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Abstract
Our knowledge of the institutional features of local government in Canadian cities is sur-
prisingly fragmentary. The academic literature has long identified dominant tendencies in
Canadian local institutions, but systematic empirical data has been missing. In this article,
we address this gap in knowledge in two ways. We introduce the Canadian Municipal
Attributes Portal (CMAP), a new open-access database that contains information on doz-
ens of institutional features of local government for nearly 100 of the most populous
municipalities in Canada. We then propose a new multidimensional index of authority
concentration, which is designed to capture variation in the local structure of decision-
making authority in a systematic and nuanced manner. We apply this index to a system-
atic pan-Canadian subsample of 65 CMAP municipalities. The result is a rich portrait of
institutional variety, one that both corroborates and substantially extends our current
understanding of the shape of municipal institutions in Canadian cities.

Résumé
Notre connaissance des caractéristiques institutionnelles des collectivités locales dans les
villes canadiennes est étonnamment fragmentaire. Les publications universitaires identi-
fient depuis longtemps les tendances dominantes des institutions locales canadiennes,
mais les données empiriques systématiques font défaut. Dans le présent article, nous com-
blons cette lacune de deux manières. Nous présentons le Portail canadien des attributs
municipaux (PCAM), une nouvelle base de données en libre accès qui contient des infor-
mations sur des dizaines de caractéristiques institutionnelles des collectivités locales pour
une centaine des municipalités les plus peuplées du Canada. Nous proposons ensuite un
nouvel indice multidimensionnel de concentration de l’autorité, conçu pour saisir de
manière systématique et nuancée les variations dans la structure locale du pouvoir
décisionnel. Nous appliquons cet indice à un sous-échantillon pancanadien
systématique de 65 municipalités du PCAM. Il en résulte un riche portrait de la variété
institutionnelle, qui corrobore et élargit considérablement notre compréhension actuelle
de la forme des institutions municipales dans les villes canadiennes.
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Introduction
Urban politics and policy making in Canada are shaped in important ways by the
structure of local government institutions. The Canadian urban politics literature
has long identified some dominant institutional tendencies, such as the prevalence
of “weak” mayors without executive authority and of nonpartisan local politics
(Sancton, 2015; Lucas, 2020). But these tendencies are by no means universal.
Electoral systems, legislative processes, the structure of the executive, accountability
offices, the governance of service delivery—all of these elements, and many others,
take a multiplicity of forms in Canadian cities. They are also subject to relatively
frequent, and sometimes dramatic, changes, such as Ontario’s move in 2022 and
2023 to grant strong executive powers to many urban mayors (Taylor and
Horak, 2022; Taylor, 2023). If we want to better understand how local institutions
shape urban politics and policy, we need to know how these institutions actually
vary across the country. Just how common are at-large elections, or mayoral veto
powers, or accountability officers such as integrity commissioners? Which services
are most commonly governed by special-purpose authorities? How do local institu-
tions vary by province, or by municipal population? To date, we have not developed
good answers to such basic questions. Canada has no equivalent of the United
States’ Census of Governments, so our knowledge of the varied institutional land-
scape of Canadian cities is surprisingly impressionistic and fragmentary.

In this article, we address this gap in knowledge in two ways. First, we introduce
readers to the Canadian Municipal Attributes Portal (CMAP). CMAP is an open-
access database developed at the University of Western Ontario over the past four
years that contains information on over 50 institutional features of local govern-
ment for nearly 100 of the most populous municipalities in Canada. It represents
the first-ever initiative aimed at systematically gathering such data. We briefly dis-
cuss how the database was developed and how it can be used by researchers.
Second, we develop and deploy a new, multidimensional index of authority concen-
tration. The index is designed to capture variation in the local structure of decision-
making authority in a systematic and nuanced manner. Building on existing schol-
arly work, we identify four dimensions on which the concentration of decision-
making authority varies: geographical, executive, legislative, and service delivery.
We identify indicators and scoring for each dimension and apply these to a sub-
sample of 65 municipalities constituting the largest municipalities in each province.

