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Whither the Federal Urban Agenda? 
A New Deal in Transition 

 
Nations, in short, need an Urban Agenda themselves, given the economy-
environment and people shaping power of cities. 

Bruce Katz, Urban Age Conference, 2006 
 
The New Deal is a national project for our time. 

Paul Martin, Federation of Canadian Municipalities Meeting, 2005 
 
We know our nation’s future depends on enlightened urban statecraft. 

Stephen Harper, World Urban Forum, 2006 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Recently there has been growing awareness of the importance of cities as strategic spaces in the 
age of globalization.  Contrary to predictions about the “locationless” effects of virtual 
communications and the “death of distance” in a weightless economy, urban centres are 
becoming more important as places where people live, work, and play (O’Brien, 1992; 
Cairncross, 1997).  Knowledge-based innovation is critical for prosperity and well-being in the 
21st century and it seems to thrive in local places that value diversity, generate new ideas, and 
involve all residents in learning opportunities.  A priority for governments everywhere is to 
understand better the problems and prospects of cities and to implement policies that convert 
local opportunities into national successes.  With nearly 80 percent of its population concentrated 
in urban areas, Canada is a country where the policy challenge is urgent. 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to take stock of public policy responses to the “new localism” 
(Polèse and Stren, 2000; Brenner, 2005).  Our focus is Canada’s evolving “cities agenda,” 
specifically, recent policy departures at the federal level.  Drawing on leading-edge European 
research tracking different national approaches, we offer a comparative analysis of the urban 
agendas developed by the Martin Liberal and the Harper Conservative governments.  We argue 
that the Liberal government’s New Deal for Cities and Communities attempted what European 
researchers call an explicit national urban policy aiming to transform federal-local relations.  
Since its election in 2006, the Conservative government has substantially scaled back the federal 
urban agenda.  Seeking what amounts to a “New Deal for the Provinces,” the Conservatives are 
content with managing the federal urban presence in cities.  The two approaches involve different 
urban visions, policy instruments, and institutional arrangements.  And these differences have 
consequences for the role that local actors – municipalities and community-based organizations – 
play in urban policy.   
 
The presentation unfolds in three stages.  We begin with a brief review of the conditions and 
forces driving the “new localism” and the implications for public policy.  Next, we clarify the 
two major national urban approaches structuring European policy and apply them to Canadian 
developments.  Given the evident complexities of urban policy-making in the Canadian 
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federation, we link the European frameworks to emerging models of intergovernmental relations: 
“deep federalism” and “open federalism.”  The chapter closes with reflection on the factors – 
administrative, discursive, and political – that condition the viability of different urban agendas 
in Canada. 
 
The New Localism: Cities Back on the Agenda  
 
The new localism is a concept resonating across a multi-disciplinary literature analyzing how 
globalization’s most important flows – of people, investment, and ideas – intersect in urban 
centers around the world (Gertler, 2001).  As Mario Polèse and Richard Stren have observed, it 
is in cities that “many of the major questions and challenges of our civilization are being raised” 
(Polèse and Stren, 2000: 9).  The research underpinning the new localism makes three central 
claims: first, that cities are the engines of national economies; second, that cities are also the 
places with the most concentrated poverty and forms of socio-spatial polarization; and third, that 
with economic and social issues of such national consequence playing out in cities, upper level 
governments must bring an “urban lens” to their policy activity.  Before delving into the federal 
agenda in Canada, we need to reflect briefly on these three claims about the rise of cities.  
 
From an economic perspective, cities offer an ideal space for innovation.  When knowledge 
becomes the key to productivity, firms maintain competitiveness not by cutting costs or 
accessing raw materials, but by participating in networks that generate the ideas and circulate the 
know-how for innovation.  As Michael Porter and many economic geographers emphasize, 
cities, with their population density, thick labour markets, and organizational synergies, are the 
natural home for clusters, which are distinguished by face-to-face relations among proximate 
economic actors ranging from firms and venture capitalists to universities, colleges and training 
councils (Porter, 1998; Wolfe and Lucas, 2005).  But not all cities realize their potential to house 
clusters.  Only those cities that invest in their “place quality” retain or attract the knowledge 
leaders and cutting edge research projects.  Such cities value cultural and lifestyle diversity and 
invest in accessible community services for health, housing, recreation, and education.  By virtue 
of their openness to new ideas and creative talent, these urban hot spots generate innovations at a 
pace far beyond the norm, enabling them to replenish the initial ingredients of success.  As 
Richard Florida reports, cities known for their place quality become a valued source of identity 
for their residents – at least for those with the skills and knowledge able to take advantage of the 
exceptional opportunities (Florida, 2002). 
 
However, critical perspectives on the new localism reveal how these same flows of people, 
investment, and ideas create a new urban geography of social exclusion (Dreir et al., 2001).  
Urban labour markets increasingly feature a service sector divide between well paid careers in 
research, finance, consulting, the media and so forth and low-paid contingent jobs in retail, 
cleaning, data entry, in-person care and the like.  Further, employment progress in cities remains 
segmented by race, gender, and ethnicity with the most vulnerable often least connected to the 
mainstream.  Income polarization evident at the national level in many OECD countries, 
including Canada, finds its sharpest expression in large cities as different classes cluster in 
particular neighbourhoods (Lee, 2000; Heisz and Macleod, 2004).  For people stuck on the 
wrong side of the new economy’s ‘talent divide’, globalization may only have dislocated them 
socially and relocated them spatially: from full time manufacturing employment to temporary 
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service jobs, and from a stable neighbourhood to a troubled zone with few community supports 
(Lankin, 2004).  Here the logic of social exclusion parallels the economic cluster argument about 
the effects of the “innovative milieu” on a firm’s prospects.  In this case, however, the social 
environment works in the opposite direction, multiplying the constraints on individuals and 
families already in difficulty.  The diversity celebrated by Richard Florida and other creative city 
advocates cannot drive innovation if those who are different or poor find themselves cut off from 
opportunity.   
 
