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Introduction

Sam Katz, the baseball team-owner turned mayor
brought a now notorious level of corruption to
Winnipeg’s City Hall. Katz’s administration was
marked by numerous charges of corrupt deal-
ings, including hiring his close friend and busi-
ness partner as the City’s Chief Administrative
Officer (cA0), gifting city contracts to friends
and business associates,* and accepting lucra-
tive “secret commissions” for city construction
projects.? But after promising to reform aspects
of the city’s governance structure that enabled
Katz’s shady dealings, Winnipeg’s current mayor
has —to no one’s surprise — failed to do so. For
all his unique traits, Katz was a direct product
of a governance structure that encourages cor-
ruption and makes the mayor of Winnipeg the
single most powerful mayor in Canada. While
Brian Bowman has challenged certain business
interests more than his predecessor —asking
suburban developers to pay new fees, for in-
stance — there is ultimately nothing structural
preventing him from serving the narrow inter-
ests of his Chamber of Commerce friends just as
Katz did. This report investigates the structural
aspects of civic governance in Winnipeg that al-
lowed Katz to operate with relative impunity and
even encourage such tendencies in others. It offers

a critical history of this structure, a summary of
how it works, an assessment of its strengths and
weaknesses, and a list of suggestions for making
it more amenable to the pressing needs and as-
pirations of everyday Winnipeggers.

Democracy, the motivating principle for this
report, has a simple meaning: “Rule by the peo-
ple.”* Democratic governance, in other words,
is self-governance. Democratic ideals dictate
that decisions about the future of a commu-
nity ought to reflect the will of the entire com-
munity, and all parts of the community, rather
than a single individual or a small group. This
report treats democracy not as a static condi-
tion that is automatically ensured by certain
institutions — such as elections —but as a ten-
dency that can be either inhibited or promoted
by various structures. When power over the en-
tire community is structurally concentrated in
the hands of a few —as it is in Winnipeg’s civic
governance structure — democracy is inhibited.
The more that power is dispersed equally among
the members of a community, the more democ-
racy is promoted.

What is at stake in the question of democ-
racy — or the lack thereof —at city hall? While
it is true that the local state in Canada is the
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least powerful of the three levels of government,
municipalities have primary responsibility over
several crucial aspects of everyday life includ-
ing: policing, public transportation, zoning, land
use, urban planning, firefighting, roads, bridges,
parks, libraries, pools, and community centres.
Through its zoning powers, city council can de-
cide to make housing more, or less affordable.
Through its land use powers, city council can
decide to turn urban land over to Indigenous na-
tions, or not. Through its public transportation
powers, city council can decide to provide free,
fast, and frequent public transit, or not. Through
the municipal budget, city council can decide
to direct less money to the police, and more to
pools, libraries and community centres, or not.
The lack of democracy at city hall silences policy
ideas such as these and excludes the full range
of needs and aspirations in our city.

The City of Winnipeg has a dubious history
as regards democracy — more on that short-

ly — that makes radical change necessary if
real democracy is to be realized. This report is
written in the hopes that radical change can be
achieved and real democracy can be created, so
that city hall can be recycled into something
we can actually use. In this spirit, it follows in
the footsteps of the many grassroots organiz-
ers who have — by choice or necessity — con-
sidered Winnipeg’s City Hall worthy of their
attention. From the many tens of thousands
of Winnipeggers who elected communists
Jacob Penner and Joe Zuken to city council,
to the militant Indigenous organizers who
made George Munroe the first Indigenous city
councilor at the City of Winnipeg in 1971, to
the multitude of Indigenous women — such as
Dorothy Betz, Kathy Mallett and Leslie Spil-
lett — who have organized against police bru-
tality in Winnipeg for decades, Winnipeggers
have long considered city hall worth struggling
in, with, and against.
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History of Civic Governance in Winnipeg

“Winnipeg was established by businessmen, for
business purposes.”
Alan Artibise®

As Alan Artibise taught us, the City of Winni-
peg was never intended to be a democratic in-
stitution in any meaningful sense of the word.
Rather, it was designed in 1873 by a small fac-
tion of the city’s population intent on serving its
own narrow interests. Much like the Canadian
nation-state in general, the City of Winnipeg
was founded by people who considered them-
selves to be white property-owning men in or-
der to expand the power of white people, men,
and capitalist property owners.

It is crucial to note that, like the Canadian
nation-state, the City of Winnipeg was premised
on the dispossession of Indigenous lands and the
denial of Indigenous sovereignty, a process that
relied — as the 2015 Truth and Reconciliation Re-
port made clear — on genocide. We can therefore
say that the foundations of the City of Winnipeg
are settler colonialism, white supremacy, patri-
archy, and capitalism — four pillars upon which
true democracy can never be achieved.

The settler-colonial foundations of the City
of Winnipeg—and the same is the case for oth-

er municipal governments—are crucial to any
contemporary understanding of democracy in
Winnipeg’s civic government, not only because
they prove that the city was established undem-
ocratically, but also because these foundations
persist in denying the right to self-determina-
tion of Indigenous peoples in Winnipeg today.
The legal foundations underlying the City of
Winnipeg’s right to govern are extremely shaky
for a number of reasons. First, the Doctrine of
Discovery that underlies Canadian sovereignty
over the North-West and provides the basis for
the City of Winnipeg was premised on fantasy
rather than any actual material presence or rela-
tionship to the North-West.® Second, the prom-
ises of the Manitoba Act— which established
the Province of Manitoba — that guaranteed a
land base for the Métis nation have never been
fulfilled.” Third, the Anishinabe signatories of
Treaty One never agreed to a complete surrender
of the land, meaning the Crown’s understand-
ing of Treaty One is largely a misinterpretation.®
These precarious legal grounds mean that the
City of Winnipeg’s right to govern the lands of
the Anishinabe, Cree, Dakota, and Métis peo-
ples is based less in the consent of the people
than on coercion.
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To illustrate briefly the undemocratic ori-
gins of the City of Winnipeg on a more concrete
level, consider the actual human geography of
1870s Red River, the community upon which the
City of Winnipeg was imposed. At the time, the
population of Red River consisted of 9,900 Mé-
tis people, 1,000 First Nations people, and 1,500
non-Indigenous people of European descent.® The
mostly-Indigenous residents of the community
did not come together as freely consenting citi-
zens™ to establish the City of Winnipeg. Rath-
er, the City of Winnipeg was established by and
for a tiny group of white businessmen — most
having arrived in Red River from Ontario only
in the previous few years — and imposed on the
rest of the community who were mostly barred
from participating in its “democratic” institu-
tions. Democratic is in quotations because these
institutions were the product of, and reflected
the will of, a very small minority of the commu-
nity, to the exclusion of most who lived there.

These men — the merchants, financiers, rent-
iers, and manufacturers who Alan Artibise called
the city’s commercial class™ —imposed their rule
over the people of Red River in part in order to
bypass the provincial legislature, in which Mé-
tis residents had significant power.” Establish-
ing the City of Winnipeg as a settler-dominat-
ed level of government enabled the commercial
class to more efficiently impose a new phase of
racial capitalism—racial in part because it con-
sciously and deliberately excluded the Indig-
enous majority—in the region through which
they would profit immensely to the detriment
of nearly everybody else. The historical lack of
democracy within civic governance in Winni-
peg, therefore, is rooted not only in the domi-
nance of capital over labour, or in the dominance
of men over women, but also in the dominance
of European settlers over Indigenous peoples.
We must keep each of these vectors of power in
mind —and understand their intersections — if
we want to genuinely imagine a more democratic
City of Winnipeg.