The result is a rich portrait that both corroborates and extends our existing
understanding of local institutions in Canadian cities. Overall, municipal political
authority is significantly more concentrated in Quebec and British Columbia
than in other provinces, but the structure of authority is quite different across
those two provinces. Corroborating findings in historical work by Lucas (2017),
we find that the institutional structure of service delivery arrangements varies
more clearly by service field than by province. We further find that certain
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institutional arrangements are associated with distinct contexts—for example, com-
munity councils exist almost exclusively in municipalities that were established
through imposed amalgamations, and, outside Quebec, executive committees cur-
rently only exist in very large cities. These and other findings presented here show
how a multidimensional and comparative approach, grounded in systematic cross-
sectional institutional data, can advance our understanding of local government
institutions in Canada’s cities.

Why Collect Institutional Data on Local Governments?
The study of local politics in Canada has a long tradition of focusing on institu-
tions (see Eidelman and Taylor, 2010). The merits of institutional features such as
official nonpartisanship and weak political executives have been the subject of
extensive inquiry and debate (Moore, 2017; Urbaniak, 2014). The relatively fre-
quent restructuring of local institutions in some, but not all, provinces has also
sparked scholarly interest (Cashaback, 2001; Sancton, 2006). At the same time,
the fact that local institutions are unstable and functionally limited has led
many scholars of urban politics in Canada to see them as just one piece of a bigger
governance puzzle (Sancton, 2008; Horak and Young, 2012; Taylor and Bradford,
2020). In the early 2000s, many urban politics researchers adopted a governance
approach in their work, focusing on how state-society interaction, as well as inter-
action across levels of government, shaped urban policy processes and outputs.
Studies of individual policy fields, such as immigrant settlement (Good, 2009)
and homelessness (Doberstein, 2016), as well as work on multilevel governance
(Horak, 2013), all moved away from a focus on local institutions as objects of
analysis.

Recently, though, the interest in local institutions has re-emerged. There is a
boom in local election studies, which explore issues such as the dynamics of non-
partisan elections (McGregor et al., 2017; Breux and Couture, 2018; Lucas, 2020)
and the structure of electoral finance regimes (Taylor and McEleney, 2019).
The historical development and policy effects of special-purpose governments
have also received attention (Lucas, 2017; Lyons, 2021), as have municipal account-
ability offices (Sancton, 2018). There is a re-emergence of interest in questions of
local autonomy (Good, 2019; Alpert et al., forthcoming), and there is new historical
scholarship that focuses on longer-term patterns of institutional development in
Canadian cities (Lucas, 2017; Taylor, 2019).

Despite this institutional turn, we have a limited empirical base of comparative
information on local institutions. In many other countries, national and/or subna-
tional governments collect systematic data on local institutions (see, for instance,
United States Census Bureau, 2023), but this is not the case in Canada. As a result,
for example, we do not know, even approximately, how many urban municipalities
in Canada conduct their elections by ward, as opposed to at-large. While Lucas
(2017) has compiled a historical dataset of governing structures across five policy
fields, it is limited to six Canadian cities. In a recent overview, Taylor and
Dobson (2020) map variation in municipal legislation across Canadian provinces,
which sets out parameters for some local institutional arrangements but by no
means determines them completely.
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In this context, a database of local institutions in urban municipalities in Canada
can help us advance our understanding of urban politics and local governance in
several ways. First, it can give us a basic descriptive portrait of formal institutions
in Canadian cities, so that we know the extent to which institutions that we take as
characteristically Canadian actually are characteristic, and so that we can map the
variation that exists. Second, it can allow us to explore the correlates of institutional
variation—for example, the extent to which the powers of mayors differ by prov-
ince, as opposed to by municipal population size. Third, it can allow us to examine
how different aspects or dimensions of local institutions vary (or do not vary)
together—for example, whether there is any correlation between a concentration
of executive authority on council and the way in which service delivery is governed
in a municipality. Finally, it can identify interesting cases for detailed work—be it
unusual institutional arrangements in one municipality or similar or contrasting
cases that researchers may not have been aware of before.

The Canadian Municipal Attributes Portal (CMAP)
CMAP is a database that contains information on over 50 institutional features of
Canadian municipal governments. It has been built since 2019 by a research team
based at the University of Western Ontario. Information is gathered from local gov-
ernment websites and other online sources using a standardized question template,
which produces an institutional profile document for each municipality. Each pro-
file is then verified either by a local expert on that municipality (if possible) or by a
second researcher. Key datapoints from all profiles are then inputted into an Excel
datasheet. As of September 2023, all of these elements are publicly available
through an open-access web app: https://westernurban.shinyapps.io/CMAP/. In
addition to viewing and downloading the template, profiles and datasheet, users
can employ the app’s interactive features to directly compare the institutional char-
acteristics of selected municipalities and to produce charts that visualize the distri-
bution of institutional arrangements across municipalities. This makes the app
useful for both research and teaching applications.

