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Under Winnipeg’s ‘strong mayor’ governance model, Brian Bowman controls appointments to the powerful executive policy committee.

‘Strong mayor’ model works for Winnipeg

L
AST year the City of Winnipeg hired the 
consulting firm MNP to conduct what 
was labelled a “governance review” of the 

structures and processes of city decision-making, 
including comparisons to leading practices in 
other Canadian cities. An interim report from the 
consultants was released in October, and the city is 
now staging virtual meetings on possible reforms.

The term “governance” is a popular buzzword 
used by management consultants to describe the 
formal structures and processes that promote the 
efficiency of corporations and, with increasing 
frequency, public institutions. Debating gover-
nance of the City of Winnipeg only in terms of 
structures and processes is too narrow.

In my discipline, the term governance is used 
more broadly to describe not only the formal au-
thority, structures and processes of government, 
but also the informal web of external connections 
and interactions that constrain and shape, to 
some not easily measured extent, the policies and 
administrative actions of governments.

This broader view is concerned with efficiency, 
but more importantly with political representa-
tion in decision-making and public support for 
policies and administrative actions.

This broader perspective recognizes that the city 
is an increasingly important but relatively weak 
policy actor compared to the provincial and federal 
governments. As a consequence, streamlining man-
agerial reforms will improve only marginally the 
capacity of the city to address major policy issues 

such as poverty, affordable housing, sprawl, climate 
change and matters related to taxing and spending.

The city operates under fundamental constraints. 
Legally, it is a creature of the provincial govern-
ment. It relies mainly on property taxes to finance 
its operations. To undertake any major policy initia-
tives, it must approach senior levels of government 
to obtain support, which usually means money.

The mayor and other city officials must also 
manage a web of external political relationships 
with a wide range of outside actors, including the 
business community, the capital regional munici-
palities, several public-sector unions and numer-
ous civil-society groups. To work effectively 
in this interconnected world requires strong, 
facilitative leadership.

There are many parts to the interim review 
report; the focus here will be on the political re-
lationships between city council, executive policy 
committee (EPC) and the mayor. How these 
entities interact reflects both the laws that assign 
authority and the dynamic forces of politics on 
multiple levels. Over the past several decades, 
there has been a shift in thinking about the pre-
ferred model for these relationships.

Back in the 1980s, the main problem was seen 
to be the diffusion of authority on council, paro-
chial behaviour by councillors and a lack of atten-
tion to and accountability for citywide problems. 
The response was to create a set of institutional 
relationships that are labelled the “strong mayor” 
model. That model granted the mayor several 
prerogatives, most significantly the authority to 
appoint councillors to EPC.

The goal was to create an identifiable, cohesive and 
accountable executive, headed by the mayor, who is the 
only member of council elected on a citywide basis.

Fast forward four decades, and critics — such as 
Couns. Kevin Klein and Janice Lukes — complain 
about the concentration of excessive power in the 
mayor’s office supported by a compliant EPC. 
Centralization of power, it is alleged, means that the 

non-EPC councillors are denied policy influence 
and are frustrated in representing their wards.

Many structural and procedural changes to 
disperse power are possible, but the most drastic 
would be the elimination of EPC so the mayor 
would no longer have a majority of councillors 
beholden to him for their place in the inner circle. 
This would require an amendment to the City of 
Winnipeg Charter, which the province controls.

Complaints about one-person rule at city hall 
are an exaggeration. The mayor is undoubtedly 
the most influential member of council; however, 
because he does not lead a disciplined political 
party, there are no automatic majorities for his 
legislative and spending proposals. Also, council-
lors represent diverse local communities, includ-
ing “have” and “have less” parts of the city, so 
there are bound to be divisions even within EPC.

In my view, the city needs a strong core executive, 
led by a mayor who performs the roles of lawmaker, 
chief political executive, ceremonial head of city 
government and, perhaps most importantly, a skilled 
negotiator and collaborator in the joined-up world de-
scribed above. A council in which power was widely 
dispersed would weaken the city in other arenas, 
reduce the coherence and consistency of its policies 
and result in blurred accountability for results.

The review might clarify roles and responsibili-
ties. It might improve the EPC appointment process, 
for example by having full-council votes to confirm 
members. Procedural reforms could be considered 
to improve the flow of information so that council-
lors receive reports in a timelier manner.

None of this, however, would change the subor-
dinate constitutional and financial status of the 
city. As for civic democracy, managerial reforms 
are not the answer to political problems that arise 
from social and political inequality.

Paul G. Thomas is professor emeritus of political studies at the Univer-
sity of Manitoba. He served as a member of the City of Winnipeg Act 
Review Committee (1986) and chaired the Capital Region Planning 
Committee (2003).

