Municipal Reorganisation in Quebec’

L ouise Quesnel

Département des Saences Palitiques/Département d’ Aménagement
Université Laval

Québec (Qo) G1K 7P4

This study is based on the assumption that municipal government has a ceatain
autonomy and can influence decisions even at an upper leve of government.
Local political institutions have an existence of their own even though they are
formally creatures of the provincia authorities. They are part of ingtitutional
arrangements by which the politica system as a whole is held together and
functions. Actors within these ingtitutions may develop and stand for local
interests that come to be challenged by municipal restructuring.

Territoria restructuring, asfeatured by mergersor amal gametion of munid-
palities, represent a critical challenge to local autonomy and identity, and may
be perceived as an earthquake by local officia sand populati ons. For some policy
makers and some expets, however, restructuring may respond to other objec-
tives such as managing metropolitan areas, ensuring equity in taxation andin the
level of services, reinforcing local institutions in order to increase responsibili-
ties and attain downsizing goals & the provincial level (Tindal and Nobes Tindal
2000; Sancton 1991; Bourne 1991).

Decisions to reorganise munidpal strucures represent major issues for a
variety of social and political actors and are of special interest to provincia and
local decision makers. High expectationsare placed uponthe provincial authori-
ties who have the responsibility for municipal institutions. Some provincia
authori ties may want to imposetheir own policy agenda; others simply react to
interest groups. The question of municipal restructuring can be approached as a
process of agenda setting in Quebec where projects for change have been pro-
posed for decades without results comparable tothose in other provinces. What

* A first draft of this paper was presented at around table on municipal legislative renew al in
Canadian provinces, Annual Meeting of the Canadian Political Science Association, Sher-
brooke, 1999.
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issoparticul ar about institutiond arrangementsat themunicipa level in Quebec?

This study considers municipal reorgani sation projects which started in the
early 1990s and ae still under discussion. It is a casestudy of apolicy that is
still to be completely adopted, within the context of ongoing debates about the
pros and cons of munici pal reform. Thissituation isrelevant for astudy of what
Kingdon calls “streams” affecting public policy making. Three types of streams
or windows which create opportunities or openings for action are identified as
determinantsof the policy making process (Kingdon 1995). The probl em stream
refersto al activitiesrelated totheidentification and thediagnosis of a problem-
atic situation. Perceptions of the natur e of a problem and even problem recogni-
tion are at issue in the initial stages of policy making. Secondly, the politi cal
stream carries conditions related topolitics, relations of power and partisanship,
what Kingdon defines as the narrow sense of the political (1995). Hence, the
political mood of key actors towards a given policy proposal creates conditions
that may either block or propel policy depending on w hether the mood is nega-
tive or positive. Third, the policy stream refeas to the pdicy priorities that ae
imposed by the limited time and resour ces that can be devoted to any given
policy. Policies strugglefor a place on the dedsion agenda where opportunities
move ahead of the others. Kingdon points out that these streams may develop
separately or may converge and facilitate the adoption of a given policy.

This model seams appropriatefor the analyss of municipd reform. In fact,
this field has raised considerable discussion in the past in terms of the recogni-
tion of the problemsto be solved by reform (the problem stream). Moreover, the
provinci a and the municipd mood has sttled the conditions for politicd mobili-
sation and debates ove the issues of municipal restructuring (political stream).
Finally, the policy streamisof utmost rd evancy in thecontext of strong pressure
for reform in competi ng fields such as the health and education programs.

Our hypothesis is that the cumulative effects of the three streams may
explain the slow pace of structura changes in the municipal system in Quebec.
Although structural changes have been on the gover nmental agenda for quite a
while as a problem, the shift of municipa reform to the position of policy
priority and the opening of the policy window to propel the proposal into the
decision ggenda is vay recent.

This study is based upon an andysis of:

»  Thebackground and the content of thereport of the Commission Natiorale
sur les Finances et la Fiscali té (the Bédard report) issued in April 1999;
Interviews with provindd and municipd leades;

Thecontent of press conferences fromthe munid pal associations,

Interest group mobilisation for support or for protest; and

An array of activities related to provincial/ municipal relations.

v v v v

Only asmall part of this last element of analysis isvisible to the public at this
time.
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The argument in this paper is presented in four parts. First, the general
urban situation is described in order to demonstrate t he uniqueness of municipal
arrangementsin Quebec. Second, previous governmenta attempts at munici pal
reformarereviewed briefly. Third, the 1999 Bédard report on local financesand
taxation isanalysed. Fourth, the reorganisation pl an which wasissued in March
2000 and partly put into legislation in the following months is discussed.

The Urban Situation in Quebec

Canadian provinces have largely used their powers over municipalities to create
new entities, redefine their mandates, impose territorial restructuring or change
the rules for taxation. Government policy in the field of municipa affairs,
however, has followed different paths from province to province and Quebec
stands out on many significant grounds. On the one hand, Quebec has appeared
asrather conservativein municipal restructuring, having anumber of municipdi-
tiesthat hasnot significantly decreased over the 20th century. Moreover, Quebec
was the last province to adopt planning and land use legislation in 1979. On the
other hand, the Quebec Government has proven to beinnovative in the field of
electoral legidlation with the creation of electoral districtsin al cities of 20,000
or more and the implementation of four-y ear terms of of fice for mayors and dty
councillors. Quebec municipalitieshave a more favorable dtizens/elected offi-
cialsratio than in other provinces because of theimplementation of larger city
councils Furthermore, municipal and school district elections are separated
whereas these el ections are hdd simultaneously in other provinces. These unique
features do not all contributeequally to local democracy, but they indicate, for
better or worse, that distinctive paths have been followed in Quebec policy
making.