There is, then, a double-edged reality to the lived experience of the new localism.  Cities today 
are engines of national prosperity and locales concentrating risks of social exclusion.  Jane 
Jacobs long ago made the point that resilient local economies are the indispensable foundation 
for the wealth of nations (Jacobs, 1984).  And urban geographer Meric Gertler recently adds: “all 
of the great social policy questions of the day – education, health, poverty, housing and 
immigration – become urban policy questions” (Gertler, 2001: 128).  But what national strategies 
can harness the localizing dynamics for high performing cities? This much is clear: just as the 
complex problems and opportunities converging in today’s cities are driven by forces well 
beyond their boundaries, robust policy solutions will require resources far greater than those 
locally available.  Whether cities realize their new potential still depends largely on the policy 
agendas adopted by governments at scales higher than the municipality.   
 
When the opportunities to act simultaneously on major economic and social problems are 
greatest in cities, it follows that strong national-local relations will be important in effective 
policy-making.  This is the third key message from the new localism.  Upper level governments 
need to rethink policy approaches that ignore local voices and disregard place quality.  As the 
OECD summarized:  “National policies are increasingly important, not only to provide better 
framework conditions for local initiatives, but also and especially to take better account of the 
many sectoral and macroeconomic policies which have a territorial impact” (OECD, 2002a: 21).   
 
Yet, Canadian governments have not been at the forefront of the learning or experimentation 
(Bradford, 2005).  To the contrary, both federal and provincial governments have been criticized 
for their inattention to today’s urbanizing flows.  Their policy and fiscal decisions – too often 
designed in isolation and delivered unilaterally – reflect what the OECD terms Canada’s 
“disjointed approach” to urban affairs (OECD, 2002b: 159).  The Federation of Canadian 
Municipalities (FCM) long complained about the “culture of non-recognition and neglect” that 
defined its relationship with upper level governments (FCM, 2001).  Community-based 
organizations have similarly struggled for recognition of their contributions to inclusion and 
innovation, and for a voice in urban policy.   
 
In summary, the new localism raises important national challenges that have only recently been 
taken up by Canadian policy communities.  For this reason we frame our Canadian review with 
insights from a cross-national study of trends in European countries with long histories of 
analytical refection and policy innovation in relation to the new localism.   
 
 



4 February 2007 Canadian Policy Research Networks 

National Urban Strategies: Policy or Presence? 
 
The European Institute for Comparative Urban Research (EURICUR) has monitored national 
urban policies across the past two decades (van den Berg et al., 2004).  The survey features 15 
member states of the EU, including both unitary and federal states.  From a comparative 
perspective, this research is important because European countries – supported by the European 
Commission – have led the search for frameworks to balance national competitiveness and 
cohesion goals, and for multi-level governance to coordinate urban development.   
 
In monitoring trends, EURICUR emphasizes that country profiles vary, both in the intensity of 
the national or federal government’s engagement with urban affairs, and in the institutional 
arrangements.  Specifically, they distinguish between explicit urban policies and implicit 
measures that have significant urban effects but are not targeted or tailored to particular places.  
They explain: 
 

Concerning national policy responses, it is important to make a distinction 
between policy that is explicitly directed to cities and policy that is not, but that is 
‘urban’ in the sense that it has substantial impact on cities, such as housing policy, 
transportation policy, spatial planning policy, etc.  Another, equally important 
distinction is that between partial (sector-specific) and integral (sector-exceeding) 
policy (van den Berg et al., 2004: 4). 
 

For each of the explicit and implicit approaches, EURICUR identifies the vision animating the 
policy and the main instruments for implementation.  These distinctions provide the basis for the 
cross-national categorization.   
 
Governments with an explicit national urban policy understand their large cities as engines of the 
economy, and have “woken up to the fact” that the motor can be stalled by social inequality or 
environmental degradation (van den Berg, 2004: 28).  As such, the priority is on “area-based 
policy” grounded in community-driven planning processes organized through municipal 
institutions.  Here the national government works horizontally to align its own departments, and 
vertically to join other levels of government and community actors for planning and action.  In 
practice, joined-up governance assigns policy responsibilities based on the comparative 
advantage of the different partners in solving problems or seizing opportunities.  National or 
federal governments are best equipped to flow financial resources and arrange technical 
assistance for local representatives who know how and where to target investments.  Further, in 
their design these national investments and programs should enable integration ‘on the ground’.  
For example, the implementation of workforce training policies must link back to child care or 
housing and link forward to employment and transportation.  The explicit national urban policy 
requires governments to supply the incentives and supports for such cross-sectoral problem 
solving at the local scale.  The community’s task is “to define a wider vision for their area and to 
link programmes, projects, resources and mechanisms to that vision in a strategic way” (van den 
Berg et al., 2004: 28).  At the same time, the policy’s effectiveness also relies on balancing local 
discretion with national objectives.  National governments must be prepared to use their 
authority and revenue to even out opportunity if the new localism is not to become a beggar-thy-
neighbour investment competition among cities. 
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National governments with an explicit urban policy embrace new forms of leadership and 
institutional innovation.  Traditional political leadership relies on issuing commands, taking 
ownership, seeking credit, and declaring victory in a policy field or moving rapidly on if 
progress appears slower than expected.  This kind of leadership corresponds to a top-down logic 
of policy unilateralism that is ill-suited to explicit urban policy.  Joined-up governance mixes 
traditional regulation with delegated authority, and it relies more on trust relations than command 
and control edicts.  National governments working with and through local partnerships co-lead 
network development, intergovernmental dialogue, and public deliberation.  Institutional 
innovation is necessary to bring the partners together, devise plans, monitor commitments, and 
account for outcomes.  EURICUR describes a variety of organizational arrangements in place to 
provide “the integrality of explicit national urban policy” (van den Berg, 2004: 29).  
Arrangements for cross-sectoral and multi-level action across Europe include: framework 
agreements; policy covenants; contractual commitments; community plans; city charters; and 
multi-partite development corporations.   
 
