part of any world-wide trend. Since 1990. Municipa amagamations in the western world outside
Canada have occurred only in New Zedland, the states of Victoriaand Tasmaniain Audrdia, avery
few locd authoritiesin England, and in post-gpartheid South Africa. If globdization causes municipa
amagamations, surely there should be many more cases than these. In particular, we would expect to
find them in the United States

If anything, pressure in the United States has been for municipa secession, not municipd
amagamation. In the early 1990s, there was a movement on Staten Idand to have it secede from New
York City, but the plan was blocked in the State Assembly.! On the eve of the centennid of the New
Y ork consolidation in 1898, the Brooklyn borough president saw no reason to celebrate. He wrote:

If consolidation had not taken place...continued independence for Brooklyn, Long
Idand City or Queen’s and New Y ork would have fostered intense competition among
the municipdlities, resulting in dynamic economic growth and an even stronger
metropolitan region than we have today.?

It has been in Los Angdles, however, where the issue of municipa secession has been most
prominent. In the end, asaresult of local referenda, the City of Los Angdles continued with its same
boundaries, but only after secession had been impartialy evauated by a government agency and only
after dl the plansfor itsimplementation had been made. The case of Los Angelesistherefore highly
sgnificant for anyone daming that thereisadirect link between globdization and municipa
amagamdtion.

Although there were various other proposals for breaking up Los Angdles (including the

establishment of a new City of Hollywood), the main one involved the establishment of anew city in the



San Fernando Vadley. The Vdley had been incorporated into the City of Los Angelesin 1915. By
2002 its population was over 1.3 million, while that of dl of Los Angdeswas 3.7 million. For dmost
ninety years, the Valey had been part of the City. At various times during this period, secessonist
movements had appeared, but none was more strong than the one that developed during the 1990s.
Under the dtate rules that were legidated in 1985, any proposed municipa bresk-up of acity within Los
Angeles County required the gpprova of the Loca Agency Formation Commission for Los Angeles
County (LAFCO). Beforeit could dlow aloca referendum, a detailed study needed to be made of al
of al the implications, the theory being that voters needed to know what was a stake and that
implementation plans needed to be worked out, before the break-up was approved rather than after.

On April 24, 2002 the Executive Officer’s Report on the Special Reorganization of the San
Fernando Valey? was rdeased. It isalandmark document for the study of municipa secession
because it lays out exactly how a secession would be implemented, including a detailed financid plan for
the new city to compensate the City of Los Angelesfor its fiscal losses as the result of the secession.
On the subject of the implications for future municipa cogts resulting from the establishment of the new
city, the report stated:

The academic studies on this topic have found that economies of scale are rlevant only among

the smalest of cities.

For larger metropolitan cities the literature suggests that diseconomies [emphasisin origind] of

scde exis in policing aswell as refuse collection, general government and fire services. This

means that the per capita costs of providing of loca government rise as city population, crime

or other measures of government output increase ...
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The evidence does indicate that in the area of street maintenance and possibly, sanitation, there
are likely economies of scale. The Executive Officer encourages the parties|i.e. the two
potentid cities] to condgder along-term contractud relationship in such areas with clear
efficiencies from alarge-scale operation.*

When LAFCO approved the implementation plan derived from this study, the stage was st for
the referendum that took place on November 5, 2002.° Within the boundaries of the proposed City of
San Fernando Valey that had been established by LAFCO, the proposa was narrowly approved: 51
percent to 49 percent. The relatively high vote against secession has been attributed to al kinds of
factors: high spending by opponents of secession; fears of increased eectricity costs in an independent
city; and apoor campaign strategy by the secessionists. In any event, the proposa aso had to be
approved by votersin the entire city, and here it lost by 67 percent to 33 percent. It appearsthat the
advocates for the new city are now considering launching a politicd initiative at the Sate leve to change
the requirement that city-wide approvd is required.

