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Over the course of the last half-century, the city of Montreal has experienced an array of local, provincial, national and international events and developments unparalleled in number or significance by any other North American city. By virtue of its dynamic nature, Montreal has undergone dramatic shifts in population, economic success and failure, urban development and mega-projects, social upheaval and terrible crises. While its appearance has changed, its role re-assessed and its future rewritten innumerable times, Montreal’s heritage remains constant while its history continues to grow. Regardless of any official or otherwise quantified evaluation to suggest the contrary, Montreal is the quintessential Canadian metropolis. It has outlived countless periods of tumult, from American occupation to exhaustive urbanization, from Depression to civil crisis in October 1970. This survival is evidence not only of Montreal’s vitality and resilience, but also of its capacity as an urban environment to accommodate change and counter crisis. It is this overwhelming record of 357 years of combating history that defines this city and identifies its uniqueness among Canadian, and indeed, all world cities. Nevertheless, Montreal has experienced a decline in influence, power and stature over the course of these years and it is incumbent upon all Quebecois to understand how this has occurred and why.


Despite the myths and populist notions, the 1976 election of the separatist Parti Quebecois to the National Assembly was not the sole reason for the decline of Montreal in terms of its economic and political position in relation to the rest of Canada. Although it most certainly initiated the exodus of English Montrealers that led to the decline of English Montreal, and generally Montreal as a whole, this particular political event was simply the proverbial straw on the camel’s back. It was an event that let loose a landslide of detrimental activity, resulting in the loss of hundreds of thousands of Montreal residents and community members, compromising its business, labour and cultural dynamic. Yet this event cannot be blamed entirely for the decline of Montreal – decades of economic turmoil, social and political upheaval and decadence, demographic shifts and a general westward-bound centrality to the Canadian economy all contributed to Montreal’s decline between the mid-1950s and early 1980s. Montreal’s decline has been a long and merciless one that has not altogether abated – though at the turn of the century, there is hope on the horizon.


According to Jean-Claude Marsan, Montreal was already, in his 1981 book Montreal in Evolution, “at a critical crossroad.” He argued that the impact of economic decline, the aging of the urban infrastructure, the increase in traffic, the loss of green space, the destruction of historical landmarks and the poorly envisioned municipal policies would propel “Montreal on a very dangerous descent”.
 And quite clearly, Marsan was correct, if not for the reasons behind the decline than for his interpretation of events and acknowledgement of its occurrence. While endemic to his argument is the notion that the decline began only in the mid-to-late 1960s, a notion that is somewhat short-sighted, he realized with considerable clarity the reality of Montreal’s situation in the post-Expo afterglow. Indeed, Man and His World “masked the rapidly evolving reality of approaching decline” as he confirmed this with the flow of subsequent events: stagflation, high and undulating unemployment, social and political crisis and the general return of uncertainty and right-wing ideologies on the political spectrum.


Accordingly, Montreal’s decline would eventually result in challenges to its leadership of the country. While some of the problems faced by Montreal were being faced by other urban centres across Canada, and in fact all of North America (if not the Western world) most were indigenous to Montreal; as a result, other Canadian cities would claim Montreal’s top spot, a position Toronto had been vying for since the end of the Second World War, and since 1960 it had already successfully supplanted Montreal as Canada’s lead city.
 This gradual transition is only one of the results of, or causes for, Montreal’s decline, and reflects Montreal’s down leveling from, as Fernand Martin suggests, a “ ‘great city’ status to ‘big city’ status while maintaining a very large population”.
 As he contends, only the so-called ‘great city’ acts as a focal point for regional or national development, therefore polarizing its counterpart cities
, nevertheless, Montreal’s fall in stature is no less associated with the general North American “east-west shift [that] soon caused Montreal’s status as the Canadian metropolis to deteriorate”
.


The east-west phenomenon is less a political or economic shift than a demographic trend, regardless of their interrelation, indicating a movement of population from the well-established, over-populated old-cities of the eastern seaboard to the young, spacious and yet-to-be developed western urban centres – as much in Canada as in the United States where it originates. As spectacular an estimate it appears today, mid-1970s demographers and city planners had anticipated the Montreal population reaching over 7 million by 2000 – clearly a significant error in judgment, and perhaps part of the reason why Mirabel’s location 50 kilometres from Montreal seemed appropriate at the time for the construction of a second airport. However, the 1976 census shattered this expectation decisively with signs of something quite in contrast to the wild expansion one might have otherwise witnessed; between 1971 and 1976, Montreal lost wholly 11 percent of its population – from 1.214 million to just over 1.08 million
, either due to demographic trends, a low birth rate or the so-called exodus. Admittedly, the trend continued until 1981 by which point fully 18.7 percent of the City of Montreal’s population had left
, despite minimal growth for the metropolitan region overall. Although many of these factors were not exclusively Montreal’s, they struck at the heart of Montreal’s cohesiveness as a community and its potential for prosperity.


