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Centralizing Power: Diminishing Democracy

O n February 21, 2008, the Mayor’s Fiscal Review Panel 
released its Blueprint for Fiscal Stability and Economic 
Prosperity. The report was initiated by the Mayor in order 

to appease those who had doubts about the quality of the City’s 
fiscal health, amid concerns over the impact of two Mayor-initiated 
taxes for Toronto residents: a new land transfer tax and a new vehicle 
registration tax.

A number of its recommendations 
were similar to those of a November 
2005 Governing Toronto Advisory 
Panel, whose members were also 
handpicked by Mayor Miller. Both 
reports recommend giving the Mayor 
more power, at the expense of local 
Councillors. In effect, they argue that if 
we give the Mayor greater powers, our 
financial troubles will disappear, and the 
City will be run more efficiently.

For decades, Toronto has differed from 
other cities in terms of the powers it 
gives its Mayor. We do not have an 
American-styled “strong Mayor” system, 
in which the Mayor has extraordinary 
powers in relation to the Council. 
Instead, we have called on our Mayor to 
exercise the power of his or her office 
not through legislated force or a head 
count of political allies, but through 
the power of consultation, consensus 
building, strength of argument, and 
character. It must be said that previous 
Toronto Mayors have done well with 
this model of governing, guiding the 
City through unparalleled economic 
performance for decades. It must also 
be said that, sadly, this model is quickly 
fading away.

When the Mayor, instead of Council, is 
given the power to personally appoint 
and dismiss the City’s top bureaucrat, 
this effectively politicizes the position, 
and, in the process, threatens the 
neutrality and non-partisanship of the 
entire civic service. 

When the Mayor, instead of Council, is 
given the power to personally appoint 
or change Councillors as Chairs of 
the City’s Standing Committees and 
members of the Executive Committee, 
it effectively creates a partisan voting 
bloc or “Mayor’s Party”, and harms 
rather than supports consultation 
and consensus building among the 
other Councillors. Additional financial 
compensation for Executive Committee 
members will further hinder their 
impartiality and independence.

When the Mayor and his handpicked 
Executive Committee are given their 
own political staff, that partisanship 
inevitably becomes an open invitation 
to the introduction of party politics at 
City Hall. If history is any indication, it 
also increases the threat of corruption, 
both by those in power, and by those 
who feel disengaged from it. 

What this all comes down to is greater 
powers for one Mayor at the expense 
of forty-four Councillors. In turn, that 
means less influence by local people 
through their local Councillors. I 
believe that the real solution lies in the 
reinforcement, not the abandonment, of 
a culture of inclusiveness; one in which 
all Councillors are respected and sought 
out for their talent and experience, and 
one that genuinely encourages all sides 
to search for the compromise of ideas, 
and inclusiveness – in other words, the 
acceptable middle. 
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