*Note: sent to 124 professors of urban planning on September 6th, 2010 via email

Dear Professor,

We are writing to you and many of your colleagues to inform you about a very important urban problem. It is a real case study that we believe could be of interest to your field of study. As many of you know, transportation is often at the apex of urban issues, although poor urban land-use planning and transit systems are the real source of the problems. Stubborn and sometimes ill-informed engineering standards can also be a major stumbling block. Have you ever heard of road diets? Have you ever heard of the clash between urban residents and the need to move goods by truck through cities? Have you ever heard of the debates about traditional town planning versus modern planning? We think there is still much debate to be had and you are the ones we are looking to as our voice for informed change.

We are writing to you about our street – King Edward Avenue. It is a main artery in downtown Ottawa that is most likely one of the worst streets in the country. In 1965, at the height of poor urban planning, a highway bridge was built in downtown Ottawa. The plan called for the demolition of two of Ottawa’s oldest neighbourhoods, Lowertown and Sandy Hill. Thankfully, the highway was never built. Most of the community and its heritage were saved. Unfortunately, the interim solution was to destroy King Edward Avenue – a residential street at the centre of these two communities by widening it from 4 to 6 and as many as 8 lanes at intersections. This avenue was one of the most beautiful streets in Ottawa and an example of an older form of town planning that had a certain respect for the human scale that once defined Canadian cities. Today, 50,000 vehicles per day, including the majority of the interprovincial truck traffic (3,000 trucks/day) use this residential street. Abandoned buildings, empty lots, drug trafficking and homeless shelters, accidents, speeding, noise, etc, have become common problems.
You might ask: why has this problem of King Edward Avenue not been solved for over 45 years? It is a complex one as you will learn. Part of the solution is to build another bridge in east end Ottawa to Gatineau in Quebec. There is not one bridge in the city’s east end linking these two major cities. As a result, cars and trucks use King Edward Avenue and a circuitous route through the downtown to travel between the two cities. Much of the car traffic is destined for the east end where no bridge exists. Meanwhile, the trucks are barely able to move through other downtown streets, one of which is the most heavily walked pedestrian environment in the city – Rideau Street. NIMBYISM, political inertia, multiple levels of government responsibility, and the fact that the poorest people in the City of Ottawa live in the vicinity of King Edward Avenue, are among many of the reasons for inaction. This is a just cause that needs to be known about all across Canada in all urban planning circles.

We are writing to you for two specific reasons. First, we would like to interest you in using our situation as a case study. A visit to our website (www.kingedwardavenue.com) might prove helpful in getting you interested. It is a rich resource for those of you who want to peer into a real case study of a major urban problem. You will find that it has been very carefully crafted to give people the history of the street and its problems, a breakdown of the current issues, and information about the ways in which the community has tried to respond.

The second reason was to indicate to you that a very interesting debate is taking place. It is a debate between those who support transportation engineering standards and those who support urban planning with transportation as only one component of a much more intricate and delicate web of planning. After years of debate, we were able to convince the City of Ottawa’s councillors to order a study on the idea of reducing King Edward Avenue from 6 to 4 lanes. It sounds crazy on the surface, since there are few case studies to compare with, but the fact is that the results from a professional urban planning and engineering consultant company showed it was doable. In response, as you might have guessed, we have run into major concerns from city staff, especially transportation planners. We, on other hand, believe that we have finally cracked the established belief that increasing transportation capacity, even at the cost of all other quality of life factors, is the final and ultimate goal. The debate continues on this front, but we need you to be aware of this important philosophical battle. It is extremely important, because it might very well inform the academic world of urban transportation for years to come.

In our efforts, we have come across much opposition. Planners have fiercely defended the status quo on King Edward Avenue due to concerns about the downtown transportation network. Their focus on transportation issues seems to trump all other concerns and even policies on which our own city’s Transportation Master Plan and Official Plan were based. As an organization that his been struggling to solve this urban problem since 1986, we sometimes feel that there is very little interest shown in trying to solve our problems. Is this an indication of the incapacity of a modern city like Ottawa to competently deal with its challenges and follow its true values?
We hope that through your own efforts you can bring our story to light. Our fight has indicated to us that there is a great gap still in the urban planning and engineering fields and we think you can work to fill that gap one day.

Respectfully yours,

Marc Aubin,

Vice-Chair, King Edward Avenue Task Force