The small commercial class that first estab-
lished the City of Winnipeg has continued to
govern the city more or less uninterrupted to
this day. How has such a small group of people
so effectively monopolized the governance of an
entire city? At first, it was relatively straightfor-
ward: the people who called themselves Winni-
peg’s City Fathers established bans restricting the
right to vote and to hold political office to peo-
ple like themselves: property-owning men with
British citizenship.® For the city’s first five dec-
ades, therefore, the vast majority of Winnipeg-
gers—not to mention those Indigenous people
who had been pushed out of Winnipeg—were
disenfranchised. The city’s mayor and twelve
councilors —known as aldermen — in these years
were elected by a mere ten percent of the city’s
population.** In 1890, to make it worse, a “plu-
ral vote” system was introduced that allowed a
man to vote in every ward he owned property
in, enabling the wealthiest men in the city to
vote over sixty times in a single election.” Civic
Governance in Winnipeg was therefore literally
the exclusive domain of ultra-rich white men: in
1910, the majority of Winnipeg’s nineteen mil-
lionaires held positions at city hall.*® Thirty-seven
of Winnipeg’s first forty-one mayors were busi-
ness owners, and the other four were classified
as “professionals”.’” All but five of over five hun-
dred elected officials between 1874 and 1914 were
Anglo-Saxon Protestants. Virtually all resided
in the city’s wealthy South End.

While most of the City Fathers’ outright bans
on participation in civic governance were de-
feated over the course of the twentieth century,
wealthy white men*® have continued to domi-
nate Winnipeg’s City Hall and to leave the basic
needs and aspirations of most Winnipeggers off
the city’s agenda. After losing some ground to
workers between 1919 and 1936, the descendants
of the Citizen’s Committee of 1,000 — the anti-
democratic and right wing (and in many cases
even fascist-sympathizing) white businessmen’s
group that militarily defeated the 1919 Winnipeg
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General Strike — continued to dominate Winni-
peg’s City Hall under the banners of the Citizens
Election Committee (CEC) and the Independent
Citizens Election Committee (1cEc) for most of
the twentieth century. This control persisted via
informal blocs — including the so-called Gang of
18 —following the elimination of political par-
ties in Winnipeg’s civic elections.>® How have
they continued to do so, despite the growing
power of workers, women, Indigenous peoples,
people of colour, LGBTQ2S people, labour, and
other oppressed groups over the course of the
twentieth century and especially since the 1960s?
The ability to manipulate the structure of civic
governance itself is part of the answer. As their
formal bans on political participation have been
defeated, and as ordinary Winnipeggers have at-
tempted to organize for power at city hall, Win-
nipeg’s commercial class has turned more and
more to altering the city’s governance structure
in order to make it more difficult for everyday
people to reach the levers of power.

The governance structure established in 1972
by the Manitoba NDP for Unicity — the amalga-
mation of the old City of Winnipeg with eleven
adjacent municipalities — while problematically
shifting power away from the old City of Winni-
peg to new suburban constituencies, was demo-
cratic enough to have been called a “bold experi-
ment in citizen participation”.>By establishing a
relatively large fifty-member city council —at a
ratio of one city councilor to every ten thousand
residents — as well as thirteen community com-
mittees and resident advisory groups (RAGS) to
provide avenues for citizen participation, parts of
Unicity’s governance structure were designed to
make it more possible to challenge the control of
commercial land developers over city council.>*

Almost immediately, however, Winnipeg’s
commercial class set about dismantling Unic-
ity’s democratic provisions and introducing re-
forms aimed at shutting people out of city hall.
In general, these reforms sought to shrink the
numbers and powers of city councilors, com-

munity committees, and RAGs. In 1977 the new
Conservative government of Manitoba cut the
number of Winnipeg City Councilors nearly in
half, to twenty-nine, and slashed the number of
community committees by more than half, to
six, while also weakening their powers.* In the
late 1980s and early 1990s, the provincial Film-
on Conservative government went even further,
cutting the number of city councilors in half
again, to fifteen, further reducing the number
of community committees, banishing political
parties from municipal elections, and consider-
ably strengthening the powers of the mayor and
the Executive Policy Committee (Epc).>*

Organized labour was outspoken in its op-
position to Filmon’s cuts to civic democracy. The
City workers union — Canadian Union of Public
Employees (cuPE) Local 500 — critiqued Film-
on’s plan as “symbolic”, rather than fact-based,
and warned that further reducing the number
of city councilors and community committees
was only the latest in a barrage of recent at-
tacks on Winnipeggers’ access to local govern-
ment. The process had begun with the amalga-
mation of the metropolitan area in 1971, CUPE
500 pointed out, reminding Filmon that, “One
of the cornerstones of Unicity was the assurance
to all citizens that amalgamation would not re-
duce resident involvement in civic politics.” How
could 29 city councilors possibly be considered
too many, CUPE 500 asked, for a city that had
been governed by 112 elected representatives
only twenty years earlier? Not only that, but
Winnipeg comprised two thirds of Manitoba’s
population, while the other third was governed
by 1,202 municipal officials.

Filmon’s reforms sent the ratio of city coun-
cilors to residents soaring to an unprecedented
one councilor per 41,680 residents, more than
twice the number recommended by a 1988 City
of Winnipeg commission.>® The reforms were
also criticized for further reducing the power
of people in the old City of Winnipeg, increas-
ingly referred to as the inner city by the 1980s.
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Filmon’s reforms left the inner city severely out-
numbered on city council, with only three repre-
sentatives versus twelve from the suburbs. Since
the inner city in the postwar era had become
home to large numbers of Indigenous peoples
and other people of colour, in contrast to the
suburbs, systemic reductions in the area’s po-
litical power were correctly criticized as being
structurally racist.”” Critics also pointed out that
LGBTQ2S people, immigrants, students, tenants,
and lower-income households were more highly
concentrated in the old City of Winnipeg and
that Premier Filmon’s reforms would structur-
ally reduce the power of these groups.>®

The shrinking of local democracy in Win-
nipeg was accelerated by the worldwide success
of a class strategy, often called neoliberalism,
which glorified markets and disparaged pub-
lic services. The city’s commercial class joined
their wealthy peers around the world in calling
for more “streamlined” and “efficient” govern-
ance in the 1990s. Anti-democratic ideas that fa-
voured even fewer political representatives, even
fewer avenues for citizen participation, and even
less public debate were becoming increasingly
popular with local elites in Canada as part of a
doctrine called “New Public Management” —an
approach that advocated applying private sec-
tor models to the public sector.? In New Public
Management-speak, governance was rebranded
as “business” and citizens as “customers”. Social
justice activists in 1990s Winnipeg identified talk
of “efficiency” as a coded attack on democracy.
“The most efficient city council [sic] would be a
council of one,” pointed out the cHo!ces Coali-
tion for Social Justice, “It is not democracy, but it
is efficient in a Machiavellian sense of the word.”s°

The neoliberal plan to minimize the interfer-
ence of citizens in urban governance was closely
connected to the implementation of a neoliberal
policy agenda to cut services, impose user fees,
privatize public resources, and cut taxes. These
were precisely the political goals of Winnipeg’s
fortieth mayor, Susan Thompson. Thompson, a

leather goods merchant elected mayor in 1992,
was hostile to government and a vocal proponent
of what has been called the anti-state state.* “The
government that we have built up is one that
our citizens can no longer afford to support,”
Thompson proclaimed, as she clashed with any-
one — especially city workers and their allies on
city council —who resisted cuts, layoffs, and pri-
vatization.?> More than her predecessors, Thomp-
son alienated city council and the city’s board
of commissioners — a committee of department
heads tasked with coordinating city administra-
tion and communicating with city council about
service delivery —and instead used the EpPC to
unilaterally direct policy change.?* After reelec-
tion in 1995, Thompson sought to formally en-
trench these de facto shifts in governance style.