The structure of the municipal institutions in Quebec was modeled on that
of the parishes and villages of theearly days of the colony. Today’s agglomera
tions along the Saint Lawrence river and other major or smaller waterways
spread from these numerousfirst communities. Some of them have evolved irto
major metropolitan centres, such as Montreal, Quebec City, Chicoutimi, Hull,
Trois-Rivieres and Sherbrooke. Most of the remaining communities have re-
mained as small, autonomous rural communities widely spread across the re-
gions. Quebec’'s municipal map has remained by fa the most fragmented in
Canada.

Quebec has six out of the 25 Canadian metropolitan areas withi n its limits.
With Ontario, it is in the group of the most urbanised provinces in Canada
(Marshall 1994). Montred (3.3 million) isthe second lar gest metropolitan area,
after Toronto (4.3 million) and ahead of VVancouver (1.8 million) or Ottawa-Hull
(1 million). Yet, Quebec has an exceptional ly high number of small municipali-
ties. With 90 % of the municipalities with 10,000 or less residents, the munici-
pal framework is dominated by small and rural entities (Table 1). Out of the
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1414 local munidpalities, only 125 are in the 10,000 or more bracket and only
five are over 100,000. Cities are the home of 70 % of the population today.
These figures, however, should not hide the suburbanisation process that has
been going TABLE 1 Local Municipalities by Population, Quebec,1998

Municipalities % of Total Population

Population Range N %

< 500 274 19.4 4.7

500 to 999 338 29.9

1,000 to 1,499 188

1,500 to 1,999 130

2,000 to 2,999 142 46.4 25.0
3,000 to 3,999 80

4,000 to 4,999 40

5,000 to 9,999 76

10,000 to 24,999 77 5.4 17.2
25,000 to 49,999 27 1.9 13.3
50,000 to 99,999 16 1.1 15.2

> 100 000 5 0.4 24.5

Sub- total 1393 85.5 98.0
Nordic Villages 14 1.0 0.1
Others 7 0.5 > 0.1
Total Municipalities 1414 100.0

Population -- -- (7,111,148) 100%
Source: MAM 1998, Prévisions budgétaires des organismes municipaux 1998. Québec:

Publications du Québec, tableau 53.2

on for the last forty years. The large number of urban dwellers who now live
in the outskirts of the cor e cities represents a significant voicein our case study.
Only afew important territorial amalgamations have been realised over the
last decades. The creation of the City of Laval (just off the Island of Montreal)
is one example. In addition, the two cities of Baie Comeau and Hauterive and
some cities in the Quebec Gty area were merged. Each time, the provincial
government’s decision wasvery controversial and may have oontributed to the
electoral defeat of the provincial party in power at the time of the mergers.

Municipal Restructuring: A Political Mine Field
Municipal restructuring in Quebec has been at the core of intensive debates for

decades without resulting in significant ingtitutional changes in urban or rural
areas. A voluntary approach to amd gamation was encouraged by governmernt in
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the 1960s. Although accompanied by financial incentives, this approach did not
produce any signifi cant reducti on in the number of municipalities. In the 1970s,

a case-by-case approach under a provincial Government initiative lowered the
number of municipalities from 1,600 to 1,500. In the 1980s, priority was given
to reinforcement of the regional level, with the creation of the Regiond County
Municipd ities (RCM) and, in 1983, the launching of aGovernment proposal for
decentralisation with Le choix des régions (Cournoyer 1998).

These provincial initi atives have had political consequences. If theinitiated
changes were perceived astoo radical by the municipal élites, governing parties
suffered in subsequent el ections. After being active in ad hoc analgamation, the
Libera government (1960-1966, and 1970-1976) was sent to the Opposition in
the National Assembly in part because it introduced amajor proposal to aeate
two tier governments in the regions outside the three major metropolitan areas.
Between the two periods of power for the Liberals, the Union Nationale govern-
ment succeeded in creating three urban communities in the major metr opolitan
areas and was defeaed in 1970. As for the Parti Québémis Government, its
portfolio in municipal reorganisation was characterised between 1976 and 1985
by far reaching projects of decentralisation prior to its 1985 eledoral defeat.

The suggestion of this policy-politics conundrum may seem dmplistic in
view of the multiplicity of factors associated with electora outoomes (Bernard
1996). But many obsavers and politicd advisers share the opinion that full
range municipal reform may incur serious political costsfor aprovinci a govern-
ment.

In 1990, shortly after re-election, the Liberal Government i nitiated apr oject
to transfer responshilities and costs for police services and local roads This
project tar geted small locali ties where the Liberal Party does not findits major
supporters. To respond to pressing problems in the Montréal area, the Govern-
ment established a commission whose report was isaied in 1993 (the Pichette
Report). Shortly dter, the six centrd cities of the province issued a report
focusing on their specific problems and the need for cooperation at the metropol-
itan level. These two reports were not followed by substantive Government
policy at that time.