The results of the referendain Los Angees will no doubt be andyzed by students of urban
paliticsin Los Angeles for many yearsto come. Meanwhile, the secesson movement provides lots of
opportunity for theorizing about what has redly been going on.® The most credtive of such attempts has
been by Roger Kell . He has explicitly compared developmentsin Toronto and Los Angeles and linked
both cases to globdization. The heart of his argument is that

Both current developments, the amalgamation of government in Toronto and the push
towards secession in Los Angeles, are reactions to new urban redlities created by

globdization. Ideologicdly, there are many similarities between the secessonidts desire



for smaler government, fairer taxation and better services on the one hand, and the
Ontario Tories neoliberal agenda of more accountable, streamlined government on the
other.’

Crestive as such theorizing might be, it does not help much in understanding the practica politics
of the two cities. Globaization, according to Kid’sline of argument, can explain everything, even plans
for indtitutiona change that are oppodite to each other. If globdization explains the rise of the
secessionist movement, doesit dso explain the fact that the secessonist movement has, temporarily a
least, been defeated? Does it explain why there was a referendum in Los Angeles and not in Toronto?
And what about the impact of globdization on the vast mgjority of North American metropolitan areas
(including Vancouver) where dozens or hundreds of municipdities continue to exist and where there
have been no sgnificant movements for either secesson or consolidation? Finaly, how do we explain
the consolidation of New Y ork City in 1898? Wasit caused by globdization? (Answer: Possbly.) Or
the creation of Unicity in Winnipeg in 1971? Or the many European municipa amagameations of the
1960s and 1970s?

Globdization isindeed having a profound effect on the physical, societd, and economic
characteristics of our metropolitan areas. These changes have been well documented by scholars from
awide variety of disciplinesin the socid sciences® Many of these changesin turn lead to pressures for
new governmenta arrangements of one sort or another. Thereis absolutely nothing new, however, in
the claim that municipa structures need to be changed to meet changes in the patterns of urbanization,
changes caused by sreetcars, automobiles, new methods of (fordist) industrid production, or

globdization. Such claims have been made for at least a century and ahdf. Just because the



occasiond politician might claim that globalization requires andgamatior® — or secession — does not
mean that academic andysts should accept such aclaim as being empiricaly true.

Some credence to the claim that globdization requires ama gamation has recently come from
Thomas J. Courchene. In the latest version of his argument about Ontario becoming a North American
region-state, he gpplauds the Harris government for implementing market-val ue assessment for
Ontario’s property-tax system (a system which appears to produce the highest taxes on red property in
theworld). He clamsthat, in order for the new system to be workable,

...there needs to be some restructuring of boundaries to internalize the externdity arisng from

the fact that there is a divergence in terms of where citizens earn their incomes and where they

consume services. Hence the rationde for amagamation, not only for the megecity of Toronto
but for other Ontario citiesaswell. And as an added bonus from the province s vantage point,
the creation of the megacity merged the high-business-tax preferences of the former city of

Toronto with the more competitive-oriented policies of the other five former municipdities.

Arguably the new megacity is now more attuned to aglobd city-region mentaity and more

attuned to the larger vision of Ontario as a North American region-gtate. ™

Arguments about internaizing externdities have nothing to do with globaization. Such
arguments have been made in the literature on metropolitan government for at least a century. Reducing
taxes on business property in central Toronto was and is an imperative for enhancing Toronto's
competitivenessin agloba economy but, as the Golden Task Force on the Greater Toronto Area
demondtrated, this objective did not require amalgamation. Given that Courcheneistrying to Situate

Ontario in its North American (rather than Canadian context), it is quite mystifying as to why he thinks



municipal andgamation isat dl rdevant to anything with which heis concerned. Why isthe new
megacity any more attuned to its globa or North American redity than were the former municipdities?
The American redlity is that municipa amagamations have not taken place for a century. The globd
redity isthat they have had nothing to with the public-sector reforms that have sept al industridized

countries since the time of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan.**

Was there palitical pressure for amalgamation?

