
  

DAVID vs. POLITICAL GRIDLOCK 

Proposals to repair a broken Council 

 

 

This document is intended as a discussion paper. Councillors, 
Council challengers and citizens are encouraged to direct 
feedback – whether supportive or critical – on these platform 
ideas to David Soknacki directly at David@Soknacki2014.com. 
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THE CHALLENGE 

Toronto is divided. Amalgamation created political tensions between 

neighborhoods, ideologies and even between civic personalities. 

We can start to heal these wounds with a change in leadership. As a Councillor 

representing a Scarborough ward, I proved my willingness to work with all sides on 

Council from 1999-2006. As Council’s budget chief, I earned a reputation as a 

constructive leader, even while engaging in tough debates and principled 

disagreements with my colleagues. I learned from that experience, and as Mayor, I 

want to work with an Executive which has a carefully balanced range of 

perspectives.  

However, given the lessons of the last few years, it’s clear that formal changes can 

help, too. Through new powers in the City of Toronto Act and by other means, City 

Council can foster greater fairness, teamwork and unity at City Hall. These 

proposals, outlined below, could include: 

1. City Wide Ranked Ballot Voting in 2018 

2. Made-in-Toronto Ward Redistribution (to 44 Wards) 

3. Elected Community Council Representation on the Executive Committee 

4. Regional Service Agreements (by Community Council) 

5. Other Measures to Improve Public Debate 

I’ve already stated my support for the first three ideas, which I believe would allow 

for a range of voices to be heard and a Council that is truly reflective of Toronto’s 

will.  

The fourth and fifth ideas need further development – and that’s why I’m writing to 

Council veterans, Council challengers and citizens-at-large. Combined with other 

ideas I’ve announced, and others to come, I believe we can return Toronto’s 

democracy to a place of civility, fairness and productivity. And I’m inviting you to 

offer your feedback – positive, negative or otherwise – to bring these ideas the 2014 

policy debate.  
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1. RANKED BALLOT VOTING IN 2018 

Current System: Toronto’s Mayor and Councillors are elected on a first-past-the-

post system. This rewards the politics of division and polarization. 

My Alternative: In many cities in the United States and in Europe, runoff votes are 

held to ensure the final winner of any election has majority voter support. Ranked 

ballots provide the same result, but runoff votes are counted on the same day – 

which is why ranked ballot votes are often known as “instant runoffs.” 

In 2013, City Council voted to support ranked ballots in Toronto elections. Ranked 

ballot voting systems are in use in cities like London (UK), San Francisco (CA) and 

Oakland (CA). The Legislature is now considering two bills to allow Toronto to use 

ranked ballot voting. 

I have already declared my support for this measure, and I will actively seek 

opportunities to lobby Queen’s Park and other Council members to make it happen.  

If elected Mayor, I will work with Council to introduce ranked balloting in time for 

the 2018 election, and seek by-law changes to use ranked ballots for all internal 

Council elections where it is feasible to do so. 

 

The Result: Since elected officials would need a majority to win, the new system 

would reduce the effectiveness of wedge issue campaigns, limit vote-splitting 

concerns, and curtail other divisive side-effects of the first-past-the-post system. 

Councillors would have a stronger incentive to work together to earn the support of 

a majority of their colleagues in internal votes.  
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2. MADE-IN-TORONTO WARD REDISTRIBUTION (WITH 44 MEMBERS) 

The Current System: The present-day ward boundaries were developed based on 

1999 census data. But the city has changed drastically since then, with some areas 

growing much faster than others. Today, the most populous wards have more than 

75,000 people, while the smallest have less than 50,000. Ward 23, Willowdale – the 

largest by population – is home to more than 88,000, according to 2011 census data. 

This means that some residents of Toronto just aren’t being heard.  

The Challenge: If we redistribute to match the new federal seat configuration for 

2018, Council will grow to 50 seats, making Council a more costly and unwieldy 

institution. 

My Alternative: Redistribute to maintain a 44-ward Council in 2018. Toronto’s ratio 

of councillors to residents will still be manageable. Even with a population of three 

million, Toronto would average one councillor for every 68,000 residents – on par 

with, or better than councillor-resident ratios in New York, San Francisco, Calgary 

and Mississauga. 

Funding a fair, neutral, Toronto-specific ward review is an investment in democratic 

fairness for voters. Setting ward boundaries without clinging to federal riding 

boundaries will save money by curtailing an unnecessary increase in Council’s size. 