It’s time to talk about ‘ag-gag’ legislation

CHICKEN and pork will be topics of considerable 
interest as the Manitoba legislature reconvenes 
on Wednesday, and we’re not referring to the 
luncheon-menu selections of MLAs and govern-
ment staff.

It’s expected the legislative sitting will finally 
end a four-month wait and let Manitobans see the 
contents of proposed agriculture-industry legisla-
tion commonly referred to as “ag-gag.” Such laws 
already exist in three Canadian provinces, where 
they have drawn controversy.

In Ontario, Alberta and Prince Edward Island, 
“ag-gag” laws aim to protect agricultural produc-
ers from two adversaries: undercover whistle-
blowers and on-site protesters. Whether this 
legislative protection is a good thing depends on 
which side of the farm fence you stand.

Understandably, farmers raising both livestock 
and crops are vigilant about protecting their land 
from intruders who might spread disease. Fi-
nancial calamity can result if trespassers — per-
haps they have infectious mud on their boots or the 
tires of their vehicles — contaminate canola crops 
with an outbreak of blackleg, or devastate a hog 
operation with porcine epidemic diarrhea virus.

For farmers bent on biosecurity, it’s nothing 
short of a nightmare that 60 animal activists 
occupied the inside of a hog operation in Abbots-
ford, B.C., in 2019, an event that was followed 
by similar occupations in Alberta, Ontario and 
Quebec.

In Manitoba, such farmers, and the many 
people who depend on spin-off industries tied to 
agriculture, are counting on the proposed “ag-
gag” law to help protect their livelihoods. Voters 
in rural Manitoba ridings traditionally sup-
port Progressive Conservative governments, and 
they hope the Brian Pallister’s will have their 
backs on this one.

But this legislation won’t pass without public 
discussion that is likely to get emotional and loud. 
The people who protested such bills in other prov-
inces say “ag-gag” laws squelch free speech by 
stopping whistleblowers, journalists and animal-
rights groups from exposing the barbaric treat-
ment of animals.

Groups such as Humane Society International 
say Canada has some of the worst animal protec-
tion laws in the western world when it comes to 
the way animals are raised.

There are abundant online videos of factory-
farm atrocities that are sickening to watch. 
Let one example suffice: an undercover investiga-
tion filmed in Manitoba in 2013 by investigators 
from the non-profit Mercy for Animals Canada 
showed pregnant pigs confined in barren crates 
so small the animals were unable to turn around; 
other footage depicted some male piglets being 
castrated without anesthetic and other piglets be-
ing slammed to the floor by staff.

Why has it taken more than four months to 
see the contents of Manitoba’s “ag-gag” bill?  On 
Nov. 2, the government gave first reading to the 
proposed legislation as part of a blitz of 23 bills on 
many different matters. The PCs blame the Liber-
als for refusing the unanimous consent needed to 
disclose the details of bills.  

“The government sought approval in the legis-
lature to allow government bills to be published in 
January and February. The Liberal leader denied 
that leave from happening,”  Kelvin Goertzen, 
minister of legislative and public affairs, told 

me this week. “As a result, under our legislative 
rules, bills can only be distributed beginning 
March 3 and they will begin to be distributed 
then. The bills will be publicly accessible once 
each bill is distributed when the legislature 
returns.” 

When the public finally sees the contents of 
Manitoba’s proposed legislation, here’s what some 
of us will look for:

If it prohibits protesters from trespassing on 
farms and threatening the biosecurity of these 
businesses, that seems reasonable. Living with 
COVID-19 has inclined Manitobans to be more 
cautious of contagion. The past year has taught us 
it takes extreme vigilance to keep viruses from 
spreading.

Even people who approve of trespassing restric-
tions, however, will want to know how the new 
legislation is different from the current laws that 
already block intruders from farms. Perhaps the 
government wants to strengthen such laws and 
introduce harsher penalties.

But if the forthcoming legislation also prohibits 
whistleblowing by people who are lawfully inside 
agrifood operations, such as employees, it’s going 
too far. Way too far. It would clearly violate the 
Charter-protected right to freedom of expres-
sion, and should be speedily overturned by legal 
challenge, as many “ag-gag” laws in the U.S. have 
been.

Those of us who enjoy meat on our plate need to 
be reminded of the grim, often criminal, brutal-
ity to which some animals are subjected. When 
we know how our meat is produced, we’re more 
inclined to support better government oversight 
of the industry. 

What we must resist with vigour is legislation 
that protects meat-industry miscreants who have 
something to hide.
carl.degurse@freepress.mb.ca

Carl DeGurse is a member of the Free Press editorial board.

