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(The first of a series)

On January 1, 1972 a unique experiment
in local government will have begun. The
largest city on the Western Prairies will
attempt a bold combination of unification
of the municipalities and de-centralization
of the political process. This combination,

according to the Provincial Government which

introduced this plan, will effectively
ameliorate the major difficulties of the
Winnipeg area - those difficulties being
defined as fragmented authority, seg-
mented financial capacity, and lack of
citizen involvement.

This article will concern itself with
the new government structures intended
to deal with the problem of citizen
involvement. The idea of citizen part-
icipation and the necessity for it, was
one of the major themes in the Govern-
ment’s proposals. Mechanisms to ensure
the opportunity to participate were
written into the legislation.

In broad terms, the legislation
provides for a division of the Greater
Winnipeg area into fifty ‘wards’.

One councillor was elected from each
ward and will represent approximately
10,000 people. Three, four or five of
these wards will come together to provide
a Community Committee Area, of which
there are thirieen.

All elected representatives will sit
on the Regional Council made up of
the thirteen Community Committee
Areas, as well as sit on Community
Committee Council made up of three,
four, or five wards.

The Government sees the Community-
Committee concept as being the key to
citizen participation by providing a link
between the citizen, his elected represent-
ative and the regional council. According
to the Government, Community Committees
can make democracy a working reality
at the local government level.

The legislation carries many safeguards
for the citizen, as far as his right to
know and his right to be heard are con-
cerned. But these safeguards are only on

paper at present, and they will remain
there until the new council develops a
policy on how to make them work. And, a
council policy will not be sufficient if

the citizens are not encouraged and aided
in their efforts to establish their rights

in practice.

Community Committee. The manner
of election, the number to be elected, and
term of office of these people is left up
to the community to decide. In some
communities, however, councillors have
already made attempts to determine in
light of their own interests, these things.

In St. Boniface the councillors held
a very extensive publicity campaign to
advertise their first community committee
meeting. As a result some 350 people
showed up, and encouraged by the
councillors elected 146 persons to the
Citizens Advisory Group.

However in the neighbouring community
of St. Vital only 140 people turned up for
the first community committee meeting.
The councillors there proceeded to suggest
that an adequate representation of
citizens on the Advisory Group would be
four persons per ward, and as a result
12 local citizens were elected to the group.
The difference in number is illustrative
of the attitudes of councillors towards
the concept of citizen participation.

Community Committee meetings
shall be held at least once a month and
shall be open to the public. Some Counc-
illors have already made moves to have
this amended so that they may hold
closed meetings, an action which is

entirely contrary to the spirit of the law.

Community Committees have the res-
ponsibility to develop effective ways and
means to keep citizens informed of what
their Council is doing, planning or
proposing. This means, in effect, that
if the Regional Council is holding closed
meetings dealing with a matter in a
Community Committee, the councillors
from that area, have a legal and moral
right to make this matter public in their
area. This would no doubt bring cries
of agony from many councillors but none
of them have sworn an Oath of Secrecy.

At least once a year the Community
Committee will hold a large public meeting,
to which all residents of the area will be
invited. At this time the councillors will
review progress reports on programs and
projects undertaken by the City and
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