The Amalgamation of Small Municipalities

The Ministry of Municipal Affairs initiated a municipal amalgamation proj ect
in 1996. Small municipdities were targeted as afirst part of alarger program
designed to correct the fragmentation of the municipa level. Municipal govern-
ments were consider ed too numerous and too small to be efficient. Financial
support was offered to 400 municipali ties with a popul ation under 10,000 as an
incentive to help in the amalgamation studies. The amalgamation project was
revised in 1997 and a $375 million contribution from municipalities to the
provincia budget deficit reduction effort was i mposed on the smdler aswell as
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onthelarger municipaliti es. Theminister also added somecompelling conditions
to his amalgamation projed. Any failure to participate in this project would be
followed by a reduction of provincia funding for municipal programs starting
in 1997. This program was based on a highly publicised research report by an
economist who arived at the conclusion that the average cost of services was
lower if small municipalities were merged (Brisson 1996).

Following public hearingsheld in the fdl of 1996, the Government twice
postponed the deadline for theimplementation of the amadgamation programin
theface of strong opposition from the A ssociation of Rural and Regional Munic-
ipalities and others. In its report issued in April 1999, the Bedard Commisson
reiterat ed the need for amalgametion. During this period, 103 small munidpali-
ties merged into 49 new ones and 142 are currently conducting feasibility stud-
ies.

The Montréal Region

Montréal’ s expansion on both sides of the Saint-Lawrence River and the diffiault
adjustment of this urban reality to the fragmentation of the local political scene
have been an object of concern for many years (Collin 1998). Our discussion of
the situation in Montréal starts in 1993 with the Pichette Report (Groupe de
travail sur Montréal et sa région 1993). This largely business-oriented group
developed a coherent visi on for the economic development of the Montreal area
within the context of the global market. The group hoped this approach would
promote a regional consensus in favour of more intra-regional cooperation.*

The group defined the parameters of itswork in reference to the need to
contain urban sprawl, to respond to an increased need for servicesand inf rastruc-
ture, to face the needs of regional transit and environment protection in the
metropolitan area. The notion of “city region” was introduced as a way to
promote cooperation within a huge territory with some 100 municipalities, 12
RCMs, and one urban community. The Commission proposed the creation of a
regional council, composed of members delegated from area municipalities, the
abolition of the twelve RCMs, and the formation of four territorial service
boards. In addition to these proposals connected to municipal institutions, the
Commission proposed the merger of the five administrative regions of the
metropoli tan area into a sngle one, as well as the merger of the five regional
development councils (Cournoyer 1998).

The commission’s report met with strong oppositi on from many sides:

»  The suburban municipalities did not share the commission’s diagnosis of
their management pradices, and reaffirmed ther unwillingnessto bepart of

1. Weare grateful to an external reviewer who mentioned this relevant comment.
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the solution of problems caused by what they considered to be the core
city’s extravagances and bad management

» TheAssociation of Rural and Regional Municipalitiesrejected thereport on
the basisthat no change was necessary to the dructure of regional munici-
palities

» The proposal to change the map of the five administrative regions in the
Montrea area worried many Cabine ministers andfailed to generate con-
sensus inside Government

The Pichette Report was | eft with no immediate output until the nomination
in January 1996 by the Parti Québecois Government of a Cabinet minister
responsiblefor the metropolitan region. The new ministe came with amandate
to build up the necessary conditions in the region for the establishment of a
metropoli tan devel opment commisson. Once more, condultaionswereinitiated
with the area municipalities, representatives of the business community and
socio-economic groups. Again, strong opposition appeared, even when the
minister stated that the planned commission would not deal with the problems
of the City of Montred.

Following the consultationsin thefall of 1996 on the pro posed metropolitan
development commi ssion, the Government backed up on its proposal. It stated
the metropolitan commission woul d not touch the RCMs in the Montreal area
and that the commission’s role would be consultativerather than dedsional. A
bill was introduced inthe Quebec L egislaturein early 1997 to create aM etropol -
itan Development Commission (M DC) with the responsibility for building
cooperation around urban planning i ssues. The idea of a consul tative regi onal
body was not accepted by the Association of Rural and Regional M unicipalities
nor the suburban municipaliti eswithin the Montreal Urban Community or inthe
outskirts of the Island. The core city, however, supported it, along with the
business community and the major daily newspapers.

In view of thislack of consensusand with a provincial el ection anticipated
in the fall of 1998, the creation of the Metropolitan Development Commission
was postponed. The Parti Québecois Gover nment, re-elected on N ovember 31,
1998, appointed acabinet minister from the Montréd area withthe port folio of
“muni cipal affairs and the metropolis.”

This presentation of the background to legislativereform in Quebec would
miss out avery strategic point if the 1997 “deal” involving the Quebec Govern-
ment and the A ssociation of Urban Municipalitieswas notincluded. The provin-
cial government imposed an annud contribution of $375 million on all munici-
palities for athree year period (1997-2000). The government argued that every-
one should participate in thefiscal effort confronting the Quebec Government,
including municipalities. All municipalities were thereforerequired to pay thar
proportionate share to the local activities special financing fund (LASFF). This
government decision was interpreted by the municipdities as an unacceptable
“transfa™ of coststo decentr alised entiti eswhich had conscientiously deli vered
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balanced budgets year after year. Despite an initial vodferous oppositionto the
decision, the Assodation of Urban Municipdities finally agreed to colleborate
while opposition from the Association of Rural and Regional M unicipalities was
ignored by the Government. T he deal with thefirst Associ ation was condi tioned
by a Government promise to createa commission on locd finances and taxaion.
This commisson was put in place in April 1998, a few months prior to the
November 1998 provincial elections, and the report was issued in April 1999.

