Toward a new megacity party: Democracy Montreal
The Gazette’s editorial of Jan. 6, “Build from the grass roots,” makes the case that the new Montreal mega-city needs a municipal party that will preserve what we now have in the suburbs while still attracting support from residents of the current city of Montreal. It is also argued that the new party should be built from the grass roots. This article proposes a plan for just such a new party.

The new party could be called Democracy Montreal because it will be a model of democracy, in contrast to Pierre Bourque’s Vision party, which is notorious for its lack of citizen consultation. The establishment of the party and the development of its basic platform could be done by a group of citizens who would commit to not running for any municipal public office such as, for example, current or former Montreal island mayors and councilors or members of DemocraCité, the umbrella organization for all the citizens groups opposed to Bill 170. These people would have no hidden agenda and so they would be able to set up an unbiased structure and platform.

The main guiding principle for the party platform would be to maintain the powers of the existing suburbs and to give the new boroughs created from the former city of Montreal the same powers as the suburbs currently enjoy. In effect, this would mean that the new Montreal would become a federation of suburbs rather than a remote, inefficient mega-city. The suburbs would keep all that they now have and the neighborhoods of Montreal would gain the same benefits now only enjoyed by the suburbs since each of the new Montreal boroughs would get a “mayor,” and neighborhood council with the same powers as those of the current suburbs. All of this goes completely against the spirit of Bill 170 but it is easily doable within the confines of the new legislation. Further, it is exactly what the citizens in the suburbs and even the majority of the citizens in Montreal want.

Here is how it would work. After the establishment of the party structure, a temporary executive board and the party platform, a membership drive would be initiated. The cost of membership would be nominal in order to ensure maximum participation in the party. All members of the party would then vote with mail-in ballots for potential councilors for the borough in which they reside. For a borough with three councilors, the candidate with the most votes would become the party’s candidate for “mayor” of the borough, and the two runner-ups would be the party’s candidates for the other two borough councilor positions. Each ballot would also have a list of candidates for Mayor of Montreal and all party members would vote for the new Mayor. The one with the most votes would become this new party’s candidate for Mayor. For a borough such as Borough # 6, which consists of more than one suburb (Sainte Geneviève, Île-Bizard, and Sainte-Anne-De-Bellevue) the mechanism would be slightly more complicated. One possibility would be for the residents of each suburb to vote for one councilor from their city. The councilor from the three cities getting the most votes would become the “mayoral” candidate for that borough.

The above plan is 100% democratic and fair. It should be extremely popular with the grass roots since it allows the people to choose their candidates for Mayor and city council instead of backroom politicians. If the party membership campaign is wildly successful as it should be, anyone who wants to have a reasonable chance of becoming Mayor or a city councilor would want to be a candidate for the party. This would likely nip in the bud any potential parties that could split the vote. Given the tremendous opposition to the merger plan throughout the island of Montreal, this plan would probably result in a landslide victory for Democracy Montreal with all, or virtually all, seats on the new city council being won by the party. 

Following the election victory, the Montreal city council would establish borough (or sub-borough) committees. Each committee would consist of the councilor(s) from the borough (or sub-borough) plus additional members to be elected by the residents of the borough (or sub-borough). The head of the committee would be the “Mayor” of the borough or, in the case of sub-boroughs, the councilor from that sub-borough. The number of additional members on each committee would be the number necessary to bring the total to the number of councilors on the former suburban city council. In the case of new boroughs carved from the former city of Montreal, the number would be similar to a suburb of the same size. All the councilors from a borough would automatically be on the borough committee and the remaining members would be elected by the citizens of the borough. For example, Sainte-Anne-De-Bellevue (a sub-borough) would have one councilor from the Montreal city council who would be the unofficial Mayor of the Sainte-Anne-De-Bellevue committee and six more elected representatives, the same number as the suburb currently has. 

The new Montreal city council would then delegate all decision making powers that the suburbs currently have to the borough or sub-borough committees. These committees would have no more legal standing than any non-profit association of citizens, but the Montreal city council would rubber stamp all such decisions. The Montreal city council would make all decisions concerning matters currently handled by the MUC, such as public transportation and the police. Taxes collected in each borough or sub-borough would be divided, as they are now, between a local and an MUC portion. The local portion would be spent in the borough or sub-borough where the taxes had been collected.

It is said that you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink. The citizens opposed to the forced mergers constitute a very big, strong and stubborn horse. The Quebec government has passed Bill 170 and, in spite of our continuing efforts to fight its implementation on several fronts, the new city elections may be held in 10 months. The formation of Democracy Montreal as described here will guarantee that the island suburbs will lose nothing, and that the citizens of Montreal will gain a responsive, democratic government that will give them better services at a lower cost. Conversely, the creation of Democracy Montreal may finally make PQ realize that they have unleashed a very powerful adversary and they may just rescind Bill 170. Either way, Montrealers will be the winners.

