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Montréal, March 31, 2010

Ladies and Gentlemen:

We all share the dream that 
Montréal will become a leader 
among cities, admired both for its 
quality of life and economic suc-
cess. Our dream is of a dynamic, 
entrepreneurial, creative, inspiring 
and successful metropolis. We want 
Montréal to be an international city 
of culture; a pole of higher learning; 
a capital of design; a leader in the 
aerospace, interactive entertain-
ment, and life sciences industries; a 
centre of creativity and innovation: 
in brief, a city that lives up to grand 
aspirations.

These aspirations, however, are 
founded on very real strengths. We 
have made progress over the past 
fifty years, particularly in the rate of 
general and university education. 
This progress can also be seen in 
the sometimes-painful but suc-
cessful transition from an economy 
based heavily on manufacturing to 
an economy based on knowledge 
and the added-value segments 
of traditional economic sectors. 
We have redefined the identity of 
our city by building on the work of 
our creative minds from all fields 
— from the organization of ma-
jor festivals to the reconfiguration 
of entire neighbourhoods around 
high-benefit projects. In short, we 
have good reasons to hold high 
expectations for the future of our 
city. 

message from the 
president and   
Ceo of the board 
of trade of  
metropolitan 
montreal

Yet, despite this progress, the ex-
pected results have not material-
ized, and Montréal is still at the 
bottom of the pack among North 
America’s major cities. Based on 
this observation, we have sought to 
understand what needs to be fixed 
and to identify the barriers that are 
preventing the city from developing 
according to our dreams. 

To take stock of this situation, and 
to serve as a catalyst wherever pos-
sible for the crucial decisions that 
will affect our future, the Board of 
Trade of Metropolitan Montreal 
asked a group of prominent ex-
perts and administrators to ad-
dress Montréal’s issues of govern-
ance and taxation. 

In mandating this expert group, the 
Board of Trade wanted to receive 
an objective analysis that was nei-
ther complacent nor partisan re-
garding the situation of our region. 
In light of the bold recommenda-
tions issued in this report, it is clear 
that the Board of Trade made the 
right choice. Entitled "A city that 
lives up to our aspirations," the re-
port proposes a series of concrete 
measures that will allow Montréal 
to enhance its dynamic nature and 
improve its efficiency. 

We are confident that Montréal 
residents and the business com-
munity will give this report their 
full attention. This report does not 
pretend to be a comprehensive 
road map that will allow our city to 

catch up for lost time. Instead, it 
proposes fundamental changes to 
help Montréal pursue its develop-
ment on more solid ground, and 
to capitalize on its creativity and 
innovation.

I would like to thank all committee 
members, Ms. Diane Wilhelmy, Mr. 
Marcel Côté, Mr. Claude Séguin, Mr. 
André Boisclair, Mr. André Delisle, 
and Mr. Gilles Godbout, for agree-
ing to participate in this exercise. 
Each one of them became involved 
because they are committed to the 
success of Montréal, and we thank 
them warmly.

In closing, I would like to remind 
everyone that change is difficult. If 
we want a city that lives up to our 
ambitions, we must act with de-
termination. We must support our 
elected representatives who have 
the courage to make difficult de-
cisions. This is the commitment of 
the Board of Trade of Metropolitan 
Montreal.

Michel Leblanc



Montréal, March 31, 2010

To the President and CEO of the 
Board of Trade of Metropolitan 
Montreal:

On behalf of the task force, we are 
pleased to present our report on 
Montréal’s issues of governance 
and taxation.

On September 10, the Board of 
Trade asked us to produce a series 
of simple recommendations that 
could be implemented quickly to 
improve the performance of our 
city. Although the essential part of 
what we are presenting to you today 
meets this criteria, we nevertheless 
had to address complex issues that 
required a nuanced approach. The 
document before you is therefore 
longer than we had anticipated, as 
the nature of our task led us to raise 
more questions and push our think-
ing further.

MESSAGE FROM  
THE COPRESIDENTS 

Our goal was not to perform an ex-
haustive review of the process that 
led to Montréal’s current situation 
but rather to establish a thorough 
diagnosis of the situation so that 
we could then devise solutions. 
Two key messages emerge from 
our work: the City of Montréal must 
improve its organizational structure 
in light of the municipal transform-
ations of recent years, while the 
Government of Quebec must take 
steps to adequately respond to the 
problems and needs of the metro-
politan region. 