The Commission nationale sur les finances
et la fiscalité locales

The Commission national e sur les finances et la fiscalité locales, chaired by
DenisBédard, was mandated by the Quebec Government to examine the sources
of revenue of local governments, ways of improving the equity and the effi-
ciency of the municipal fiscal regime, and metropol itan taxation system. It was
asked to take into account the Government’s intention to “improve” public
finances without increasing the overall tax burden and look specificaly at
Montréal’s financia situation.

The commission’s report, issued in April 1999, is composed of seven
chapters. Four chaptersdeal withfinancial matters, two with local public sector
reform, including school boards, and one with local management and labor
relations. The large report with 108 recommendations on taxation and municipal
structures and functions i s based on the following views:

» Thereisaneedtoincrease local financial autonomy. With the lengthy use
of financial datistics, the report reaserts that the financial situation of
municipalities as awholeis healthier than that of the province and that there
is reasonable room for an increasein the contribution of municipalities to
the funding of public services

»  According to theCommission, however, local structuresare not adaptedto
fulfill their role in “Quebec’s local contemporary dynamique’ (Québec
1999: 159). A detailed analysis of the |l ocal public sedor is presented, with
emphasison the multiplicity of local units (including special districts), the
inefficiency of the administrative territorial maps, the duplication of <er-
vices, the absence of vision for the region, the deficiency of local democ-
racy, the limits of real estatetaxes, and the existence of fiscd inequities and
fiscal enclaves. These characteristics ae defined as elements of the general
problematic applicable to all municipal governments.

»  Other elementsare added to describe the situation in metropolitan agglom-
erations: sterileinter-municipal competition, poor planning and the external
costs of commuting. The report, indeed, passes severe judgments on the
municipal situation, calling for drastic structural changes.
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The major recommendations of the Bédard report concerning structur es were as
follows:

» The 96 Regional County Municipalities be reinforced on the basis of three
important changes: atr ansfer of someloca municipality responsibilities, the
direct election of the mambers of the regional county councils and the right
for the RCMs to raise their own taxes.

» Themunicipalitiesin four metropoli tan areas, except Montréal and Quebec
City either to engagein discussiors leading to a major transfe of responsi-
bilities to a two-tier government or merge and remain in their respective
RCM for regional planning functions.

» Themunicipditiesin the Montreal and Quebec City areasshould be amal-
gamated: into 20 muni cipalities for the greater Montred area (five maxi-
mum for the Island of Montreal), and into five or six in the Quebec metro-
politan ar ea.

»  Maetropolitan structures should be crested in the Montreal and the Quebec
metropoli tan areas, with officials directly elected and autonomous taxation
powers.

This report is interesting as an attempt at policy renewal. It is well docu-
mented and brings substance to the debate. The Commission responded to its
ministeri al mandateby adopting a grai ghtforward and encompassng approach.
The argument concerning structural reform is built on an extensive use of fisca
indicators, a detailed and critical analysis of local current practices in the field
of taxation, aswell as a systematic analysis of the sharing of responsibilitiesin
the public sector. With thismultidimensional view, thereport opens up the way
for the adoption of a municipal reform that would be far more comprehensive
than the ad hoc reorganisations of the 1970s and 1980s. It presents a coherent
argument in favour of reform which would include the three basic dimensions
of municipal government: structur es, r esponsibil ities and process (democaacy).

Reactionsto this report wereimmediate and mogly negative on the munici-
palities’ side. Themunicipal representatives challenged thereport’ sapproach and
what they described as adiversion of the Commiss on’s mandate. For the Asso-
ciation of Urban Municipalities, the Bédard Commisson’ s mandate wasto focus
on finance and taxation, not on structures. It rejected any proposal opening the
road to the reinforcement of RCMs and was horrified at the ideaof losing a
monopoly over direct taxation and at the possbility of directly electing leaders
of regional governments.

Themayors of thecities of Montred and Quebec were morenuanced intheir
reactions. Although they shared their colleagues' rejection of direct dection and
direct taxation at the second-tier level, they endorsed the Commission’s diagno-
sis concerning metropolitan fragmentation, inefficiency in economic develop-
ment strategies and inequity in thesharing of public expenditureswithin metro-
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politan aress.

The persons speaking against the Commission’s recommendations largely
outnumbered thosein favour and thestrudural issues rasedin thereport were
superficial ly addressed by the urban and rural municipal authorities. In fact, it
islikely that most of the mayors did not read the voluminous report. T he format
of the document better suited the academic world than the world of municipal
leaders. The datawere presented at ahigh leve of aggregation so that individual
municipalities could not identify themselves in the tables.

The Commission’s report set the table for confrontation between Govern-
ment and the munici pal world. On one side, a “white paper” leading to formal
public consultation and followed by legislation was an option for the Govern-
ment. Municipalities, on the other side, were preparing far war.

