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The title, not to mention the cover, of Gord
Hume’s recent book Taking Back our
Cities would suggest that this is solely an
urban-focused offering. Not so — virtually
every chapter can be applied to the smallest
rural municipality to the largest city.

The author, who is a well-known com-
mentator on municipal government and
a four-term council veteran, offers keen
observations throughout this very read-
able and succinct book. He also includes
dozens of insightful comments from those
who ‘get it” — some of Canada’s most high
profile current and former municipal,
provincial, and federal leaders.

Few municipal leaders would argue
with the book’s opening paragraph: “For
most Canadians most of the time, muni-
cipal government bas become their most
important order of government.”

What follows is not only an in-depth
look at the paternalistic relationship
between municipal and provincial govern-
ments, but a blunt comparison of former
Prime Minister Paul Martin’s government
to the Harper government of today.

There is a lot of discussion on prop-
erty tax (which Calgary’s mayor, Naheed
Nenshi, calls “regressive, feudal and medi-
eval”) and plenty of debate on the need
for additional taxation powers for munici-
palities. Hume is a proponent of munici-
palities receiving one new cent of the GST,
reducing local property taxes by 15 to 20%,
and introducing municipal income taxes.
These are intriguing, innovative ideas that
are fully explored throughout the book.

Along with discussing the outside
pressures faced by council (as the chap-
ter on media “Snakes, Liars or Defenders
of the Public” aptly does) and the inside
problems (as does the chapter “Quidnuncs
on council”), the book is peppered with
stories that will have municipal leaders
alternately nodding or shaking their heads.
For instance, under the heading “utter
disregard for municipalities”, the author
describes a bearpit session at an Associa-
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tion of Municipalities of Ontario (AMO)

conference:

The bearpit session attracted, as 1
recall, 17 provincial cabinet ministers
lined up on stage. The discussion was
vigorous, with good questions from muni-
cipal leaders. A nice reception followed,
hosted by the province, allowing further

[face-time with those ministers who stayed,

and giving further bope of developing
contacts and relationships that would be
valuable to the municipalities.

The next day, Premier McGuinty
announced a major cabinet shuffle,
including many of the ministers who bad
been speaking and even making promises
to belp their municipal colleagues at the
conference. Municipalities had been bad.
Thanks for coming. Back to square one.”
Hume is careful to balance his critique
of other orders of government by shining a
light directly on municipalities. As he states
in the chapter “First, Look in the Mirror”:
“No other level of government is going
to be prepared to offer any ‘new deal’ for

municipalities if they are perceived as
small-time, ungrateful, inefficient, and
incapable of bandling larger issues and
powers, and just not reacdy for playing
on the larger stage.”

After that bit of self-reflection, read-
ers will be ready to tackle some of the
final chapters, dealing with how to
actually transform the system. In the
last chapter, Hume, as he expertly does
throughout the book, compels the
reader to take an honest look at their
own community and their own leader-
ship:

‘At the end of the day, citizens are
not going to be asking who cared about
unimportant by-laws — they are going
to be demanding which councillors led
and worked on the big issues that are
really important to their family and
belped to change their city:

*  Can my kid find a good job i1 our
city after graduation?

e s our downtown vibrant and cultur-
ally dynamic?

*  Am [ getting great value for my prop-
erty taxes?
* Do other communities respect our city?
*  Are we attracting and retaining bright
young minds?
* Do we offer a superior quality of life
Jfor all residents?
These are just a few of the questions
Hume forces the reader to ask themselves
— about their community, their council,
and their own ability to lead. The book is
chock-full of gems that will be invaluable
to any municipal leader going forward as
the work toward sustainable, predictable
funding for municipalities continues. And,
at only 155 pages, it is a quick, thoughtful,
and extremely interesting read.
Hume is the author of two other books
— Cultural Planning for Creative Com-
munities and The Local Food Revolution

cipalities. His books can be purchased
from Municipal World Bookshop at
books.municipalworld.com. |12
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—and is currently working on his fourth
book, 7en Trends that will Change Mui-