Regardless of the particular structure and mechanism, the national government remains the 
catalyst in countries with an explicit urban policy.  It establishes the architecture for national-
local engagement, convenes the various actors in the first place, encourages development of a 
shared vision, and funds selected projects.  Here EURICUR’s analysis intersects with the 
growing body of research on the “co-production of public policy” and “inter-scalar policy-
making” (Fung and Olin Wright, 2003; Brenner, 2004).  Analysts such as Erik Olin Wright and 
Archon Fung have written detailed studies of numerous community-based governance networks 
in the United States and South America where responsibility for policy design, program 
implementation and evaluation is shared among governments, private and third sector 
organizations, and ordinary citizens.  Community-based organizations and municipal councils 
are recognized as integral actors in national policy, possessing unique knowledge and assets.  
This role is beyond the traditional local one of efficient deliverer of centrally determined 
priorities, and appropriate capacity building supports from national governments assist with 
substantive local participation.  Here Neil Brenner’s analysis of “inter-scalar relations” brings 
into focus the regulatory role of national governments in collaborative governance.  He warns of 
the risks to urban social sustainability if local processes are not “systematically linked to, and 
integrated within, a broader European and national redistributive political agenda” (Brenner, 
2004: 274).  It is precisely such linkages that the EURICUR research team finds in those 
countries where an explicit national urban policy is underway.   
 
According to EURICUR, several European countries pursue this strategy (van den Berg, 2004: 
95-98).  The British case under the Labour government is the exemplar with more than 5,550 
local partnership bodies created and supported with an array of tools by the central government.  
The tone was set with Prime Minister Blair’s declaration that within 10 to 20 years no one in the 
United Kingdom would be disadvantaged by where they live.  Bureaucratic commitment came 
through two central agency drivers: the Social Exclusion Unit and the Office of the Deputy 
Prime Minister.  These organizations coordinate design and implementation of an elaborate 
urban and community policy architecture that invented and empowered local strategic 
partnerships for front line service integration through urban action zones, “sure start” education 
and employment initiatives, neighbourhood renewal networks, and health collaboratives 
(Bradford, 2005).   
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Two other countries are also at the forefront of the explicit urban approach.  The Netherlands 
transformed its “aspatial” social renewal policy into the Big Cities Policy for a targeted response 
linking the physical and social aspects of urban revitalization.  In France, the Politique de la Ville 
frames a series of “institutional and procedural innovations” for integrating many public policies 
“to fight the most serious urban problems – economic stagnation and lack of social cohesion” 
(van den Berg et al., 2004: 97).  Also experimenting with an explicit national urban policy is 
federal Belgium.  The federal government has launched and aligned a series of urban initiatives 
with its Large City Policy.  Through tri-level negotiation, the federal government establishes 
partnerships for social cohesion, physical renewal, and safety enhancement in metropolitan 
centres.  
 
In contrast to these country profiles, EURICUR’s second urban framework, the implicit national 
presence, represents a more modest offering.  In this case, upper level governments demonstrate 
awareness of the impacts of their policies in cities, and relevant departments seek local input to 
inform sectoral interventions in housing, the environment, transportation and so forth.  As 
EURICUR writes: “within those policies, the relevancy of the cities was increasingly 
recognized” but this consideration “had not yet proceeded to a genuine, explicit, national urban 
policy” (van den Berg et al., 2004: 37).  Thus, the urban vision does not encompass formal 
design of joined-up structures with a mandate to target policies to local priorities.  The fact that 
many problems are converging in cities, and that municipalities and community-based 
organizations face particular challenges in responding, are not preoccupations for national 
decision-makers.  A spatial perspective does not organize national social or economic policy 
thinking (van den Berg et al., 2004: 78-79).   
 
In this model, the vertical policy relationship is about top-down consultation rather than bottom-
up collaboration.  In fact, the national approach to local actors is managerial, with emphasis on 
clear lines of accountability within and between governments.  Rather than devolving and joining 
up, the national government retains control over central-local interactions through contracts 
detailing terms for service delivery and project implementation.  Major policy shifts inspired by 
the innovative ideas and practical experiences of either “street level bureaucrats” or local 
municipal-community networks are not on the agenda.  The inter-scalar communication is not 
organized to cultivate such knowledge, nor channel it to national decision-making.  Instead, local 
input can fine-tune departmental programs, for example, guarding against duplication or 
identifying cost savings.  Central decision-makers may adjust sectoral programming or 
departmental budgets accordingly.  
 