The Result: Fairness for voters in growing neighborhoods – some of them 

downtown, and others in the suburbs. This isn’t about helping one part of the city, 

it’s about representing everyone better. The three largest wards by population are 

Willowdale, Toronto-Centre Rosedale and Scarborough-Rouge River. A few pundits 

have argued against this change for political reasons, insisting redistribution would 

be a ‘gain’ or ‘loss’ of support for a particular faction, region or ideology. But every 

vote in Toronto must have the same worth in our democratic system, regardless of 

the electoral consequences. 
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3. ELECTED COMMUNITY COUNCIL REPRESENTATION ON THE EXECUTIVE 

The Current System: Toronto’s Mayor controls Council’s powerful Executive 

Committee, which includes the Mayor, the Deputy Mayor, four at-large executive 

members and Standing Committee chairs. This gives mayors too much power to 

create informal political parties, using Executive membership to organize or exclude 

councillors with different backgrounds, constituencies or perspectives. 

My Alternative: Amend City by-laws so that the four at-large positions on the 

Executive would be set aside for regional election from Council. Once the selection 

of Committee Chairs is complete, all councillors on each of the City’s four 

Community Council districts (Scarborough, Etobicoke-York, Toronto-East York, 

North York) would then elect a representative for two (2) years to the Executive. 

Only those councillors not already serving as Standing Committee Chairs would be 

eligible for nomination. 

 

The Result: No City region would ever go unrepresented on the Executive again. 

Councillors who were critics of the Mayor and/or critics of the majority view on 

Council would have a greater opportunity to serve on the powerful Executive 

Committee and have their views considered.  
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4. REGIONAL SERVICE AGREEMENTS 

Current System: One source of post-amalgamation friction is differing service 

expectations between the old municipalities. It makes sense to harmonize many 

rules – like business standards or health and safety rules – across boundaries. 

However, there may be legitimate reasons for neighborhoods with different urban 

forms or densities to seek different levels of public services. Some areas of the City 

already receive different services (for example, windrow removal in snowplowing) 

based on historic, pre-amalgamation levels of service. 

A Potential Alternative: I’m seeking feedback on the following principle: should the 

City of Toronto’s four Community Council districts be able to buy more (or less) 

service at the discretion of their Council representatives, if those additional services 

were to be funded (or opted-out) based on regional changes in taxes, development 

fees or user fee levels?  

Clearly, residents would oppose this shift if it meant higher taxes payable for the 

same level of services in place today. However, this model could work if we allowed 

for changes up, or down against baseline levels of taxation and service.  

This model would require considerable lead-time to develop, but it would not be 

unique. And the logistics are less important than the principle: could variable service 

levels set by Community Councils help to unite the City of Toronto by reducing 

‘one-size-fits-all’ conflicts over service levels and associated funding? 

The Goal: Explore this idea with the understanding that any formal proposal would 

not be undertaken without extensive Council consultation and public service 

development. Actual changes would not be plausible any earlier than 2018.  
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5. OTHER MEASURES TO IMPROVE PUBLIC DEBATE 

In 2005, I led the first city-wide public budgets consultation in the amalgamated 

City’s history. I support the use of participatory budgeting, open data and other 

measures to improve citizen access to City Council and city services. 

In that spirit, I also hope to work with councillors to improve debate at City Hall. I 

believe reforms could include: 

i) Restoration of a broader public consultation process for budget 

development; 

ii) Using new technologies to allow for alternative vehicles for citizen input 

(e.g. improved use of citizen video or audio presentations to committees, 

copying Calgary’s “email all councillors at one email” address, etc.) 

iii) Formalizing councillor and citizen rights to additional financial and 

performance data so all debate participants can be better informed on 

civic policy and strategy; 

iv) Considering alternatives to Toronto’s current (and unusual) process of 

drawing neutral public service staff into political debates through 

questions before the main debate. One alternative could be to shift 

detailed staff questions on factual issues to open seminars held a day 

prior to the regular Council session. 
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Help me make Council work for Toronto 

I welcome all feedback – from critics, opponents, supporters and 

allies alike. A rigorous exchange of opinions is a crucial 

ingredient in the development of any good idea. In that spirit, 

please forward any related ideas, reactions or concerns directly 

to me at David@soknacki2014.com – regardless of whether you’re 

supporting my campaign or not. 

mailto:David@soknacki2014.com

