King Edward group keeps up 25-year fight

 Lowertown residents are battling what is essentially a six-lane highway running through their neighbourhood, writes Bruce Deachman
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Marc Aubin sometimes wonders if it will take a horrific calamity - an overturned truck carrying toxic chemicals, for example - before authorities will finally lend a serious ear to Lowertown residents' concerns surrounding the volume and speed of traffic coursing along King Edward Avenue.

For 25 years, the King Edward Avenue Task Force, a small citizens' advocacy group of which Aubin is current chair, has lobbied politicians and planners - in vain, for the most part - to do something about what is essentially a six-lane highway cutting through the middle of their neighbourhood.

Numerous issues are in play, including not just the speed and volume of traffic, but also noise, excessive truck traffic, pollution, safety and the general well-being of nearby residents and the area's livability.

Yet any discussion of building another bridge to link Ottawa with Gatineau - across Kettle Island or the Upper and Lower Duck islands have been well-discussed options - are generally met with strong opposition from those neighbourhoods.

"It can be soul-sucking," says Aubin, who first got involved with the group 13 years ago. "It's very frustrating.

"The system is a big monster, and trying to get the system to notice you is tough, and even when you get noticed, it's difficult to get things done. It seems like every step of the way, whenever we're close to doing something significant, there aren't the politicians at City Hall with courage enough to say, 'We need to do something for Lowertown.'

"It's always been more like: 'Well, trucks are important; we've got to get them through,' or 'Gatineau commuters have to get out of Ottawa as quickly as they can,' or, 'We have to push as many transit buses through downtown Ottawa as we can, even if they're half empty.' "

"There are all these frustrations we run into trying to solve the problem, and sometimes it's just as if we've been forgotten."

Yet despite his group's oft-dashed hopes, Aubin was among about 30 people who gathered in King Edward Avenue Park, at the corner of Cathcart, on Saturday to honour past chairs Angie Todesco and Michel Vallée, plant a ceremonial tree and celebrate a quarter-century of perseverance.

Cake was served and jazz guitar played, while attendees who braved the high winds and single-digit temperature could browse historical photographs that showed a King Edward Avenue wholly at odds with the current one.

"It used to be two lanes - one going north and the other south - with a large park with lots of trees in the middle," recalled former city councillor Georges Bédard, who was born and raised in a house at King Edward and Bruyère. "That's where we played."

That was before 1965, when the construction of the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge turned King Edward into a super-wide on-and off-ramp. Bédard, who as president of the Sandy Hill planning committee in the 1970s, successfully fought and defeated a plan that would have seen the boulevard's six lanes continue south past Rideau Street, through Sandy Hill to the Queensway, lamented the current mindset at City Hall.

"You have a city council promoting easy access for cars, instead of trying to reduce access for cars. If that kind of mentality continues, you're going to end up with divided highways dividing communities.

"The answer," he added, "is to be more responsible to neighbourhoods and look at what impact traffic is having on those neighbourhoods and deal with that issue, instead of simply building larger roadways."

To that end, the King Edward Avenue Task Force has done its homework, and its website - kingedwardavenue.com - boasts a plethora of historical and statistical information supporting the organization's plight and its chief effort to have traffic on King Edward reduced from six lanes to four.

Only three per cent of drivers using the street, for example, comply with the posted speed limit of 50 km/h; most drive at 75 km/h.

Sixty-seven pedestrians, meanwhile, were injured in accidents on King Edward between 2005 and 2010. Fatalities, most involving trucks, occurred in 1997, 2006, 2007, 2008 and 2009.

"King Edward was set up like a highway," says Aubin, "and it acts like a highway.

"That's why so many people are getting killed. That's why people speed."

Meanwhile, truck and bus traffic on King Edward causes temporary noise as loud as 94 decibels, well above provincial and municipal standards that say they shouldn't exceed 55 decibels.

Additionally, there were 828 crime-related occurrences reported on King Edward Avenue between 2002 and 2007, including nearly 500 thefts and robberies and 120 drugrelated incidents.

"You have a six-lane road where cars are speeding," said Aubin. "Who wants to live on a street like that? So you end up with abandoned buildings and vacant lots, and all these problems feed off each other."

Aubin notes that when traffic on King Edward was reduced to four lanes a few years ago to accommodate improvements to its infrastructure, a study completed for the city found that no major traffic issues resulted.

"If you make a street that's worth living on," Aubin says, "maybe that will encourage change."
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Read more: http://www.ottawacitizen.com/King+Edward+group+keeps+year+fight/5489964/story.html#ixzz1ZwNbopLU
[image: image1.jpg]



Marc Aubin (L), Chair of the King Edward Task Force, presents a plaque to Angie Todesco (R) recognizing her as a founder of the Task Force, during a 25th anniversary celebration of the King Edward Avenue Task Force, in Ottawa, October 1, 20111. Over the years, the Task Force has advocated for removal of truck traffic, beautification of the street, and solutions to other problems on the avenue.
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