It follows that the urban presence agenda does not include an expansive role for municipalities 
and third sector organizations.  The local actors are not particularly relevant to national policy 
development.  They cannot expect much policy profile either as advocates or representatives for 
community interests.  Alternatively, they will be celebrated for their contributions to volunteerism, 
for efficiently managing their locality, and for finding ways to fill gaps when contracted with 
government to deliver services. 
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Not surprisingly, the policy instruments that shape the central-local relationship conform to the 
hierarchical principal-agent logic (Phillips, 2006: 13).  In addition to traditional service delivery 
contracts specifying the central government’s priorities within closely monitored 
accountabilities, the urban presence model features national involvement in development of 
public-private partnerships (P3s) to build expensive urban physical infrastructure, or to support 
exceptional “flagship” city projects such as Olympic bids or international Expos (van den Berg et 
al., 2004: 116).  Beyond these, the national government’s local engagement is assessed on a 
case-by-case basis.  EURICUR suggests that in federal states adhering to the implicit national 
approach, formal constitutional allocations are treated as hard barriers to collaboration.  
Challenges such as neighbourhood revitalization or cluster formation that have been the triggers 
for joining up elsewhere, remain the responsibility of sub-national governments or community 
groups.   
 
In summary, the national presence approach to urban affairs prefers consultation to collaboration, 
departmental specialization to horizontal networks, intergovernmental spheres to joined-up 
governance, and accountability to innovation.  Where the explicit urban policy sought policy 
partners in municipalities, community-based organizations, and citizens, an implicit urban 
presence prefers these local actors in more familiar roles: delivering and using services, 
monitoring for efficiency, and volunteering to help.   
 
For the urban presence agenda, EURICUR identifies Spain, Austria, Ireland, and Greece as 
representative countries.  In each case, the national attention to cities is limited, and there is “no 
tradition in urban policy” (van den Berg et al., 2004: 102).  For these cases, shared policy 
characteristics include an episodic national urban engagement organized sectorally with top 
down delivery.  No new policy machinery or infrastructure for networking has been constructed 
for joint governance.  There is little experimentation with informal mechanisms for 
collaboration.  As EURICUR writes about Ireland:  “At present Ireland does not have an explicit 
national urban policy … urban policy is threaded through a wide range of national programmes 
and implemented by confusion of routes and agencies” (van den Berg et al., 2004: 101).  Along 
similar lines, it is observed that in Greece, national investments in urban infrastructure for the 
2004 Athens Olympic Games “have not developed into mainstream policy” or even “match up 
with the prevailing Greek land policy” (van den Berg et al, 2004: 102).  In the absence of an 
integrated national urban policy framework, these governments rely on unobtrusive and simple 
instruments for influencing developments in cities such as tax incentives or place marketing 
campaigns. 
 
EURICUR concludes that for “the future prosperity of the member states, the development of an 
explicit national urban policy seems highly relevant.”(van den Berg et al., 2004: 37)  Indeed, the 
most recent update reports more countries – federal and unitary alike – moving from the urban 
presence agenda into a transitional category of “increasing policy attention to cities” (van den 
Berg et al., 2004: 96).  With the distinction between explicit and implicit national urban 
approaches, we now turn to consideration of recent innovations and shifts in Canada’s federal 
urban agenda. 
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Where Does Canada Fit? 
 
Federalism has always made the notion of a Canadian national urban policy complex and 
uncertain.  Responsibility for municipal institutions rests squarely within the provincial 
jurisdiction.  Not surprisingly, federal urban engagement has ebbed and flowed over time, shaped 
by evolving policy pressures, fiscal constraints, and political calculations (Wolfe, 2003).  When 
it comes to urban affairs the federal government is cross-pressured: Ottawa does not wish to 
inflame provincial resentment – especially in Quebec – about jurisdictional intrusions, but also 
aspires to enhance federal visibility and policy capacity in the country’s key locales of economic, 
social, and cultural interaction.   
 
Certainly, the last few years have witnessed federal urban policy flow, culminating in the 2004 
launch of an ambitious “New Deal for Cities and Communities.”  But only two years into 
implementation, federal leadership shifted with the arrival in power of the Harper Conservative 
government.  If not ebbing, it is apparent that federal urban policy is heading down a path different 
from the Liberal New Deal.  Urban concerns now fit within the new government’s own signature 
issue: to rectify the “fiscal imbalance” within federalism by transferring resources to the provinces 
to discharge effectively their constitutional responsibilities.  In turn, the Conservatives promise 
formal consultations with municipal representatives on relevant aspects of the new agenda. 
 
Continuity and change are therefore evident as the Conservatives takes control of Ottawa’s cities 
and communities file.  Here the EURICUR framework offers a valuable reference point to 
interpret developments.  Three specific questions come into focus: 

• Are there two national policy visions, corresponding to the EURICUR categories, that are 
informing federal urban strategies?  

• Does the change of government from Liberals to Conservatives signal a shift from an explicit 
federal urban policy to the more familiar ground of a federal urban presence? 

• What factors shape the prospects for institutionalizing the different agendas? 
 
The remaining sections of this chapter take up these questions, beginning with analysis of the 
Liberal and Conservative governments’ respective approaches. 
 
