




Rift on Westmount city council over century-old tradition

Referencing the Jewish festival of Sukkoth, Westmount Mayor Michael Stern opened this month’s council meeting expressing gratitude for life in Westmount, and for his colleagues on council. “I see first-hand the time and energy that our councillors devote to the city, and I’m grateful for it,” he said.
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Referencing the Jewish festival of Sukkoth, Westmount Mayor Michael Stern opened this month’s council meeting expressing gratitude for life in Westmount, and for his colleagues on council. “I see first-hand the time and energy that our councillors devote to the city, and I’m grateful for it,” he said.
The meeting later took a turn that was less cordial than that expression of gratitude would imply.
A major issue, a point of contention with at least one councillor, is the mayor’s recent break with a more than century-old Westmount legal tradition.
As councillor Matthew Aronson explained to The Suburban, and pointed out at the meeting, there are rules, regulations, laws, and bylaws that govern the business of council meetings. The town’s own Bylaw 1336 requires that the council agenda always be submitted for approval to the town’s General Committee, a body unique to Westmount, that dates back to 1915.
The General Committee, however, has been eliminated.
“I had to ask, before we voted on our agenda,” Aronson said, “whether or not that agenda had been submitted for approval to a meeting of the General Committee. And the answer to that question was 'no'.” That’s because the General Committee has been replaced by a newly-created caucus, “without any notice to the public, any public debate, any kind of discussion or vote whatsoever.”
Responding to a resident’s question as to why he made the change, Stern said that he finds it more efficient, that it works better for him, and it is “in conjunction with what other cities do.”
The administration asked him to make the change, he tells The Suburban, to save costs and streamline the process that ultimately decides the agenda of public council meetings, as is the case, Stern says, in other cities, towns, and boroughs.
When Aronson asked, at the council meeting, if the agenda had been submitted to the General Committee, Stern responded, “It was submitted to all of you. Call it general council, call it caucus, call it whatever you want, it’s the same eight people.”
Aronson pushed back.
“What’s your point, here?” the mayor asked. “Do you want to leave the meeting? You can leave the meeting. Do you want us to stop the meeting? You were already told by the Directeur-Général that he got a legal opinion on this,” Stern said. “You are not correct.”
The agenda was adopted by a majority of council. But Aronson insisted that the vote was not done correctly, explaining to the mayor the proper protocol for a formal vote. Councillor Jeff Shamie threw his hands up and said, addressing Aronson: “That’s democracy.”
“That’s right,” Aronson responded. “And that’s how we do it properly.”
Stern acknowledges that Bylaw 1336 does contain a provision dictating that once the agenda for each meeting is prepared by the City Clerk and the Director General, it must then be submitted to the General Committee for approval.
“We’re looking into that,” he says. In the new absence of said General Committee, “if we have to make a modification to the bylaw, shortly we will.”





