King Edward Avenue Task Force – Recent History – 1990-2010

*Note: the following historical review provides a flavour of the Task Force’s years between 1986-2010. It is in no way complete or unbiased, but was written to give the reader a sense of what this group was about. It must be remembered that many of the Task Force’s volunteers sacrificed countless hours of their lives to the betterment of their community. This should not be taken lightly and their efforts need to be remembered.

The King Edward Avenue Task Force has always been a loosely organized and small group of people. The majority of its members have been on or near King Edward Avenue. Much of its history can be traced back to its list of achievements and the numerous studies conducted since the early 1980’s on improving the avenue in which the group would have taken part. The group first met in the old Armand-Pagé Community Centre on King Edward Avenue, which was once a fire station, and later moved to the Routhier Community Centre where it still meets today.

In 1986, the group was formed following Mayor Jim Durrell’s vision for a Paris-like Champs-Élysées. The group’s founders were Vivian Hostetler and David Arenburg. 

From 1986-2000, Angie Todesco was president of the group and became somewhat legendary among local politicians and planners. Angie was a fighter who cared very much about her community. She was responsible for numerous achievements including helping plant daffodils in King Edward Avenue Park, cleaning up garbage, going to the Ontario Municipal board on three separate occasions, etc. She kept the group of 5-10 members together over those years through her passionate and action-oriented approach to the problems that faced King Edward Avenue.

Among Angie’s great successes was the long-lasting impression she left upon the city’s people in terms of the gravity of the problem of truck traffic through downtown Ottawa. Even in 2010, councillors and civil servants remembered her. 

One of Angie’s last efforts was an Ontario Municipal Board appeal of the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton’s renewal of its Official Plan. The plan included the removal of several corridors that had been protected over the past few decades for new bridges and connections in the region. Many of the corridors being removed, including the Kettle Island Bridge and Vanier Parkway Extension corridors, had direct implications for King Edward Avenue.

In the early 1990’s, the City of Ottawa developed a Community Improvement Plan for King Edward Avenue. Many local politicians, including Lowertown’s regional councillor, Madeleine Meilleur, and Mayor Jim Watson, believed that the plan should wait until a new bridge was built. As we found out, years later, in 2010, the bridge would still not have been built.

Angie and the Task Force teamed up with Peggy Ducharme and the Rideau BIA, a local business association. The BIA’s lawyer, Joshua Moone, led the effort to re-insert the lost corridors in city plans and to request the immediate implementation of the King Edward Avenue Community Improvement Plan. Details of the appeal are available in the final decision that was rendered in 1999. The final decision removed the Vanier Parkway Extension, but protected the Kettle Island Bridge corridor. In addition, and to the great satisfaction of the Task Force, the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton was also ordered to place the King Edward Avenue Community Improvement Plan at the top of its infrastructure agenda. Strangely, it was not until 2006 that the first shovel actually touched ground.

At the time, many local politicians, especially Councillor Madeleine Meilleur, were very unhappy with the the Task Force and Rideau BIA’s decision to go to the Ontario Municipal Board. Relations between the regional councillor and the Task Force had soured in recent years. The main point of contention was the Kettle Island crossing. Ms. Meilleur, supported by the president of the Manor Park Community Association, Pierre De Blois, believed that the Kettle Island crossing was a bad location for a bridge. The Task Force was of the opinion that all options should be protected until a final location was chosen. Ms. Meilleur would later become the city councillor for Lowertown and the local MPP much later.

Angie carried the group almost from its very start in 1986 until 2000 when the group was taken over by Michel Vallée of King Edward Avenue. Angie moved away to another community, Manor Park, where she was still living in 2010. Guy Monette, another committed member of the Task Force, had left the group in late 1998.

The regular members that attended the Task Force’s monthly meetings between 1999-2000 were Angie, Michel Vallée, Marc Aubin, Leonard Belaire, Justine O’Brien, Evelyn Dreyfus, and Chris Bartle. Marie-Claire Wallace also attended some of the meetings. Chris moved away to Europe for two years in circa 2000. 

In 1999, Marc Aubin, by far the youngest member of the group, presented a report to the Task Force, which outlined possible recommendations for the upcoming environmental assessment. The group revised the document and formally submitted it to local politicians and the city.

The 2000-2002 years were focused on the implementation of the King Edward Avenue Community Improvement Plan. Sadly, as the members soon discovered, this would be nothing short of a negative process. The regional government hired the Delcan Corporation to undertake an environmental assessment of the rebuilding of the avenue. Provincial law required this kind of study for any major work to be done. 