Explicit Urban Policy:  A New Deal for the Cities in Deep Federalism 
 
In bringing the national urban policy debate to Canada, what’s most striking is the relative absence of 
much coherent policy action along either of Europe’s explicit or implicit policy tracks (OECD, 
2002b).  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s the federal government’s preoccupation with deficit and 
debt reduction effectively sidelined urban issues from serious policy consideration.  As close 
observers of the federal agenda summarized, the “weakness of the urban dimension [was] 
disquieting” (Andrew, Graham, Phillips, 2002: 19).  However the dynamic changed at the century’s 
turn.  With a dramatic improvement in its fiscal situation in the late 1990s, the federal government 
responded to a remarkable pan-Canadian coalition calling for a national “cities agenda” (Bradford, 
2004; TD Economics, 2002).  Prime Minister Chrétien, always wary of constitutional and fiscal 
entanglements, moved cautiously at the end of his time in office.  He appointed a caucus task force to 
study the issues and directed the Privy Council Office to establish a Cities Secretariat.   
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In fact, the Chrétien foray produced little substantive change.  His task force stuck mostly to the 
familiar, calling for more effort in traditional areas of federal urban investment such as housing, 
transit, and infrastructure while the Cities Secretariat appropriately focused on inventorying 
existing federal commitments – both explicit policy and implicit presence – in cities.  However, 
Chrétien’s successor Paul Martin was thinking big.  His abrupt departure from the Cabinet in 
2002 was precipitated by an address to the Federation of Canadian Municipalities that unveiled a 
“New Deal for Cities.”  Declaring that there is “no question that the path to Canada’s future runs 
through municipal governments large and small, urban and rural” (Martin, 2003), Prime Minister 
Martin called his New Deal “a national project for our time” equal in significance to earlier 
“generational” federal railway and welfare state commitments (Martin, 2005). 
 
Once Prime Minister, Martin moved rapidly.  Looking well beyond the proposals of Chrétien’s 
caucus task force, Martin appointed an external advisory committee, chaired by one of the 
country’s most high profile urban policy activists, former Vancouver Mayor Mike Harcourt.  
Asked to come up with a 30-year vision for cities (and now communities) in sustaining Canada’s 
quality of life, the Prime Minister mandated the committee to consult widely on economic, 
social, cultural, and environmental dynamics in cities, and the national policy implications.  The 
Cities Secretariat became part of a new Ministry of State for Infrastructure and Communities to 
translate the vision into action and drive implementation of the New Deal’s measures.  In 
positioning its work the new Ministry announced: “Guided by a new vision, and supported with 
new investments, the New Deal is re-imagining and re-inventing how governments work 
together for the social, cultural, economic, and environmental sustainability of cities and 
communities across Canada” (Government of Canada, 2005). 
 
Under the broad New Deal rubric the Martin government sought to draw together a range of 
initiatives for aligning federal objectives with locally generated priorities or community-driven 
projects (Bradford, 2006).  There were three basic thrusts: first, to provide predictable, longer 
term revenue streams for all municipalities; second, to establish more tri-level government 
collaboration for area-based policy-making in the larger urban centers; and third, knowledge 
building for an urban policy lens to assess and improve the impact of all federal activities in 
cities.  For each thrust there were specific policy tools.  In the case of municipal financing, direct 
federal investments were made in physical and social infrastructures through vehicles such as the 
Strategic Infrastructure Fund and the Municipal Rural Fund.  More innovative were revenue 
transfers to municipalities, first through a full GST rebate and second through a sharing of the 
gas tax with monies targeted to local projects decided in a new planning process called the 
Integrated Community Sustainability Plan.  With area-based policy, Ottawa negotiated formation 
of multi-level governance structures such as Urban Development Agreements for neighbourhood 
revitalization, the Supporting Communities Partnership Initiative (SCPI) for homelessness, and 
the Urban Aboriginal Strategy targeting services and employment for young people.  To focus 
the urban lens, the federal government invested heavily in both specialized expert research on 
urban infrastructure and in demonstration projects testing collaborative program delivery to help 
“figure out the interaction between sectoral and spatial interventions” (Juneau, 2005).  These 
projects typically convened several federal departments for “learning partnerships” with third 
sector organizations.  Prominent examples included the Social Economy Initiative, Action for 
Neighbourhood Change, the Green Municipal Fund, and Inclusive Cities Canada. 
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Underpinning all of these New Deal efforts was an intergovernmental process that Christopher 
Leo has aptly termed “deep federalism” (Leo, 2006).  Deep federalism facilitates multi-level 
joined-up governance.  Extending the intergovernmental principle that one-size-policy-does-not 
fit-all to include cities, deep federalism generates a menu of federal programs to be bundled in 
accordance with local priorities.  The resultant “deals” include all three levels of government 
and, where appropriate, community voices.  As Leo puts it, the process is “a nexus of negotiation 
and compromise unencumbered by the rigidity of constitutional provisions” (Leo, 2006: 9).  
Anchoring deep federalism are community-based entities, typically some combination of the 
municipality, business associations, or third sector networks, which are delegated responsibility 
for integrating and managing front line services.  Such place-based collaboratives were integral 
to the federal homelessness program, the Action for Neighbourhood Change, the Vancouver 
Agreement and the Winnipeg Development Agreements, and the Integrated Community 
Sustainability Plans (Torjman, 2006).  In the words of the Minister of Infrastructure and 
Communities, John Godfrey:  “the fact that there is a municipal table which is in a position to 
invite the federal, provincial, and territorial governments to attend makes a huge difference 
…because you’re the place that it all happens on the ground”(Godfrey, 2005). 
 
The final report of Prime Minister Martin’s External Advisory Committee on Cities and 
Communities (EACCC) eloquently summarized the principles and practices of deep federalism.  
Concluding that “integrated approaches to policy making are unavoidable when serious policy 
outcomes are to be met,” the committee outlined the appropriate roles and responsibilities: 
 

To shape better cities and strong communities, federal capacities are needed to 
make connections, provincial and territorial powers are needed for strategic 
integration and municipal abilities are needed to engage with citizens and deliver 
change locally.  Co-operative relationships are essential … working with 
[municipalities] and civil society in new governance partnerships tailored to city-
regions and neighbourhoods (EACCC, 2006: ix). 
 

