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Introduction


Before its recent set of municipal mergers in the late 90’s Québec had an extremely high ratio of municipal units to population.  The Province had a greater number of municipalities (over 1,300, the vast majority, 85%, with populations of under 5,000) municipalities than any other province and surpassing most other Provinces in Canada combined.  More than a third (35%) of the budgets (covering local roads, water and sewage, infrastructures, libraries and cultural facilities, etc.) of the smaller municipalities were provided by transfers from the Provincial Government.  The comparable figure for the larger municipalities is a highly inequitable eleven per cent (MAM, 2000).


In order to bring order out of the chaos which is Québec's system of municipal administration then Municipal Affairs Minister, Louise Harel proposed municipal consolidations, a changing role for the MRCs (Rural County Municipalities), a major reorganization of the three Urban Communities, Québec, Gatineau-Hull and Montreal, and consolidation of the five remaining major municipal agglomerations (Saguenay, Longueil, Sherbrooke, Trois-Rivières and Lévis (Laval, the remaining Québec mega-city had its 14 municipalities consolidated since 1965).  A major new government white paper on municipal reform was issued and a timetable established for cutting the number of municipalities in half. The Parti Québecois (PQ) government put in effect a massive, phased program of municipal consolidation designed to reduce 624 small municipalities to 206 in its first phase alone.  It should be noted that this is a generally cumbersome process and even after considerable time and effort there are still over 1,100 municipalities in Québec, two thirds of which have populations of under 2,000.  The nine mega-cities include more than half of the total provincial population of 7.2 million. 


The so-called “New Municipal Pact”, an agreement between the Union of Québec Municipalities (UMQ, which represents the larger cities) and the Provincial Government resulted in municipal governments and the school boards absorbing significant budget cuts, and major changes in functional responsibilities.  In addition some functions were transferred to regional units (the Regional County Municipalities, MRCs and Urban Communities, CUs) and the Provincial Government.


Bill 170, passed in the National Assembly over significant opposition (including several local non-binding referenda) in many of the municipalities affected formally laid out the framework for municipal mergers leading to the creation of new mega-cities of Montreal, Québec City, Gatineau, Longueil, Lévis, and the other three census metropolitan areas (CMA's) Chicoutimi-Jonquieré (Saguenay), Sherbrooke and Trois-Rivières, as well as mergers of many smaller rural towns and villages.  In the case of Montreal, all 28 municipalities on the island were merged into a new city of 1.8 million residents, while 8 suburban municipalities on the South Shore formed an enlarged City of Longueuil.  In Québec City, thirteen municipalities were merged into the new city and across the St. Lawrence ten were merged into the expanded Lévis. Gatineau is the result of the merger of nine Outouais municipalities, Sherbrooke nine, Saguenay seven and Trois-Rivières six.   

These proposals were modeled after the French reforms instituted by Lionel Jospin which created fifty new "agglomerations intercommunales."  In France these inter-municipal units were created to alleviate competition between cities, to facilitate cooperation, to harmonize costs of the larger central cities and the suburbs, and to increase efficiency through shared purchases and equipment, and to promote economic development (Cloutier, 2000).  These objectives are very close, although not exactly the same as those identified and adopted by the Government of Québec by the Bédard Commission Report , Pact 2000. 

 
With considerable opposition being expressed by the public to municipal consolidation (Sondagem, 2000) and greater confidence in municipal than provincial politicians by the public, the Minister, Louise Harel, went out on a limb to advance her reform and reorganization program.  According to urban specialist Louise Quesnel (2000):
 Municipal reorganisation processes share common characteristics.  They challenge the incumbent politicians.  They appear as threats to what locally has long been taken for granted or established as vested interests.  Although they are structural and institutional in nature, they are seen as calling upon important values related to democracy and quality of urban life.  Municipal reorganisation, then, represents a provocative change and is seen as such in all places. 

It is widely recognized that the proposed consolidations cost the separatist Bloc Québécois several seats in the 2000 Canadian parliamentary elections (Dutrisac, 2000), ate into PQ support in Provincial by-elections, and contributed in no small way to the defeat of the PQ in the 2003 Provincial elections (Allan and Vengroff, 2003).  
Municipal Consolidation


The publicly stated goals of the municipal consolidation program are: 1) “L'équité fiscale - sans laquelle la justice sociale n'est pas possible; (fiscal equality without which social justice is impossible); 2) La qualité des services; (the quality of services); 3) La solidarité sociale; (social unity); 4) Le partage des richesses. (sharing of resources and wealth)” (Boisclair, 2001).  These are linked directly to findings of one of the most comprehensive studies of municipal problems and reform in Québec, Pacte 2000 (Bédard et al 1999).  That report outlined both the key problems and potential solutions that were to provide the raison d’être for the reform program.  Among the main obstacles to the effectiveness of municipal governance noted are: 1) “inefficiencies in the organization of municipal governance and their cost to the public” including the “multiplicity of players” and the associated restraints on inter-municipal cooperation; 2) the structure of  finance, especially given fiscal disparities between communities;  and  3)  local democracy and the increasing difficulty for citizens to understand and participate in complex decisions made by multiple local authorities and special purpose agencies (Bedard 1999).  These contrast somewhat with the goals of municipal reform and amalgamations in neighboring Ontario where “the overall purpose was to reduce the size of government” (Kushner and Sigel 2003).
The first of these critical issues of municipal reform addressed was the reduction in the number of players/decision makers at the municipal region level (Bedard 1999: 157; Trépanier, 2004).  There was also the usual talk about savings associated with cutting back on the number of elected officials but this was only part of the concern.  According to Kushner and Sigel (2003), very little in the way of savings were achieved in Ontario consolidations from the decrease in the number of elected officials  In Québec, it was felt that in order to operate consistent with the Ministry’s four principles (noted above) the status quo could no longer prevail.  In Montreal, for example, on the island alone there existed 28 different municipalities, each with its own council, set of constituents, interests and priorities. The patchwork of cities included some which were either entirely surrounded by the city of Montreal or which depended heavily on the central city for jobs, culture, transportation and many other areas of concern.  In addition, there are multiple related municipalities, linked in various ways to the central city in the wider metropolitan area on both the south and north shores of Montreal Island. 