Furdig, corporaist, and Marxist views of the state dl assume that forcesin civil society ultimatdy
determine state actions; they reject the notion that the state itsdlf is an autonomous actor.? Marxist
views are condstent with the notion that economic forces associated with globdization have caused
central governments to restructure municipditiesin particular ways. Pluraist and corporatist
approaches suggest that particular groups — business corporations, labour unions, or organizations
representing people with particular policy interests (the environment, for example) — are the causes of
policy changes. A pluraist gpproach to the politics of municipa restructuring would, a some stage,
look for dl the groups favouring such apalicy. It isan interesting question as to whether municipdities
themsdlves can be classfied as groups or interests within the plurdist universe. Some might wish to
classfy them as being part of the date itsdlf; others (especidly in the Anglo-American tradition) might
emphasize their distinct legd existence gpart from the centrd state.®

It is extremdly difficult to argue that there were strong societd forces urging Canadian provincid
governments in the 1990s to implement municipa andgamations. In Hdifax, the Royd Commisson on

Education, Public Services, and Provincid-Municipa Relations caled for asingle municipdity as early



as 1974. In 1992, the provincialy-gppointed Task Force on Local Government arrived at asimilar
conclusion. In neither of these cases was there great public interest in theissue. None of the
municipdities — not even the City of Halifax —was urging that the amagametion be implemented. Itis
true that the Halifax Board of Trade supported the amalgamation plan after it was announced, but there
is no evidence from the relevant government reports that it actively promoted such a policy
beforehand.™*

In Toronto in the early 1990s, the Golden Task Force on the Greater Toronto Area (GTA)
received 211 written submissions, including a number from various kinds of business associations.®
Only two individuds and three municipdities argued for any form of municipa consolidation within the
GTA and no one argued for the amdgamation of dl the municipdities within the territory Municipdity of
Metropolitan Toronto.®® It istrue, of course, that influential forces need not write reports for
government task forces. In the case of supporters of municipal amagametion in Toronto, Graham Todd
has suggested exactly how such powerful forces are comprised:

The current codition of large downtown firms (banks and consumer retail outlets),
media outlets (like the Toronto Star), politicos (such as Paul Godfrey the former
gppointed chair of Metro and publisher of the Toronto Sun), and politically connected
law firms (like McCarthy Tetreault) which reportedly helped draft the legidation and
which was represented on the province' s “trandtion team” for the new city) is organized
around the Toronto Board of Trade. In one form or another these interests have pushed
for andgamation sncethe early 1970s. At present the main concern of this group —

whaose membership might better fit the definition of an urban regime — has been how to



trandate the ama gamation victory into further tax reductions (commercia office space
has dready received awindfal from property reassessment).t’

Unfortunately, Todd presents no evidence to support this claim; it is not accompanied by
footnotes or references. Looking for evidence, we discover that, of the entities mentioned above, only
the Board of Trade of Metropolitan Toronto made a submission to the GTA Task Force. It was
concerned primarily with levels of commercid and indudtria property taxation and made no reference to
amagamations. The closest reference was this “ Governance design changesin the GTA are not
essential to the resolution of commercia/industria tax problemsin Metro (Board of Trade, 1995).”8 It
wasonly after the government’s announcement that it would be implementing amagamation that the
Board came out in favour. The chronology was smilar for the editorid positions of the Toronto Sun
and the Toronto Star, dthough in past debates about municipa structuresin Metro, the Star had
officidly supported amagamation

It might well be true that Paul Godfrey pushed privately for amagamation prior to the
governments' s announcement, but he does not personally comprise aregime. In fact, whatever
involvement he might have had was likely more closdly linked to his activities as a backroom activig in
the Ontario Progressive Conservative Party than it was a representative of a business or mediadite. If
Todd or anyone else wants to argue that business interests played a profound role in the creation of
Toronto’s megacity, they should produce some evidence. Then, given that there have been no smilar
amagamationsin the United States for more than a hundred years, they will need to explain why
businessinterests in American cities either take a different postion, or are less powerful.

In the Montred amagamation, no one has ever suggested that business groups favoured such a
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policy prior to its adoption by the Quebec government and there is absolutely nothing on any public
record to suggest that they did. Unlike the cases of Halifax and Toronto, the centrd city of Montreal
promoted ama gamation long before the provincid government did. But there is no evidence that any

particular interest groups ever adopted the city’s position.

Autonomous policy-making by three provincia governments

The main argument of this paper is that recent municipal amagamations in Canada can only be
explained by a state-centred account of policy-making. Provincid leaders sponsored amagamations
because they thought this was the right policy in the circumstances, even though there was little or no
societd demand for such apolicy and even though there were many other possible courses of action.
Thisis not to say that the actions of one provincid government did not have an impact on others; it is
especidly evident that the actions of the Quebec government were significantly affected by what had
happened in Ontario. The rest of this paper islargely concerned with describing and analyzing the
particular circumstances under which each province acted.