CMAP currently contains information on 91 municipalities. At its heart is a
“core” national sample of 65 municipalities. To identify this core sample, we
balanced two distinct criteria—municipal population size and representation
from all provinces. Selecting only the most populous municipalities would produce
a sample largely composed of Ontario and Quebec municipalities, whereas selecting
an equal number of municipalities from each province would produce a sample
heavy on small municipalities. Instead, we selected the 10 largest single-tier or
lower-tier municipalities in each province with a population of 25,000 or more,
plus every provincial capital (if not already one of the 10 largest municipalities).1

If there were fewer than four municipalities with over 25,000 people in a province,
the top four were included regardless of population. The municipalities in our
resulting core sample include over half of the Canadian population and anywhere
from 30 per cent to 69 per cent of the population in each province.2

In addition to the core sample, CMAP currently contains information on the
three territorial capitals, as well as all municipalities in the Greater Toronto
Area. A living database, CMAP will continue to be expanded and updated with
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the assistance of the scholarly community and the broader public. As a first step, we
are currently expanding CMAP to include all municipalities with a population
greater than 25,000, which will add an additional 104 municipalities. Since some
of the institutional characteristics documented in CMAP (such as service delivery
arrangements) can change quite frequently, keeping the database up-to-date will
be an ongoing challenge. In the first instance, we invite users of the database to sub-
mit any errors or updates that they notice directly to a dedicated CMAP correspon-
dence address. In the longer term, our aim is to leverage scholarly and practitioner
interest to secure funding support for a periodic comprehensive review of database
information once every five years.

An Index of Authority Concentration for Canadian Cities
Making governing decisions is at the heart of what local politicians do. Local insti-
tutions influence how decisions are made by distributing formal decision-making
authority in various ways across offices (for example, mayor versus council) and
venues (for example, council versus special-purpose authorities) and by shaping
the processes through which it is exercised. Yet researchers lack an overarching
vocabulary that could be used to characterize this variation. We propose that a
focus on the concentration of political authority can serve this purpose. Just as
some metropolitan areas are more fragmented into multiple municipalities than
others, so is decision-making power within municipalities diffused to varying
degrees across public offices and decision venues.

Among scholars of Canadian local and urban politics, it is common to portray for-
mal decision-making authority as highly diffuse (Sancton, 2015). In municipalities
that feature nonpartisan councils elected by ward and a mayor with no significant
executive powers, decision-making authority is distributed across the council as a
whole, and councillors are heavily incentivized to focus on local constituent interests
as opposed to citywide policy concerns (Moore, 2017; Couture et al., 2018). Yet there
are many urban municipalities in Canada—especially in Quebec and British
Columbia, but also since 2023 in Ontario—that do not fit this pattern. Moreover,
the overall distribution of political authority within a municipality is shaped by insti-
tutional variables beyond partisanship, electoral system and executive structure.

To produce a nuanced and integrated portrait of variation in the concentration
of local political authority, we propose here a multidimensional index of authority
concentration that can be used to systematically locate municipalities relative to
each other on a continuum of concentrated to dispersed authority. In what follows,
we draw on existing scholarship on Canadian local government institutions to iden-
tify four dimensions on which the concentration of political authority varies: geo-
graphical, executive, legislative, and service delivery. For each dimension, we
identify one or more empirical indicators drawn from the CMAP database.

Geographical

Community or borough councils
Political authority in Canadian cities tends to be concentrated at the citywide level.
However, some cities feature community councils (in Quebec, borough councils)—
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submunicipal decision-making bodies with delegated decision-making power over
local matters, composed of elected representatives from one part of a municipality.
Since they are made up of area representatives, they exist only in ward-based elec-
toral systems, where they constitute an institutional mechanism for geographically
decentralizing decision making. We thus consider municipalities with community
or borough councils to have less concentrated geographical authority than those
that do not have these features.