The supra-municipal Montreal Urban community (MUC or CUM) council had a complex indirect system of representation.  All 55 Montreal councilors were members of the MUC council.  Other municipalities were represented only by the mayor.  Montreal outnumbered the suburban jurisdictions by 2-1.  However, every decision had to be approved by concurrent majorities of Montreal and suburban representatives.  This gave the suburbs a veto power, which they enhanced organizationally by forming the Conference of Montreal Suburban Mayors in 1975 (Trépanier, 1998: 77).

The MUC was charged with the delivery of key urban services, including police and transportation.  Scholars who have studied the MUC are rather critical of its achievements.  Trépanier notes, in regard to environmental matters and parks and planning, “…most of these activities had already been started by the city of Montreal.  Very few new activities were agreed upon within the MUC; they were possible only with some help or push from the province” (Trépanier, 1998: 81).  Sancton, writing a decade earlier, found that the MUC’s “overall record is not that impressive largely because of a multitude of jurisdictional and political disputes” (Sancton, 1985: 125).  He observes positive MUC accomplishment in four areas:  property assessment, air and water quality, public transit, and regional planning.  In Sancton’s view, this does not compare with the achievements of Metro Toronto in the 1950’s or Metro Winnipeg in the 1960’s.

If your standard of comparison is the U.S. metropolis, however, the MUC doesn’t look so bad.  The crime rate in Montreal is lower than in comparable U.S. cities, particularly in relation to violent crimes.  The public transportation system compares favorably with that of large U.S. cities.  One well known transportation expert concludes that Montreal’s “great success has been the construction, and reliable operation of the Metro subway system, carrying over half of Montreal’s rail commuters to and from the center.  The Metro system is a joy to ride—clean, beautiful and predictable.”  And, its costs of construction were about one-fourth of what Boston spent in the same time to upgrade its system (Colcord, 1987: 116, emphasis in original).

The Communauté Urbaine de Québec (CUQ) was not dominated by the central city in the way that the MUC was.  Québec City had 11 of the 32 members.  Charlesbourg, Sainte-Foy and Beauport had 4 members each.  The other municipalities had a total of nine.  Like Montreal’s MUC, the CUQ provided indirect representation.  All of its members had been elected mayor or councilor in their own jurisdictions (Hulbert, 1989: 190-191).  Hulbert was highly critical of the CUQ, and quotes a provincial cabinet minister who described the body as a “bridge club” (Hulbert, 1989: 197).

The Outaouais Regional Community (CRO) was in a somewhat different situation.  While it had the regional service and development planning functions, it was also intended as the Québec counterpart to the National Capital Commission. The CRO moved more quickly than the Montreal and Québec city bodies in developing and adopting a regional plan. Andrew (1997a: 469) notes the ongoing tension in the CRO “between urban and rural municipalities over the differing perceptions of the need for services, and over the question of distributing the costs of these services.”  

In 1990, the Outaouais Urban Community (CUO) was established to take the place of the CRO.  Urban and rural jurisdictions were separated.  The CUO included Hull, Gatineau, Aylmer, Masson and Buckingham.  A 1991 merger proposal, to create one city in Hull, Gatineau and Aylmer was defeated by the residents of the latter two cities.  The presence of a substantial Anglophone minority in Aylmer was a contributing factor (Andrew, 1997b: 731-735).

In Montreal where the  CUM technically encompassed both city and suburbs, the ability to collectively reach decisions, especially those regarding the sharing and or redistribution of resources was tied to an unmanageable number of actors or potential actors.  In fact, the tendency was to pose the interests of the many suburban communities against those of the central city and among cities to pit the richer against the poorer.  The same situation applied in the other large municipal agglomerations, particularly the Québec City and Gatineau areas but also in the next three largest municipal regions, Sherbrooke, Trois-Rivieres and Saguenay/Chicoutimi.

Equity

While these supra-municipal organizations did reduce disparities between municipalities, their impact was limited. In a very well documented and insightful analysis of the key financial issues regarding municipal taxes, Marie-Claude Prémont (2001), argues that this competition among cities meant that the taxes on businesses were kept artificially low, thereby increasing the burden on ordinary citizens and further increasing inequality between cities.  “Le cumul des distorsions et des inéquités tolérées et encouranées par la structure fiscale locale est assez inquiétant pour que l’on cesse de traiter chaque situation à la pièce en lui appliquant un baume qui ne fait que masquer ses pires effets” (Prémont, 2001:777). At the individual level she argues that reliance by municipalities on a regressive property tax unfairly placed a higher burden for municipal services on the poor.  The data she presents on a sample of ten municipalities in the Montreal CUM (urban community) before the merger clearly reinforce this point.  

We have taken Prémont’s data and calculated correlations (both Spearman and Pearson) for the tax rate in these ten municipalities and the average family income and the value of an average single family dwelling.  The correlations are very strong and negative.  For the tax rate and family income the results are -.815 (rho) and -.891 (r).  the same relationship for home values are -.819 (rho) and -.842 (r).   Hence, the poorer the community the higher the pre-merger tax rate paid by the average citizen.  On the other side of the coin, however, residents of the richer communities make the case that whatever the rate, the actual amounts of taxes they pay are considerably higher. Andrew Sancton (2004) responds that “the real issue here is whether residents of rich areas should be able to use their resources collectively to buy books (for libraries) and municipal recreational facilities.”  