This report suggests significant 
changes to certain organizational 
structures. We invite the people 
affected by these changes to put 
their particular interests in the 
proper perspective and to assume 
leadership by using this opportun-
ity to reflect on the common good 
and future of our city.

We would like to thank André 
Boisclair, André Delisle, Gilles  
Godbout and Diane Wilhelmy, who 
are co-signatories of this report 
and with whom we had the pleas-
ure of working. We would also like 
to thank Louis  Roquet, who was a 
member of the group at its incep-
tion but who chose to contribute 
to Montréal’s future in another 
way by accepting the position as 
Montréal’s city manager.

We hope that this report will meet 
your expectations and lead to chan-
ges that will benefit all residents of 
the metropolitan region.

Marcel Côté 	

Claude Séguin
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Summary

In May 2009, the Association des économistes québé-
cois (ASDEQ) held its annual conference with one of 
the main themes being “Major cities: engines for eco-
nomic development”. A backdrop to this theme was 
Montréal’s role as the economic engine of Quebec 
and, by extension, its economic health as a major city. 

A few weeks later, the conference chair, Mr. Marcel 
Côté, and the conference program chair, Mr. Claude 
Séguin, proposed the creation of a task force (one of 
many recommendations issued at the conference), 
which would give local and provincial political author-
ities solutions on improving governance and munici-
pal taxation in the Montréal region.

The Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal decided 
to accept the invitation of the two conference chairs to 
create a task force on this issue and to provide fund-
ing for their work. Mr. Côté and Mr. Séguin agreed to 
co-chair the task force, which was also composed of 
people who had each had the opportunity in the past 
to address Montréal-related issues as part of their pro-
fessional duties, particularly with the Government of 
Quebec. Joining the co-chairs were:
 
•	Mr. André Boisclair, Consultant, Strategic Develop-

ment and Public Affairs, former Minister of State for 
Municipal Affairs and Greater Montréal, Govern-
ment of Quebec.

•	Mr. André Delisle, Corporate Director and Con-
sultant, former Director of Finance for the City of 
Montréal, and former Assistant Deputy Minister, 
Ministère des Finances du Québec.

•	Mr. Gilles Godbout, Consultant and former Deputy 
Minister, Ministère des Finances du Québec.

•	Ms. Diane Wilhelmy, Consultant, former Deputy 
Minister, Ministère des Relations internationales du 
Québec, and former Quebec Delegate General in 
New York.

This report presents the conclusions of the task force. 
After six months of discussion, the team became con-
vinced of the need for a major shift in how the Montréal 
region is organized so that it can face local challenges. 
This understanding was also widely shared by the ma-
jority of people interviewed as part of the task force’s 
work. 

This report is also in line with many government re-
ports such as the ones produced by Messrs. Picard, 
Pichette, Bédard and Bernard, who for thirty years 

have investigated the problems of the Montréal re-
gion. The respective professional experience of the 
task force members made them very aware of how dif-
ficult it can be to change organizational structures. It 
was therefore with the goal of facilitating this change 
that the task force approached its mandate.

The need for a major shift
The major municipal organizational structures in the 
region and their underlying principles are the result of 
political decisions arising from debate that lasted over 
ten years. The task force did not believe it was within 
the scope of its mandate to challenge these major or-
ganizational structures, such as the Communauté mé-
tropolitaine de Montréal (CMM), the structure of the 
boroughs in Montréal and Longueuil, and the powers 
allocated to the cities of the region by the Government 
of Quebec. However, these broad political boundaries 
do provide much room to improve what is already in 
place and to make a change in direction. 

There is much need for this new direction. Indeed, 
how long will we accept that the region of Montréal 
is ranked among the bottom of North American cit-
ies, ranked last in wealth, and ranked second last in 
productivity? How long will we accept the problems 
of poverty and inequality that go hand-in-hand with 
this weak economic performance? How long will 
Quebecers accept that their metropolis is not really 
the economic engine that it is supposed to be, given 
that it is ranked second last among the sixty major cit-
ies in industrialized countries in terms of the power to 
stimulate the economy in their zone of influence?1 

We could try to shut our eyes to the situation. The re-
port of the OECD expert committee on the economy 
of the Montréal region (published in 2004 and unfortu-
nately forgotten) presented a very similar diagnosis. 
The reality it described remains true today whether 
we choose to see it or not. Immigrants, however, are 
well aware of this reality. Despite our governments’ ef-
forts, three times more newcomers choose to settle in 
Toronto over Montréal each year.

