It’s the mergers, stupid

When Bill Clinton was campaigning for the US presidency in 1992, he had a sign made to keep him focused on the key issue, “THE ECONOMY, STUPID!” Unfortunately, in reading the just released platform of Gerald Tremblay’s party, the Montreal Island Citizens Union (MICU), one is struck by the total lack of a key theme. While the mission statement of the party contains an even dozen principles, not one of them touches on the key issue for the overwhelming majority of suburbanites and even a majority of Montrealers. That issue is, “THE MERGERS, STUPID!”

While Tremblay repeatedly claims to be the anti-merger candidate compared to pro-merger mayor Pierre Bourque, the MICU platform makes it clear that Tremblay fully accepts the mergers. There is not one sentence in the 30-page document suggesting that a future provincial government should hold referenda on de-merging.

The platform accepts Bill 170’s division of powers between the central city council and the borough councils. This, in spite of the fact that nothing in Bill 170 prevents the city from allowing the borough councils to make recommendations on all issues affecting the boroughs. 

In the case of boroughs that will consist of more than one former municipality, the MICU accepts the merger of these suburbs into a single borough. Nothing in Bill 170 forces the MICU to take this position. The boroughs could easily organize themselves into autonomous sub-boroughs with the boundaries of the former suburbs. The MICU, however, has chosen not to advocate this.

The MICU’s platform of embracing the mergers contradicts its own principles. Consider the first two planks of the MICU mission statement: Promote the identity of neighbourhoods and boroughs; Decentralize powers to the boroughs.

While it’s true that citizens of the former city of Montreal will – at the expense of even less representation in the city government – get boroughs with limited powers, the powers of the former suburbs are being significantly reduced and for many suburbs their identities are being totally emasculated.

Tremblay repeatedly claims to listen to the people but his platform does not reflect the wishes of the people. “Immediately after the election,” according to the document, “the new MICU administration will bring in a series of measures to encourage participatory democracy and the decentralization of power.”

Let’s consider the issue of participatory democracy and respect for the will of the people. In every single suburb the citizens have made their opposition to the forced mergers crystal clear. In referenda and opinion polls the opposition to the forced mergers ranged from 80% to 99%. Numerous protest rallies were held culminating in the Dec. 10 mass rally of 75,000 ordinary and very upset citizens. Every suburban mayor, including many who are now part of the MICU, supported their citizens. Tens of thousands of names were added to petitions; tens of thousands of letters, faxes and e-mails were sent to the Quebec government. 

In spite of this clear expression of the public will, nowhere in Tremblay’s platform is this will recognized. What should be in the platform is a clear statement of opposition to forced mergers and support for the principle that, after the benefits and drawbacks of remaining merged or un-merging are known, citizens should have the right to decide for themselves in a referendum.

Let us examine the MICU position on decentralization. “We will give the Borough Councils the maximum autonomy and authority allowed by Bill 170.” This statement sounds good on the surface but the key is how one interprets what Bill 170 allows. The MICU interprets it very narrowly. Others, such as Democracy Montreal and many independent candidates propose a much broader interpretation.

The spirit of the law is to concentrate true power with the Mayor and his executive committee, and to use the boroughs as a delivery mechanism for central policy. It is possible though – while respecting the letter of the law – to establish elected advisory committees in each borough and former municipality that would make recommendations on all issues formerly under municipal control. In a true democracy, the city and borough councils would adopt virtually all of the recommendations. This is what the people want, true local democracy in the former suburbs as well as in the new Montreal boroughs.

Why, if the MICU is anti-merger, democratic and for decentralization, have they not incorporated these principles into their platform? Why have they meekly accepted Bill 170 and the mergers? 

Perhaps Tremblay and his team feel that the suburbanites will vote for them no matter what is in their platform since Bourque is the devil that brought in the mergers in the first place while Tremblay is the lesser evil who merely accepts the mergers as a fait accompli.

This analysis overlooks one key fact. Regardless of whom voters choose as mayor, numerous independents and Democracy Montreal candidates – unencumbered by a party policy of acceptance - are preparing to run on a true anti-merger platform. It is even possible that a true anti-merger candidate for mayor, such as Peter Trent may emerge. 

These candidates understand the key issue. “THE MERGERS, STUPID!”
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