In fact even though the tax rate in Westmount was considerably lower than that in the old city of Montreal, the average Westmount homeowner was paying more than double ($C6084) what a Montreal resident paid ($C2736) in municipal taxes. Once again, however, this amounts to only 3.5% of income in Westmount but 5.7% in Montreal.   Hence, one important goal of the mergers was to equalize the tax rates and distribute the real costs of services in the municipal regions in a more equitable and progressive fashion.   Since the mergers this is in fact underway, although the actual process will take between five and ten years to fully implement.

Data and Methods

  From the perspective of the Québec Government the situation was managerially untenable.  Change in the status quo was at best painfully slow and in practice nearly impossible to achieve.”   Outside the Montreal area in the other large but less populous urban agglomerations in Québec there were on average more than eight municipalities involved in area wide problems. As noted by Hooghe and Marks (2003:239) in order to “deal with the coordination dilemma…one strategy is to limit the number of autonomous actors who have to be coordinated by limiting the number of autonomous jurisdictions.”   They cite Scharpf’s law: “As the number of affected parties increases…negotiated solutions incur exponentially rising and eventually prohibitive transaction costs” (Hooghe and Marks, 2003: 239).  In effect in Québec, the number of potential “veto players” at the larger municipal level had to be dramatically cut if new municipal region wide policies were to be implemented.  

Tsebelis (2002: 19) defines veto players as “individuals or collective actors whose agreement is necessary for a change of the status quo.”  It follows that a change in the status quo requires a unanimous decision of all veto players  There are essentially two types, institutional veto players, those formally established by laws, for example the municipal councils and “partisan veto players,” those such as party coalitions “generated by the political game.” (Tsebelis 2002: 19).  Québec’s pre-merger metropolitan areas were composed of a combination of multiple institutional veto players (represented by the individual councils and their mayors) and  partisan veto players both within each council and in the larger urban context.  Thus if we take the case of  Longueil, decisions affecting these south shore cities were subject to eight institutional veto players (the independent municipalities), multiple partisan veto players within each municipal council, and on certain policy issues (eg. Mass transit), the larger urban community of Montreal and its various institutional and partisan players.   Furthermore, many of the cities in the same metropolitan area were in direct competition with each other, with the property tax serving as “a cause and an instrument of this competition” (Bedard, 1999: 159).   Externalities generated by local policies were rarely considered although their impact on neighboring cities could be quite profound.

In sum, the “win-set” of the status quo, “the set of outcomes that can defeat the status quo…the set of policies that can replace the existing one” (Tsebelis 2002: 21) was in Québec’s municipal agglomerations very small or maybe nonexistent.  Given the demands of global competition and trade, employment, service delivery, equity, and unity the Provincial government stepped in to cut back the number of veto players and make new initiatives possible.  Few analysts take seriously the arguments for greater efficiency in service delivery due to economies of scale resulting from mergers (Sancton, 2000; Parizeau, 1986; Vogel, 2003).  In this paper we have adopted in part the approach to institutional analysis associated with Tsebelis’ conception of veto players.

Our second approach addresses the core issues of democratic governance and democratic representation identified by the Bédard Report and the Québec government.  Here we look at the degree to which democratic representation and participation are or could be maintained in light of municipal mergers.  In addition examination of public opinion data is a key component of this. Does the effort to minimize the number of veto players at the municipal level mean that representation, accountability and popular input must be compromised (Kushner and Sigel 2003)?  What geographic areas are represented on the new councils?  Have old elected officials had their mandates renewed on the new councils?  To what extent have the new sub-municipal units, the arrondissements and other mechanisms such as local municipal service centers been maintained and expanded?  

Here we look at institutional organization, assigned functions, frequency of meetings, opportunities for public participation and public opinion data to see if “democracy is thriving” or if the new mega-cities have severely curtailed public involvement.  Also related to this issue is the question of de-mergers and the referenda expected in at least some municipalities.  The success of de-merger partisans in collecting signatures on petitions (10% of the registered voters in the former city are required), and in contesting de-merger referenda is another strong indicator of the legitimacy and quality level of mega-city governance   Finally, we look at the critical issue of representation of minority and other underrepresented groups on the new councils.  The specific group we examine is women.  How have the mega-city transformations affected the representation of women in both elected and administrative roles in the new as compared to the pre-merger cities?

Findings

“Veto Players”

 How do municipal mergers affect the policy outcomes related to initiation and change in municipal regions?  As can be seen in Table One the functional distribution of authority between the province, the municipalities and the new arrondissements creates a new combination of institutional and partisan veto players in terms of intergovernmental relations. Institutionally, Québec’s municipal councils operate based on a system which provides for area wide election of a strong mayor and locally elected ward based plurality election of the council members.  

In Montreal, for example, the executive is composed of the mayor, the Council President and an executive committee of elected councilors.  It is backed legislatively by a clear majority of councilors drawn from the mayor’s party, the Union des Citoyens de L’Isle de Montreal (UCIM) and independent (and even some former opposition) allies and is usually able to push through its programs with assured majorities.  The opposition, Vision Montreal (VM) is limited in its ability to delay or modify policy change.  Hence, the 28 institutional veto players on the Island have been reduced to one and the partisan veto players to a maximum of two.  