GOP will cling to 
Trump all the way 
to the ground

FIVE years ago, Donald Trump seized control 
of the Republican Party by attacking conserv-
ative icons, insulting former GOP presidents 
and disregarding Ronald Reagan’s 11th com-
mandment that warned against criticizing 
other party members. Pulitzer Prize-winning 
historian Jon Meacham told me at the time 
that Trump was like a hijacker taking control 
of an airplane while the passengers cheered 
him on.

Now that flying machine is disintegrating 
in the air, much like the United Airlines flight 
that scattered engine parts across Colora-
do last weekend. Fortunately, that passenger 
plane landed safely. I suspect there will be no 
happy ending for the party of Trump.

The damage inflicted on Republicans since 
2016 cannot be overstated. Even before his 
disastrous handling of the pandemic, Trump’s 
impulsiveness, ignorance, racist screeds and 
gratuitous personal attacks offended enough 
suburban Republicans and swing voters 
nationwide to cause disastrous election results 
for the party in the 2018 midterms. In 2018 
and 2019, Democrats won gubernatorial races 
in the bright-red states of Kansas, Louisiana 
and Kentucky.

Trump’s subsequent loss of the White House 
in 2020 was made worse for Republicans by 
his manic promotion of numerous conspiracy 
theories, all pointing to widespread voter 
fraud as the cause for Joe Biden’s victory. 
Trump’s lawyers then spent the next two 
months having those conspiracy theories 
tossed out by more than 60 courts, many of 
those controlled by Trump-appointed judges.

And still the failed president pushes the Big 
Lie, hoping to undermine more Americans’ 
faith in democracy while keeping his cult-like 
followers in a constant state of delusion.

It has proved to be all too easy for Trump.
Seventy-three percent of Trump voters 

surveyed by Suffolk University/USA Today
believe Biden was not legitimately elected 
president. Fifty-eight percent blame antifa for 
the Jan. 6 insurrection at the Capitol, despite 
law enforcement officials saying left-wing 
agitators had nothing to do with the attack.

Even House Republican leader Kevin 
McCarthy (Calif.) found himself shouting at 
Trump during a phone call after the president 
blamed antifa for the riots. According to a 
Republican lawmaker familiar with the call, 
McCarthy barked, “Who the (expletive) do 
you think you’re talking to?” The GOP House 
leader reportedly asked Trump to order his 
rioters to stand down.

The then-commander in chief, however, 
failed to do so, causing the attacks to continue 
for hours before the president of the United 
States finally told the rioters to leave the 
Capitol.

That Republicans ever saw Donald Trump 
as their ticket to a governing majority is 
damning enough. The fact that 76 per cent of 
Trump supporters would vote for him again in 
2024, according to the Suffolk/USA Today poll 
— even after he lost the White House and sur-
rendered Congress to Nancy Pelosi (D-Calif.) 
and Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.) — proves 
again how destructive their obsession is with 
this political loser.

Democrats love the madness of it all. They 
know it was Trump who made it possible for 
Pelosi to become speaker of the House yet 
again. They know it was Trump’s idiocy dur-
ing the Georgia runoffs that made Schumer 
the Senate majority leader and put Bernie 
Sanders in charge of the Senate Budget Com-
mittee. It was Trump who offended enough 
suburban voters to elect Democrats to both 
Senate seats in Arizona and Georgia, and 
allowed Senate Democrats to begin filling 
federal court vacancies with liberals.

Because of Trump, Democrats own all the 
levers of power in Washington. After years 
of legislative gridlock, Biden’s party can pass 
whatever it wants, should it choose to unilat-
erally do away with the legislative filibuster. 
And unlike Trump, Biden will not be content 
to govern by meaningless gesture or mean 
tweet.

Instead, expect the new administration 
to put vaccines into the arms of millions of 
Americans, pass the most expansive relief 
package in U.S. history and reverse Trump’s 
most damaging policies. Biden will do it all 
while benefiting politically from the stark 
contrast between his presidency and that of 
his unhinged predecessor.

As Biden’s approval rating rises toward the 
upper 50s, Trump’s Republican Party plum-
mets ever closer to catastrophe. And yet, even 
as their plane disintegrates, Trump’s pas-
sengers keep celebrating every wrong move, 
every wrong turn and every pilot error that 
will seal their party’s fate.

As Sen. Lindsey O. Graham said at the start 
of this long, disastrous trip, “If we nominate 
Trump, we will get destroyed.” The South 
Carolina Republican was right back then. 
The only question now is why Graham and 
so many of his fellow passengers continue to 
cheer on their hapless hijacker.

Joe Scarborough, a former Republican congressman from Florida, 
hosts the MSNBC show Morning Joe.

— The Washington Post
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