Amagamation in Hdifax had first been cdled for by the Graham commissonin 1974. The
Task Force on Loca Government —comprising Six provincid public servants, three senior saff
members from three different municipdities, the executive director of the Union of Nova Scotia
Municipdlities, and an accountant with amajor accounting firm'® — resurrected theideain 1992. There
isno evidencein the Task Force s report of any consultation outside provincia and municipd circles.
Premier Donald Cameron, a Progressive Conservative, announced in late 1992 that amalgamations

would proceed in Cape Breton and Halifax. But in May, 1993, he was replaced by John Savage, a
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Libera and former mayor of Dartmouth, who had proclaimed during the eection campaign that
amagamation in Haifax was “acrazy idea”® In mid-1994 Savage' s government sponsored legidation
to create the Sngle-tier Cape Breton Regiond Municipdity, primarily to prevent the impending
bankruptcy of some of the existing cities and townsin industria Cape Breton.?* The process went
relatively smoothly and probably contributed to Savage' s decision later in the year to impose asmilar
Sructure in Hdifax, but for different reasons.

Everyone who has addressed Savage' s decision accepts that it was his done, taken at atime
when he was convinced that dramatic action needed to be taken to reduce public spending and
promote economic development. Debate continues as to what exactly he was trying to accomplish,?
but no one has argued that he was in any way pressured to implement amagamation. The Halifax
Board of Trade had supported Cameron’sinitiative and also supported Savage's, but it dways
gppeared to be following rather than leading.

The best explanation for Savage' s action is that he was convinced that Nova Scotians had to
understand that mgjor sacrifices were needed to extract the province from its fiscal and economic
problems. Things could not go on as before. What better way to demondtrate this than for Savage,
recently mayor of Dartmouth, to sponsor legidation merging his former municipdity with its arch-rivd,
Halifax, especidly when one of the municipd critics of his Cape Breton merger legidation had dlamed
that “Fish will fly when this happensin metro Hdifax.”> Savage no doubt genuinely believed that
money would be saved, that economic development would be easier, and that his policy of “service
exchange’” would be facilitated by sharing the centrd city’ s tax base with the outlying areas. But

amagamation was ether of dubious vaue in achieving such objectives, or the objectives could be
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accomplished in other ways. Amagamation for Haifax was implemented primarily for its symbolic
vaue. It was something dramatic that Savage could do without affecting most people in any direct way.
Amalgamation was implemented not because there were societal pressures to do so but because there
were no significant societal pressures on either sde. 1t was the perfect opportunity for autonomous
Sate action.

The Toronto case was quite different. It turned out that there were significant societd pressures
againg amagameation in Toronto, athough these were obvioudy grosdy under-estimated by the Harris
government when it made itsinitid decison. John Duffy, a“Liberd drategist,” has been quoted as
saying that the decison to amagamate Toronto was, for the Harris government, “the Mistake that Ate
the Agenda.”"?* There are three contending state-centred explanations for why the Harris government
acted asit did. Thefirst gppears on the surface to be linked with the globdization hypothess. 1t was
advanced by John Ibbitson in his book, Promised Land. Ibbitson claims that, when Harris went
abroad to “sdl Ontario,” he found that no one knew anything about Ontario, but people did know
about Toronto. In order for Toronto to compete with the mgjor cities of the world, however, it needed
to be “bigger, stronger, bolder....And so the plan to ama gamate the cities of Metropolitan Toronto was
born.”?

As aglobaization explanation for amagamation, this gpproach fals completely. Thereissmply
no connection between the municipa organization of a metropolitan areaand its rank in the hierarchy of
global cities. For example, the centrd city of Sydney, Austraia has atotal population of 20,000.
Another example: Would anyone have considered that Los Angdles had lost a significant portion of its

globd roleif the San Fernando Valley had seceded? Asarddively parochid and uninformed
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provincid politician, Mike Harris possibly believed that municipa size mattered for globa competition.
But this does not mean that he was right — or that the more sophisticated globalization hypothes's
advanced by scholars such as Kid and Courcheneisright.