The Aftermath of the Bedard Report

After the first wave of reactions to the Bédard report, discussions of municipal
reformin the public aenawere hdted. Public servantsin the Ministry of Muni c-
ipal Affairsworked on policy proposals, while municipd officials prepared their
next year's budget. At the centre of the latter’s working group lay the question
about the necessity to budget for another year their contributi on to the “ local
activities special financing fund” (LASFF) to which they had contri buted since
1998.

At the end of the summer 1999, a Montreal daily newspaper published a
series of articles on proposal s the newspaper suggest ed would lik ely beincluded
in the coming white pgoer on reorganisation. These proposals concerned the
creation of a megastructure for the Montréa area and the reorganisation of
RCMs. Le Devoir reported that such proposals provoked a “rebellion” within
the Parti Québécoisdeputationinthe N ational Assembly aswell asinthe munic-
ipalities (L évesque 1999).

Withinthiscontext, Louise Harel, the Minister of Municipal Affairs, issued
astatement to reiterate the objectives of the reform. She clearly summarised the
five problemsin need of asolution, in order : the* dramatic inequity in munici-
pal financial systems”; problems of urban sprawl; problemsrelated to the uneven
distribution of the costs of social housing within the Montreal area; the ineffi-
ciency of highly fragmented municipa structures; and, lastly, theinadequacy of
urban management (Internet gte: Communiqués c4129).

Wasthis ministerial statement intended to sound the end of the debate?The
impact went in this direction as M s. Harel initiated some negotiations with the
two municipal associationsin October 1999 with the hope of coming to afiscal
agreement early enough to be included in the process of developing municipal
budgets. Many scenarioswereput forward, some involving transfesto thelocal
school boards of the costs of student transportation accompanied by a major
increase of the local school tax levies. In order not to penali se local taxpayers,
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the provi ncial Government requir ed that municipal governments decreasetheir
own level of taxation while the Government would put an end to the munidpali-
ties' contribution to the specia financing fund (LASSF). During this bargaining
process, the two associations representi ng the municipalities appeared to be at
odds with one anothe and failed to converge in their efforts to come to an
agreemert with Government.

In December 1999, after Ms. Harel’ sannouncement that the bilater a discus-
sionsinvolving the Government and the Associations had faled, the Government
established a committes of eight cabinet ministers to study the reorganisation
question. The Mini ster of Municipal Affairsreiter ated afew weeks later that the
elaboration of the white paper on reorganisation was under way. On March 3,
2000, following Cabinet endorsement of the reform proposal, Ms Harel issued
a“reorganisation plan” which had been endarsed by Cabine afew daysealier.

The *Reorganisation Plan’

The“reorganisation plan” has atwo-level structure: first, it focuses on the three
major metropoli tan areas (Montr eal, Quebec and Hull), and second, the munid-
palities outside these areas. The strategy, therefore, isto deal fir st with thethree
regional gove'nments or communautés urbaines which were put in placein 1970
and where 70 % of Quebec’s population livesand then to ded with the RCMs
and the smaller municipalities.

TheMinister of Munici pal Affairs, at the outset, outlined the general frame-
work of the Government proposals. Sheannounced arangeof projects pertaining
to regional government and tax-base sharing, responsibilities of RCMs and
municipal amalgamation. The proposed decision agenda is spread over two
years, with the publication of the white paper in April 2000, the introduction of
legislation in June 2000, implementation in January 2001 and the abolition of tax
re-distribution as of January 2002.

In the three major metropolitan areas, the plan proposes the establishment
of metropolitan commissionswith planning and coordination functions pataining
to land use, public transit, economic development, inter-municipal services,
social housing, garbage disposal and tax-base sharing. The Government proposes
to review the RCM’ sresponsibilitiesin this context since someof the functions
of the proposed commissions overlap those of the existing RCMs.

Asfor the calendar, the municipal reorganisation process in the three mgjor
metropoli tan areas began in April 2000 with the creationof an advisory commit-
tee in each area (with a membership composed of mayors and chairpersons of
each area’s RCMs) and the nomination of aprominent Government delegate as
committee chair. These advisory committees haveatwofold mandate. First, they
are asked to make recommendations to the Minister of Municipal Affairs con-
cerning inter-municipal servi ces and infrastructure and ways of implementing a
tax-base sharing model. Second, the advisory committees are expected to make
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recommendations to the Minister pertaining to municipal amalgamation and
options for jointly providing some specific services. In the Montreal area, the
committee is specifically mandated to examine diffaent merger scenarios,
ranging from the City of Montreal’s proposal for “one island, one city” to the
very radical proposd to create asingle munidpality covering dl of the metropol -
itan area. A similar mandate wasgiven to the Quebec City and Hull area com-
mittees.

The presentation of the provinci al budget was a different political event but
had important linkages with the reorganisation pan. When the Miniger of
Finance and Vice-Premier, Bernard Landry, issued his fifth annual budget on
March 14, 2000, he announced a series of measures aimed at the municipalities
and with the explicit intention of “smoothing” the relations of his Government
with the municipa world. The announcement of the end of the municipalities
contribution to the “ local activities specid financing fund” (L ASFF) as of 2001
(but not as of 2000as the municipalitieshad requested) isrelevantto this discus-
sion. Furthermore, he announced up to $155 million as speci a assistance to the
municipalities for the reorganisation plan, with explicit reference in his budget
speech to urban centres and RCMs. He also announced, however, the end of the
redistribution by the provincial Government to the municipalities of the proceeds
from the tax on the telecommunications, natural gas and eledricity (TGE)
network. Thislast itemwas supported by the smdl municipdities whowerenot
affected by the measure, while it created much dissatisfaction on the pat of
larger cities.