Theoretically, Mayor Tremblay, and his coalition of representatives of the former suburban cities have a great deal of freedom of action.  In reality, this loose coalition party is tied to a program of decentralization and must rely on support in the arrondissements.  Party loyalty and discipline at the municipal level have traditionally been relatively weak, thus creating a new set of potential partisan veto players within the ruling coalition.  However, the considerable flexibility of the mayor in assigning councilors to well remunerated positions on committees gives him additional power to co-opt potential opposition both within and outside his own party (Cardinal, 2004). 


A look at Québec City may also be instructive.  Québec City representation is organized at four levels, the city’s executive council, the city council, the arrondissement councils and the “quartier” councils.  The mayor and the executive committee act as the executive authority and as in most parliamentary type systems initiate and implement most of their legislative and management goals. The executive committee (for all intents and purposes, the mayor’s cabinet) consists of the mayor who is president, two councilors who are vice presidents and five regular and three associate members chosen by the mayor.  Three of the ten are women, eight are from the mayor’s party, the RMQ (Renouveau Municipal de Québec), one is an independent and one is a member of the opposition ACQ.  


Most of the work of the whole Council consists of routine motions approved by the executive council with the advice of the Director General (City manager) and his staff involving non-controversial contracts and related administrative actions which legally require council approval.  For example, in the regular Council meeting on 15 December, 2003, 73 motions were voted on , 72 of them were approved unanimously and 1 by a split vote (31-3).  In the special budget meeting two days later there were only two divided (partisan) votes, one on the budget and one on taxes for the coming year (the votes were 21-17 and 20-17 respectively).  In the February, 2004 meeting 45 formal votes were taken on various issues.  Of these 44 passed unanimously and only one resulted in a split vote along party lines (19-17). Hence it is clear that on Québec’s municipal councils the real power is wielded by the Executive Committee with assurances of support by a majority coalition on the council.



TABLE ONE ABOUT HERE

An examination of the data on both administrative and political representation on the new mega-city councils may provide some additional insights.  First, as expected, the number of elected officials has been dramatically reduced.  In the eight new mega-cities considered here the 791 elected officials before the mergers have been dramatically reduced to 246, a decrease of 69% (for similar findings in Ontario see Kushner and Sigel 2003).  Most municipal council members are also members of the local arrondissement councils in the six mega-cities where these units exist.  However, in Montreal there are an additional 31 arondissement councilors and in Sherbrooke three additional. In other cities having arrondissements their representatives are limited to the municipal councilors from that area.  If we add these to the mix of elected officials we still see a reduction of over 500 representatives. 


A look at Québec City may serve to illustrate an important point regarding power in the new cities.  The mayor’s party the RMQ elected 17 councilors representing five of the eight arrondissements.  The opposition ACQ elected 16 members, also from five of the eight arrondissements.  Seven independents from four arrondissements also won seats.  Most of the independents vote with the RMQ to produce a council majority.  Even with the independent members not all arrondissements have members who are part of the majority coalition.  Furthermore, only six of Québec City’s eight arrondissements are represented by councilors on the executive committee, Charlesbourg and St. Foy –Sillery are not.  These two gave all of their council seats (5 each) to the opposition ACQ and represent a potential force for de-merger.  

In sum, the number of institutional veto players has been greatly reduced and the partisan veto players are now parts of single larger councils.  In some cases, like that of Montreal and Québec City, they represent governing and opposition partisan groups.  Veto players have by no means been eliminated but as envisioned in the planning process and the legislation, have been greatly reduced.  De-merger legislation has created some new partisan players and groups, some of which may rise to the level of veto players on their respective councils in the not too distant future.  However, as noted below, the democratic component of municipal representation for most merged cities remains strong.




TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE

Representation


To what extent are the component units of the mega-cities represented politically and administratively?  Of the 86 pre-merger municipalities in the eight new mega-cities, 61 (71%) are represented by a councilor from their previous city government on the mega-city council.  This includes virtually all of the larger cities and representatives of an overwhelming proportion of each mega-city’s population.  Thus, those elected to the mega-city councils demonstrate a great deal of continuity with the past and bring with them a considerable repository of experience and knowledge of their communities.  On average about three quarters of the city councilors in the mega-cities were previously serving members of the city councils or were mayors of one of the constituent cities.  Since the electoral system is plurality in single member districts (SMP) this is not very surprising.  Furthermore, it is clear that for most executive committees of the larger councils the leadership seeks some balance.  In Longueuil for example, each of the seven arrondissements has one councilor on the executive committee.

The Boroughs (Arrondissements)

This emphasis on the democratic participatory aspect of mega-city governance is reinforced when we examine the arrondissement level.   Of the eight new mega-cities, six of them have created local arrondissements together with arrondissement councils.  This serves to establish a direct link between the elected councilors and their respective constituencies.  These local councils review policy implementation, identify specific problems in their home areas, and act as sounding boards for the local population before the larger council.   For example, the arrondissement council for Nôtre Dame de Grace in Montreal leveled serious complaints about the level and quality of snow removal in their area, a complaint that caught the attention of the Mayor.   

The arrondissement councils also oversee implementation of a variety of service functions assigned to them.  In Québec City arrondissement functions, ranging from local libraries to traffic problems to building permits are handled at this level.  Regular public meetings are held and the councilors play an important role in providing constituent services, especially in terms of interventions with municipal administrators and service providers.  At the lowest level are the 36 “quartiers,” each represented by their elected municipal councilor who holds local meetings and attends to local constituent interests and needs as would be expected of a legislator at the provincial or national level.  