Thompson hired George Cuff — former mayor
of Spruce Grove, Alberta and a New Public Man-
agement devotee — to author a report on civic
governance in Winnipeg and to recommend a
series of reforms. Cuff’s report was framed as a
“corporate review” of the City of Winnipeg and
analyzed the city as a standalone entity —a “cor-
poration” — rather than a democratic mechanism
through which the people of Winnipeg set and
meet collective goals. As such, while Cuff inter-
viewed two hundred city officials, administra-
tors, and councilors he did not speak to a single
community resident, activist, or organization.
Unsurprisingly, Cuft found that the City of Win-
nipeg was not operating “efficiently” enough and
faced a series of challenges —including a pro-
hibitively high cost of providing services, a large
debt, and city departments overly focused on “self
preservation” — that would require slashing the
local state and streamlining decision making.
“We simply cannot afford to be over-governed,”
Cuff concluded.**

Filmon and Thompson imposed Cuff’s rec-
ommendations with what observers at the time
called “obscene haste”, totally ignoring calls by
Winnipeggers to participate in the restructur-
ing of their own local governance model.*s City
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council took only eighteen days after the publi-
cation of the Cuft Report to adopt its recommen-
dations, which the Winnipeg Free Press decried
as “a gross violation of the democratic process.”*
At hearings held after the fact, the only public
supporters of the Cuff Report were two pro-busi-
ness organizations: the Winnipeg Chamber of
Commerce and the Canadian Federation of In-
dependent Business. Opponents of the Cuff Re-
port who attended these hearings included the
Manitoba Association for Rights and Liberties,
the Provincial Council of Women, and several
members of the RAGSs.>

CUPE 500 was one of the most strident op-
ponents of the Cuff Report, critiquing Cuff’s rec-
ommendations as “ideological in the extreme.”?*
CUPE 500’s President characterized the Cuff Re-
port as a platform for Mayor Thompson’s politi-
cal agenda to cut, privatize, and contract-out city
services, rollback city workers’ wages, and reduce
the power of city departments. By implementing
the Cuff Report, cUPE 500 told city council, city
council chose to attack city workers and weaken
city services rather than confronting the provin-
cial government — the true source of the city’s
fiscal woes, according to cUPE — for withhold-
ing funding for municipal services.*

The implementation of Cuff’s recommenda-
tions — called “the most sweeping changes since
unicity [sic] was established 25 years ago”*° —led
to an exceptional concentration of power at city
hall and made Winnipeg the least democrat-
ic city in the country according to at least one
Canadian political scientist.** The main result
of Thompson and Filmon’s reforms was to con-
centrate far more power in the mayor’s hands
than was previously the case. This was achieved
primarily by giving the mayor extensive pow-
ers over the Epc and by replacing the Board of
Commissioners with a cAo overseen by the Epc.
The Winnipeg Labour Council had long called
for the retention of the board of commissioners

and to have its membership approved by Epc.**
The stated reason for abolishing the board of
commissioners, however, was that as represent-
atives of city departments —and not “financial
experts” — they too often opposed budget cuts.*
Avenues for citizen participation were also se-
verely weakened, as amendments to the City of
Winnipeg Act removed provisions requiring the
establishment of community committees and
RAGS. It was now left up to city council itself
to decide how much citizen participation it de-
sired, if any.** Immediate steps were also taken
to reduce the power of city departments. The
number of departments was cut from nineteen
to fourteen —abolishing the Parks and Recrea-
tion Department, most notably —and over fifty
city administrators were laid off.*s The city also
committed to replacing city departments with
Special Operating Agencies, private-sector style
firms in control of public funds but insulated
from democratic interference.

To summarize, as outright bans on political
participation were defeated over the course of
the twentieth century, the restructuring of civic
governance took on increased importance as a
method of excluding the majority of people from
decision-making at city hall. These efforts were
boosted by the neoliberal turn in the 1980s and
1990s that galvanized support for anti-democratic
reforms in the name of efficiency and reduced
government spending. In general, these attacks
on local democracy took three forms. First, as
attacks on city council, primarily through re-
ductions in the total number of city councilors,
reduction in the power of non-Epc councilors,
and by centralizing power in the mayor’s hands;
second, as attacks on avenues for citizen par-
ticipation, primarily through reductions in the
power and number of community committees
and RAGs; and third, as attacks on the influence
of city departments, primarily through the es-
tablishment of the cao.
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The Current System

The Province of Manitoba’s “City of Winnipeg
Charter” and the City of Winnipeg’s “City Or-
ganization By-law” — which must adhere to the
Provincial Charter — determine the current sys-
tem of civic governance in Winnipeg. According
to these documents, the people of Winnipeg may
elect fifteen city councilors and one mayor every
four years. City council, however, has the power
to increase the total number of city councilors
to any odd number greater than fifteen.** Win-
nipeg is divided into fifteen geographically de-
fined wards and the residents of each ward may
elect one city councilor. The mayor is elected at
large by a citywide vote. A few outright bans on
political participation remain: Winnipeg resi-
dents who are not Canadian citizens or are un-
der eighteen years old are banned from voting
and holding office,* and residents who have been
convicted of an offense and have not paid any
fine imposed on them for the offense are banned
from holding office.*®* Meanwhile, people who
do not live in Winnipeg but do own property
in Winnipeg are allowed to vote in the ward in
which they own property.*

The primary power of city council —which
consists of all city councilors plus the mayor —is
its authority to approve or reject by-laws and reso-

lutions. Council’s decisions are usually made by a
majority vote, although council has the power to
decide that certain kinds of issues require more
than a majority vote.® By-laws must be voted on
three separate times by council, but two of these
votes may happen at the same meeting and all
three may happen at the same meeting if two-
thirds of council consents.s* Even after council
has approved a by-law or resolution, however, the
mayor may suspend its implementation within
forty-eight hours of it being approved, if the
mayor deems that the by-law or resolution con-
tains an “error” or “omission”. This action forces
council to vote on the by-law or resolution again
at a future meeting.* city council meetings must
be open to the public, however city council may
designate certain kinds of issues eligible for se-
cret, “in camera” meetings as long as two-thirds
of councilors agree that a given topic qualifies
for and ought to be discussed in secret.s?