This economic underperformance of the Montréal 
region is obviously not solely due to deficiencies in 
governance and taxation. The work of the ASDEQ, 
however, has pinpointed how these elements could 
help make Montréal a city that is more efficient and 
therefore more attractive and more productive. It is 
from this standpoint that improving governance and 
taxation becomes important. 

The municipal structures in place are the result of layers 
upon layers of initiatives taken over the years. Some of 
these were necessary due to circumstances of the day. 

1 POLÈSE, Mario. 2009. The Wealth and Poverty of Regions : Why Cities Matter. Chicago : University of Chicago Press.			 
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Others were compromises stemming from sometimes 
unforeseen negative consequences. There are no 
guilty parties behind the shortcomings that emerged; 
the culprit is rather good intentions that have outlived 
their usefulness and no longer correspond to today’s 
reality. Of particular concern to us is the fragmented 
nature of many of these organizational structures. 

Our recommendations
The task force has formulated 33 recommendations. 
While some of these touch on more organizational 
aspects, they are all important and achievable. They 
can be grouped under the main chapters of the re-
port. Given the scope of its mandate, however, the 
task force had to limit its focus and prioritize five issues 
that it studied in depth: the management of the City 
of Montréal, the organization of the Government of 
Quebec in the metropolis, the organization and pro-
motion of economic development in the region, pub-
lic transit, and tax issues.

In 2000, the Island of Montréal launched a twofold inte-
gration and decentralization process, which, six years 
later, led to a city comprised of 87% of the population, 
an agglomeration responsible for collective services 
on the entire island, more equitable tax sharing, and 
19 decentralized boroughs with their own elected rep-
resentatives for the delivery of local services.

After four years of operation, some shortcomings 
have appeared in the organizational structures. Thus, 
it is clear that the City of Montréal must strengthen its 
core corporate services. With a budget of $5 billion, 
the city needs to develop an internal counterweight 
similar to a treasury board, which almost every public 
administration of a similar size in North America al-
ready has. Montréal should also be better structured 
so that decentralization is not only effective but also 
efficient. In this regard, the City of Montréal could 
learn from governments and large companies that are 
also decentralized and whose continuity is ensured by 
sound management practices. Hence the importance 
of shared norms and standards in particular as well as 
the importance of grouping support and expertise as 
shared services within the administration. 

The task force also found it essential to clarify the au-
thority of the city manager over the borough managers. 
In fact, the task force recommends that borough man-
agers report administratively to the city manager. This 
hierarchy would not change the borough managers’ 
duties in relation to the borough’s elected representa-
tives. In fact, they would remain at the service of their 
borough mayors, just as deputy ministers report to 
ministers or just as district managers in Paris report to 
their district mayors. The task force also recommends 

a similar change for borough financial directors. 

In another vein, the task force has discovered the 
“non-organizational structure” of the Government of 
Quebec in relation to the metropolitan reality. The 
structures that currently define the Quebec govern-
ment’s presence in the Montréal metropolitan area, 
which is fragmented into five administrative regions, 
are based on a logic that unfortunately ignores the re-
ality of the city. Almost all senior officials and political 
leaders of the Government of Quebec who met with 
the task force also admitted that the government has 
no real awareness of the metropolitan reality. Recovery 
programs, commitments and discourse will have little 
impact as long as the Quebec government is not bet-
ter organized in the Montréal metropolitan region. 
Currently, it is not operating in an optimum manner 
due to a lack of consideration for Montréal’s funda-
mental reality: that it is integrated within a metropol-
itan area.

The dysfunctional nature of the Quebec government’s 
organizational structures in the region is clear in the 
promotion of economic development, in that frag-
mentation and centrifugal pressure are not counter-
balanced through relevant, strong and integrated 
structures. The task force has made various recommen-
dations to better organize the Quebec government’s 
presence in the region while considering the admin-
istrative logic that governs the current organizational 
structure. As a result, the task force recommends that 
a ministerial committee and a secretariat be created 
for the Montréal metropolitan region. The task force 
also recommends streamlining the many organizations 
created or financially supported by the Government of 
Quebec and that result in an unacceptable fragmenta-
tion of efforts to promote economic development. 