Ibbitson’s claim actually takes state-centred explanations of policy-making to new heights. The
strongest version of this approach isthat states sometimes adopt policies for which there is little or no
societal support.® 1bbitson is actudly claiming that the Government of Ontario (a North American
region-state as Courchene ingsts) adopted a policy for which there little or no societal support, for
which there turned out to be much active opposition, and which was based on the completely faulty
premise that Toronto (asaglobd city, not as amunicipality) could be made “bigger, stronger, and
bolder” by enlarging its boundaries to take in neighbouring municipdities that, in any andysis by business
consultants (et alone academics) of Toronto asagloba city, would have been included as part of
Toronto anyway.?’

Perhaps the | bbitson explanation is only partly true, perhapsit hel ps us understand Mike Harris
frame of mind as he approached thisissue, even it was not itself the determining factor. In any event,
there are two other more plausible — and not mutually exclusve— sate-centred explanations of the
Toronto anagamation. Thefird isthe better known. It is that the amagamation was a ddiberate effort
by the Harris government to eliminate the power of the dominant left-wing mgority (regime?) on the
Toronto city council by swamping the amagamated city council with more conservative representatives
of the suburbanites. Thefact that Md Lastman of North Y ork defeated Barbara Hall of Toronto in the
fird mayord eection in the amagamated city is the most dramatic evidence available of how the

srategy was dlegedly meant to work.
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Did the downtown big-business community dream up this strategy and suggest it to top Harris
operatives. We shal probably never know. What we do know is that their prime concern was with
excessvey high taxes on commercid property within the old city of Toronto. Since the megacity was
creeted, this problem isin the process of being fixed, partly by market-va ue assessment and partly by
caps on commercid tax increases. The point, however, is that both these policies were implemented by
the provinciad government through different pieces of legidation that were quite separate and gpart from
the amagamdtion itself. Neither policy wasin any way dependent on the amalgamation being in place.
In any event, Mayor Md Lastman has (publicaly at least) become a strident critic of the provincidly-
imposed cap on commercia property-tax increases. If he is operating as the tool of downtown
busnessinterests, heisdisguising it well. Unlike many American centra-city mayors who rely on locd
bankers for access to capita funding, Canadian mayors (especidly in prosperous cities such as Toronto
in which there are provincidly-imposed limits on campaign contributions) have few reasons to teke
ingructions from loca business dites. They do, on the other hand, have eectora reason to lisen to
homeowners whose taxes are going up largely because of commercia tax freezes.

As noted previoudy with respect to the Golden Task Force, business interestsin Toronto had
little interest in promoting ama gametion until after it became government palicy. Infact, it is much more
plausible to suggest that business supported the government’ s policy on amagametion as a trade-off for
getting tax relief by other means than it isto suggest that business supported amagamation asan end in
itsdf. Provincid governmentsin Canada (and the nationad government in the United Kingdom with
respect to England) have unlimited legd authority with respect to municipaities. Since the mid-1960s,

any informa poalitical conventions about the sanctity of established loca governments have been dmost
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completely eroded, a development that has not occurred in the United States?® There appeared to be
no condraints on what a determined Harris government could do to its municipa politica enemiesin the
old city of Toronto.?® In the absence of such congraints, the Harris government acted. It was precisaly
because the amagamation policy was such an obvious attack on the established and articulate middle-
class palitica interests within the old city that the reaction was so quick and effective®® But the Harris
government redlized it would lose too much by backing down and pushed the measure through at
considerable short-term political cost.

The other state-centred explanation relates more to the “ state” (of Ontario) as whole rather than
to the politicd interests of its leaders. Both the Golden Task Force and Harris himsdlf in opposition
were leading towards eiminating the Metro leve of government, not the lower-tier municipdities.

Metro was to be replaced by some new form of authority for the entire Greater Toronto Area. This
plan did have political costs for Harris, because it brought the “905" voters — his core support group —
much closer to Toronto political issues than they ever wanted to be. But there were so severe
practica, governmentd difficulties that even the Golden Task Force did not fully work out. These
difficulties related especidly to the fate of some services (notably the police) that could not be uploaded
to the new GTA authority or to the province or downloaded to the area municipalities. Furthermore,
even leaving asde the preferences of 905 voters, there were red practica difficulties in determining how
aGTA authority would actualy work. Harris could digpense with these problems — and meet his
electoral promise of abolishing Metro — by creating the megecity. The fact that no one was actudly
advocating such apolicy was irrelevant.