In Lévis the arrondisement offices are in the old city halls of three of the merged cities.  These offices provide for most of the day to day municipal services that require direct citizen contact.  To further bring municipal services down to the local level Lévis has established nine “centres de services de proximité” (local municipal service centers).  In Saguenay the council has emphasized that “peu importe l’arrondissement où vous demeurez, nous continuons à vous offrir des services de proximité’ (no matter which arrondissement you live in we will continue to provide you with nearby local services.). 
Two mega-cities have opted not to have arrondissements, Gatineau and Trois-Rivières.  In these cities numerous local municipal service centers have been established to provide for citizen needs.  Gatineau’s leaders decided against establishing arrondissements because they feel that they would detract from municipal unity.  “Arrondissements ont parfois créé des divisions et des divergences, principalement entre les arrondissements d’une ex-ville et les autres municipalities fussionées (Ville de Gatineau, 2002).  They argue that arrondissements only introduce another unnecessary layer of government between the citizen and her/his municipal council, detracting from direct contact between them.  Gatineau now has opened a special 3-1-1 telephone service for citizen complaints, comments and suggestions.  Although we do not have direct evidence of citizen opinion, similar service centers created in Chatham-Kent in Ontario have been very popular and “universally praised” (Kushner and Sigel 2003:1049). 

On the down side, the arrondissements depend entirely on the mega-city council for their budgets and real authority.  Montreal Mayor Tremblay, a strong advocate for decentralization stated definitively that the arrondissements would not be given any legal authority to raise their own revenue through local taxes or fees (Tremblay 2004).  Furthermore their official “legal personality” rests in the hands of the mega-city and would always remain so even though the city might use its authority in that regard on their behalf.  There are a growing number of small battles between city and arrondissement councils over who should pay for day to day services like the repair of potholes in Montreal roads (CBC, 2004).  According to Andrew Sancton (2004: 30) ‘whether such decentralization within the framework of a single large municipal corporation will actually work – or be given the opportunity to work – is still far from clear.”  Recent allegations of corruption at the arrondissement level may serve to further limit discussion of their future financial independence.   

Administrative Leadership

At the administrative level, like the political, the number of leaders, in this case service directors, has been dramatically reduced even though the overall number of managerial personnel has not necessarily been significantly cut.  Some municipal administrators have been reassigned to arrondissement functions or to mid level positions in the larger new mega-city bureaucracies.  Overall in the eight new mega-cities 667 municipal service directors have been reduced by 89% to only 76 or 130 if arrondissement directors are counted.  

On average better than three quarters (76%) of the new city service heads are drawn from among department heads in the component cities of these agglomerations.  When we consider the newly merged cities other than Montreal, about two in five of the component cities (39.7%) have one of their former city service directors on the new top management team.  Thus, the top administrators in the new mega-cities are very experienced, familiar with the areas in which they are working, and necessarily tied to the goal of mega-city success.  The downside is that some of the smaller towns have been shut out in this regard.



TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE

Gender Representation

The representation of women or changes in that representation at both the elected and managerial levels is yet another indicator of the impact of municipal consolidations on democratic governance and representation.  Women held 170 (21%) of the elected council seats on the pre-merger municipalities in the eight new mega-cities.  On the new mega-city councils women hold only 67 seats or on average 22.8% of the elected positions per council.  In five of the mega-cities the percent of women actually increased after the mergers. On one council, Sherbrooke, there was no change and on two, Québec City and Trois-Riviéres there was a decline.  Hence, in percentage terms women are as well or better represented on councils as they were before the mergers.

The same “representative” tendency is not seen in women’s role as administrative department heads in the new mega-cities.  Under the older cities women held 110 positions as heads of a municipal service department.  Under the merged cities they hold only seven such positions.  On average the 15.6% of service heads in the pre-merger cities has been reduced to 9.7%, a reduction of more than 50% (in percentage terms) in the new city administrations.  This represents both real and percentage declines in seven out of eight cities, Québec City being the lone exception.  However, even there when we examine the current organization chart only three of the thirty-nine (7.7%) top and mid-level management posts are held by women.  In Montreal the comparable figure is 11 out of 50 (22% -excludes 3 vacant positions) of top and mid level director posts.  If we add in the arrondissement directors this figure drops to 16.9%.  The comparable figure is one of thirteen in Gatineau (7.7%) one of fifteen (6.7% in Lévis) and none of the eighteen in Longueuil.  

Although many of the former department heads who are women are still employed by municipal governments, their top management/leadership positions have largely disappeared.  On the Island of Montreal alone this represents a decline of 52 women department heads. Although it is possible that future promotions may serve to rectify this situation there is no guarantee of this.  One confounding factor is the persistence of agency stereotyping, a factor which limits women managerial personnel to certain agencies (e.g. directors of the secretarial staff, communications) and keeps them out of others (eg. Public safety and public works - Gidengil and Vengroff, 1997).  Hence when the mergers do take place experienced women are concentrated in a few key areas and basically compete with each other for a limited number of positions.   

What perhaps is more significant is the fact that there are 103 fewer elected women officeholders and over 100 less women department heads after merger than before.  In essence, the pool of experienced elected women available to run for higher office may have declined significantly even though the percentage among actual officeholders has increased slightly.  The painfully slow growth in equity in municipal administration has clearly suffered a setback as a result of mergers.  Furthermore, on the all important executive committees of the new councils women are again underrepresented, generally holding only one or two seats on these committees.  For example, in Longueuil, Sherbrooke and Trois-Rivières only one member of the executive council in each is a woman. Montreal has three women on the Executive Council, but out of twelve regular members and nine associate members.  It is too early to tell whether these changes will have an effect on the number of gender related issues which make it on to the municipal agenda but that will likely be the case.



