Transportation committee on road to doing nothing

 Lowertown residents let down by councillor, staff
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 OTTAWA — Watching the city’s transportation committee Wednesday, it was easy to forget that this is the 21st century.

In fact, one would have to go back to the 1960s to find the last time when politicians thought the car was king, inner city blight was acceptable and communities didn’t matter.

The issue at hand was fixing the six-lane traffic sewer we call King Edward Avenue by narrowing it to four lanes, creating at least a hope that this once-great street could be livable again.

It’s something people in Lowertown have been seeking for 25 years, and they came armed with a compelling case that was supported by the city’s own engineering consultants.

Yet councillors on the transportation committee rejected any action for at least a decade, choosing cars over people in a decision that would cause one to wonder if these politicians have any human values at all.

King Edward Avenue between Rideau Street and the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge is a six-lane stub of what was to be a freeway all the way to the Queensway.

That idea was rejected in the 1970s, and the core has paid the price ever since as big trucks wind their way through the downtown.

One would have to question the utility of a six-lane road that connects a four-lane bridge to a four-lane road, but city transportation engineers love it.

So much so that the city just spent about $50 million on a complete redo of the road.

While this money was being “invested,” the city was also spending $175,000 on a study of whether the road should be narrowed to four lanes, something people in Lowertown have been seeking for years.

Imagine how awkward it must have been for city staff when a respected independent consulting firm concluded that the four-lane version of the road would have minimal impact on traffic and transit and that reducing the road’s width was just the sort of thing called for by the city’s major urban policies.

About the worst effects the consultants could find were that empty buses heading for Rideau Street could be delayed by 30 seconds, or that drivers could spend an extra minute and a half to travel this part of King Edward. The consultants were able to determine this with some certainty because King Edward was narrowed to four lanes for an extensive period of time during construction.

Compare that to the fact that five people have been killed and 67 injured in traffic accidents in this area in just the past five years. Compare that to the fact that the street is so unlivable that buildings have been boarded up, even though the surrounding area is a condo hotbed.

The community had many fine arguments to make, but unfortunately none of them were put forward by their councillor, Matthieu Fleury. The councillor was more persuaded by a business association concerned about traffic in the ByWard Market and by the arguments of city staff who sure weren’t going to admit their shiny new road was a mistake, no matter what their consultants said.

The rookie councillor failed to understand that his job is to champion his community and its concerns, especially when those concerns are put forward by a well-organized group that has the backing of three major community associations. Even if a councillor has his own doubts about the community’s arguments, he needs to make sure that his colleagues understand them. Instead, Fleury used his time to scratch for reasons to support his own point of view.

City staff ought to be embarrassed by the recommendation they put in front of the committee. It contradicts the high-minded urban policies they have been trumpeting for years. It was particularly ironic that the poor chap with the job of selling it has the title of manager of sustainability.

In the end, staff couldn’t find a way around the fact that keeping King Edward at six lanes contradicts everything they are trying to accomplish downtown. To square the circle, they proposed reducing it to four lanes, but only after transit use rises to an unlikely level and the mythical new interprovincial bridge is opened. If everything went as quickly as possible, that would be a decade from now. The only thing standing in its way is a ton of bureaucracy, disagreement on the location and the money to build the bridge.

The most disturbing part of this whole discussion was that most on the transportation committee seemed to have only the foggiest idea of what this issue was about. Their staff gave them a choice between action in the far distant future and doing nothing. They didn’t see a problem with that.

The real goal on King Edward should be restoring the street to something that looks like it belongs in Ottawa, not Detroit. Narrowing the road is a necessary first step. Not in a decade, now.

Instead, councillors chose traffic movement over people. This is not how you build a city.

Read more: http://www.ottawacitizen.com/news/Transportation+committee+road+doing+nothing/4571571/story.html#ixzz1Iy72FGZ7