The demographic trend, again, is not only of Montreal concoction; “with the displacement of the Canadian economic pole towards the centre of the country, Montreal is suffering a decline similar to that which earlier affected – and for analogous reasons – large Atlantic coast cities, such as Boston and Philadelphia”
. This shift in economic poles is highly American in origin, and due largely to the integration of the Canadian and American economies, especially today, “any change in the location of US manufacturing has an impact on the distribution of Canada’s economic activity”
 – therefore, as US industry moved westwards to follow the drifting population and the consumer and labour markets they comprise, so too did Canadian industry, undermining the backbone function Montreal had played for the Canadian economy up to this period.


The dramatic and long-term alterations to the industrial sector of the Montreal economy have been as much responsible for the city’s decline, relative to Toronto and as a major or ‘great city’, as have the demographic. Still, of the two, arguably only the impact of changes in industry and business could have been averted by careful and precise intervention by the public administration, whereas the demographic shifts were less governable, largely due to their continental aspect. 


The age and orientation of Montreal’s industry is most to blame, however, as “it is precisely the crippling weight of old Montreal industries, notably in agriculture and food, textiles, hats and clothing, that is responsible for the growing slowdown in Montreal’s economy in comparison with Toronto”
. According to the C.D. Howe Institute’s assessment in Montreal: An Economic Analysis,  “a comparison between Montreal and eighteen other major Canadian metropolitan regions clearly shows the preponderance in Montreal of these low-productivity industries” such as the slow-growth manufacturing sectors of leather, textiles, and knitting; in 1970, over 28 percent of the Montreal labour force was involved in such industry compared to only 9 percent in Toronto
. In effect, nearly a third of Montreal’s work force was tied up in low-skilled, slow-growth industry that was increasingly, as a result of trade liberalization and a growing resurgence of globalization, becoming the expertise of low-cost labour markets in the Third World – in short, it was outdated and vulnerable to the impending shifts in the North American and international division of labour of the 1980s and 1990s.


Concomitantly, the departure of Montreal industry compounded the problem many-fold; while, again, the 1976 election can be blamed to a certain degree for this, it cannot bear the whole burden as much as some would like it. It is generally accepted that there are two fundamental reasons why businesses have left Montreal – why they did then and why some continue to today – that, firstly, there is considerable economic logic in relocating to Toronto, the new financial and economic focal point for the country; and that secondly, there is the element of emotional stability undermined by the political uncertainty
 over the future of the province within Confederation, the English community, and the extent to which PQ governments wish to institutionalize Quebec’s linguistic isolationism.


Post-Referendum 1996 brought with it the loss of the Canadian Pacific Railway’s head office in Montreal, what some have argued as the “final phase in a slow, yet relentless, loss of those elements of the city’s business community which look outward beyond the boundaries of Quebec”
. Nevertheless, there is still much promise for Montreal as we see in the words of Rowland C. Frazee, chairman and CEO of Royal Bank, Canada’s largest financial institution: “Montreal…puts up a respectable performance when it comes to big head offices: the Royal Bank, Alcan, Seagram, Power Corporation, the railways. In multinationals, with overseas as well as domestic operations, Montreal is ahead”
. Although his mention of the railways is now obsolete, every other statement remains consistent with the reality of the condition of Montreal business and industry. Clearly, the departure of many businesses has been devastating to the Montreal economy in terms of job losses, but also in the loss of qualified workers, their families, their money that could have otherwise been poured into the Montreal economy, and the multitude of spin-off jobs. Nonetheless, there remains a groundwork for a rebirth with the persistence of these dominant and very influential MNEs. 

The presence of head offices in a city like Montreal cannot be ignored or their significance subverted; the impact on the local economy from the massive number of jobs needed for head offices, the degree to which these people are educated and trained, as well as a consideration for the employment multiplier effect of 2.5 suggests that a concentration of head offices can help any city. This is most certainly the case with Montreal; still, while high-income jobs inject new money into the economy, the recognition and prestige of such headquarters being located in Montreal labels it internationally as desirable for investment by other firms and multinationals. As of 1984, the Montreal industrial scene still included the Head Offices of such major companies as Bell Canada Enterprises, Canadian Pacific (now moved to Calgary), Canadian National, Royal Bank of Canada, Bank of Montreal, [the now defunct] Steinberg’s, Hydro Quebec, Domtar, Consolidated Bathurst Inc., the National Bank of Canada, the CSL Group, Imasco Ltd, Culinar, Bombardier, the current SNC-Lavelin Group, Molson of Canada Breweries, Sidbec-Dosco, Gaz Metropolitain, Teleglobe Canada, as well as Quebecor, all of which employed at the time over 1,000 workers
. 

Perhaps most detrimental to the prosperity of Montreal has been the political climate of Quebec; however, this is clearly not simply a matter of Parti Quebecois governance or separatist aspirations. Concurrently, all three levels of government have had their fingers in the pie of Montreal fortune and glory, as well as bust. 