TABLES 4, 5 and 5A ABOUT HERE  

De-merger Support

The Liberal party took the position in the 2003 campaign that while it supported the newly created merged cities, municipal consolidations should be subject to the popular will of the people concerned and that “defusion” (de-merger) should be an option which could be presented in local referenda.  While 58% of the population of Québec expressed opposition to such referenda (Léger, 2003) significant portions of the electorate in recently merged cities were strongly favorable to an expression of the popular will on what is, to them, a very salient issue.  These pockets of resistance to municipal mergers decreased confidence in the PQ, cost them support among local leaders, and in 2003 contributed to Liberal wins in some closely contested constituencies and produced dramatic changes in others.  

The level of support for de-mergers is a good indicator of the status of the new mega-cities in the eyes of the public.  As noted above, the PQ was severely punished by voters in some of the merged cities for having taken action without benefit of consultation with the affected public.  However, it should be kept in mind that these reactions were largely based on emotional ties, dire predictions and misperceptions current before the mergers had much chance to take effect.  These fears were fueled by local elected officials who saw themselves as losers in the merger process.  Most systematic measures of de-merger support also predate the de-merger legislation, Bill 9, only passed in final form on December 17, 2003. 

Passed after much rancor, debate and amendment, Bill 9 provides the opportunity for the old municipalities that have disappeared in “forced” mergers to launch a process  that would reverse much of the process and restore them to most of their former status as separate, independent municipalities.  The bill lays out several stages for the process: 1) first is the contracting out of “independent’ assessments of the costs, impact on services, advantages and disadvantages of de-merger in the eight new mega-cities (and 34 other recently created smaller agglomerations).  These contracts have now been awarded and reports are expected in March 2004; 2) Once these studies are completed they will be made available to the public;  3) Those seeking to bring about a de-merger must obtain signatures of 10% of the registered voters on a de-merger referendum petition during a six week period running between May 2 and June 15, 2004; 4) Campaigns for and against de-mergers are to be financed by the Québec government; 5)  The actual referenda, in those former cities in which sufficient valid signatures are obtained will probably not take place until October 2004.  

For a de-merger referendum to succeed the results must be “clear and just.”  The rule underlying this requires that a simple majority (50% +1) of those voting vote in favor of de-merger.  However, an additional criterion/hurdle is applied.  To some extent these referenda criteria were designed by the Liberal government in Québec City so as not to set a precedent for possible future Québec independence referenda. Those voting in favor must constitute a minimum of 35% of the registered voters in the old city.  Given a typical turnout of about 50% in municipal elections that would mean that for victory the de-merger forces would have to obtain 70% of the votes cast.  This margin declines as turnout increases so that with a turnout of 60% a 59% vote in favor would be required for passage.  At 70% turnout or higher a 50% + 1 vote is all that is required since that would satisfy the 35% rule automatically.  While this voting formula produces a relatively high barrier, it is not a totally insurmountable one in those municipalities where anti-merger sentiment remains high. 

A CROP poll conducted in April, 2000 demonstrated that Québécois are, by a wide margin (73% to 48%) more satisfied with the performance of their municipal leaders than with their Provincial ones and more likely to support their municipality in a dispute with the Provincial government.  The strong personal ties with the local level are mirrored in pockets of on-going opposition to the municipal consolidations.  A post election poll of Montrealers (Léger, 2003) showed that they were evenly split on whether there should be de-merger referenda or not (45% favor, 47% opposed).  While overall a slim majority of Montreal Island residents said they would vote against de-merger, residents of the former suburban towns were in favor by a slim majority (47%-43%).  When broken down by former suburban city, majorities in half of them favored de-merger and slim pluralities were in favor in several others.  Even in the Outaouais, where support for mergers was seen as relatively secure, a survey conducted in April 2004 in the mega-city of Gatineau, a full two and a half years after its creation, showed that only 45% of the citizens identified with the new city.  Outside of the old city of Gatineau large majorities of citizens, ranging from 58% in Hull to 68% in Aylmer, still identify with their former cities (Duquette, 2004).

A CRIC study found that by a wide margin Québec residents felt they get more for their money from municipal than from either Provincial or Federal governments.  Yet, only 12 percent of those surveyed said that they trust the local government to deliver important programs that affect them and only 28 percent of Québeckers feel that municipal government needs more power, the latter at least partially reflecting the reaction to the recent mergers.  

These figures are difficult to interpret without the benefit of a comparative perspective.  Ontarians are twice as likely as Québeckers to see the need for more power for local government (56% to 28% respectively).  The same relationship holds when we compare Toronto and Montreal (60% to 29% respectively).  The Calgary/Edmonton and Vancouver samples are much closer to Toronto than to Montreal in this regard.  The main difference appears to be the greater confidence and reliance on the Provincial government in Québec than is the case in Alberta, British Columbia or Ontario.   According to Andrew Parkin, “the different view taken by Montrealers may reflect two factors: the traditional tendency of Québeckers to seek greater powers for their province; and the still contentious status of the ‘mega-city’ of Montreal to which a number of suburbs were amalgamated through provincial legislation.”(CRIC, 2004).  Hence we see additional evidence that the new cities have not been fully accepted by all of their residents.  

Not surprisingly the reaction of officials in many of the mega-cities has been strongly negative to the de-merger legislation.  In Gatineau, opposition to the original merger tended to be relatively weak.  The mayor points out that in 2001 across the river in Ontario eleven cities were merged to form the new mega-city of Ottawa without any referendum.  The newly configured unified Ottawa municipality is viewed as a principal rival to Gatineau in terms of economic development and competitiveness in the global economy.  Gatineau leaders feel that it requires that their municipal region also be able to speak with one effective voice.  They argue that not only are services better now but 94% of the citizens of the new Gatineau pay lower taxes than before the merger.  They estimate that a de-merger would result in the immediate loss to the taxpayers of millions of dollars associated with the breakup and in the longer term significantly higher recurrent costs for basic services.  The Gatineau Council went ahead and unanimously endorsed the position taken by the Québec Municipal Union (UMQ) in support of maintaining the territorial integrity of the new cities (Ducharme 2003) and of opposition to de-merger referenda.