Werethe relations between the Quebec Government and the municipalities
effectivdy softened ? The imagewhich the media showed ove the following
weeks did not confirm this wishful thinking.

Reactions and Follow-up to the “ Reor gani sation Plan”

Asthe “reorganisation plan” had been expectedfor quite awhile, the reactions
were quick to come from the associations representi ng the urban and the rura

municipalities and from specific mayors. Both associations condemned the plan
on the basis that thepriorities should be reversed to favor a solution of the fiscal

problem before dealing with structural problems. The Chairman of the Associa-

tion of Quebec Urban Municipalities (AQM) claimed the proposed mergerswill

necessarily lead to an increase in taxes as long as legislation concerning labour
relations at the municipal level is not anended. This critical point has been a
central issue for the urban municipalities for along time. The Bédard Commis-
sion, for example, had recognisal this point in its report.

Thereis more, however, to the urban mayors rejection of the Harel plan
than discontent ove labour legislation. The Chairman of the AQM accuratdy
voiced the Association’s point of view when he stated that “the Government
would be well advised to understand that for a large majority of municipal
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elected officials, a new fiscal agreement is of much more importance than the
Harel reform, and that the latter would have alot more chance of successin an
environment stabilised by anew fiscal agreement” (trandlation from Laframboise
2000).

For some mayors, such as the group north of Montreal, any anticipated
increase in taxation was to be condemned. Clearly, the dominant argument in
opposition to the Minister’s acti on plan focused on the perceived inappropriate-
ness of the proposal’ sfiscal recommendations. These mayors refused to contrib-
ute to the funding of metropolitan services and infrastructure, as well as to any
kind of “ rescue” of the major central cities. Other mayor s attacked the consulta-
tion process. Some of them refused to sit on the committ ees; other s challenged
the composition of the committees onthebasis of the anticipatedunder-represen-
tation of the mayors.

Over the monthsfollowing the rel ease of the reorganisation plan, an opposi-
tion movement was initiated by suburban municipalities in theMontreal and in
the Quebec City area. The movement focused on the amalgamaion component
of the plan and theterritory to be included in the proposed metropoli tan commis-
sions. With adds in the daily newspaers and billboards, the movement mobi-
lised suburban electors -- mostly property owners -- and established a“rapport
de forces” with Government. As discussions were ongoing, the Government
offered to increase the funding tha the municipalities would receive for the
implementation of the plan, reconsidered the responsibilities that would be
handed over to the metropoli tan commissions, and agreed to increase municipal
representation on the commission councils. But these accommodations did not
convince the suburban municipaliti es.

The opposition movement culminated with the organisation of referendain
the suburban municipalities. The electors were asked aquestion with a similar
wording pertaining to their support of a reorganisation plan that would involve
substantive tax increases and service degradation. Although the results are not
binding for the provinci a authorities, afair proportion of the voter s responded
by supporting rejection of thereform by their local officials. With voter turnout
between 10 and 35 %, 90 % or more of the suburban voters rgected theamal -
gamation with an overwhelming mgority.

The Quebec Parliament adopted legislation to create the Greater M ontreal
Metropolitan Commission. Later on, in November 2000, the Government
introduced a bill proposing the merger of municipalities in the province's five
major metropoli tan areas and the creation of five new large cities(Montreal 1.8
million, 28 municipalities merged; Quebec 504,000, 13 municipalities merged;
L ongueuil 380,000, 8 municipalities merged; Gatineau-Hull 200,000, 5 munici-
palities merged; and Lévis 118,000, 10 municipalities merged). With the “one
island/one city” proposal for M ontreal, the new city will become the second
largest in Canada ( after Toronto), and Quebec City will bethe nineth largest.

Following the introduction of thislegislation, public hearings were held in
early December and adoption of the Bill is scheduled to teke placebefore the end
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of 2000. In January 2001, transition committees will be formed in each of the
fiveareas. Municipal electionswill be heldin November 2001, and the five new
cities will start their official existence & of January 2002.

The “forced merger” proposal met with very strong opposition from the
suburban mayors in the Montr eal area, and to alesser extent in the Quebec and
the Outaouais areas. Citizen committeeswereformed inafew suburban munid-
palities with activities mostly in the form of billboar ds and ralli es? urging the
Government to withdraw the bill. Citizens expressed their opposition when
suburban municipalities held popul ar votes on the “forced mergers’. As the
2000 Canadian federal election approached, protesti ng municipali ties organi sed
a campaign against the Bloc Québécois candidates®, aiming to influence ind-
rectly the Parti Québécois provinda governmert.

The major daily newspapers, however, favoured the Government proposal,
with the important exception of The Gazette. The Gazette editors voiced the
opinions of the anglophone population of the Montreal area. The merger pro-
posal carried a linguistic dimension in Montrea that was absent in the other
regions concerned with the merger proposal. Infact, 14 of the 28 municipaliti es
to be merged on the | land of Montreal enjoy abilingua status under the Prov-
ince of Quebec's Charte de la langue francaise. The anglophone campaign
against the merger proposal wasbased largely on the assumption that the Bill’s
provisions for the protedion of therightsof theanglophore populationswere
not satisfactory.