Firstly, the federal government, while having arguably the best intentions of all levels of government, has had a poor record in dealing with Montreal during its periods of hardship, notably by undermining Montreal further vis-à-vis Toronto by providing funding for the St. Lawrence Seaway which, upon its completion in 1959, facilitated naval traffic into and out of the Great Lakes ports eroding the importance of the Montreal harbour, and by signing the 1965 Auto Pact with the US which similarly favoured southern-Ontario industry while neglecting Montreal’s industrial orientation altogether.

Secondly, the provincial government has done even less to help, or perhaps done more to hinder Montreal’s potential development. Largely as a result of an inordinate focus on Quebec City as the capital of the province, Montreal has been forced throughout its history as ‘subordinate’ to la capitale to deal with policy-makers outside of the intellectual and business loop and beyond the reach of the big-city lifestyle
. Worse still, the “Quebec government’s determination to decentralize industry was working to Montreal’s detriment in comparison to Toronto”, and indeed, despite economic theory to suggest the importance of the big-city developmental pole, “much effort and money were spent on studying and overequipping with social infrastructure – in relation to their needs – a number of peripheral regions”
. 

Lastly, the Montreal municipal government, presumably to be the one most in-tune with the city’s needs and plans, has been equally underachieving in affecting improvements upon the island or the city. As a result of poorly managed administrations, lame policies or ineffective public services, Montreal municipal government has done, arguably, the least of all three. Montreal’s decline can be as correctly attributed to this undeniably incapable municipal governance as it can to the other factors already discussed in this paper. The incapacities of the local administration is well reflected in the disjunct relationship between municipal government and the business community. As Fernand Martin stated:

The cleavage between political and economic affairs has led to underachievement because the economic elite have not done all they could for Montreal, while the political elite have often frittered away their resources on prestige projects without improving the infrastructure that serves business in Montreal.

One must derive some conclusions from all of this. To say that Montreal’s decline was attributable to the late 1970s-early 1980s exodus of English Montrealers and Montreal businesses exclusively is not only ludicrous, but entirely short-sighted and contrary to a great quantity of historiography that suggests otherwise. Indeed, the decline of Montreal as Canada’s industrial, commercial and financial hub has far more to do with general demographic shifts, related industrial trends, an outdated manufacturing orientation, as well as political mismanagement reminiscent of communist Russia!

At the same time, however, it is also abundantly clear that a great many developments in Montreal throughout this period counter this declinatory angle: the opening of Place Ville-Marie in 1962; the 43 storey CIBC tower, the largest pre-fabricated building in the world; the opening of the Champlain Bridge in 1962; the finishing of Place des Arts in 1963; the construction of the Metro system, completed for the World’s Fair in 1966; the hosting of the 1967 World Exposition; the creation of Université du Quebec in 1968; to name but a few
. Still, G. Lewis Code asserts quite strongly that “Montreal, in or out of Canada, will always remain an important Canadian symbol of municipal greatness which once was, but its day in the sun has passed and is not likely to return”
, an opinion that is as Ontario-centric and typically neo-conservative as one can get. To suggest Montreal will never return to its former glory is a weak statement embedded in skepticism and a preference for Toronto supremacy. Code’s polemics, if they are widely viewed, do not bode well for current discourse on a Montreal rebirth. Nevertheless, it can occur and there is evidence to suggest it already has begun despite the naysayers; what is needed is a redefinition of Montreal’s “position, firstly in relation to Quebec, in order to re-establish itself as an important force in Canada”
, and secondly, in relation to the North American context in which Canada has become increasingly integrated. Indeed, according to a report released in Le Devoir in 1998 and cited from the National Post, a Toronto-based paper, “in addition to having more large company head offices now than a decade ago, Montreal has supplanted Toronto as the business capital of Canada in terms of total company assets”
. Similarly, Montreal has registered a slight increase in head offices of the Financial Post 500 companies within its territory from 84 in 1988 to 88 head offices today – while Toronto has lost considerable ground to Calgary and Vancouver, down to “185 of the country’s leading industrial firms, down sharply from 295 a decade ago”
.


Indeed, there exists potential for a Montreal resurgence:

In the course of its history, Montreal has always found groups or individuals who had a deep love for their city and who were willing to improve and embellish it. We may question their achievements, but as long as their spirit of love for the city remains, Montreal shall survive through defeats and victories, through ugliness and beauty, alive with hope.

Although better economic times have come to Montreal, they have in fact come to virtually all jurisdictions in North America, therefore its present resurgence – be it in the hi-tech, financial or other sector – must be weighed carefully; the decline may now be over, but it is then time for Montreal to rebuild and reposition itself for the 21st century. Clearly, the decline of Montreal did occur during the three decade span of the 1950s to 1980s, leaving a devastatingly indelible mark on the character, appearance and history of the Cité de L’Ile – Montreal.
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