The business community also has a responsibility in 
this regard: it could be better organized to put pres-
sure on local, provincial and federal governments. 
The Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal, which 
sponsored our work, must provide leadership at this 
level while mobilizing the strengths of this community 
through a Council of leaders, whose aim would be to 
maximize the potential impact of economic leaders on 
the policies of governments in the Montréal region.

Public transit is a microcosm of the challenges facing 
the metropolitan region, as it is an issue marked by 
indecision, friction and a lack of accountability. The 
Quebec government has set ambitious sustainable 
development goals that will have a major impact on 
the organization of regional public transit. These goals 
will not materialize without significant emphasis on 
public transit and urban densification to counter the 
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trend towards urban sprawl, a phenomenon that has 
been stimulated at the same time by the implementa-
tion and expansion of the commuter train network in 
recent years.

These considerations led us to propose a fundamental 
structural change to the governance of public transit 
in the region. The Government of Quebec is the only 
authority with the power to make political and tech-
nical compromises related to the future development 
of the metropolitan transit system. The task force pro-
poses that the government assume full responsibility 
for developing the metropolitan public transit system. 
It will of course have to consult the region and in par-
ticular take into account the CMM land use plan. In the 
end, the government will have to make the necessary 
compromises between the interests of municipalities, 
its sustainable development objectives, and the net-
work development costs for which it is almost entirely 
responsible. These compromises are what will shape 
the evolution of the region that is home to half of all 
Quebecers.

To make such a policy a reality, the task force proposes 
that the AMT be replaced by a government corpora-
tion responsible for planning and implementing the 
development of the regional transit system within the 
orientations of the Government of Quebec. The other 
operational responsibilities of the AMT should be 
transferred to the CMM, as the municipalities have all 
the skills required to manage these tasks.

Finally, the task force addressed the region’s tax situa-
tion at the municipal level. Contrary to the assump-
tions of some experts on municipal taxation, our work 
indicates that property taxes are very appropriate as 
the main source of funding for municipalities in the 
Montréal region, especially considering that they have 
almost exclusive rights over this area of taxation. The 
City of Montréal’s desire to reduce the gap between 
property taxes for its residents and those in the sub-
urbs, particularly Laval and Longueuil, led it to freeze 
tax bills in recent years. More than anything else, this 
political decision is at the root of the city’s latent fi-
nancial crisis, as has been reported in the media for 
several years. A city cannot afford to freeze tax bills 
without risking a budget impasse.

The main issue for the city’s finances is public transit 
funding: major infrastructure projects (such as renova-
tions to the metro and metro cars), the desire of all 
stakeholders to increase the use of public transit, and 
the need to provide the metropolitan region with a 
truly integrated regional network will require major in-
vestment to the order of approximately $10 to $15B in 
the next decade. The resulting increase in services will 

lead to significant pressure on municipal budgets in 
the context of current funding rules, even with a major 
contribution from the Government of Quebec to key 
infrastructure. This is why the task force recommends 
that a regional ad valorem gas tax could be imposed 
throughout the metropolitan region served by regional 
transit infrastructures. Every penny of tax would gen-
erate approximately $35 million. Although collected 
by the Government of Quebec, the tax would be de-
termined by the elected representatives of the CMM. 
In summary, political accountability would follow from 
financial accountability.

Monitoring
The task force’s 33 recommendations are listed on the 
following pages at the end of this summary. They are 
obviously of varied importance and involve different 
authorities, as some require legislative changes while 
others require simple decrees. A number of them 
will only require administrative decisions. Systematic 
monitoring of their implementation will be necessary. 
Chapter 7 mentions a recent report by the Auditor 
General of Quebec, which pointed out the lack of mon-
itoring of legal requirements in relation to public tran-
sit by most governmental and municipal authorities in 
the region, a finding that surprised the task force.

As the recommendations of the task force can be 
applied quickly, systematic monitoring is justified 
and should be carried out by the Board of Trade of 
Metropolitan Montreal. The recommendations can be 
grouped according to the authorities involved.
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1.	City of Montréal
	O rganization of central decision-making, service 

standards, shared services, indexing of property 
taxes, support for major projects, independence of 
the audit committee, funding for necessary invest-
ments, and water taxes.

