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In my previous column, I wondered about how the new federal government would handle its relationship with cities. 
This is always a delicate issue because the federal government’s constitutional role with cities is quite limited, but it is 
important to cities because federal actions have an impact on cities. 

  

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has appointed Amarjeet Sohi, a new MP from Edmonton, as minister of Infrastructure 
and Communities. 

The portfolio of Infrastructure and Communities is an improvement on the Conservative’s portfolio of Public Works, 
Infrastructure and Communities in which the public works part of the portfolio consumed so much of the minister’s 
time he had little visibility in the communities’ portion of his portfolio. 

However, combining infrastructure and communities is a mixed blessing in that it implies an emphasis on the financial 
side of the relationship between the federal government and cities. 

It is beneficial that this could result in more money for cities, but in my previous column I lamented the “tap-on, tap-
off” approach that the federal government sometimes took to funding for cities. It was nice for cities when the tap was 
on, but they were never sure when the tap would be turned off. 

There are many other dimensions of the federal-municipal relationship beyond the financial that could be overlooked. 
In Niagara, this could be issues related to the border and the Welland Canal. More generally, cities are in the 
forefront of dealing with issues like family poverty and climate change that concern the federal government. What sort 
of role will the minister play in those issues that do not directly involve infrastructure? 

Amarjeet Sohi seems like a wise choice for this portfolio, although he is faced with the fact the word communities has 
a broad scope. 

He has the classic lived experience of an urban immigrant. He was born in India, but moved to Canada in 1981 
speaking little English. In 1988 he went back to India and was involved in theatre and worked as a social activist. This 
brought him to the attention of the legal authorities in India where he was imprisoned for 18 months, although it 
seems that he was never convicted of any crime or even charged. He returned to Edmonton in 1991 where we 
worked as a bus driver and was active in the moderate Sikh community. 

He was elected to Edmonton city council in 2007 and became a strong advocate for a variety of social issues such as 
multiculturalism, poverty reduction and elimination of sexual exploitation. He also advocated for public transit in 
particular expansion of the LRT system. 

This lived experience of an immigrant making his way in a big city gives him a good perspective on big-city problems. 
How well will he understand the particular problems facing medium and small communities such as Niagara? 

It’s a positive sign that he was involved with the Alberta Urban Municipalities Association when he was a councillor. 
He understands the workings of these provincial associations that advocate for municipalities. The Federation of 
Canadian Municipalities and the various provincial associations need to begin to work with Sohi to ensure that he 
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understands the broad range of issues facing all municipalities in Canada, and that he understands that the 
Edmonton issues of growth are different from those facing smaller places. 

The new Liberal government is off to a good start in its dealings with cities, but much will depend on how this new 
minister carves out his role. 
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