The City of Winnipeg Charter mandates the
existence of a special committee of city council
called the Executive Policy Committee (EPC)
over which the mayor has total control. The Epc
is tasked with filtering information and recom-
mendations from the Standing Policy Commit-
tees (spcs) of council and from city departments
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to city council, and with setting the overall pol-
icy direction for city council. The mayor —via
the Office of Policy and Strategic Initiatives, a
“group of professional staft” within the Mayor’s
Office — provides direction to the EPC in mat-
ters of policy development and analysis, strategic
planning, and economic development.s* The may-
or must be the chairperson of the Epc, approve
its agenda, and select the other members of the
EPC, who are paid significantly higher salaries
than non-epc members and who automatically
become chairpersons of the spcs. After select-
ing the spc chairpersons, the mayor may appoint
additional councilors to the Epc as long as the
total number of EPc members is less than a ma-
jority of city council.®®* The mayor may remove
councilors from EPcC at any time. In addition to
appointing the members of the Epc, the mayor
appoints councilors to the positions of deputy
mayor (to replace the mayor if the mayor is ab-
sent) and acting deputy mayor (to replace the
deputy mayor if the deputy mayor is absent).
The Erc has significant powers. Not least is
the committee’s responsibility to set the policy
direction on city council. The EpPc is required
to “formulate and present recommendations to
council respecting policies, plans, budgets, by-
laws and other matters that affect the city as a
whole,”s® and to “Identify annual and longer range
priorities for the growth and development of the
city.”s” The Epc “coordinates the work of com-
mittees of council,” receives reports from the
spcs, and assesses these reports before passing
them on to city council.s® The EPcC receives all
reports from the cAo — the individual in charge
of all city departments — and therefore controls
the flow of information from city departments
to city council. The Epc is also required to “Rec-
ommend to council...all rates, fees, utility rate
structures, and other charges for civic services
and facilities,”* and to recommend to city coun-
cil the appointment or removal of all “statutory
officers” including the cao, City Clerk, Chief Fi-
nancial Officer, and City Auditor.® The Epc also

has significant power over city departments. The
EPC is required to supervise the cao and city
departments in order to “ensure the implemen-
tation of policies adopted by council”.®* The EpC
may also, following the decision of the mayor to
suspend the cao, recommend to city council
that the cao be fired.*

The cao is the second most powerful indi-
vidual at city hall after the mayor. The cao’s role
is to ensure the implementation of city council
by-laws and resolutions, and the cao is given
significant powers, including the task of pre-
paring the city’s annual operating and capital
budgets. The cAo is given significant authority
over the city departments, including the power
to determine the city’s overall administrative
structure,® to coordinate the work of city de-
partment heads,® to chair any meeting of any
city department and to determine procedures of
conduct for those meetings,* and to hire, super-
vise, suspend, or fire any city worker other than
the handful of “statutory officers.” The cao is
the lone representative of all city departments
to city council. The cao reports to the Epc, to
city council, and to the spcs on the activities of
city departments and has the authority to coor-
dinate and approve reports from any city depart-
ment intended for city council.®®

Below EpcC are a number of spcs intended to
address various policy areas. city council may
decide to establish spcs or not,*” and it current-
ly maintains five of them. Apart from the spc
on Finance, spcs must consist of a chairperson
appointed by the mayor and three other city
councilors elected by city council.®® The spcs
have relatively little power and play an advisory
role to the Epc. They also have certain powers
to approve or deny appeals for zoning variances,
grants to cultural organizations, building per-
mits, and so forth.®

The City of Winnipeg Charter no longer re-
quires community committees but the city has
chosen to maintain five community committees
to address issues of local concern in five sub-re-
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gions across the city.”° A community committee
is composed of the three city councilors whose
wards make up one sub-region. Community com-
mittees have limited powers, such as approving or
rejecting small grants to non-profit organizations.

The City of Winnipeg has established a num-
ber of private corporations to carry out functions
that city departments used to provide. These
currently include CentreVenture, the Assini-

boine Park Conservancy, an array of Business
Improvement Zones, and several Special Op-
erating Agencies. These corporations are given
mandates through agreements with the city to
take over management functions, land owner-
ship, and/or segments of the city’s tax revenue.
They have their own private boards and cEos
and have minimal responsibilities to city council
in contrast to other city departments.
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Analysis

Winnipeg is an exemplary case of the lack of
democracy in civic governance across the coun-
try. The overriding power of the mayor is one of
the most glaring barriers to democracy in civic
governance in Winnipeg. The greatest source
of the mayor’s power is their authority to deter-
mine the membership of the Erc —and there-
fore the spcs, since EPc members are spc chair-
persons — and to shuffle its membership at any
time.” This means that the EPc is less a mech-
anism of collective planning, strategizing and
decision-making than a tool of the mayor. By
appointing a city councilor to Epc, the mayor
automatically increases that councilor’s access
to information, public notoriety — an advantage
for reelection purposes —and salary. If an EpPC
member disagrees with the mayor, the mayor
can remove them from the Epc and immediately
reduce their salary, access to information, and
notoriety. In effect, this means that the mayor
pays EPC members to support the mayor’s po-
sition and as a result the EPc almost always fol-
lows the mayor’s lead. Once the Epc forwards a
recommendation to city council it is very likely
to gain approval since the number of city coun-
cilors on EPC may be as many as one fewer than
a majority on council. This means it is only nec-

essary for the mayor to gain the support of one
more non-EPC city councilor in order to pass a
by-law or resolution. The mayor’s authority to
appoint —and remove at will — both the deputy
mayor and acting deputy mayor gives the mayor
a good chance at achieving this.” The mayor also
has great influence over which city councilors
are elected speaker and deputy speaker — posi-
tions that are also paid a significantly increased
salary — since city council elects these positions
annually and the mayor can use the Epc to in-
fluence that vote.

Even if Epc membership were decided in a
more democratic fashion — by city council or the
electorate at large, for instance — the very insti-
tution of the EPc, as this paper has argued, does
not promote democracy. The problem is that the
EPC creates two tiers of city councilors: a first,
more powerful tier that steers the policy direction
of city council and filters the information that
travels from city departments and spcs to city
council; and a second, less powerful tier whose
members are often denied important informa-
tion and are forced to react to the agenda set by
the first tier. The EPC, as even Cuff recognized,
acts as a gatekeeper, controlling the flow of in-
formation and policy recommendations to the
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rest of city council.”® As longtime Winnipeg ac-
tivist Nick Ternette concluded from his decades
of fighting city hall, the Epc “is not accountable
to the public, sets its own agendas and holds se-
cret meetings to ensure there is a degree of con-
sensus among members before any major issue
comes forth for public debate.””* By disempow-
ering half of city council, the EPC is a major an-
ti-democratic force at city hall.

The cAo position is another powerful gate-
keeper-style institution and another key way
that power is concentrated at city hall. With the
authority to supervise city departments and to
guide their implementation of city council deci-
sions, and with the authority to control the flow
of information and recommendations from city
departments to city council, the cAo may pos-
sess just as much if not more power than city
council itself.”s To vest this much power in just
one individual is extremely undemocratic and
prone to petty corruption, as recent events have
demonstrated. The cao position perfectly en-
capsulates the neoliberal principles of the New
Public Management doctrine, replacing public
debate and citizens’ wishes with the so-called
expert knowledge of a single boss. It is a tech-
nocratic, rather than democratic, approach to
governance.