2.	Government of Quebec
	 Ministerial committee, Secretariat for the metro-

politan region, regional statistics, assistant deputy 
ministers, strategic metropolitan plans, framework 
agreement on economic development, public transit 
orientations, change of mission of the AMT, stream-
lining local development organizations in Montréal, 
CRÉ.

3.	City of Montréal and Government of Quebec 
	 Amendments to the Charter of the City of 

Montréal.

4.	Communauté métropolitaine de Montréal
	P ublic transit operations, Montréal International, 

gas tax for public transit.

5.	Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal
	C reating of Council of leaders, monitoring of 

recommendations.

The courage to act
The task force would like to thank everyone who con-
tributed to this report, particularly the Board of Trade 
of Metropolitan Montreal, which provided the neces-
sary resources that allowed the task force to fulfill its 
mandate. The task force members witnessed a deep 
desire for change in the community and hopes that 
these recommendations will be implemented as a 
result of that desire. Montréal and its region can im-
prove greatly on its current economic performance. 
Improving governance and municipal taxation in 
the region could be an important milestone in this 
process.

Task force members
Marcel Côté
Claude Séguin
André Boisclair
André Delisle
Gilles Godbout
Diane Wilhelmy
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List of recommendations

RecommEndation1 : 
The City of Montréal must have a centralized 
service that independently analyzes the value and 
possibilities of any project with financial repercus-
sions before the project is submitted to political 
authorities for approval.

RecommEndation2 :
The City of Montréal must strengthen its central 
services so that they can adequately fulfill their 
designated functions.

RecommEndation3 : 
The Charter of the City of Montréal should be 
amended so that borough managers are appointed 
by the city manager (after appropriate consulta-
tions) and that they fall under the administrative 
authority of the city manager. This recommenda-
tion should also apply to financial directors, who 
for their part should fall under the administrative 
authority of the director of finance of the City 
of Montréal.

RecommEndation4 :
The city council should review the composition of 
the audit committee to ensure that the majority of 
members are independent and that none of them 
sit on the executive committee.

RecommEndation5 :
The City of Montréal should be the sole body re-
sponsible for the public consultation process to 
approve major projects. It should also simplify 
approval mechanisms and develop easy-to-access 
support and assistance mechanisms for developers 
in order to facilitate these projects.

RecommEndation6 :
In consultation with the boroughs, the City of 
Montréal should identify the local services pro-
vided by boroughs for which service standards 
should apply. Priority services for which such 
standards should be put in place must be explicitly 
identified. Once the standards are defined, their 
application should be subject to implementation 
and monitoring mechanisms.

RecommEndation 7 :
The City of Montréal should conduct a system-
atic review of administrative and technical support 
services currently divided among the boroughs and 
define the conditions that will encourage these 
services to be grouped into shared service units. 

RecommEndation8 :
The organizational structures of the boroughs 
should be approved at City level. The City should 
also develop a unique framework for hiring and 
allocating fixed-price contracts with very clear 
guidelines for the boroughs. The boroughs should 
be obligated to justify external hiring when inter-
nal resources are available.

RecommEndation9 :
The City of Montréal should revise its account-
ability rules for the cost of funding upgrades in 
boroughs that are not as well equipped in order 
to eliminate current inequalities.

RecommEndation10 :
The Quebec government should establish a minis-
terial committee responsible for compliance with 
government policies with regard to the city and 
the direction of relations between regional au-
thorities and the government.
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RecommEndation11 :
The government should establish a Secretariat 
for the metropolitan region whose two-fold mis-
sion will be to support the ministerial committee 
in its coordination of government policies and to 
ensure that government officials cooperate with 
staff in the Montréal metropolitan region to pro-
mote the development of the city. 

RecommEndation12 :
The Institut de la statistique du Québec should 
have the mandate and receive the necessary re-
sources to develop and implement an economic 
and social statistics program for the metropol-
itan regions of Quebec, including in particular 
the Montréal metropolitan region.

RecommEndation13 :
Each ministry of the Quebec government should 
prepare an action plan for the city to ensure that 
the programs managed in regional administrative 
offices correspond to the development priorities 
for the city as a whole.