Ward versus at-large elections
Although electoral systems are not in and of themselves mechanisms for making
governing decisions, they can influence how governing decisions are made by pro-
viding incentives that affect the priorities of local politicians. The most basic dis-
tinction here is between ward-based and at-large electoral systems. Ward-based
elections incentivize councillors to respond to local constituent needs, whereas
at-large systems incentivize councillors to prioritize citywide issues and concerns
(Sancton, 2015: 249). In this sense then, at-large elections are institutional mecha-
nisms that tend to geographically concentrate authority by focusing the municipal
decision agenda on citywide issues.

Executive

Mayoral executive powers
While mayors in most large Canadian municipalities lack significant executive
powers, a growing number do have a variety of powers over and above those of
councillors. Based on discussion in Taylor and Dobson (2020), as well as on data
from the CMAP profiles, we have identified five substantive executive powers some-
times given to Canadian mayors: the power to force council to reconsider a decision
(veto and/or referral), to create standing committees, to hire and fire staff, to
appoint members of an executive committee, and to call special council meeting.
If a mayor has two or more of these, we take this as an indicator of concentrated
executive authority.

Executive committee
As Sancton notes, “Over the years the most persistent method of attempting to pro-
vide political leadership and co-ordinated direction has been the establishment of
executive committees of council” (2015: 266). While the directly elected Boards of
Control that used to exist in large Ontario municipalities are now long gone, urban
municipalities in various regions of Canada have executive committees—usually
composed of the mayor and a small subset of councillors—that have some control
over budget matters, the council agenda and/or the appointment of administrative
personnel. If a municipality has such a body (even if it is not called an executive
committee), we take that as an indicator of concentrated executive authority.

Legislative

Political parties
Political parties are not part of the formal decision-making structure of a munici-
pality, but the existence of a party system is widely seen in the literature as a
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mechanism for co-ordinating authority in the legislative process (Couture et al.,
2018). While there is evidence that local political parties in some Canadian cities
are little more than electoral vehicles for the political ambitions of key individuals
(Breux and Couture, 2018), other cities have enduring party systems in which pro-
grammatic differences among parties structure electoral choices, and partisan coun-
cillors work together to pursue programmatic aims on council (Tennant, 1980;
Chiasson et al., 2014). We thus take the presence of parties as an indicator of
concentrated authority in the legislative process.

Service delivery

Some core municipal services—such as planning and development permits, or local
roads—are always (or almost always) delivered in-house by Canadian municipalities.
However, in many other fields, there is significant variation in the degree to which
services are under direct municipal control. We focus on 10 services that are subject
to such variation and that are included in the CMAP database: police, fire, emergency
medical services (EMS), water, sewer, transit, library, parking, waste management, and
electricity. We use a simplified version of Lucas’ (2017: 72–74) classification system for
institutional structure to characterize each service in terms of the concentration of
authority. If the service is delivered directly through a municipal department, we clas-
sify that as concentrated authority. If the municipality does not control the service at
all (because it is delivered by another level of government or by the private sector, for
instance), we classify that as dispersed authority. Finally, if the service is delivered by a
special-purpose body (SPB) that is controlled by the municipality, or through a
municipally administered contract, we classify that as an intermediate case.

Applying the Index: Sample, Scoring and Limitations
To apply our index of authority concentration, we used data on the CMAP core
national sample of 65 municipalities. Our scoring system is outlined in Table 1.
For each indicator, 0 indicates dispersed authority, and 1 indicates concentrated
authority. For the final composite index of authority concentration, we weighted
each dimension equally as indicated in the right-most column. The raw service
delivery scores (out of 10) were converted to a 0 to 2 scale by dividing the 65 sample
scores into three roughly equal groups (those that score 0 to 5, those that score 5.5
to 7, and those that score 7.5 to 10). The index thus ranges from 0 to 8.

Our measures focus on elements of the municipal institutional landscape that have
been identified as substantively significant in prior research. Our scoring is designed
to allow us to capture variation in institutional authority while also being relatively
simple to apply. The four dimensions are weighted equally in our composite index
because they are qualitatively different from each other, so there is no compelling rea-
son to suggest that one dimension is more important than another. All that said, we
do not claim that our measures, scoring and weighting are somehow definitive. On the
contrary, we consider our index to be a first cut, one that illustrates the analytical value
of such a tool and that we hope will spark debate and discussion about how variation
in the structure of local decision-making authority in Canadian municipalities might
best be conceptualized and measured.
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We also do not mean to suggest that the institutional features that are the focus
of our index fully determine the dynamics of local decision making. This is clearly
not the case. It is well documented, for instance, that in Canadian “weak mayor” sys-
tems, a mayor’s personal leadership and communication skills are of critical impor-
tance (Sancton, 2015; Graham, 2018). Indeed, a wide variety of factors—ranging
from the policy preferences of political leaders to the structure and mobilization of
local societal groups—shape the practice of local politics in Canadian cities (Horak
et al., forthcoming). However, there are good reasons to believe that formal structures
of decision-making authority have an important influence on the practice of local pol-
itics and that it is therefore important to understand the shape that they take and how
it varies across Canadian municipalities.