The Montred amalgamation isin many ways more complicated, in part because the mayor of
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Montredl, Pierre Bourque, was afervent advocate. He obvioudy played a significant role in affecting
the find decision of Quebec’s Bouchard government and in this sense the decision is arguably less state-
centred, dthough advocates of such a position presumably have to clam that amayor of amgor city is
not part of the state gpparatus. One point is clear: Bourque himself was not responding to any societal
forces (business or otherwise) that were urging amagamation —they did not exist. In many ways,
Bourque' s success in having his unlikely policy adopted can be seen as the most remarkable
accomplishment ever of a Canadian mayor.

Before beginning the Montred analys's, we must take account of afew contextua factors.
Fird, like Toronto, but unlike Halifax, there has never been (prior to 2001 &t least) any officid report
sponsored by the provincid advocating the amagamation of al the municipdities covered by the origind
metropolitan government (the Montread Urban Community), despite the fact that dozens of such reports
have examined municipd issue in the Montred area. Second, unlike Toronto and Haifax, the merger in
Montred was implemented by aprovincid law (Bill 170) that smultaneoudy merged municipaities
elsawhere (Quebec City, Gatineau, and Longueuil). Third, unlike Toronto and Halifax, the merger in
Montrea was directly linked to sengitive issues relating to condtitutional ly-recognized linguistic
minorities®

In 1999, Mayor Pierre Bourque of Montrea was dready working hard to accomplish his
objective of amagamating al the municipdities on the Idand of Montred into anew city of Montredl.
The suburbs — francophone and anglophone dike —were ressting. The political dynamics were dmost
identica to what they were when Mayor Drapeau of Montred launched asimilar campaign in the

1960s.* The main difference was tha, at the level of the Quebec government and in the anglophone
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municipaities, there was a heightened sense of the linguigtic implications. For the Quebec governmernt,
the concern was that an amalgamated city of Montreal would have only arazor-thin francophone
mgority and could conceivably be captured politicaly by declared non-sovereignists, even by
partitionists who could threaten to have Montreal separate from a newly-independent Quebec.® For
the anglophone suburbs, the concern was that, under the provisions of Quebec’s Charter of the
French Language, their territories would lose their bilingud satusif they were absorbed by a city
whose mgority was French-spesking. 1n the mid-1960s, sovereignty, partition, and language laws
were not serious palitical issues. In the late 1990s they were.

But these were issues that could not be raised by mainstream poaliticians, francophone or
anglophone, provincid or locd. Thisiswhy they do not gppear in any officid reports, including the
Bédard report on municipa fiscal issues* areport that favoured a drastic reduction of municipaities on
the Idand of Montred, but not total anagamation. The ungpoken linguigtic problem with any such
proposd isthat it involved, a a minimum, the merger of some francophone-mgority municipdities on
the West Idand into a new and populous anglophone-mgority municipdity. In practica politica terms,
this smply was not possible.

The point, of course, isthat tota ama gamation seemed equally impossible. Thiswas confirmed
in June 1999 when both Premier Lucien Bouchard and Louise Harel, the minister of municipa affairs,
explicitly rgjected the plan espoused by Mayor Bourque. Premier Bouchard was quoted as saying
“Uneile, uneville, ce n’est pas dans le portrait pour nous. Mais on sait cependant qu’ on ne peut laisser
lastuation telle gu' dle est [a"* A modest reorganization, such as one that would bring the

municipaities of Westmount and Outremont into the city of Montreal, might have made sense to those
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who wanted to bolster the social and economic strength of the centra city, but it would have been seen
by many as an arbitrary and stopgap measure that could only be achieved at a huge political cost.

By September 1999, the option of complete amalgamation was back on the table. Aswith
Premier Harrisin Ontario when he had promised to do something about municipa structuresin the
Toronto area, the option of amagamation re-emerged for Premier Bouchard after his own outer
suburban MNAS rgected the option of a strong directly-elected authority for the entire Montreal
region. In April 2000, at the same time as it released its White Paper on municipa reform,* the
government gppointed chairs of advisory committees for municipa structuresin Montred, Quebec City,
and the Outauoais area. For Montredl, the chair was Louis Bernard.