Marc Aubin and Michel Vallée attended regular public consultation group meetings at City Hall along with other stakeholders. As the assessment progressed, the Task Force grew more and more wary of the process. There was a fundamental disagreement between the consultants and the Task Force in terms of priorities. The Task Force was of the opinion that this project was about improving the life of those who lived on and near King Edward Avenue. While the consultants agreed, their focus appeared to be mainly on maintaining and enhancing traffic flow. The lead consultant, Ron Jack, even once stated that this was not a beautification project, but an infrastructure renewal project. In other words, their main goal was to replace the underground untilities, sewer systems and roadway. Much of the debate that took place is captured within the correspondence between Marc Aubin, Michel Vallée and the City and consultants.

The environmental assessment came to its end on July 17th, 2002, when the final report was presented to Transportation Committee. Many of the components of the original plan, and additional recommendations made in subsequent years by the Task Force, had not been accepted by the consultants. While the Task Force was quite upset by the loss of a promised t-intersection to replace the on and off ramps to the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge, near Boteler Street and King Edward Avenue, other measures had been accepted. 

The Task Force made one last plea for the reduction of King Edward from 6 to 4 lanes at the July 2002 meeting of the Transportation Committee and was supported by local Councillor, Clive Doucet, who made a passionate and inspiring speech. Sadely, even Lowertown’s local councillor did not support the Task Force’s request, leaving the fight to Councillors Doucet and Cullen. The process had left some members quite disappointed and suspicious of city staff and politicians for many years to come.

Between 2002 and 2007, the Task Force folded itself into the Lowertown Community Association. Marc Aubin became an inactive member during these years, since he had moved back to the suburbs. Evelyn Dreyfus had begun a career in real estate and later moved out of the City. Leonard Belaire had also been part of the Lowertown Community Association, but he soon became inactive and his status was unknown in 2010. Justine O’Brien retired from the government a few years later. Chris Bartle was seen attending the King Edward Community Forum held in 2007.

The Lowertown Community Association, led by another passionate community member, Angela Rickman, took up the cause of King Edward Avenue in 2007. Following the death of an elderly pedestrian in September of 2006 and the cancellation of a crosswalk installation at Cathcart Street in early 2007, the group held a protest on King Edward Avenue. The event garnered some media attention and was successful in terms of attendance. This spurred the resurrection of the King Edward Avenue Task Force.

Marc Aubin reappeared on the scene and chaired a committee that was tasked by the Lowertown Community Association with preparing a King Edward Avenue Forum in May of 2007. The members of this committee and details of the work it did can be found in the meeting summaries of the group. The event that took place on May 31st of 2007 was an enormous success in terms of attendence, presentations and discussion. It included at least 75-100 people in attendence, an excellent video/slide presentation on the issues affecting King Edward, and information boards on pollution and issues. Politicians and local leaders sat up front and were questioned about the community issues in relation to the avenue.

Emboldened by the forum, the King Edward Avenue Task Force took its issues to City Hall. Between 2007 and 2010, a plethora of community meetings, letters, city hall meetings, policy documents, news reports, etc, took place. The Task Force was successful in gaining the ear of the media, which led to a large number of excellent stories in the local newspapers, TV, and radio. The work undertaken during this time would most likely take up 5-10 pages of writing.

From 2007-2010, the Task Force fought for a crosswalk at Cathcart Street, removal of transit bus parking on King Edward and in the neighbourhood, air quality testing, lane reductions, and movement on the building of a new interprovincial bridge. The Task Force’s minutes from its meetings provide good details on attendance and what took place during these years.

The Task Force was also successful in building a very good relationship with Councillor George Bédard in the 2006-2010 years. Without his help, much of the efforts of the group would not have progressed far. A renewed relationship with MPP Madeleine Meilleur also helped the Task Force make contact with important provincial politicians. The Task Force met with the two different Ontario Ministers of Transportation during these years. 

The work of the Task Force continues to unfold and, in 2010, the group is hoping to launch an even greater effort for community involvement with a very ambitious plan. As it was said at the end of its forum video in 2007:

“No one can take away a dream from us, because it is in us… we must not forget King Edward and Lowertown…”

Marc Aubin,

Member,

King Edward Avenue Task Force,

May 2010

Past and Present members that regularly attended meetings over the years and/or participated in moving issues forward:

· Vivian Hostetler (founding member)

· David Arenburg (founding member)

· Angie Todesco (chair from circa 1986-1999)

· John and Karen Finn (early members)

· Jeff Rice (past member)

· Guy Monette (past member)

· Wylie Stewart (current member)

· Marc Aubin (current member)

· Leonard Belaire (past member)

· Chris Bartle (past member)

· Marie-Claire Wallace (past member)

· Evelyn Dreyfus (past member)

· Justine O’Brien (past member)

· Michel Vallée (chair, 2000 - Present)

· Barbara Myers (current member)

· Bruce Baker (current member)

· Liz Mackenzie (current member)

· David Milman (current member)

· Bill Campbell (current member)

· Nathan Davis (current member)

