
 

Cities now matter in Trudeau’s Canada  
 
 

 

BY JIM WARREN,  

OTTAWA SUN 

OCTOBER 30, 2016  

 
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau makes his way to caucus on Parliament Hill in Ottawa, Wednesday October 
26, 2016. (THE CANADIAN PRESS/Adrian Wyld) 

One year into the mandate of Justin Trudeau’s Liberal government, a new way of nation building has emerged in 
Ottawa that has cities taking a significant role at the federal table. 

That new role is in infrastructure spending – decisions normally reserved for federal and provincial politicians. 

In this new, four-legged federalism, federal, provincial, First Nations and municipalities are all at the table. 

That’s because a sturdy table has four legs and Trudeau has made it a priority to add the fourth leg -- cities. 

One year into its mandate and the Trudeau government is still meeting and working with cities. 

On Oct. 19, the federal ministers of finance, infrastructure and climate change all came for over an hour to the Big 
City Mayors meeting in Ottawa, to talk about how to properly roll out the second phase of federal infrastructure 
spending. 

These are real meetings that produce results. 

That’s not to say cities will get everything they want or will agree with every federal decision. But local politicians are 
now a meaningful part of the decision-making process, before the federal government makes big infrastructure 
announcements. 

The truth is the feds and the provinces need cities to execute their programs. They can’t roll out $48 billion on their 
own. 

They are now included in the conversation about the economic future of Canada and the needs of Canadians in a 
way that hasn’t happened before. 

Canada has a diverse economy with many economic sectors – but it is the urban centres that drive jobs and growth. 

“Job creators are in the urban centres,” Ottawa Mayor Jim Watson told me last week. “You can get a lot more done at 
the municipal level.” 

Watson said he’s met with more federal cabinet ministers in the past year than he did during the entire reign of the 
previous government. 

“There is a sea change, we now have a dialogue with government. We share information – it is a ‘no surprises’ 
approach,” said Watson. 

“The future economic well-being of Canada is at the municipal level, the whole country benefits.”  
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Last September, for the first time, Mississauga Mayor Bonnie Crombie and five other mayors were invited to join 
infrastructure ministers from across the country at a federal, provincial, territorial meeting.  

All of them made deputations to the ministers about how to properly roll out infrastructure dollars. 

“It feels like there has been a fundamental shift in the relationship between cities and the federal government,” 
Crombie told me. 

“We may not always agree on all aspects of funding and of course we could always use more, but for the first time, 
our voice is being respected at the federal level and we are now at the table where decisions are being made. We’re 
not being treated as a stakeholder, but as a critical player in our federal system.” 

Trudeau promised a more cordial and productive way of doing business with other levels of government.  

Plus, it’s a political advantage to have the mayors on side with the PM. 

“Mayors have a strong voice and we aren’t afraid to use it … it's better that voice be heard around the boardroom 
table than on the hustings,” said Crombie. 

Of course, talk is cheap, and only tangible results will get both the prime minister and the mayors re-elected. 

But these conversations represent a historic shift and this government, as well as future ones, would do well to 
continue to build this relationship. 

Warren is a Liberal political strategist and media commentator. He worked for mayor Mel Lastman and premier 
Dalton McGuinty and is currently a principal at grgadvisors.ca and CEO of Riseley Gaming Inc.  
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