M. Bernard’ s report was made public on October 11, 2000. Although the report called for the
cregtion of asingle city of Montred covering the entire Idand, it aso noted that it was important “de
préserver le lien entre les citoyens et leur environnement politique immeédiat, de renfercer le sentiment
d gppartenance aun milieu de vie et de favoriser le développement des diversités socides et
culturdles” He aso made reference to the need to “ préserver les racines culturelles et historiques des
diverses communautés.” Nevertheless, the report made no explicit reference to language® Therewas
no evidence that Bernard consulted anyone other than municipd officids.

The report created a crucia political chalenge for Montred’ s larger suburban municipalities,
especidly the anglophone ones, because it went much further to accommodate suburban demands than
anyone had predicted. M. Bernard proposed the creation of 27 boroughs, each to have a council that
would have the authority to manage a significant range of loca services and to levy atax on property

within the territory of the borough to pay for these services. Boroughs that were formerly autonomous
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suburbs could even maintain responsbility for negotiating collective agreements with their unions, a
provison that enraged the existing unions within the city of Montreal Never in Canadian municipa
history had a serious proposd for an ama gamation been accompanied by such a high degree of political
and financid decentrdization. Indeed, the most compelling criticiam of the Bernard plan was that it
effectively involved the cregtion of athree-tier system of loca government for the Idand of Montred:
the newly-created Montreal Metropolitan Community covering the entire metropolitan area; the new
City of Montred covering the Idand; and the 27 boroughs.

The Bernard report caused a split within the Montred suburban municipaities. Unlike many
mayors of francophone-mgjority suburbs, the mayor of Westmount, Peter Trent announced that he was
completely opposed to the Bernard plan, the main reason being that suburban municipaities would lose
their separate corporate existence.® He believed that whatever autonomy the proposed boroughs
began with would inevitably be eroded as the amagamated city of Montred became established.
Mayor Trent’s decision was probably the most important ever taken by the mayor of an anglophone
municipdity in Quebec. It effectively closed the door to the possibility that anglophone territorid
mgorities on theidand of Montreal would be able to continue to tax themselves to provide for local
public sarvices® It isimportant to note, however, that Mayor Trent, even at this advanced sagein the
politica debate made no claim that amagamation was in any way related to the rights of anglophones.
He continued to portray amalgamation as a thregt to efficient, democratic, community-based locdl
government.

On November 15, 2000, the government announced the content of Bill 170. Boroughs were

not given any authority to levy taxes or to enter into collective agreements. It appearsthat Premier
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Bouchard decided he could not take on both union and suburban opposition at the sametime.®® When
suburban municipdities such as Westmount objected to the Bernard report just as strenuoudy as the
unionsin the city of Montredl, it was not surprising that Premier Bouchard opted to gain at least some
sgnificant palitica support by satisfying the unions and limiting the autonomy of the boroughs.
Nevertheless, even without any authority over taxation and collective agreements, the boroughs were
given more legd authority over loca services than smilar bodies that were established after
amagamation in other Canadian cities, including Hdifax and Toronto.

The language issue emerged in a much more public way at this sametime. The government
announced that boroughs formerly within anglophone municipdities would retain their bilingua satus
under the Charter of the French Language. This policy required in the West Idand that the territories
of francophone municipalities be grouped together to form a single borough, even though their territories
were not contiguous. Furthermore, the section of Bill 170 concerning Montred opened with the
declaration that “Montred is a French-speaking city.” Taken together, these various provisons
indicated how carefully the government had balanced the various linguistic imperatives it faced, both
from within the Parti québécois and from the anglophone minority.

The government’s careful handling of the language issue demondrated its imperatives were
actudly more important than the amagamation itsdlf. In many respects the very existence of the
boroughs is merely a mechanism to work around the language issues that the amagamation created.