The powers of the mayor and the cao are
bolstered by the way city council meetings are
structured. The rule allowing the smallest pos-
sible majority of city council to approve a by-law
or resolution automatically disregards the views
of what can be, in some cases, nearly half of city
council, and facilitates the rule of EPC on coun-
cil. Enabling all three votes on an issue to oc-
cur at a single city council meeting — especially
given the ability of the Epc and the cao to con-
ceal policy proposals until the last minute — sig-
nificantly reduces the opportunity for citizens
to organize in advance around city council de-
cisions. The “in camera” provisions for secrecy
function similarly. Finally, the mayor’s ability to
suspend by-laws or resolutions due to perceived

errors or omissions essentially gives the mayor
veto power over city council if it were to approve
something against the mayor’s wishes.
Winnipeg’s electoral system also significant-
ly constrains the power of the people. The size
of wards has ballooned to an average of 48,000
residents per city councilor, five times the size
Winnipeg’s wards were in 1972. Bigger wards
make it less possible for citizens to influence
their political representatives, making politi-
cians less accountable to their constituents and
leading to lower quality representation.”® Big-
ger wards also make it much more difficult to
defeat an incumbent, which is a major factor in
the longevity of some councilors. The larger the
ward, as CUPE 500 has pointed out, the more
expensive it is to run a campaign for city coun-
cilor, excluding average people from running
for office.”” Large wards further disempower
oppressed communities and are less reflective
of the city’s diversity than smaller wards are.”®
The current system has effectively reduced the
number of Indigenous city councilors, for ex-
ample, and may have been designed to do just
that.”” Groups that are concentrated in certain
places to some degree — a few examples in Win-
nipeg might include French-speaking people in
St. Boniface, Indigenous peoples in Point Doug-
las, or Black people in Central Park —would be
more likely to be represented on city council if
wards were smaller. A similar logic can be ap-
plied to Winnipeg’s approach to electing the
mayor at-large, since at-large elections system-
atically silence groups who are outnumbered in
the city as a whole. At-large elections are widely
considered to entrench structural racism within
North American cities and for this reason have
been struck down by the U.S. Supreme Court.*
In Winnipeg, for example, the suburbs essentially
elect the mayor every time. The combination of
electing the mayor at-large and then giving the
mayor such a large amount of power is therefore
extremely problematic. The relative infrequen-
cy of civic elections — now held once every four
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years — similarly reduces the ability of citizens
to hold city councilors accountable. The absence
of political parties, moreover, makes it more dif-
ficult for voters to figure out the politics of each
individual candidate, and enables politicians to
hide political agendas behind personality-based
campaigns.

Banning city residents who are not Canadian
citizens from voting or holding municipal office,
it should go without saying, is inherently undem-
ocratic and systematically disenfranchises an
entire segment of the community. To the extent
that non-citizen migrants are more likely than
people with Canadian citizenship to be people
of colour, this measure is also a clear instance
of systemic racism. The fact that non-resident
property-owners are allowed to vote in munici-
pal elections only adds insult to injury. Under
the current system, people may be barred from
voting for their city councilor while their absen-
tee-landlord is empowered to cast such a vote.

The lack of structural avenues for citizen power
in Winnipeg’s civic governance structure — be-
yond elections — also drastically diminishes the
relationship between city councilors and their
constituents. When the only substantive mecha-
nism putting city councilors in relation to their
constituents is an election every four years, it is
easy for city councilors to become distant and
unresponsive to the needs of the communities
that elected them, and to become overly influ-
enced by business interests in elite social gath-
erings and back rooms. This can function as a
tactic to divide and conquer communities and
their movements. For example, Winnipeg’s first
Indigenous city councilor, George Munroe, was
asked by fellow community organizers at the
IMEFC to run for city council — primarily in or-
der to fight poverty and get affordable housing

built — but chose to leave city council after feel-
ing disconnected from the grassroots struggles
at the imFc.® In this way, Winnipeg’s govern-
ance structure is in many ways typical of Cana-
da’s colonial strategy to impose hierarchies that
make it easier to control Indigenous nations.®*

The private corporations — including Centre-
Venture, the city’s business improvement zones,
and the Assiniboine Park Conservancy — estab-
lished by the city to replace city departments are
highly undemocratic to the extent that they exist
to avoid interference from elected city councilors
and to serve narrow special interests. Rather than
providing avenues for direct grassroots partici-
pation in planning, management, land owner-
ship, and/or control over segments of the city’s
tax revenue, the current models overwhelm-
ingly tend to hand direct access over public re-
sources to small groups of wealthy business peo-
ple. In the case of both CentreVenture and the
city’s business improvement zones, for instance,
publicly-owned land and tax revenues have been
captured by wealthy land developers and mer-
chants who deliberately seek to push Indigenous
peoples, women, elderly people, and the poor out
of the city in order to establish more profitable,
heavily-policed, luxury zones for the city’s pro-
fessional classes.®

The main strength of the current system of
civic governance in Winnipeg is the strength of
the mayor and the cao. To the extent that the
mayor and the cA0 are given a significant amount
of power, the two could hypothetically pursue
a bold vision for remaking the city according to
the needs and aspirations of the majority. But
this has never been the case. In fact, the current
system is designed to guarantee the continuation
of business as usual and to prevent the people of
Winnipeg from exercising self-determination.
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Concrete Effects

Social structures — including governance struc-
tures — cannot be assessed in and of themselves,
they must be judged based on their actual effects on
communities. What have these abstract reforms to
governance actually done to the city? Since Thomp-
son and Filmon’s 1990s reforms the city has pursued
an intensified — albeit typical — neoliberal agenda
based on three pillars: slashing taxes, cutting ser-
vices, and investing exponentially in police. While
most Canadian cities pursued a similar agenda
during this time, by 2012 Winnipeg had the low-
est tax rates and the lowest public spending lev-
els of nearly any major Canadian city.®* Policing,
as in most other cities, was a glaring exception to
this trend, as the police budget ballooned by one
hundred and forty-five percent between 2000 and
2016.% Police now consume nearly thirty percent
of the entire city operating budget, up from sev-
enteen percent in 2000.%° While this agenda has
benefitted wealthy property and business owners,
it has had serious detrimental effects on the lives
of women, Indigenous peoples, people of colour,
migrants, homeless people, youth, seniors, tenants,
transit riders, and people with disabilities —in
other words, most people.

The centrality of police expansion within the
city’s neoliberal agenda cannot be ignored. While

the expansion of policing is a typical feature of
neoliberal abandonment, Winnipeg has been a
leader among Canadian cities in this regard and
now has the most police officers per capita of any
city in Canada.’” Policing in Winnipeg, as across
Turtle Island, has long been associated with anti-
Native racism and ongoing settler colonialism®®
as well as xenophobia and anti-Black racism.®
While it is the biggest single municipal policy
issue for many Indigenous community organiz-
ers in Winnipeg, allies on city council have been
virtually non-existent during the long struggle
to address police mistreatment of Indigenous
peoples.*® The recent focus on “community po-
licing” and the establishment of the Winnipeg
Police Board in 2013 have done nothing to chal-
lenge the overall trend of municipal investment
in police above all else.** In fact, these measures
may facilitate the expansion of the city’s police
budget by creating new policing initiatives and
making the police appear to be more account-
able to the people than was previously the case.

