Tensions flare at Valenzuela's first borough council meeting since mat leave

Côte-des-Neiges–Notre-Dame-de-Grâce Mayor Stephanie Valenzuela admits that she was never completely separated from work during her five-month maternity leave. Although she says the borough was in more than capable hands with Snowdon district councillor Sonny Moroz acting as interim mayor, she was in near-constant communication with him, and with the borough.
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She has been officially back to work since the beginning of May.

Last Monday’s meeting, Valenzuela’s first since going on maternity leave, was held, exceptionally, at the Côte-des-Neiges Resource Centre at 6767 Côte-des-Neiges.

In an interview with The Suburban in the days prior, Valenzuela expressed some anxiousness: “You just never know what can happen during a council meeting.” But she added that she was “excited to be seeing residents again, and being able to interact and conversate with them in a way that is meaningful for the borough.”

The meeting did start off with some tension on the dais as Projet Montréal councillor Émilie Brière (Côte-des-Neiges) tabled a motion to have the borough officially recognize National Indigenous Heritage Month.

Brière, whose motion was supported by Notre-Dame-de-Grâce councillor Peter McQueen, said that the borough had forgotten to add it to the meeting’s agenda, which Valenzuela fully admitted. But the time to add new motions to the agenda had passed. Valenzuela suggested putting it off until July in order to give it the attention it deserves rather than simply paying lip service to it. Both Brière and McQueen disagreed.

“The administration has admitted that they forgot,” McQueen said. “But let’s rectify it right here, right now, in June.” Valenzuela countered that Brière and McQueen could have brought up the motion during the last meeting, adding that the administration were not the only ones who forgot.

Moroz entered the fray, recalling that though the federal government had declared June National Indigenous Heritage Month in 2017, the previous administration had never brought it up.

Tensions flared again with one resident asking why Placette Guillaume Couture, one of the many makeshift public spaces — streets closed off to create mini-parks — was not brought back for the new season. Guillaume Couture was turned into one such “placette” three summers ago. But The Suburban reported at the time that area residents were not happy about it.

The small street connects Girouard to Earnscliffe. The placette featured community gardening plots, chairs, a ping-pong table and, as the resident pointed out, kids could play in the street in safety. Valenzuela responded that the previous administration had promised a post-mortem on the placette, which never happened. The current administration, she added, does feel that there is a need to improve installations in the local park. There are ways to improve public spaces, she said, without creating the kinds of “placettes” that the community had grown used to.

Speaking out of turn, McQueen expressed his support for “closing Place Guillaume Couture permanently, year-round, and creating a children’s park.” As he went on, Moroz tried to interrupt with a point of privilege. “This whole project is being blocked by about ten residents,” McQueen said. As he and Moroz sniped at one another, the mayor put up her hands. “Okay, both of you, enough,” she said.

The administration was hoping the highlight of the meeting would be a $2.77 million contract it awarded to Cojalec Inc. for repairs and improvements to be made over the next few months to streets in the borough, including Ponsard, Maréchal, Draper, and Kensington. n