Patterns of Authority Concentration in Canadian Urban Municipalities
What can we learn using our index about patterns of authority concentration in
Canadian municipalities? Before we present the composite index scores, let us
explore the results on individual indicators. Figure 1 shows the raw indicator values
on the geographical, executive and legislative dimensions. Each indicator is shown
separately, and each is equally weighted. The municipalities are arranged in the
table by province from top (west) to bottom (east) and from most to least populous
within each province. Lower-tier municipalities in two-tier local government sys-
tems are designated with an (L); rural municipalities with a large land area and
no single dominant population centre are designated with an (R).

Table 1. Dimensions, Indicators and Scoring for Authority Concentration Index

DIMENSION / Indicator(s) SCORING

WEIGHT for
composite index
(max total = 8)

GEOGRAPHICAL
Ward vs. at-large elections Ward = 0

Mixed = 0.5
At-large = 1

1

Community or borough councils Yes = 0
No = 1

1

EXECUTIVE
Mayoral powers: force council to reconsider

(veto and/or referral powers); create standing
committees; hire and fire staff; appoint exec.
committee; call special council meeting

One or none = 0
Two or more powers = 1

1

Executive committee No = 0
Yes = 1

1

LEGISLATIVE
Political parties No = 0

Yes = 1
2

SERVICE DELIVERY
Mode of delivery of the following 10 services:

police, fire, EMS, water, sewer, transit, library,
parking, waste management, electricity.

For each service:
Independent SPB, upper- tier
body, provincial, private = 0
Dependent SPB, municipal
contract = 0.5
Municipal department = 1

2
Raw score
conversion:
0 to 5 = 0
5.5 to 7 = 1
7.5 to 10 = 2

146 Martin Horak et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000768 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000768


Geographical

Figure 1 shows that at-large elections exist in 23 of our 65 cases, including all the cases
in British Columbia and most of the smaller municipalities in Alberta. Beyond this,
at-large elections only appear in a handful of smaller municipalities in other prov-
inces. This is not to say, of course, that at-large elections are necessarily uncommon
in these provinces—just that they are uncommon in the populous municipalities in
our sample. Community or borough councils are relatively uncommon in our sample.

Figure 1. Geographical, executive and legislative concentration of authority
Note: In this figure, as well as in Figures 2 and 3, (L) denotes lower-tier municipalities in two-tier local government
systems. (R) denotes rural municipalities that cover a large land area with no single dominant population centre.
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Since our indicator of authority concentration is the absence of such councils, most of
our sample municipalities score 1 on this indicator. Community or borough councils
only exist in 10 of our 65 cases—six municipalities in Quebec, plus Winnipeg,
Toronto, Halifax, and Hanover, a geographically large municipality in Manitoba
that contains several small population centres. Interestingly, all these municipalities
except for Hanover (a historically Mennonite rural area south of Winnipeg) are prod-
ucts of provincially imposed amalgamations. In these cases, community committees,
community councils or borough councils were designed to counterbalance the
larger-scale centralization of authority that amalgamation brought.

Executive

Mayors have substantial executive powers in 26 of our cases—all 11 British Columbia
cases, all of the Ontario cases, and some of the Quebec cases. This represents a signifi-
cant change from prior to 2022, when the City of Torontowas the only Ontario munic-
ipality in this position. Executive committees exist in 16 of our cases. Ten of these
constitute our entire Quebec sample; executive committees play a prominent and well-
known role in the organization of local political authority in Quebec’s urban munici-
palities. Outside Quebec, we see executive committees scattered across the largest cities
in several provinces—Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Toronto and Halifax—and,
perhaps surprisingly, in Medicine Hat, Alberta. Indeed, Medicine Hat (pop. 60,000)
is a fascinating anomaly more generally. It is by far the smallest municipality in our
sample to have three features of concentrated authority, and it is also the only munic-
ipality in which both at-large elections and an executive committee are present.