Affordable quality housing — particularly
for women and children — is perhaps the city’s
greatest single need and was identified at a 2014
Grassroots Women’s Mayoral Forum as one of
the most pressing issues of municipal govern-
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ance in Winnipeg.°> While Winnipeg has ex-
perienced a housing crisis for over one hundred
years,” a stunning ten thousand Winnipeggers
are now homeless — seventy percent of whom
are estimated to be Indigenous®* —and another
one hundred and thirty-five thousand Winni-
peggers are considered “at risk” of being home-
less.*s Over the course of the 2000s and 2010s,
however, the City of Winnipeg has reduced its
already paltry commitments to building qual-
ity affordable housing.”® The city has also been
criticized for its lax enforcement of by-laws in-
tended to ensure that landlords maintain accept-
able standards of housing quality.*”

Public transportation is a crucial requirement
to make the necessities of life — including food,
shelter, healthcare, childcare, jobs, education,
social services, friends, and family —accessible
to people without cars. This is an important is-
sue for all poor and working class people and es-
pecially for parents, elderly people, people with
disabilities, youth, and students. Winnipeg has
one of the worst levels of bus service — measured
in bus hours per capita— among Canadian cit-
ies*® because city council has consistently sided
with car owners over transit riders by spending
considerably on new roads, bridges, overpasses,
and underpasses for suburban expansion without
matching spending increases on public transpor-
tation.®® The proportion of the municipal budget
spent on public transit has actually decreased in
recent years.**® Endless fare hikes imposed by the
city to make up the funding gap have meant that
Winnipeg relies more on user fees and advertis-
ing to fund public transit than almost any other
Canadian city.’ The recent decoupling of pro-
vincial funding from municipal transit budgets,
combined with the funding freeze, will give the
city license to shift dedicated funds away from
transit. It remains to be seen how it will allocate
transit funds now that the province has removed
oversight of provincial funding transfers, but the
mayor has warned of cuts to municipal services
across the board. >

Pools, libraries, and community recreation
centres — particularly their youth programming
functions — constitute some of the most impor-
tant infrastructure provided by the municipal
state. As infrastructure that doesn’t directly fa-
cilitate profit making, however, these facilities
have been some of the biggest victims of the pro-
business interests who dominate city hall under
the current governance model. After commis-
sioning the Public Use Facilities Study (PUFs)
in 2005 city council has closed several pools, li-
braries, and community centres, imposed new
user fees, and cut programming hours signifi-
cantly.** Winnipeg now spends approximately
half of what other Canadian cities spend on youth
recreation per capita.'**

City council’s insistence on austerity in youth
programming has led it to act shamefully in more
than one instance, especially when engaging with
Indigenous youth service providers. When Ma
Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre and a coalition of North
End Indigenous community organizers decided
recently that a special transit service to bring
children to and from recreational programming
was necessary to ensure children’s safety — es-
pecially on cold winter nights — they were met
by an unsupportive city council and an insulting
non-offer from the mayor.*>s After another coa-
lition of Indigenous youth service providers in
the North End warned city council that funding
Youth For Christ’s North End Centre for Youth
Excellence would be “state sanctifying another
more contemporary, altered form of the Resi-
dential School experience,”**° they were told by
city council that the evangelical organization’s
offer to fund youth recreational programming
was simply too good to pass up.”” Then in 2015,
when organizers in Winnipeg’s West End pushed
for the creation of a twenty-four hour safe space
as part of a community response to the crisis of
missing and murdered Indigenous women and
girls, they were forced to start an online Go-
FundMe campaign due to lack of support from
city council.**®
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Finally, city council’s commitment to shrink-
ing the local state has been expressed through
the privatization of public services. The city’s
asphalt and concrete plant operations were con-
tracted out in 1994. Eighty percent of the city’s
snow removal services have been privatized and
garbage removal was entirely privatized in 2005.
In 2009, despite extensive public opposition, the
EPC pursued a plan to privatize the city’s wa-
ter supply. Although the plan ultimately failed,
it resulted in a deal with a private firm, Veolia,
which the firm hopes will pave the way for the
eventual privatization of Winnipeg’s drink-
ing water and municipal water systems across
North America.”*® The privatization of garbage

and snow removal has worsened the quality of
service, leading to excesses of snow and garbage
throughout the city that pose dangers and re-
strictions on mobility, especially for children,
elderly people, and people with disabilities.”°
Privatization has hurt workers in Winnipeg by
cutting hundreds of well-paid full-time jobs
with benefits and safety protections and replac-
ing them with precarious, minimum-wage jobs
without benefits or adequate safety protections.
The city’s privatized garbage removal service
has been criticized in particular for its record
of workplace injuries and for exploiting a largely
Indigenous workforce through precarious “day
labour” hiring schemes.*
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What Have Other Municipalities Done?

No Canadian municipality has a governance
structure democratic enough to make sure the
basic needs of its residents are provided for, as
proven by the proliferation of urban homeless-
ness, hunger, and poverty throughout one of the
wealthiest countries in the world. In part, this
is because the neoliberal attack on democratic
governance — reinforced by the ideology of New
Public Management — was not specific to Win-
nipeg but was a national and transnational class
strategy that affected every Canadian city to some
extent. There are small differences between the
governance structures in Canadian cities, how-
ever, that either inhibit or promote democracy.

No other city in Canada gives the mayor as
much power over the executive committee of
city council as Winnipeg does.”* Toronto, which
allows the mayor to appoint eight of thirteen
members of the executive committee, comes
closest.”® In most Canadian cities that have ex-
ecutive committees, however, all members are
elected by city council as a whole.”** Almost as
important, no executive committee in Canada
comprises as high a percentage of city council
as Winnipeg’s does, meaning that no other ex-
ecutive committee in Canada has as much power
over city council decisions.”s Toronto’s execu-

tive committee — at thirteen of forty-five mem-
bers — comprises only twenty-nine percent of
Toronto’s city council. Some cities, such as Re-
gina, have an executive “committee of the whole”
in which all city councilors are members of the
executive committee, meaning that the execu-
tive committee is not an exclusive tier of more
powerful councilors.”*®* Many major Canadian
cities, however, have no executive committee at
all. Cities such as Vancouver and Calgary instead
empower the pre-existing diversity of boards,
committees, and commissions — consisting of
both councilors and citizens — to provide policy
direction to city council.””

While the cao, or city manager, position
has been implemented in nearly every major
Canadian city as a result of the ascendance of
the New Public Management doctrine, many
Canadian cities take steps to limit the power of
the position. Calgary, Toronto, and Saint John
all retain a group of administrators — similar to
the board of commissioners model — that func-
tion collectively and hold certain powers over
the cao.”® This hybrid cao/board of commis-
sioners structure prevents the cao from single
handedly dictating to city departments how pol-
icy will be implemented, as well as preventing
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TABLE 1 Number of Residents per City Councilor for Various Canadian Cities

City Residents per City Councilor
Regina 22,000
Halifax 25,000
Québec City 25,000
Montréal 26,000
Saskatoon 27,000
Ottawa 38,000
Winnipeg 48,000
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the cao from monopolizing the flow of infor-
mation from city departments to city council.