Of course, this agenda was only just acquiring shape when the Liberals were defeated in the 
2006 election.  Moreover, critics had already identified gaps and limitations, not so much in the 
overarching vision, but in the policy roll-out.  Social policy analysts pointed to the relative 
underdevelopment of the New Deal’s social pillar, illustrated, for example, by the exclusion of 
social infrastructure in the gas tax agreements or the delayed implementation of the social 
economy funds (Bach, 2005).  Leo’s own detailed analysis of deep federalism across six cities 
revealed instances of significant insensitivity to local needs stemming from centralized federal 
program design.  Also noted were holes in the federal policy machinery, especially in the 
country’s largest urban region, the Greater Toronto Area, where no dedicated agency existed to 
coordinate efforts along the lines of the urban development agreements proliferating in western 
Canada (Bradford, 2006).  Still others never forgave Ottawa for adding “communities” to the 
New Deal, “broadening the mandate to include every part of the country” thereby losing the 
urgency and focus surrounding big city problems (Broadbent, 2006: 61).  
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Nonetheless, the “Martin-Godfrey New Deal” represented the most concerted effort to develop 
an explicit national urban policy in many decades.  To the skeptics and critics, the government 
countered that its plan was to address the four pillars in a sequenced fashion across a hoped for 
five year governing mandate.  As Minister Godfrey summarized:  
 

As far as our government is concerned, the New Deal is not about tax cuts.  The 
New Deal is not about yielding tax room to the provinces and hoping the mayors 
and councils may just get lucky … What we’re proposing is collaborative 
government and the opportunity to work together.  Building Canada’s cities and 
communities of the future requires all of us – federally, provincially and 
territorially, and municipally – working as equals together in what we call a 
collective national project (Godfrey, 2005).   

 
The January 2006 election result put to rest any such political planning for a phased New Deal 
implementation.  The incoming government was signaling its preference for an alternative urban 
agenda – acknowledging the federal presence in cities but turning away from any attempts at 
explicit national policy. 
 
Implicit Urban Presence: A New Deal for the Provinces in Open Federalism  
 
The arrival in power of the Conservative minority government has altered Canada’s urban policy 
landscape.  The government’s five key policy priorities did not include anything approaching a 
cities and communities agenda (Bradford, 2006).  Only the promise to “crack down” on gun 
violence in city streets through federal sentencing reform could be construed as urban focused.  
While the government’s first budget continued implementation of its predecessor’s gas tax 
investments in urban infrastructure, the federal search for further areas of tri-level policy 
collaboration was called off.  With a tight message about federal accountability to taxpayers 
through centralized control over policy inputs, the Conservatives find multi-level and joined-up 
governance insufficiently focused and transparent (Young, 2006).  The new government seeks 
tidy solutions – what one observer nicely captured as “don’t-hurt-my-head-solutions to complex 
social problems” (Travers, 2006).  Prime Minister Harper’s urban vision is spare when compared 
with the New Deal’s kaleidoscopic image of cities as places where the four pillars of 
sustainability intersect.  Indeed, Prime Minister Harper received the final report of the External 
Advisory Committee on Cities and Communities – the document that offers by far the most 
comprehensive account of the New Deal vision – with silence followed by indifference. 
 
There is no single encompassing statement of the Conservative urban agenda.  Rather, the broad 
direction and specific priorities have emerged through key addresses delivered by the Prime 
Minister and a few Cabinet ministers at various urban policy gatherings.  At the World Urban 
Forum held in Vancouver in June 2006, Prime Minister Harper approvingly cited the ideas of 
Jane Jacobs about the national significance of cities to “successful societies and economies.”  
Rehearsing central messages from the new localism literature, the Prime Minister elaborated: 
 

This is a timeless truth.  The health of our societies is driven by the health of our 
cities.  And the challenge for policymakers like us is to keep our cities healthy and 
strong.  This is especially true for Canada because we are, contrary to our 
traditional image, largely an urban nation.  …We recognize the critical economic 
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and cultural importance of cities in the modern world.  And we know our nation’s 
future depends on enlightened urban statecraft (Harper, 2006b).  
 

But what are the elements of such enlightened urban statecraft?  To begin, the Prime Minister 
created a new department, Transport, Infrastructure and Communities and appointed his key 
Quebec lieutenant, Lawrence Cannon, as Minister.  And in his first address to the Federation of 
Canadian Municipalities, Minister Cannon clarified the new ground rules for federal urban 
policy:  
 

The Canadian Constitution – the very core of our country’s success – provides for 
a direct link between municipal institutions and provincial governments.  The 
federal government means to respect the letter and the spirit of this provision 
(Cannon, 2006a). 

 
The Prime Minister in his own FCM speech clarified the thinking behind this position.  
Disapproving of the activism and spending of the Liberal New Deal, Harper asserted: 
 

Ottawa has stuck its nose into provincial and local matters.  Into areas where they 
didn’t have much expertise.  While at the same time neglecting what it had to do.  
Accordingly, our roles and responsibilities in our respective areas of jurisdiction 
have become muddled.  Our budget arrangements are out of whack.  And our 
political relations are tense (Harper, 2006a).  

 
Clearly, Prime Minister Harper’s conception of enlightened urban statecraft rejects deep 
federalism and the explicit national policy sustained by its ongoing negotiations and tri-level 
processes.  In fact, from his perspective, it is precisely such joining up, resulting in ad hoc deals 
lacking clarity and precision that created the policy muddle and intergovernmental tension.   
 
