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Managing 
Multicultural Issues in Cities 

by Meyer Burstein 

CANADA LEADS THE WORLD in its efforts to recruit immigrants 
and build a diverse, pluralistic society. For this bold national 
"experiment" to succeed, governments at all levels must demonstrate 
leadership, creativity, and the courage to work together to address 
issues that cross jurisdictional boundaries. 

Nowhere is this task more evident than in 
our cities: in urban neighbourhoods, in 
schools, in the workplace, in hospitals, in 
playgrounds, and on sports fields. How 
we manage growing diversity in our cities 
(which are themselves undergoing rapid 
change), the balance we strike between 
the needs of newcomers and those of the 
host population, and the ways in which 
we create access and opportunity are 
crucial to the success of our society and 
Canada's place in the global economy. 

Contextual issues 
Growing and nourishing global cities 
Many analysts hold that the economic 
prospects of countries will depend on the 
ability of their major cities to compete in 
the global marketplace. To be competi
tive, these cities will need the capacity to 
assemble and retain financial and human 
capital. What this means for Canadians is 
that our future will likely depend on the 
ability of Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver, 
Ottawa, and several other cities to attract 
and keep resources and people -
especially people. 

These same cities are the ones that attract 
most immigrants, particularly the high
end, high-technology workers who are in 
demand throughout the world. Recruiting 
and retain ing these workers, along with 
other highly skilled entrants, requires the 
cooperation of federal, provincial , and 
municipal policy-makers. In particular, the 
ministries of finance, industry, human 
resources, citizenship and immigration, 
education, municipal planning, and 
municipal development must collaborate 
if they are to create a fiscal , social, and 
physical environment that makes 
Canadian cities more appealing than cities 
in other countries to the best and the 
brightest workers and their families. 

Managing the gap 
As Canada and other countries seek to 
offset demographic decline by admitting 
larger numbers of immigrants, the gap 
will grow between cities that are home to 
a polyglot, multiracial, multiethnic 
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citizenry and smaller urban centres that 
are more homogeneous. This divide will 
express itself not only in the private arena 
but also in the public sphere. 

Canada may soon face increasingly 
differentiated demands for government 
services and, indeed, for governance 
itself. Everything - from the appropriate 
use of public space, through health care, 
education, and the projection of Canada's 
commercial and political interests abroad 
- may be contested. Governments will be 
challenged to bridge the "major city vs. 
rest of country" gap. 

Enhancing civic engagement and 
participation 
The ability of countries to invest in public 
infrastructure and national endeavours 
depends on trust and on the capacity of 
their societies to foster shared values and 
common expectations. Improved 
communications, cheaper transport, and 
relaxed access to citizenship benefits may, 
however, be producing transnational 
communities whose allegiance to any 
particular nation-state is not as strong as 
it was when mobility was restricted. 

The result is, arguably, a diminished 
interest in public investment, and 
especially in investment that has no clear 
benefit for a particular community. The 
challenge for governments will be to 
promote civic engagement, a task that 
requires institutions to adapt their rules 
and structures so as to provide better 
access to all communities, thus extending, 
to otherwise disenfranchised groups, a 
sense of ownership of public 
infrastructure. 

Ending transgenerational poverty 
There is evidence of spatially 
concentrated, transgenerational poverty 
among ethnic, religious, and racial 
minorities in our cities. This is a departure 
from historic patterns which saw new 
groups arrive, struggle, ahd find success, 
if not in the first generation, then through 
their children . 
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If the experiences of immigrant parents 
are such that they are now affecting the 
life chances of subsequent generations, a 
major publ ic effort is required by all three 
levels of government - national, 
provincial, and local - to reverse this 
development. In particular, educational 
and housing policies will need to be 
revamped. 

Combating racism and intolerance 
Public willingness to invest in the 
programs and services that go into 
producing successful integration will 
determine the extent to which we end up 
living together or living apart. Surveys 
tracking public attitudes and empirical 
studies of economic and social integration 
among immigrant and visible minority 
populations suggest that Canadians 
should not be complacent. 