In Québec City the argument is made that the need for region wide services makes the merger of the 13 cities that constituted the CUQ (Québec Urban Community) a very effective solution.  Before the merger, coordination, especially in the areas of industrial development and land use planning was practically impossible.  They see the decrease in the number of veto players as critical to future progress.  Although there appears to be little daily conflict between representatives of the central city and the merged suburban municipalities the fact that two of the largest suburban components are bastions of the opposition party and are not represented on the all important executive committee is worth noting.  Similar arguments to those raised by Québec city officials are raised by the mayors and councils of virtually all of the eight new mega-cities.

In Montreal, where the mayor and his council majority were elected largely from suburban constituencies (including many anti-merger politicians in the coalition), some merger – de-merger conflict persists.  The mayor has attempted to decrease the rationale for a return to the past by emphasizing the role of the arrondissements and proposing an even greater level of decentralization.  This strategy is designed to co-opt some of the opponents by giving them an on-going leadership role at the sub-municipal level.  Furthermore, Mayor Trembley and his ally, Council President, Frank Zampino, have used the power of their offices to reward those opposed to de-merger, including a number of councilors from the opposition party (VM), with well paying committee assignments and headships, while punishing some of their own party colleagues (UCIM) and independents who openly support de-merger (Cardinal, 2004).  This raises the costs and risks for de-merger advocates on the council considerably.  

Some of the punch may have been taken out of the de-merger movement by law 9 which provides for many common services to be maintained even after a de-merger takes place.  The costs of the de-mergers, the subject of the recently commissioned studies may also have some impact when tax implications become clearer to voters.  Extension of tax equalization processes from five to ten years may also dampen some opposition fervor. The high bar that must be passed for success of a de-merger referendum is also discouraging to some proponents.  

The key question is whether in many areas citizens have experienced negative changes in the quality of services, or in the location and accessibility of them or the individuals they go to for those services.  Henry Aubin charges that services provided by  mega-city Montreal are slowly declining in quality (Aubin, 2004).  However a recent survey found that most of the merged cities in Montreal still budgeted about the same amounts for snow removal as before the merger.  It is unclear whether there is a change in service delivery or even in perceptions more broadly defined (Gyulai, 2004A). Survey data indicate that even in the suburbs of Montreal only 36% of the citizens feel that the situation deteriorated since the merger (Léger, 2003).  In only two of the towns, Pointe-Claire and Westmount did a majority of those polled say that conditions had deteriorated. 
The creation of arrondissement councils and local service centers may provide the opportunities for local input that some citizens claim to desire and feared would be lost after the merger.  However, David Sigel, a student of mergers in Ontario indicated that although interest in borough councils was initially high in some Ontario cities, when it became clear over time that they had little budgetary authority, public participation dropped off dramatically (Sigel, 2004).  The formation of de-merger committees in many merged cities is consistent with this interpretation.

Conclusions

Québec’s effort at municipal reform is aimed at making its cities more competitive in the increasingly global economy while at the same time making their government more efficient and more effective.  Maintaining the opportunity for democratic input in this context is highly valued and critical to the success of the program.   On the first level the plethora of units and decision points that dominated the metropolitan milieu created far too many veto players.  The “forced” municipal mergers successfully cut back on the veto points in all eight of the new mega-cities.  The hypothesized relationship between amalgamation and global competitiveness remains controversial and has not been empirically verified with a broad sample of cities (see for example Sancton, 1999, Collin, Léveillée and Poitras, 2002 and Visser, 2004).

While it is too early to determine the overall success of the new cities in terms of global competitiveness, indications are that the larger cities, Montreal, Québec City, and Gatineau are better placed since the merger than before, especially in the area of economic development.  Intra city-region competition in terms of property taxes is no longer in play. These three cities are highly rated by Richard Florida and his colleagues on key measures of creativity, a factor associated with growth (Florida, et al. 2002).  Two of the other cities, Longueil and Lévis, although new mega-cities in their own right are still so closely tied to their neighboring regional cities, Montreal and Québec City respectively, that the overall process has not been as rationalized as it might have been.  However, their ability to coordinate and cooperate with the central city has been greatly enhanced, again by the elimination of a myriad veto players.  The smaller cities, Sherbrooke, Saguenay and Trois-Rivières may each also be in a better position to exploit their North American and global comparative advantages.
The second major consideration, participation and democratic governance, is also still on the table.  Six of the eight new cities have placed some emphasis on political decentralization through the creation of arrondissement councils and local service centers.  Although the arrondissements do not deal with the full array of services and do not have independent budgetary authority, there is still some indication that they provide the opportunity for serious democratic input and participation.  Even in the two cities without arrondissements, administrative deconcentration to local service centers appears to be flourishing and well appreciated.  The possibility of de-mergers has placed pressure on all eight mayors and councils to be responsive and to decentralize functions as much as possible.

Results in terms of gender representation are so far mixed.  Women are as well represented on the new councils as on the old, but less so on the all important executive committees.  Representation of women in key administrative positions, however, has suffered a serious setback.  Promotion and recruitment policies will need to be carefully monitored to insure equal opportunity for leadership in mega-city bureaucracies.