In contrast to the opponents of mergers, the“proforces’ havenot been vay
active. The central cities, some feminist groups and some socio-democratic
citizen groupswere visible participants. Spokespersons for the government have
been very few after the introdudion of the Bill -- primarily the Quebec Premi er
and the Minister of M unicipal Affairs.

The arguments in favor and those against the reorganisation plan can be
summarised as follows :

» The proposers and the defenders of the reorganisation argue the plan is
necessary to attain several objectives, notably the “modernisation” of the
municipal structures, increased coordination at the metropolitan level, a
better planning cepacity to curtal urban sprawl, and last but not least,
reduction of the fiscal disperity that characterises the municipal system in
the metropolitan areas where some municipalities figure as fiscal “ para-

2. Ironically, the Union of Suburban Municipalities of Montreal Island, a dissident branch of the
Quebec Union of Municipalities, organised a large rally of suburban protestors which took
place in the downtown district of the City of Montred, a gesture that was interpreted by
Mayor Bourque, from the City of Montréal, as showing the protestors’ de facto identification
with thecentral city...

3.  TheBlocQuébécois Party is an independentist party on the federal political scene. Itis known
as the federal branch of the Parti Québécois, Québec’s independentist party.
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dises’ while others face an overload of public charges for regiona infra-
structures and services.

» The opponents of the reorganisation tend to focus their arguments on the
merger component of the plan: they wish to protect their level of services
and quality of life, they fear that the new city will be inaccessible and they
wish to protect the local community and the liberty of choice for the home
owners. They aso contend that a cost sharing approach, r ather than “ forced
mergers’, would be amore appropriate strategy for the reduction of fiscal
disparities between municipaliti es.

The present will to move forward with the reorganisaion Bill will signifi-
cantly change themunicipal government inQuebec. Therewill be fewer munia-
palitiesand arevised patern of respons hilities between the borough councils,
the enlarged city governmentsand the metropolitan communities. At the time of
preparation of this publication, the ongoing pr ocessprecludes any strong conclu-
sion asto the outcome. Until the third reading of the Bill and theimplementation
of the law, some legidative amendments can be expeded. Our view, however,
is that the Bill will move forward in substance.

Conclusion

The policy process of municipd reform has not ye come to itscompletion. The
plan has moved, however, from the government agendato the policy agenda
with theinitiation of legislation. We now turn to this decision process for afi nal
interpretation using Kingdon’s three determinants of change in the policy pro-
cess.

The Problem Stream

The problem stream pertains to the identification of what iswrong wi th a situa
tion and whether there is a need to correct it. Our case study shows that exten-
sive discussions took place on the nature of the problem at hand. Isthere a rea
problem with multi ple municipal structures? What isthe problem with suburban
municipalities doing as they wish? Why destroy wha is working well? There
obviously is no agreed upon answe to these questions on the part of Govern-
ment, local elected officials, municipal workers unions, the daily newspapers,
experts or citizens. A major obstade to consensus, however, has been neutrd-
ised. The Government cameto afiscal agreement with the two associations of
municipalitiesin the fall of 2000 and promised to support the extra costs of the
territorial mergers with special subsidies. Moreover, taxpayers' resistance was
weakened when simulations of the impact of the mergers on the taxpayers of the
different municipalitieswere made publi c. Asawhole, the project ed tax decrease
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for a majority of taxpayers curtailed the oppodtion to merger on the part of
citizens of the central cities aswell as of certain suburbs. The debate concerning
the best solution continues amongst specialists, but thereisconsensus concerning
the necessity to correct fiscal inequity at the meropolitan level.

Although the opponent sto the Bill have concent rated on the forced character
of the mergers rather than the consequences of mergers per se, the nature of the
problem underlying the opposition to the authoritative imposition of restructur-
ing has not been extensivey discussed. “Forced mergers’ has been a campaign
slogan but not an issue clarifying device. Finally, the intervention of federal
parties in the debate did not help clarify the issues underlying a municipal
problem which is clearly a provincial responsibility.

Nevertheless, the interests at stake for local politicians are still high as a
majority of them will probably |oose their e ectoral base. Consequently, the
opposition of thelocal political classin the suburbs may be supported by subjec-
tive interests which add to the more objedive views concerning the reform of
local institutions.

Therespective salary levd s of the munidpal work force is another important
component in the merger plans. An argument that muricipal workers benefit
from advantageous labour conditions in comparison to aher government em-
ployees has been building up for several years. As the reorgani sation bill was
introduced, the municipal labour unionswere prompt to mobilise and oppose any
proposal which would change thelabour negotiation process between the munici-
palities and the labour unions. The complex issues includesalary, conditions of
work and rules for collective bargaining each of which contributed to the unions
opposition platform.

The Policy Stream

Thepolicy stream refersto the accumulation of knowledgeand the determination
of the policy community within a specific policy fidd. In Quebec, specialists
in government agencies and in the universities have had along lasting concern
for metropolitan reform. They have from time to time voiced their frustration
moreor less publicly in view of what they perceived aslow Government recep-
tivity towards recommendations for reform. This favourable attitude towards
reform can beillustrated by the numerous reports and proposals that have been
written over the last decades (Table 2).