To bring order to the federation and clarify responsibility for urban affairs, Prime Minister 
Harper set out three parameters.  First, the federal government’s policy focus should be on its 
own jurisdiction – principally, national defence, foreign affairs, border security, and the 
economic union.  Second, in those instances where “projects of national significance” draw 
Ottawa into provincial jurisdiction the federal spending power and regulatory authority must be 
used with restraint, and with respect for other levels of government.  Third, there must be action 
to correct the federation’s fiscal imbalance whereby Ottawa accumulates surpluses while most 
provinces struggle to make ends meet.  Through federal tax cuts, tax vacating, and unconditional 
transfers, the provinces would be able to meet their responsibilities for cities and communities.  
The Prime Minister elaborated on how these principles would inform his government’s urban 
agenda.  For example, transportation and border crossings were identified as projects of national 
significance demanding federal investment in cities.  Specific infrastructure priorities would 
emerge through intergovernmental consultation including municipalities.  Similarly, with the 
fiscal imbalance, the Prime Minister recognized that municipalities often found themselves 
mandated to deliver services without the necessary resources or sufficient consultation.  The 
government promised to consult with the FCM before drawing up future federal budgets.  
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Several key initiatives implemented by the government in its first year in office demonstrate 
these principles and instruments in action.  Direct federal investments in urban infrastructure 
totaling $16.5 billion featured a new highway and border crossing fund, and flagship projects 
such as the Asia-Pacific Gateway and Corridor.  Using “P3s,” the government was keen to 
“partner with the private sector to design, build, finance, and operate” the new infrastructure 
(Scoffield and Chase, 2006; Cannon, 2006b).  To tackle urban crime, federal legislation was 
introduced to end conditional sentences for gun violence.  The Prime Minister unveiled these 
reforms in Toronto and was thanked by the Mayor for “listening to the people of Toronto” when 
setting federal legislative priorities (Miller, 2006).  Such consultation expressed the 
government’s desire for a local perspective to inform federal programming with significant urban 
impacts in sectors ranging from crime and immigrant settlement to transit.  For implementation, 
however, the government opts for the least joined-up policy instrument – tax credits to 
individuals and families – as distinct from shared investments in social or community 
infrastructure.  This was evident in the $1 billion expenditure reductions announced by the 
government in September 2006.  Funding for numerous social partnerships, voluntary sector 
agencies, and community initiatives was either eliminated or drastically cutback.  A similar fate 
befell Canadian Policy Research Networks, a federally supported think tank that had produced 
numerous studies on New Deal style topics such as multi-level governance, policy co-
production, and community capacity building (Bradford, 2005; Goldenberg, 2006).  These cuts 
confirmed that the Conservative urban approach did not recognize third sector organizations as 
legitimate policy partners.  While local feedback was part of the government’s urban agenda, 
Ministers would confine their sectoral consultations to official municipal associations such as the 
FCM or the Big City Mayors’ Caucus.   
In rejecting deep federalism, the Conservatives also propose a model of “open federalism.”  
Strictly adhering to the division of powers, open federalism mandates fundamental change in the 
nature and extent of Ottawa’s role.  First, its direct spending and conditional transfers will be 
limited.  Second, it will disentangle itself wherever possible from collaborative policy deals that 
intrude on provincial turf and implicate Ottawa in local affairs.  Deep federalism enabled just 
such messy arrangements, explicitly violating open federalism’s standards for restraint and 
rectitude in intergovernmental relations.  Under the new ground rules, Transport, Infrastructure 
and Communities Minister Cannon routinely prefaces his speeches with the affirmation that all 
new federal interventions would “respect provincial/territorial jurisdictions and maintain the 
principle of open federalism and a focus on fiscal balance” (Infrastructure Canada, 2006).  For 
his part, the Prime Minister envisioned the day when he would meet with municipal officials not 
to talk about joint projects or negotiate funding agreements.  As he told the FCM: 
 

Of course in a perfectly balanced federation, the different levels of government 
wouldn’t be constantly haggling with each other over taxpayers’ money.  Each of 
us would have clearly defined responsibilities, and the resources to meet them.  I 
hope you would still invite me to your conferences, but we would have something 
to talk about other than funding deals, transfer payments and fiscal imbalance.  
This discussion is however a direct consequence of the situation that developed 
over the past decade (Harper, 2006a). 

 
Significantly, Prime Minister Harper also went out of his way to praise the Quebec government’s 
approach to the urban issues.  He praised two aspects:  the vigilance in policing federal intrusions 
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into cities, and the positive steps taken by the province to address municipal fiscal pressures.  
Where the Liberal New Deal inevitably bumped up against Quebec’s prohibition on federal-local 
engagement, Prime Minister Harper offered the “Quebec model” as the template both for his 
own government’s approach to cities, and for other provinces in managing their local 
responsibilities (Harper, 2006a).   
 
In summary, the Conservatives disavow previous federal efforts toward an explicit urban policy.  
Instead, they seek only efficient management of a circumscribed federal presence in cities.  
Echoing the EURICUR analysis, Loleen Berdahl, a close observer of the Conservative 
government, assessed the Conservative record:  

Such steps won’t advance a federal urban agenda quickly, and advocates of an 
increased federal role in urban matters are likely to be dissatisfied.  And these 
steps will do little to advance the Conservative Party’s appeal in the large cities, 
or to demonstrate the party’s awareness of the challenges facing urban Canada.  
Yet, it would be unfair to characterize such steps as a retreat from a federal urban 
presence (Berdahl, 2006, emphasis added). 

