April, 2011

221 Clarence Street

Ottawa, ON
K1N 5P9

Dear Councillor Fleury

At the Transportation Committee on Wednesday April 6th, you spoke against the immediate trial implementation of the Four-lane Study on King Edward Avenue.

Jasna Jennings, Executive Directory of the ByWard Market BIA attended to support your position.  A key thrust of her presentation was the increase in unwanted traffic on Dalhousie Street during King Edward construction and the negative effect it has had on business. Therefore she argued, reducing lanes on King Edward would repeat the traffic problems apparently experienced during construction. An example of the negative impact of traffic was that recently a Dalhousie business owner came to a BIA meeting looking for help with her failing business.
Following the meeting, I talked to some of merchants on Dalhousie. Contrary to the views of the ByWard Market BIA, I was told that they did not see traffic as having any negative impact on their business whatsoever.
I documented the opening hours for 39 of the 41 Dalhousie businesses from York Street to St. Andrew Street: 82% (32) open after 9 am and, of those, 90% (29) open after 10 am. Clearly morning commuter traffic is not a problem for these businesses.

I resumed my interviews–interviewing 20 business owners and their staff. I said that the King Edward Avenue Task Force was interested to know if they had noticed a reduction in traffic now that construction on King Edward was completed, and if increased traffic on Dalhousie was a factor in any loss of business.

Not one single owner attributed any negative changes in their business to traffic. Not one single owner noticed any significant change in traffic related to King Edward construction. Many said it would be impossible to attribute traffic to any single cause, since there was so much construction in the area:  Rideau at King Edward closed southbound, lane closings on Sussex during construction, lane reductions during construction of the Conference Centre, and lane closures on the Alexandria Inter Provincial Bridge. They said at times they personally had experienced problems moving around; however there were no negative business impacts.

In fact, not surprisingly, business people I spoke to are in favour of traffic on Dalhousie. In particular, the business owner cited by Ms. Jennings who came to the BIA looking for help, explained to me that there is NOT ENOUGH traffic in front of her store, and wondered if a more northerly exit from King Edward could be arranged to catch MORE TRAFFIC in her block. The Committee was told the opposite.

I have documented the comments I heard—let me share a few.
“What’s not to like about traffic–the more people, preferably going slowly, the more people that see the store. Glad to have traffic on the street.” “The more traffic the better–more eyes on my store.”  “…more traffic is better for business...”  “Ottawa people don’t understand what real traffic is – go to Toronto of Montreal. Quit whining.”  “Businesses were hurt by the recession and the bus strike– traffic had no negative effect on business.” “…Ottawa’s traffic is ridiculous. It is a small city with traffic tied up all the time…poor planning and poor traffic system.”

However, there were complaints:

 “I am convinced I will be killed on King Edward….pedestrian crossings are terrifying... St. Andrew crosswalk signal doesn’t work and cars run the red light”. “…worried about riding my bike this spring…roads are too dangerous” “poor response in getting my business going …red tape… poor response from Councillors” “…traffic is not a problem–parking is a problem”
My conversations with business people on Dalhousie indicate that both you and the Market BIA are out of touch with merchants on the issue of traffic concerns on Dalhousie. How much the misleading and incorrect comments influenced the final vote is uncertain. However, it appears that there is no basis for the comments put forward related to Dalhousie traffic and its impact on business. Linking King Edward Avenue lane reductions to business problems is unfounded. 
Community observers listened in disbelief to the undocumented, anecdotal information provided by the BIA to refute solid technical documentation in the Four-lane Study. It is uncharacteristic in Lowertown for the business sector to blind-side the community in this way.  The Values and Principles of the BIA includes “focusing on residents first and then visitors”.
The community and BIA have enjoyed an amicable, mutually supportive relationship over the years. Now there is mistrust and division. 

I request that you correct the record with your council colleagues and staff on this issue and allow the committee an opportunity to reassess their decision.

Sincerely


Liz MacKenzie, Director
King Edward Task Force
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Jasna Jennings, Director, ByWard Market BIA
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Phil Wasserman, Chair, Byward Market BIA Chair