In sum, the mergers have succeeded in making creative, responsive city action in the globally competitive environment in which Québec’s cities must function, possible.  Inequities in tax burdens and concern for externalities of municipal policies are slowly being brought under control.  Gender representation issues as critical components of democratization are still on the table.  Finally, the conditions are in place for a considerable degree of popular input.  De-merger groups are only beginning to organize and mobilize local residents. The possibility that they might succeed in taking a few select cities out of a mega-city is live. Whether the promise of the new mega-city institutional arrangements is realized remains an open question, but at least there is room for some optimism.
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Table One: Division of Municipal Responsibilities in Québec Mega-cities
	Division of Responsibilities between Québec, the Municipalities and the Buroughs

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Function/Service
	Québec
	Municipalities
	Buroughs
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Health & Social Services
	XXXXX
	
	
	
	

	Solidarite Sociale
	XXXXX
	
	
	
	

	Housing
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Education
	XXXXX
	
	
	
	

	Roads
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	

	Public Transportation
	
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Police
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Fire Services
	
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Drinking Water
	
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Water Purification
	
	XXXXX
	
	
	

	Leasure and Culture
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	

	Parks and Natural Environment
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	

	Urban Planning and Development
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	

	Permits
	
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	

	Garbage Collection
	
	
	XXXXX
	
	

	Economic Development
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	XXXXX
	
	


	


	Merged Québec Mega-cities - Councils 2004
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Municipality
	Size of Council
	Arrond.
	Arrond. Reps.
	% Incumbants
	Total # Cities
	# of cities 
	# elected officials
	change in # elected

	
	plus mayor
	Buroughs
	 
	
	
	represented
	before mergers
	officials main council

	Montreal
	73
	27
	104
	79
	28
	19
	278
	-205

	Gatineau
	18
	0
	0
	83
	5
	5
	48
	-30

	Québec City
	40
	8
	39
	59
	13
	9
	124
	-84

	Trois Rivieres
	17
	0
	0
	89
	6
	4
	52
	-35

	Sherbrooke
	20
	6
	23
	55
	9
	6
	69
	-49

	Longueil
	43
	7
	42
	86
	8
	7
	85
	-42

	Lévis
	15
	3
	15
	64
	10
	7
	74
	-59

	Saguenay
	20
	3
	19
	70
	7
	4
	61
	-41

	Total
	246
	54
	242
	
	86
	61
	791
	-545


Table Two – New Québec Mega-cities- Old and New Councils

Table Three:

Merged Québec Mega-cities - Administrative Department Heads
	Merged Québec Mega-cities - Administrative Department Heads
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Municipality
	# of Offices
	Arrond.
	Arrond. Direct.
	% incumbants
	Total # Cities
	# cities represented

	
	
	
	
	
	
	among service dir.

	Montreal
	10
	27
	27
	
	28
	

	Gatineau
	9
	0
	0
	67
	5
	3

	Québec City
	11
	8
	8
	73
	13
	4

	Trois- Rivieres
	10
	0
	0
	90
	6
	3

	Sherbrooke
	9
	6
	6
	78
	9
	2

	Longueil
	9
	7
	7
	78
	8
	4

	Lévis
	9
	3
	3
	67
	10
	4

	Saguenay
	9
	3
	3
	78
	7
	3

	
	76
	54
	54
	
	86
	23


Table Four

Merged Québec Mega-cities - Gender Representation on Councils
	Merged Québec Mega-cities - Gender Representation on Councils
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Municipality
	% Women on
	# women on 
	# women on
	%Women on 
	change in % women

	
	Old councils
	old councils
	new councils
	new council
	(new-old%)

	Montreal
	21.2
	59
	28
	26.9
	5.7

	Gatineau
	16.7
	8
	4
	22.2
	5.5

	Québec City
	26.6
	33
	7
	17.5
	-9.1

	Trois- Rivieres
	21.2
	11
	3
	17.6
	-3.6

	Sherbrooke
	21.7
	15
	5
	21.7
	0.0

	Longueil
	24.7
	21
	12
	27.9
	3.2

	Lévis
	20.3
	15
	5
	33.3
	13.0

	Saguenay
	13.1
	8
	3
	15.0
	1.90

	Total
	
	170
	67
	
	

	average
	20.69
	
	
	22.76
	


Table Five

Merged Québec Mega-cities - Gender Representation in Top Admin . Director Positions
	Merged Québec Mega-cities - Gender Representation in Top Admin.Director Positions
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Municipality
	% Women old
	# women old 
	# women  new
	%Women New
	change in % women

	
	admin directors
	admin directors
	admin directors
	Admin. Directors
	(new-old%)

	Montreal
	20.6
	53
	1
	14.3
	-6.3

	Gatineau
	20.5
	8
	1
	11.1
	-9.4

	Québec City
	10.4
	11
	2
	18.8
	8.4

	Trois- Rivieres
	11.6
	5
	0
	0
	-11.6

	Sherbrooke
	18.8
	9
	1
	11.1
	-7.7

	Longueil
	10.6
	7
	0
	0
	-10.6

	Lévis
	13.6
	8
	1
	11.1
	-2.5

	Saguenay
	18.8
	9
	1
	11.1
	-7.7

	Total
	
	110
	7
	
	

	average
	15.61
	13.75
	0.88
	9.69
	-5.92


Table Five A

	The Largest Merged Quebec Megacities - Gender Representation in  Mid-Level Admin.Director Positions

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Municipality
	# mid-upper level 
	#Women New Mid level
	% women mid level
	
	

	
	admin directors
	Admin. Directors
	
	
	

	Montreal
	43
	10
	23.26*
	
	

	 Montreal   Arrondissement. directors
	                                27                                                                
	                                                2                                                                       
	                                7.41*
	
	

	Quebec City
	28
	1
	3.57
	
	


· *When central admin and arrondissement directors are combined the figure is 17.14% for Montreal. The 8 arrondissement directors are included in the calculation for Québec City.

· Sources: Ville de Montreal Organigramme Mars, 2003; 

· 
      Ville de Québec Organigramme, 2003
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