Legislative

Finally, political parties, as might be expected, exist only in Quebec and British
Columbia—all of our Quebec cases have them, but only the four most populous
municipalities in British Columbia currently do, for a total of 14 out of 65.

In aggregate terms, the clearest pattern in Figure 1 is the contrast between British
Columbia and Quebec, on the one hand, and the rest of the country, on the other.
The common wisdom of British Columbia and Quebec being “different” is thus
supported. However, as we have already seen, Quebec and British Columbia are
also substantially different from each other. In British Columbia, power is geo-
graphically concentrated, but there are no executive committees—in part because
small (sometimes partisan) councils elected at-large probably already behave
somewhat like executive committees might. In Quebec, by contrast, many cities
appear—whether by design or not—to counterbalance the combination of party
systems and strong executive committees, which produce what some have called
a “Westminsterization” of local politics (Mévellec and Tremblay, 2013), with a
decentralization of authority to submunicipal borough councils.

The aggregate picture across the other provinces is one of relatively low authority
concentration on our first three dimensions. Outside of British Columbia and
Quebec, only Medicine Hat in Alberta has more than two of the five indicators
of concentrated authority. In Ontario, the recent introduction of “strong mayor”
powers has increased the concentration of authority in big cities. Perhaps
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unsurprisingly, the six large rural municipalities in our sample have dispersed
authority on all three dimensions shown in Figure 1. Medicine Hat aside, a couple
of idiosyncratic cases worth mentioning are Toronto, the only city outside Quebec
that has a “Quebec-style” combination of community/borough councils, mayoral
executive powers and an executive committee, and Hanover, Manitoba, the most
deconcentrated municipality in our entire sample.

We now turn our attention to the extent to which governing authority over
service delivery is concentrated in municipal hands. Figure 2 aggregates the raw

Figure 2. Concentration of authority over service delivery
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scores for all 10 services based on the scoring criteria outlined in the previous sec-
tion. Compared to the scores on our first three dimensions, the patterns are not as
clear. The most immediately apparent patterns are that lower-tier municipalities in
two-tier systems—noted (L)—control fewer services directly and that less populous
municipalities in some provinces tend to score lower than more populous ones. We
can, however, use our data to test Lucas’ (2017) finding that service delivery models
vary notably by policy field. Lucas’ finding is based on a longitudinal study of six
municipalities, whereas CMAP allows us to examine patterns on a much larger
cross-sectional sample.

Table 2 shows the distribution of service delivery models across the 10 services
included in our index. All nonmunicipal models, including private, voluntary, pro-
vincial and federal delivery, are bundled together in the right-most column. Clearly,
service delivery does vary systematically by policy field across our sample. Fire,
water, sewer, parking and waste management services all tend to be delivered
directly by municipal departments. For transit, police and library services, service
delivery is split relatively evenly between municipal department, dependent SPB,
and nonlocal models. Meanwhile, electricity and EMS are most often delivered
by a nonlocal body. Taken together, these patterns provide clear evidence of the
importance of property services as a core component of what Canadian municipal-
ities do, since four of the five services that are usually delivered by municipal
department—fire, water, waste management and sewer—are also direct services
to property, whereas services that are not as directly connected to property (transit,
libraries, police, EMS) are much less frequently under direct municipal control.

Now we will combine all four dimensions of our index of authority concentra-
tion, reweighting each dimension equally (see above) to generate a composite
authority concentration score. Figure 3 presents the results. The scores range
from 0 (1 case) to 7 (2 cases) out of a maximum possible score of 8, with a
mean score of 3.37 and a median of 3. Clear interprovincial differences are evident,
underlining the importance of different provincial contexts and legislative frame-
works as factors that shape the institutional structure of local authority.
For instance, in Quebec the minimum score is 5; outside Quebec and British
Columbia, the maximum score is 5, which is found in only one municipality
(Medicine Hat). Table 3 presents mean scores by province and dimension.