When it comes to ward size, Winnipeg’s cur-
rent ratio of one city councilor per 48,000 resi-
dents is outpaced by many Canadian cities that
have chosen to recognize the democratic value
of smaller wards. Ottawa, with twenty-three
councilors has a ratio of one councilor per 38,000
residents. Saskatoon, with ten city councilors
has a ratio of one councilor per 27,000 residents.
Montréal, with sixty-five city councilors has a ra-
tio of one councilor per 26,000 residents. Hali-
fax and Québec City, with sixteen and twenty-
one councilors respectively, have ratios of one
councilor per 25,000 residents. Regina, with ten
city councilors has a ratio of one councilor per
22,000 residents.'®

Avenues for meaningful citizen participa-
tion in municipal governance are few and far
between in Canada. Citizen’s assemblies, com-
mittees, and task forces mandated to study
specific issues, draft plans, and submit them
to city council have been established in British
Columbia and Ontario municipalities.*> Mon-
tréal is divided into nineteen geographically-
defined neighbourhoods, or boroughs, each
represented by a borough council consisting
of both city councilors and additional borough
councilors — of which there are thirty-eight in
total across the city, including a borough mayor
for each borough — who are elected by residents
of the borough. Borough councilors serve only

on the borough council, whereas borough may-
ors and city councilors serve on both borough
council and city council. The borough council
system gives residents increased access to in-
fluence decisions at the neighbourhood scale by
giving borough councils selected powers over lo-
cal urban planning, parks and recreation, hous-
ing, user fees, and other issues.”* Halifax has
been noted for its system of community coun-
cils, which are similar to Winnipeg’s system of
community committees in that they bring to-
gether city councilors from specific geographic
areas to deal with issues of local concern. But
Halifax’s community councils have expanded
powers, including jurisdiction over land use
planning and the power to submit annual op-
erating and capital budgets to city council for
municipal spending in their area.** There is
also a history of higher levels of Canadian gov-
ernment mandating local citizen participation
as a stipulation of funding to cities for specific
projects. The federal government, for instance,
attached such a stipulation to urban renewal
funding in Vancouver in the 1960s.*?3
Referendums are another tool of direct citi-
zen participation in governance but have his-
torically been of dubious value to progressive
urban change. British Columbia, Québec, and
the Yukon have community charter legislation
stipulating that city council must submit a de-
cision to a referendum if a certain number of
citizens’ signatures are gathered on a petition.**
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Referendums in Canadian cities have been used
mostly to decide whether or not to borrow large
amounts of money for specific capital projects
but there have been exceptions, including in
Whitehorse where a referendum was used to
protect green space from development.'*s Ref-
erendums, however, have been criticized for
many of the same reasons as at-large elections
and have historically been manipulated in the
interests of wealthy interest groups to cut taxes
and avoid public expenditure.>

Finally, several Canadian cities — including
Vancouver, Montréal, and Québec City —are
governed by political parties that in some cases
make it easier for citizens to know where politi-
cians stand on the issues, and make it more diffi-
cult for candidates to hide their agendas. Québec’s
provincial legislation encourages political parties
in municipal politics by allowing parties to raise
and spend money at any time while limiting in-
dependent candidates to raising and spending
money only during election campaigns.*
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Options for Winnipeg

Any movement to make governance at city hall
more democratic will have to work to redefine city
hall as a place of governance, period. Develop-
ers and other business interests have maintained
their stranglehold on city hall by popularizing
the idea that the City of Winnipeg is simply a
corporation that should deliver a minimal set of
services in the most efficient way possible, rather
than a political mechanism for the community
to collectively imagine, discuss, and take action
towards meeting its goals.’*® As the origins of the
City of Winnipeg indicate, it will take much more
than tinkering with the existing model to build
a truly democratic local governance structure.
What Thompson and Filmon did in the 1990s
was not a radical departure from the status quo,
but a deepening of it. In other words, there is no
mythical pre-neoliberal City of Winnipeg to draw
upon if we want a model of governance that can
take seriously all the most pressing needs and
aspirations of Winnipeggers. This section does
not provide a complete picture of what a truly
democratic civic government would look like,
but it offers a list of possible improvements to
Winnipeg’s existing civic governance structure.

Any serious effort to make governance in
Canada more democratic must contend with the

radically undemocratic character of colonialism
and therefore be able to look beyond the settler
state as a horizon of possibility. Indigenous peo-
ples have governed themselves for millennia in
the area surrounding the confluence of the Red
and Assiniboine Rivers and they continue to do
so. In addition to being deeply undemocratic, the
imposition of settler authority over Indigenous
peoples in Winnipeg is both legally questionable
and ethically suspect. Removing settler jurisdic-
tion over Indigenous peoples in the city must be
part of any serious reimagining of civic govern-
ance in Winnipeg.

Winnipeg has a rich history of grassroots or-
ganizing to draw on in this regard. Indigenous
women in Winnipeg have long brought a deco-
lonial approach to urban governance that could
serve as a model for transforming the City of
Winnipeg. Over the course of the 1970s, 1980s
and beyond, Indigenous communities in Win-
nipeg took over urban housing, schools, gro-
cery stores, daycares, child-welfare agencies,
employment agencies, and other urban institu-
tions that greatly affected their lives. Children
of the Earth High School, Payuk Cooperative
Housing, Neechi Foods, and Ma Mawi Wi Chi
Itata Centre are just a few examples. Notably,
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these efforts were directed towards the creation
of new community-controlled institutions that
would replace — rather than reform — existing
settler institutions.

Another part of this movement for commu-
nity control over urban institutions in Winnipeg
has been a demand for a community-controlled
resource base to support community-controlled
institutions. In 1990, local organizers — most of
whom were Indigenous women — organized a
Community Inquiry into Inner City Revitaliza-
tion that called for guaranteed funding for In-
digenous organizations through the transfer of
“property or another type of equity base” to the
community.’*® This demand echoed the Mani-
toba Indian Brotherhood’s 1971 Wahbung plan,
which called for a similar community-controlled
economic base.”?* The idea of a distinct urban In-
digenous government in Winnipeg with control
over all funds currently being meted out to local
Indigenous organizations by charities and various
levels of the Canadian government continues to
be promoted by Indigenous organizers.’* This is
an alternative civic governance vision — rather
than the City of Winnipeg controlling the eco-
nomic base of the community, these proposals
call for services and resources to be controlled
directly by a separate governance body consist-
ing of Indigenous peoples.

The specific challenges of achieving democ-
racy under the structural inequalities of capital-
ism must also be reckoned with by any serious
democratic movement. In this respect, Winnipeg’s
labour organizations have a strong history of ar-
ticulating alternative visions of civic governance.
To ensure the representation of working people
on city council, it has in the past been proposed
that elected officials be drawn from workers in
various sectors rather than from wards.** This was
effectively the model of civic governance during
the 1919 Winnipeg General Strike, when coordi-
nation of nearly every aspect of urban life — from
the distribution of food and water to the public
telephone and transportation systems — shifted

from City Hall to the Labour Temple.’s3 In the
same spirit, others have emphasized the need to
build autonomous worker power as an alterna-
tive to petitioning the state, in order to “no longer
plead for legislation to improve the lot of labour,”
but instead to build organizations of workers pow-
erful enough to enforce “such demands as such
organizations may at any time consider neces-
sary for their continued maintenance and well-
being.”*3* While the composition of Winnipeg’s
labour force has shifted significantly away from
manufacturing toward service industries, these
general principles of worker power still apply.

In addition to these more meaningful trans-
formations, there are a number of smaller steps
that could be taken to disperse power at city hall.
The mayor’s control over the Erc should be ad-
dressed immediately. There are three options
for doing this: Abolish the EpcC entirely, turn the
EPC into a committee of the whole, or have Epc
members elected by city council.* The first two
options are preferable, since the third would still
maintain an unequal two-tier council structure.

The cAao must also be addressed. It does not
make sense to give a single individual as much
if not more power over information and deci-
sion-making at city hall as all of city council
put together. The cao should be abolished and
replaced with a larger committee that includes
workers from city departments. There are two
precedents for this: The Board of Commission-
ers model that Winnipeg used before 1997 and
the hybrid cao/Board of Commissioners model
currently used in cities such as Calgary, Toronto,
and Saint John.