The government plays an important role 
in creating acceptance, providing access 
to opportunities, and educating 
newcomers and host populations alike to 
appreciate cultural differences and 
respond appropriately. Since the task of 
integration entails altering public 
institutions, implementing a large 
educational component, and possibly 
devising legal remedies, it has implications 
for federal , provincial, and urban 
ministries alike. 

Increasing the capacity of 
municipalities to integrate minorities 
The devolution of responsibility from 
federal to provincial governments and 
from provinces to cities, coupled with 
large immigrant inflows, is placing a 
considerable burden on municipal 
governments. It is unclear to what extent, 
if any, the issue of funding special services 
for immigrants is important. What is clear, 
however, is that orientations will need to 
change and city governments will need to 
be endowed with, or create, a capacity to 
think strategically and plan effectively 
around immigration issues. A recent series 
of meetings between municipal planners 
and developers, including the Urban 
Forum workshops, suggests that th is 
process is now under way. 
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Changing the focus 
Until recently, only the federal 
government and Quebec played 
substantial roles in producing diversity 
through control over immigrant 
admissions. Yet these decisions have 
significant and far-reaching consequences 
for the pattern of services and for the 
fiscal position (both expenditures and 
revenues) of provinces and cities. In 
order to get a better handle on these 
impacts, provinces have taken a greater 
interest in immigration management over 
the last decade. It would not be surprising 
to see Canadian cities follow suit. 

The municipal voice has not been heard 
much in Canada in the past, although 
cities in other jurisdictions have been far 
more outspoken and have played larger 
roles. New York City has been a vocal 
proponent of immigration, crediting it 
with renewal of New York 's urban core. A 
number of California cities have taken a 
different position, arguing that the 
negative effects of immigration outweigh 
the positive ones. Similarly, many 
European cities have been involved in 
migration-related issues - in many cases 
because the cit ies have sole or primary 
responsibility for service delivery. 

Although cities have been absent from 
deliberations on immigrant admissions, 
they have responded to their changing 
population structure with, among other 
things, programs aimed at promoting 
equitable treatment, anti-racism 
measures, and community-based policing. 
Recently, this trend has begun to appear 
in mainstream city functions such as 
transportation , public health , zoning, and 
local economic development. 

The growing interest at all levels of 
government in better management of 
migration and diversity, coupled w ith 
growing competency at the municipal 
and provincial levels, is a necessary but 
not sufficient condition for cooperation . 
What is needed is a consensus on the 
critical issues confronting Canadian cities, 
and recognition that successful 
management of these issues will require a 
strategic response which transcends 
jurisdictions. 

Summary 
How we manage migration and diversity 
in our cities will determine our success as 
a nation. Challenges are mounting: from 
globalization, from a growing cultural gap 
between large and small centres, from 
racism , and from an urgent need to foster 
civic engagement and integration . 
Unfortunately, issues surrounding cities 
have been largely absent from discussions 
on these matters. Cities have implicated 
themselves in access and equity remedies, 
but transport, zoning, and local economic 
development functions are only now 
starting to recognize and respond to 
growing diversity. Greater municipal 
involvement and better coordination are 
essential if we are to act constructively. 

Sommaire 
L'avenir de la nation est directement retie a 
la gestion de la migration et de la diversite 
des populations urbaines. La globalisation 
apporte ses defis: la dichotomie culture/le 
entre les grands centres urbains et les plus 
petites villes, le racisme, le besoin croissant 
d'engagement et d'integration civiques. 
Malheureusement, /es villes n'ont pas 
vraiment participe aux debats sur le suiet. 
D'abord preoccupees par /es questions 
d'ethique et d'acces, el/es commencent a 
peine a envisager la question de la diver
site dans le transport, le zonage et le deve
loppement economique Iota/. La reussite 
future dependra d'une meil/eure coordi
nation et d'un plus grand engagement 
municipal. 

15 

Meyer Burstein is Executive Head of 

the Metropolis Proied, an international 

proiect that seeks to promote research and 

provide policy-makers with research-based 

advice on the best ways to manage 

migration and diversity issues in cities. 

He can be reached at: 

meyer. burstein@9522apx. cina. cic.x400.gc. ea 

Juillet, Aofit, Septembre 2000, Vol. 40, N° 4 