Support from the academic community is now morefragmented in view of
the merger proposal. Many urbanologists, especidly inthe Montred area, are
opposed tothe” oneidand/ onecity” proposal. Their fear of excessivecentralisa
tion and bureaucratic dictatorshi pisfar less resented by speci alistsin the Quebec
or the Qutacuais aress where the scde of the reorganisation and theissues ae
not as diversified and complex as they gopea in Montréal. Still, the policy
community’ sfragmentation reflects the divisionsthat are present in the different
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political and social groups of the local cmmunities of which they ae part.

After amoment of hesitation following the failure to reach a fiscal agree-
ment with the municipaitiesin thefal of 1999, and with the final fiscal agree-
ment one year later, the Quebec Government hasclearly set the policy priority
on municipal reorganisation. The Government’swill to move forward with this
priority does not seem to be shaken by the opposition movement that is, for the
most part, supported by the suburban forces.

The Political Stream

Municipal reorganisation ha been teking place in the midst of a turbulent
political stream, the major protagonists of which have bean presented in this
pape. Central city mayors, major daily newspapers (except Montrea’s The
Gazette), some progressve social groups and some specidistsin the urbanfield

are suUp TABLE 2 Calendar of Major Stages in Provincial Municipal Relations in Quebec,
1997-2000

October 1997 Agreement between the Quebec Government and the Union of Quebec
Municipalities to the effect that the municipalities will contribute $375
million for the next 3 years to help the Quebec government reduce the
deficit of its annual budget. The Quebec gover nment, in return, will create
atask force on fiscal problems.

April 1998 Creation of the National Commission on local finances and taxation.

December 1998 The newly elected Premier of Quebec, Lucien Bouchard, chooses Louise
Harel as cabinet minister for Municipal affairs. The Ministérede la métro-
pole is merged with the Ministry of M unicipal Affairs.

April 1999 Release ofthereportof the Nationd commission on local finances and fisca-
lité entited Pacte 2000 (Bédard R eport).

September 1999 Leakage of information asto the content of the White Paper on municipal
reorganisation (Harel proposals). Mobilisation of the municipal world
against the recom mend ations of the Bédard Report. Rumorsof a “rebellion”
against the Harel proposals within Government and within the municipal
world.

November 1999 Unsuccessful discussons involving the Quebec Minister of Municipal
Affairsand the two associations of Quebec municipalities to agreeto put an
end to the municipal contribution to the “1ocal activities spedal financing
fund”, to reduce by $640 million municipal taxation over A 4 year period
and to support the creation of a tax sharing mechanism in the metropolitan
areas.

March 2000 The minister of Municipal Affairs releases a “reorganisation plan”and
announces a white paper to be issued in April 2000, followed by legislation
in June 2000, and implementation in January 2001.

porting reorgani sation. The suburban mayors, suburban citizen groups, munici-
pal workers' unions and the English language Montréal Gezette arein opposi-
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tion.

The opposition movement’s voice is heard much louder than that of the
supporters. This situation can be explainad by the fact that the Government’s
strategy isto centraliseitsinterventionsin the hands of afew prominent poli tical
figures and to use slected high profile public and private forums for announce-
ments. At this time, however, it seems clea that the Government will move
ahead with the reorganisation plan.

Our fina comment addr esses the nature of the reorgani sation proposal that
isbasically astructural reform. The Government has put forward a proposal for
athree-levd institutional design, with the borough councilsat the lower level,
the municipdity & the centre of the structure and the metropolitan community
at the broader regiond level. From a policy point of view, these three compo-
nents are inseparabl e because of their complementarity. The enlargement of the
municipal territory to form the new large cities isclosely linked to the creation
of first-level boroughswith significant decision power and capacity (resources.

This reorgani sation opens up some interesti ng opportunity for arenewal of
the political leadership in the mgjor urban areas of the province. Municipa
political parties and community groupswill have to redefinetheir territory and
enlarge their programs to give place to more concens about socio-economic
planning and quality of urban life. Theissues at stake in the new cities hopeully
will challenge new candidates prompted by feelings of collaboration and renewal
of the municipal role.

Our cae study shows that munid pal reorgani setion processes share common
characteristics. They challenge the incumbent politicians. They appea asthreats
to what locally haslong been taken for granted or establi shed as vested interests.
Although they are structura and institutional in nature, they are seen as calling
upon important valuesrelated to democracy and qual ity of urban life. Municipal
reorgani sation, then, represents a provocative change and is seen as such in all
places.

Our study suggests some dgnificant differences from other mergers such as
the Toronto experiment of 1997. In our case, the central city leaders and groups
aremostly favourabl e to the reorgani sation plan. Intheir view, the governmental
proposal isjustifi ed by aneed for more equity and coordination at the metropoli-
tan level. In Quebec, the issues at stake bring into opposition the central city
forces to the suburban forces, and thelatter to the provincial Government. In the
Toronto megacity project, the provincial Government proceeded with opposition
from both the central city and suburban governments.

These fina remarks, of an exploratory nature, should be tested empirically
in further research. Research aso is needed to assess the impact of structura
reforms, such as the one examined in this paper, on urban policy.
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