 
Which Framework Prevails? Urban Policy Ideas that Matter 
 
Canadian national politics now features two approaches to the cities agenda.  With their own 
urban visions, governing instruments, and institutional arrangements, they represent quite 
coherent policy packages set on divergent trajectories.  Both offerings are recent arrivals on the 
federal stage, and neither yet is established.  What factors are likely to condition their respective 
progress toward an institutionalized governing agenda?  On this question, the framework for 
assessing the “power of ideas” pioneered by Peter A. Hall is helpful (Hall, 1989).  Hall argues 
that embedding new ideas depends on their achieving a certain viability in three domains.  
Administratively, winning ideas will be a reasonable match with the existing bureaucratic 
capacities for implementation, blending with organizational legacies, departmental routines, and 
intergovernmental networks.  Discursively, such ideas will resonate with dominant images of the 
state and the proper role of government, and speak to influential doctrines of public 
administration and policy management.  Politically, ideas “catch on” when they reinforce the 
ideological orientation and electoral coalition of “political entrepreneurs who would have to put 
them into action” (Hall, 1989: 375).  In short, Hall’s framework proposes that the reception given 
to any set of new policy ideas will be conditioned by their administrative, discursive, and 
political viability.   
 
How do Canada’s two federal urban agendas compare along these three dimensions?  Table 1 
offers an illustration of the viability framework for assessing the future prospects of our two idea 
sets – the explicit urban policy and the implicit urban presence. 
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Table 1.  Federal Urban Agendas:  Institutionalizing Policy Ideas 
 

Agenda Features Explicit Urban Policy Implicit Urban Presence 

Discursive Profile Builds on theories of multi-level 
governance and extends the 
collaborative federalism 
tradition; learns from action 
research projects underway in 
cities and communities; 
buttressed by a growing 
international literature on place-
based policy as well as 
Canadian studies of deep 
federalism. 

Revisits earlier theories of 
classical federalism and links with 
new public management 
doctrines; responds to concerns 
about accountability in federal 
grants and contributions; a 
coherent narrative but clashes 
with practical lessons about the 
limits of silos and spheres in 
tackling complex problems. 

Discursive Viability High: forward looking account of 
working across boundaries and 
appreciation of inter-scalar 
alignment. 

Low: discounts evidence on inter-
connectedness of problems and 
potential of localized systems. 

Administrative Profile Transaction costs associated 
with joined-up governance; gaps 
in federal bureaucratic capacity 
for local collaborations through 
Regional Development 
Agencies; negative 
organizational legacies 
associated with earlier rounds of 
federal urban policy in the 
1970s. 

Comparatively straightforward 
implementation of supports to 
urban dwellers and businesses 
through tax cuts and credits; 
constitutional allocations clarify 
roles and responsibilities in urban 
affairs; existing departmental 
channels for consultation bring 
municipal perspectives to federal 
sectoral policies. 

Administrative Viability Low: complex structures and 
risky processes. 

High: simple tools and familiar 
processes. 

Political Profile Pan-Canadian urban policy 
blends national objectives and 
local priorities; tri-level policy 
partnerships supported by FCM; 
community-based experiments 
in policy co-production 
supported by third sector 
networks. 

Federal urban presence enables 
provincial-municipal responsibility 
and accountability; Big Cities 
Mayors’ Caucus supports local 
autonomy and fiscal capacity; 
third sector and voluntary 
organizations marginalized in 
urban and community policy. 

Political Viability Mixed: Liberal/NDP “alliance” Mixed: Conservative/Bloc 
Quebecois “alliance” 
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The comparative table underscores the fact that Canada’s urban agenda remains unsettled and 
contested.  Each framework has specific strengths: the explicit urban policy is rooted in a forward-
looking discourse about national-local relationships in the global age.  But the complexities of 
implementation in Canada make this narrative less administratively viable than the more 
streamlined alternative.  Neither idea set has yet established itself as a “hegemonic paradigm” 
where political debates would only concern the technical details (Bradford, 1998).  Indeed, the four 
federal parties find themselves paired up – at least conceptually – on different sides of the urban 
policy divide.  The Conservatives and the Bloc Quebecois, far apart in their ideas about social 
policy and community development, converge when it comes to the federal role in addressing such 
issues.  The Liberals and the New Democratic Party, with their urban electoral bases, embrace an 
expansive federal role in cities, exemplified in the two rounds of budgeting in 2005 when they 
came to agreement on the key New Deal investments (Dunn, 2005). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has demonstrated that the role of national or federal governments in urban affairs 
continues to be debated in many countries.  Urgent policy challenges of great complexity are 
playing out in cities around the world, and the search for appropriate policy responses has 
gathered speed and intensity everywhere, including Canada.  Applying distinctions made in 
European urban research between explicit and implicit urban approaches, we argued that recent 
Liberal and Conservative governments have pursued particular variants.  Not surprisingly, given 
their newness and the minority status of the sponsoring governments, neither agenda is yet 
institutionalized.  The political competition continues, as does the policy experimentation. 
 
In moving forward, it is possible that a creative synthesis will emerge, especially as practical 
experience reveals the limits of each strategy independently in delivering sustainable outcomes 
for cities.  Area-based projects in particular neighbourhoods are central to explicit urban policy, 
but without appropriate framing by more universally available policies they may displace rather 
than solve problems, or work at cross-purposes (Séguin and Divay, 2002).  At the same time, the 
sectoral interventions characterizing the implicit urban presence risk leaving governments too 
detached, from one another and from community settings, to exploit synergies (Geddes and 
Benington, 2001).  A constructive interface would use the local collaborations to generate 
insights about how sectoral policies work best on the ground (Sandercock, 2004).  The result 
could be better interventions in cities whether the federal interest is defined widely (many 
matters of national interest as in the Liberal-NDP variant) or narrowly (specific areas of 
constitutional responsibility in the Conservative-BQ variant).  This kind of inter-scalar policy 
learning would align national goals and local priorities while also identifying service gaps, 
dysfunctional duplications, and emerging needs.  Finding the right policy mix should drive 
Canada’s next federal urban agenda. 
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