But why did the Bouchard government choose the amagamation option in the first place? One answer,
as we have seen, isthat the dternative of creating a new, stronger metropolitan authority was not

acceptable to its own core supporters in the outer suburbs. Just as Harris amalgamated Toronto in
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order to be shown to be doing something to address an apparent crisis of governance in the province's
largest city, so did Bouchard amalgamate Montred. Bouchard had the added jutification that he was
merdly following Ontario’s example.

Unlike Harris in Ontario, Bouchard and his colleagues pointed to the benefits of equalizing taxes
and sarvices across the new city. These were powerful arguments for the more socid democratic
elements of the Parti québécois. But, if they were so intringcaly important, it is difficult to understand
why they were rgected for o long by the government after Mayor Bourque first started advancing
them. In any event, even if we assume that this was the government’ s red motivation, itisclearly a
state-centred explanation. No one except Bourque (and other mayors of central-city Quebec
municipdities) was cdling for mgor amagamationsin urban aress, including the various groups, such as
unions, that have traditionaly supported the Parti québécois and that would normally be expected to
favour politica action leading to increased equdity. But there is one additiond fact that must be kept
clearly in mind: by the time Premier Bouchard had formaly committed himself to amagamation, he had
dready announced that he was leaving. Thereis perhaps no easier time for State-centred policy-making
than in aparliamentary system after a popular firs minister has announced his or her impending

retirement.

Concluson
Robert Y oung begins a recent paper entitled “The Politics of Paying for Citiesin Canada’ like this.
Mot political scientists know little about palitics. They spend their time reading or analyzing

information, not observing and interacting with paliticians, gaining their trust and learning their
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secrets. The polite way to make this point isto say that politica scientidts, like other observers,

can never know exactly how a policy was made, and can only speculate about why it happened

and why it took the formi it did.*

In other words, according to Y oung, it is not possible to accomplish the main objective of this paper, to
explain why amagamations were implemented in Hdifax, Toronto, and Montredl. 'Y oung goes on to
acknowledge that “politica actors are constrained and influenced by the broad forces that are bearing in
on them and that are observable’ and he quotes Richard Simeon in noting that it is through paliticians
that these broader political forces operate. 'Y oung then points out that globalization is clearly one of the
broad forces that is currently affecting the subject about which he iswriting. He dso notes that
globalization has been used as araionde for ama gamationsin Canada by those who have promoted
them.*

This paper is not concerned with the politica rationde for anagametions; it is concerned with
academic explanations. Just because we cannot know exactly how and why paoliticians behave in
particular situations does not give us the luxury of tarting with some “broad force” such as globdization
and deducing how it must have impacted a particular policy decison. We must at least dlow for the
possibility that even the broadest and most powerful of such forces might, in particular Stuations, be of
no relevance a dl to aparticular decison. Thisis precisaly the point being made here about municipa
amadgamations in Canada: there is very little about the broader politics of these amagamations that was
not present when New Y ork City was amagamated in 1898.* Even then there were concerns about
keeping up with London, England — so we can perhaps acknowledge that globaization was as much a

forcethen asit isnow. What is obvioudy different is the presence of the linguistic issue in Montred and
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the relative importance of the three provincid premiers on the one hand and the then governor of New
Y ork on the other; the governor’s role seemed inggnificant.

Precisely because there was no equivaent of adominant provincid premier in the politics of the
New Y ork amagamation — and because a referendum was an important part of the processin New
Y ork —there is lots more evidence of pluraist, or society-centred, policy-making in the New Y ork
case. Exactly the same claim can be made about the palitics of the recent San Fernando Valley
secession attempt — and for the same reasons.

There are no sweeping conclusions to be drawn from this attempt to understand why municipal-
amagamation policies have been pursued in Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Quebec over the last ten years.
Such policies were brought in with little or no thought by provincid premiers who acted asthey did in
regponse to the particular politica circumstances in which they found themsalves.  They made little or
no effort to mobilize consent for these policies beyond asmall group of cabinet ministerswho in turn
helped control obedient caucuses. The adoption of these policies demongtrates how easy it is—in some
circumstances a least — for those who control the agpparatus of the provincid state to have their way.
Such a demondtration raises two questions: Isit agood ideafor provincid premiersto be able to what
they want without having to mobilize political support? Or isthe municipa sector in some way unique or

unusua, such that smilar state policy-making autonomy would not be possible in other sectors?
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