Winnipeg’s wards should be significantly re-
duced in size, as they are far too big to adequately
represent the diversity of the city or to give citizens
sufficient access to their city councilor. The local
state is officially the level of government most di-
rectly accessible to the people, yet there are twice
as many provincial ridings in Winnipeg as there
are municipal wards. Reducing ward size is also
much cheaper than New Public Management ad-
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herents have said. The cost of city council in any
Canadian city — whether for Montréal’s sixty-
five councilors or Vancouver’s eleven — is never
more than one percent of the municipal operat-
ing budget.’s® The number of wards in Winnipeg
could be increased to seventy-two to regain the
original 1972 Unicity ratio of one councilor per
ten thousand residents. It could be increased to
thirty-five in order to achieve the ratio of one
councilor per 20,502 residents recommended
by a city committee in 1988. Or it could be set at
thirty-one, the same number of provincial rid-
ings currently in Winnipeg.

The City of Winnipeg should establish new
avenues for citizen power and participation in
decision-making. The City of Winnipeg should
reestablish RAGs and give them the enhanced
local decision-making powers — over local land
use, grants, services, capital and operating budg-
ets — they were initially intended to have.’
RAGs were extremely active in the 1970s —it
was common for up to one hundred residents
to attend a RAG meeting — but city council re-
peatedly ignored their demands.”*® This led to
disillusionment and decreased participation,
which the Manitoba Conservatives perversely
construed as justification for abolishing RAGs
entirely.”®® New models of grassroots neighbour-
hood and citywide assemblies predominantly
led by Indigenous youth — such as Meet Me at
the Bell Tower and 13 Fires Winnipeg — indi-
cate a persistent passion for grassroots com-
munity discussion and city planning, especially
for the purpose of dismantling structural rac-
ism. City council should be directly account-
able to these grassroots plans. One option for
achieving this was developed by the cHO!CES
Coalition for Social Justice in 1991, which de-
manded that “Councilor members of commu-
nity committees be subject to recall and/or be
ruled ineligible for future elections if they do
not develop and implement community plans or
area action plans.”**° A network of neighbour-
hood councils should replace the Mayor’s Of-

fice of Policy and Strategic Initiatives and the
EPC in the role of directing policy development
and analysis, strategic planning, and economic
development. These councils should be open to
all citizens interested in planning the future of
the city and should be given access to technical
assistance from the City’s Property, Planning,
and Development department upon request.

The city’s collection of so-called arm’s length
organizations may provide another innovative
model for establishing real grassroots power.
Through institutions such as CentreVenture and
the Business Improvement Zones, the city has ef-
fectively handed independent control over public
resources — including land and tax revenue — to
distinct organizations that possess significant
freedom to plan and use public resources ac-
cording to their own development visions. This
model could be critically reworked to establish
community-controlled development authorities
operated by neighbourhood residents pursuing
grassroots plans for affordable housing, food,
childcare, education, and good jobs.

Bans on participating in elections are always
undemocratic and should be abolished. The ban
on non-Canadian citizens should be immediate-
ly revoked, since all residents of Winnipeg have
an equal stake in the city’s future regardless of
nationality. The legislation banning people from
holding municipal office who have been convicted
of an offence and have not paid any fine imposed
on them for the offence should be removed, since
it extends the structural racism of the justice sys-
tem into the realm of democratic governance and
imposes a fee on democratic participation. The
ban on youth participation in elections should
be addressed by reducing the voting age to six-
teen (the legal driving age in Manitoba) or to
twelve (the legal babysitting age in Manitoba).
This is based on the radical idea that if someone
can be depended on to protect a child’s life they
can be depended on to vote for city councilor.
The provision giving the right to vote to people
who do not live in Winnipeg but own property
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in Winnipeg appears to be a holdover from the
1800s and should be abolished.

Winnipeg’s electoral system could be reworked
in several other ways to promote democracy. The
mayor should not be elected at-large, for the same
reasons that the Supreme Court struck down at-
large local elections in the U.S.*** Measures that
rotate the people who fill positions of power gen-
erally help to reduce concentrations of power. A
two-term limit on holding office could ensure that
awider variety of people, perspectives, and com-
munities are represented on city council since
many Winnipeg city councilors —and the occa-
sional mayor — have governed for decade after
decade. Reducing term length from four years
back to three or even two years could achieve the
same goal and give citizens greater power over
their elected representatives. Provisions for re-
calling the mayor and city councilors could bol-
ster this even more. On the other hand, without
electoral finance reform, term limits could put
progressive candidates at a disadvantage, since
incumbents with limited financial resources may
be able to defeat wealthier candidates based pri-
marily on their incumbent status. Many of Win-
nipeg’s most radical city councilors governed for
term after term.

While limits to municipal campaign con-
tributions in Winnipeg are relatively solid — at
maximums of $1,500 to a mayoral candidate
and $750 to a councilor candidate — they are
still far beyond the reach of the average citizen.
Perhaps more concerning is the absence of lim-
its on private debt financing for campaigns.*+*
This clearly favours the wealthiest candidates
who can qualify for the largest loans and run
the most expensive campaigns. Loans should
be capped at $1,500 just as individual contribu-
tions are. Public financing of election campaigns
could be introduced to replace the lost debt fi-
nancing. Finally, the introduction of political

parties in municipal elections could encourage
issue-based rather than personality-based cam-
paigns and make it easier for citizens to know
where candidates stand politically.

The structure of city council meetings them-
selves should be reformed. The speed with which
city council is able to decide an issue is an ex-
tremely important variable in its ability to stifle
or promote community participation in decision-
making. The faster city council can decide, the
more difficult it is for communities to build sup-
port for or against a proposed by-law or resolu-
tion. While city council is required to vote three
times on any given matter, the spirit of this re-
quirement is evaded by allowing two and even
all three votes to be held at a single meeting. The
City of Winnipeg Charter should be amended
to allow only one vote per by-law or resolution
per meeting, meaning it would take three city
council meetings to come to a final decision.
This would allow more opportunity for citizens
to organize and could prevent city council from
hastily pushing through decisions without the
public’s knowledge.

To promote citizen participation and dis-
perse power to individual wards and councilors,
city council could impose a two-thirds or three-
fourths majority requirement to approve by-laws
or resolutions. This could make it easier for the
minority of inner city wards to resist the uni-
lateral decisions of the suburban majority and
make it more difficult for the mayor — or anyone
else —to monopolize city council. On the other
hand, such measures may risk producing a litany
of deadlocks and rendering the city incapable of
effective action. In addition, removing the mayor’s
power to suspend by-laws and resolutions within
forty-eight hours would also reduce the mayor’s
power on city council. Placing stricter limits on
secret in-camera city council meetings would also
promote transparency and citizen participation.
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Conclusion

While civic governance in Winnipeg has never
been very democratic, it has become even less
so since 1997. The current desire for “transpar-
ency” and “accountability” in civic politics sig-
nals a rejection of the neoliberal landscape pro-
duced by Thompson and Filmon’s reforms. As
a community, we can take this opportunity to
fight for small reforms, the most important of
which will be to reduce the mayor’s control over

the Epc. We can also prioritize slightly broad-
er reforms, such as reducing ward size and re-
establishing and empowering RAGs. An even
bolder approach would be to honour, support,
and structurally shift power to longstanding
grassroots movements — including anti-coloni-
al movements led by Indigenous women — for
community control over public resources and
services in the city.
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