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ON NOVEMBER 17, 2014, more than 1,000 people 
gathered in Montreal to share diverse per-
spectives on a topic close to everyone’s 
heart: the future of their city. One of North 
America’s key economic hubs since its 
founding in 1642, and the commercial cap-
ital of Canada well into the 1970s, Montreal 
entered the 21st century with its dynamism 
depleted. Compared to Canada’s five lar-
gest cities, it had the lowest GDP growth 
and the highest rate of unemployment. 
Population growth was half that of its peers.

What could be done to restore the energy 
that had always distinguished this vibrant, 
cosmopolitan city? This was the subject of 
the daylong conference at Place des Arts,  
as representatives from various sectors –  
including business, education, the arts and 
scientific research – came together with 
community leaders to share ideas. United 
by the slogan Je vois Montréal (“I see 
Montreal”), delegates sensed an inflection 

point where shared concerns could become 
a movement for positive change. And one 
of its strongest voices was a well-known 
champion of Montreal’s economic growth: 
Jacques Ménard, Chairman of investment 
advisors BMO Nesbitt Burns and President 
of BMO Financial Group in Quebec.

Seeing what’s possible
Je vois Montréal grew out of a pro bono 
study conducted in 2014 by Boston Con-
sulting Group in partnership with BMO. 
Examining 78 major cities around the 
world, the research team identified seven 
that had faced challenges comparable to 
Montreal’s and successfully revitalized 
their economies. The study identified im-
portant factors those cities have in com-
mon, such as: strong leadership at the 
metropolitan level, supported by higher 
levels of government; an emphasis on fos-
tering human capital, especially through 

Under the banner Je vois Montréal, one of North America’s 
oldest cities is revitalizing itself through a grassroots collabora-
tion that blends commerce, culture and social change.
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higher-education institutions; and, above 
all, perseverance – because turning around 
a slow decline requires long-term effort.

More than 50 leaders from key sectors 
and every area of Greater Montreal were 
consulted for the study. The final report 
was both hopeful and candid, highlight-
ing the city’s weaknesses alongside its 
strengths. Advantages included the robust 
aerospace, high-tech, multimedia and  
biopharmaceutical industries; a well- 
educated population (with proportionally 
more university students than, for ex-
ample, Boston); a multilingual workforce; 
and the positive impact, for both tourism 
and employment, of the city’s many major 
cultural and sporting events.

The report made 10 specific recom-
mendations in areas such as engagement, 
infrastructure, talent retention and long-
term ambitions. When it was published, 
Montreal’s civic leaders were galvanized 
into action and began developing a frame-
work for implementing some of the key rec-
ommendations. Je vois Montréal evolved 
from a conversation into a social movement, 
and it was citizens who would create the re-
vitalization initiatives and see them through 
– with the municipal government, the Board 
of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal and  
BMO playing strategic supporting roles.

“Montreal will be what we make of it,” 
Jacques Ménard stresses. “We’ve devel-
oped this bad habit of waiting for solutions 
to come from up high. Well, you know 
what? They never do. Cities come back 
when people mobilize themselves and 
decide that they can make their commun-
ities a better place.” 

The organizers of Je vois Montréal en-
gaged with community groups, colleges and 
universities, and the business, scientific and 
cultural sectors. Through this consultative 
process, 181 initiatives were deemed to be 
worth pursuing. And as various proposals 
gained traction, the movement took on a 
new name for its execution phase: Je fais 
Montréal (“I make Montreal”). 

An idea worth sharing
An advisory board chaired by Montreal’s 
mayor helps to oversee and drive mobiliz-
ation efforts. And a committee comprising 
representatives from the business and  
academic sectors is creating an index of 
socioeconomic impacts from the initial  
Je fais Montréal projects, with the goal of  
measuring their contribution to renewed 
momentum.

By June 2016, more than 100 projects had 
been launched or were at the testing stage. 
They encompass many different aspects of 
the city’s life, from media and technology to 
public health and the environment. For ex-
ample, Montréal Houblonnière (“Montreal 
Hopfield” – see page 47) has arranged for 
thousands of hops to be planted around 
buildings across the city. AéroPortail is a 
digital ecosystem that helps young people 
access information on Quebec’s aerospace 
industry and potential career opportu-
nities. And L’Extension is a clinic offering  
remedial education and health services to 
residents of Parc-Extension, a multicultural 
neighbourhood in the north part of the city.

The sheer variety of Je fais Montréal  
projects reflects the multifaceted nature of 
the city and the diversity of its citizens. The 
common threads are civic pride, a sense  
of empowerment and a belief in positive 
change. As Jacques Ménard sums it up: 
“We’ve made people participants in the 
future of their city. This project understands 
the importance of human capital – from the 
literary, artistic, cultural and educational 
worlds, as well as the private and public 
sectors. I’m convinced that what we’ve 
achieved so far can be a blueprint for other 
cities, providing insights, a template and 
tools for making decisions that represent 
the best of their communities.” 

BMO’s Jacques 
Ménard speaking at 
the Je vois Montréal 
conference.

$1.5 Million
BMO pledged  
$1.5 million for the 
naming of the new 
BMO Theatre Centre 
in Vancouver, in part-
nership with Bard 
on the Beach and 
Arts Club Vancouver 
Theatre Society.




