Lowertown Activists Work for Community Involvement

by Tom McKegney

The King Edward Avenue area isn't the type of community that's ever likely to have a lot of political influence at City Hall. But that's not stopping Angie Todesco and her King Edward Avenue Task Force from pushing for community involvement in decisions that affect quality of life along some of the inner city's busiest streets.

"When I look out my window, you can't see anything that's changed since I moved in six years ago," Todesco said. "But anything that's not negative is a victory in this community."

The King Edward Avenue area is an urban environment with heavy traffic and a largely transient population. Todesco isn't trying to pretend that this could become an urban utopia. She'd be happy if the community could get together enough to convert some vacant lots into allotment gardens or organize a community picnic to show people they can improve their quality of life.

The city is supporting the effort with the King Edward Community Improvement Plan, which Todesco says is a "really noble effort to get people involved." Through the Community Improvement Plan, the city and area residents are trying to identify ways to improve traffic flow in the neighbourhood. But that's an uphill battle when many residents are tenants. Todesco has been a tenant-rights activist herself, and rather than criticizing their attitudes she says she's working to convince them that community quality of life is an issue that affects them as much as landowning residents.

Overcoming fragmentation
Todesco assumed when she moved in that there would be an active organization of Lowertown residents. Instead she found several groups, each with its own interest base and concerns. "We're very balkanized down here, French and English, East and West." She personally found her interests divided among several groups and decided to try using the moribund Task Force as a way to create links among the various groups.

Even if there were a forum for developing consensus on issues, she said few people in the area believe their concerns will be considered. "It's amazing how defeatist they are. Most of the time you lose when you fight City Hall, but you've got to try anyway." The Task Force has had some success in getting people interested in issues, "but they like to have other people do their battles for them. They don't like to enter the fray."

Municipal involvement hard to organize
Todesco can only dream of having the kind of support that the New Edinburgh community across the river has been able to muster for its battles with urban governments. "They can get 100 people out, with printed signs and professional presentations. When I go to a meeting, people say I should have a delegation with me so that it doesn't look like I'm only talking about the concerns of two or three people."

But a lot of city business is conducted during the day, and few of her Lowertown neighbours are able or willing to take time off to go and watch proceedings. If they do go, there's no guarantee what time their item will be discussed. "About a dozen came with me to one meeting and our item was supposed to be discussed at 10:30. It didn't get going until noon, and they were glaring at me as though it was my fault. And they didn't understand what was going on, so they thought we had lost when in fact we had won."

Battle over Parkway
The recent controversy over extending the Vanier Parkway did mobilize community feeling, but it's an issue Todesco wishes had never come up. She said she tried not to get involved, but King Edward residents felt they had to defend their community when they started hearing suggestions that it was better to leave them with massive traffic problems than to follow through on the original plan to extend the Vanier Parkway through a New Edinburgh park.

Todesco agrees with New Edinburgh critics that the long term solution is to reduce traffic through the downtown, possibly by building bridges further east or west or by convincing commuters to shift to buses or bicycles. But Todesco says the possibility of finding money for new bridges is so remote that the whole scenario is a "red herring." And she says getting drivers to abandon their cars will be an even longer process than getting people to quit smoking.

In the meantime, there will be heavy traffic going through downtown, and Todesco has no illusion that extending the Vanier will take all the pressure off King Edward. "We've got to share the traffic," she argues. "We're not going to send it all back to New Edinburgh."

Todesco said no one likes losing green space to roads, and it's frustrating to be in a position where that's the only real solution being proposed to King Edward traffic problems. New Edinburgh residents will continue to fight the extension, and they have shown they have the resources and the will to put up a powerful lobby.

Consultation, not confrontation
Todesco accepts that this will be a political battle and her group won't have much, if any, influence on the final outcome. She wishes it didn't have to come down to pitting one community group against another. Instead of judging issues based on the number of people a group can bring to a demonstration or its ability to hire experts, she'd like to see a more consultative process where the parties could all sit around the table and reach a consensus on how to resolve problems.

Todesco said she'd even be willing to consider expropriating property and upgrading roads on the west side of the river, but only if some clearly impartial agency had reviewed all the evidence and decided that was the best solution for the whole area and not just the easy way out politically. "Traffic is just like garbage," she said. "You can't just keep sending it off to some poor community."

The next step
The Vanier issue is an emotional one on both sides of the river, but for Todesco, there are more immediate concerns. She's still pushing for city permission to set up allotment gardens in vacant lots that have attracted negative publicity in recent weeks. The community proposed the idea for this summer, but people weren't ready. "Maybe next year," Todesco said. Maybe next year will be the time for a neighbourhood picnic, or a garage sale, to continue building a sense of community. "Those are positive, not conflict things," she said. "If we can get those kinds of things going, people will be glad to participate."
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