Table 2. Distribution of Service Delivery Model by Service

Service
Municipal
department

Dependent
SPB

Municipal
contract

Upper
tier Non-municipal

Fire 57 4 0 2 2
Water 57 3 1 2 2
Sewer 57 1 1 5 1
Parking 57 4 0 0 4
Waste management 48 1 5 4 7
Transit 22 19 4 7 13
Police 20 16 0 5 24
Libraries 17 24 0 5 19
EMS 13 3 2 7 40
Electricity 6 14 4 0 41
Total 354 89 17 37 153
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The composite mean score is highest in Quebec, driven by a high concentration of
legislative, executive and service delivery authority (by contrast, Quebec has the
lowest scores of any province on the geographical dimension), and lowest in the
Atlantic provinces and Manitoba. The continued prevalence of institutionally
“weak” mayors and nonpartisan elections in most provinces is reflected in the prev-
alence of low scores on the executive and legislative dimensions. The results corrob-
orate the picture of significant variation by province in the institutional structure of
authority in Canada.

Figure 3. Composite index of authority concentration
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Our index can also be used to explore whether the concentration of authority
varies by municipal population. As the visualization in Figure 4 shows, the concen-
tration of authority does vary in systematic and largely intuitive ways across our
sample. The geographical concentration of authority decreases in more populous
municipalities, which are more likely to have ward elections and borough or com-
munity councils; however, larger population is associated with more concentrated
authority on the legislative, executive and service delivery dimensions, as well as
with a higher overall concentration of authority across our four dimensions.

Conclusion
The CMAP is a useful tool for advancing our empirical understanding of local gov-
ernment institutions in Canadian cities. In this article, we have used CMAP mea-
sures to build a multidimensional index of authority concentration and have
applied it to the 65 municipalities in the core CMAP sample. The results put empir-
ical weight behind the received wisdom that outside Quebec and British Columbia,
local government authority in urban municipalities tends to be institutionally
deconcentrated. However, the systematic application of a multidimensional index
also allows us to move beyond this received wisdom and add depth and nuance
to our understanding of municipal institutions in Canadian cities. As we have dem-
onstrated, there is substantial variation in the concentration of political authority

Figure 4. Authority concentration index score by population quintile

Table 3. Mean Authority Concentration Scores by Dimension and Province

BC AB SK MB ON QC NB NS PEI NL

Geographical 2.00 1.60 1.25 0.75 0.90 0.40 1.00 0.75 1.25 1.75
Executive 1.00 0.30 0 0.25 1.10 1.50 0 0.25 0 0
Legislative 0.73 0 0 0 0 2.00 0 0 0 0
Service delivery 0.45 1.30 2.00 1.00 1.20 1.80 1.00 0.75 0.50 0.50
Total 4.18 3.20 3.25 2.00 3.20 5.70 2.00 1.75 2.25 2.25
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within provinces; the governance of services varies more by service field than by
province; community or borough councils usually exist in municipalities that are
the result of imposed amalgamations; and some municipalities—both large (for
example, Toronto) and smaller (for example, Medicine Hat) have unique configu-
rations of institutional characteristics that distinguish them from the others in our
sample.

As we have demonstrated, then, a database such as CMAP can be used to sub-
stantiate qualitative claims in the literature, to identify empirical associations and to
uncover previously overlooked institutional arrangements and cases that are worth
further investigation. The CMAP dataset and application will become more com-
prehensive and analytically useful as more municipalities are added. As noted,
the core sample privileges municipalities with large populations over small ones
and coverage of all provinces over variation within provinces. Our current expan-
sion project, which will add all municipalities with a population of over 25,000 to
the database, will go a long way toward addressing these issues. We also plan to
incorporate additional contextual variables, including the relative demographic
and geographic weight of urban municipalities within metropolitan areas. Finally,
we are exploring with partners the potential to include fiscal data. As the number
of observations in the dataset is expanded, the authority concentration index will
have the potential to be used as an independent variable in statistical analyses.

Scholars of urban governance in Canada are, of course, correct—local institu-
tions are indeed only a part of a much broader constellation of forces that shapes
urban political and policy processes and their outcomes. Yet, limited and change-
able as they may be, local institutions are foundational to urban politics, as the
many political struggles about their shape over the years attest. Local institutions
play an important part in structuring the broader matrix of rules, norms and incen-
tives within which those who govern our cities operate. We can only benefit from
knowing more about the many forms that they take.
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Notes
1 To maximize comparability of cases across the country, upper-tier municipalities—Ontario’s counties
and regional municipalities and also Quebec’s municipalités régionales de comté—are not included in
the core dataset.
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2 For further information on the core sample, including average sample populations by province, see the
front page of the CMAP app.
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