RecommEndation14 :
With the Montréal community, the Quebec gov-
ernment should create a development strategy 
within a framework agreement with regional pol-
itical authorities and the region’s business com-
munity. This agreement should be coordinated by 
the Secretariat for the metropolitan region. This 
strategy should be based on a balanced scorecard 
of development indicators for the region that in-
tegrate comparative measures with other cities.

RecommEndation15 :
The Ministère du Développement économique, de 
l’Innovation et de l’Exportation and the Ministère 
de l’Emploi et de la Solidarité sociale should en-
trust the responsibility of their five regional of-
fices in the Montréal region to an assistant dep-
uty minister.

RecommEndation16 :
The Quebec government should abolish the CRÉs 
whose territories correspond to those of a mu-
nicipality and transfer their responsibilities and 
budgets to cities or municipalities that correspond 
to their territories. 

RecommEndation17 :
The task force recommends that the Govern-
ment of Quebec streamline the network of CLDs, 
CEDCs and SAJEs on the Island of Montréal in 
order to consolidate strengths around a smaller 
number of poles.

RecommEndation18 :
The task force recommends that influential eco-
nomic leaders in the region support the creation 
of a “Council of leaders,” which would act as 
a strong voice representing the business commun-
ity on regional economic development issues with 
political authorities.

RecommEndation19 :
The CMM should maintain Montréal Internation-
al’s mandate to attract foreign investment and 
maintain its budget. Cities and communities may 
also decide to expand this development mandate 
to include investment in foreign subsidiaries in 
their respective territories.
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RecommEndation20 :
Montréal International and Investissement Qué-
bec should collaborate to attract foreign invest-
ment in the Montréal region as part of a for-
mal partnership that would specify the roles and 
responsibilities of each party. This would allow 
Montréal International to free up more resour-
ces to market the region internationally.

RecommEndation21 :
The Quebec government should assume full re-
sponsibility for public transit in the Montréal 
region. After consulting with local political au-
thorities, it should determine the major develop-
ment orientations and priorities for the regional 
public transit network, including the metro. These 
priorities should reflect the changing demograph-
ics of the region and its own sustainable develop-
ment policies. 

RecommEndation22 :
The CMM should quickly complete its land use 
plan and submit its recommendations to the Gov-
ernment of Quebec on the development orienta-
tions and priorities for the regional public transit 
network.

RecommEndation23 :
The Quebec government should replace the AMT 
with a government corporation whose primary 
mission would be to plan and build the infrastruc-
ture of the regional public transit network in 
the Montréal region based on the orientations 
and priorities established by the Government of 
Quebec.

RecommEndation24 :
Political responsibility for the operation of the 
regional transit services currently supervised by 
the AMT should be given to the CMM. 

RecommEndation25 :
The tax revenue dedicated to metropolitan public 
transit services, which is currently managed by the 
AMT, should be managed by the CMM for the 
same purpose.

RecommEndation26 :
The task force recommends maintaining property 
taxes as the main base of tax revenue for munici-
palities in the region. 

RecommEndation27 :
The task force recommends that the City of 
Montréal establish a water tax policy to cover 
all costs required to upgrade production and dis-
tribution facilities.

RecommEndation28 : 
The Quebec government should fund specialized 
police services and school transportation services 
in Montréal.

RecommEndation29 :
The task force recommends that the City of 
Montréal perform comparative studies of munici-
pal services to determine its efficiency compared 
to large North American cities that operate in a 
similar context.

RecommEndation30 :
The City of Montréal should increase property 
taxes each year by at least the level of inflation.
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RecommEndation31 :
The task force recommends that the Government 
of Quebec authorize the CMM on behalf of the 
government to levy an ad valorem tax on the gas-
oline sold on its territory for the exclusive pur-
pose of public transit. 

RecommEndation32 :
The Quebec government should ensure that tri-
partite financial assistance programs for the re-
pair and renewal of urban infrastructure are ex-
tended by at least five years and adapted to the 
scope of the required repairs.

RecommEndation33 :
The task force recommends that the Board of 
Trade of Metropolitan Montreal create a pro-
gram to monitor the recommendations of this 
report and that it report back regularly to the 
Council of leaders and the various authorities 
mentioned in these recommendations.
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