The Liberals have unveiled the amendments to Bill 9, and they fall far short of delivering on Jean Charest’s election promise to annul the mergers where the citizens choose to do so.  The Liberals should bring the Bill completely in line with their commitment if they wish to avoid the fate that befell the previous administration.  The most important thing about Bill 9, however, is that it will give us the opportunity to decide on our future. At long last there is a way out of the Mega Mess.

Some misleading reports have suggested that if we demerge we won’t get our municipalities back the way they used to be. While that may be technically correct, the truth is that we will regain the most essential elements of community autonomy and local democracy. Not only that but, if we demerge, we will have the legal status and political ability to fight for the rest.

The question for suburbanites on the island of Montreal is whether demerging will be better than Mayor Tremblay’s decentralization plan. The short answer is that it will be a hundred times better, but let’s look more closely at the main issues:
Taxes

Only two years after the mergers, taxes are up for two thirds of Island residents.  Cutting the city down to size will benefit all taxpayers, but none more so than the suburbanites who can go back to running their towns efficiently.  After demerger we will all pay the same rate for shared services, however, taxes collected for local services will be spent exclusively on local services and not siphoned into a bottomless megacity pit.  And instead of a uniform megacity tax rate, individual towns will be able to adjust their rates to offset the effects of rising property evaluations. 



Services

It almost goes without saying that local services will stop deteriorating and start improving after we demerge.  These are the things that most affect the quality of life in our towns, and they include local zoning, urban planning, street and sidewalk maintenance, snow and leaf removal, garbage collection, parks, recreation, libraries, community services, public security and volunteer Emergency Medical Services among others. In fact, only a few services that were formerly the responsibility of the municipalities, notably firefighting and municipal courts, will not be regained. Police, public transit, and property evaluations were administered by a regional body (the MUC) before the mergers, and they will be administered by a regional body (the Conseil d’Agglomeration) in the future.  If the reconstituted towns are dissatisfied with the regional services, unlike the boroughs of Mega Montreal they will have the legal status and political means to lobby the Quebec government for changes to the structure of the Conseil.
Political Representation

The merger of Montreal simultaneously created the most bloated city council in North America, with 76 members, and drastically reduced the number of councillors in the former municipalities.  In Cote St. Luc/Hampstead /Montreal West, for example, 23 representatives have been reduced to 3 (5 under Tremblay’s plan).  The result is that Mega Montreal is run largely by unelected bureaucrats.  After we demerge we will have far greater access, and our elected representatives—who will run local services again—will be responsible to us and never to megacity political parties.

Gérald Tremblay claims that we will have no influence in the running of Montreal if we demerge. Considering that suburban councillors make up the vast majority of the Tremblay party, and that suburbanites were responsible for his election, we will never again have the influence in the megacity that we have now.   How has it benefited us? 

It can only get worse. If—as is almost certain—several towns demerge, the remaining suburban boroughs will really be in trouble. Pierre Bourque will be elected and the decentralization plan will go out the window. Residents of suburbs that are left behind will have no influence on the city council since their representatives will likely be in the minority party.  
Conclusion

Megacity proponents keep telling us that we can’t turn back the clock.  True or not, it’s hardly the issue.  The demerger provisions of Bill 9 may be deeply flawed but, like growing old, they sure beat the alternative.  We know the feelings of our fellow townsfolk.  If we all work hard to get out the vote, we will send a very powerful message to the Liberals to finish the job that they have begun with Bill 9.  Much more importantly, we will take advantage of this one and only opportunity to get our towns back.

