Dear Councillors,

Issue

This message is regarding an item that will be appearing at next week’s Transportation Committee, October 3rd, 2007. It is a report from City of Ottawa staff on the estimated cost of studying the reduction of lanes on King Edward Avenue. 

Background of the King Edward Problem

There are a number of issues that make King Edward Avenue the worst street in Ottawa. The most widely cited is the fact that the avenue, a residential street, is the major truck route between Ottawa and Gatineau. After the construction of the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge, in 1965, the city failed to link the bridge, including Highways 5 and 50, to the 417 via a freeway through the downtown or a connection with the Vanier Parkway. Until a solution to this missing link was to be found, King Edward Avenue was to serve as the short-term compromise. Over 40 years later, this short-term compromise has become an urban planning disaster.

In addition to the trucks, the STO continues to use King Edward Avenue as a bus depot. Each day, anywhere from 20-30 buses are parked along King Edward in front of residences and a day care centre. Despite idling by-laws, and community protest, these buses continue to spew pollution in through residences’ windows and choking pedestrians who walk along the street. The buses also block the line of sight at intersections and produce a large amount of noise. According to the 2002 environmental assessment on the King Edward Avenue Renewal, the particulate matter produced by the buses and trucks on the avenue have led to peak-hour levels of pollution that are 200% of the acceptable levels at King Edward and Rideau. This issue of buses parking on King Edward was brought up over 15 years ago by the task force and continues to be unresolved to this day.

Safety is another ridiculous situation. In the past year, two people have been killed in truck related incidents. On July 27th, 2007, a car took a wrong turn on King Edward and the 65-year-old passenger was instantly killed by a truck that smashed into the vehicle. In September of 2006, an elderly male pedestrian was hit, dragged, and killed by a tractor-trailer at King Edward and Rideau. He follows the death of another elderly female pedestrian run over several years ago and the death of a 22-year-old courier driver whose vehicle was hit by another vehicle. In addition to these fatalities, there have been a number of incidents in which individuals have been hit or dragged by tractor-trailers and cars. 

Supposed safety adjustments were made in the late 90’s to both the intersections at King Edward and St. Patrick and King Edward and Rideau. The task force opposed these adjustments, because we believed that they were serving nothing else but to increase the efficiency of vehicular movement. Both of those intersections including Murray Street continue to have a prominent place each year on the city’s list of the high-collision intersections. This seems to reinforce our belief that the exercise served no safety purpose.

Yet another obvious disaster on King Edward Avenue is the pervasive presence of a growing ghetto at the intersection of King Edward and Murray. A large number of social services have been ghettoized along and near King Edward in this area. The social work by these institutions is commended, but the high volume of services and properties owned by these organizations is causing the gradual deterioration in the balance of the community. There are currently 6 or 7 properties owned by the Shepherds of Good Hope alone in this one spot. In addition, a local landowner has left three duplexes abandoned, and two other large buildings dilapidated and vacant in the immediate vicinity. Another large lot has stood vacant for over 15 years. This situation is due in large part to the very low property values due to the terrible street environment. This area is also a part of the overall crack territory that has been often mentioned in the press as of late.

The lack of space for trees is the less known problem. At 6 lanes, and 9 lanes wide at some points, King Edward is just too wide for trees to be planted and to survive the high levels of pollution, salt, and heat. Trees normally need a large amount of ground space to survive. In some cases, the space between the street and residences, along with the trucks, buses, and cars, is only 1 or 2 metres. Besides the issues related to pollution, the noise level has been pegged as high as 72 decibels, which is 21 decibels above City of Ottawa standards. It is in fact very difficult to even have a conversion with someone in your front yard let alone sleep in the front rooms of the residences with the windows open. With those noise and pollution levels spewing in, the situation is intolerable. 

Our Contribution

Our community has made a significant effort over the years to bring an end to the long-standing issues that have been plaguing King Edward Avenue. We founded the King Edward Avenue Task Force in 1986, and it continues to lobby for change over 20 years later. We participated in the Environmental Assessment for the renewal of King Edward Avenue during the 2000-2002 period. Over the past few years, we’ve continued to provide input. The fact that we have been in existence for so long is a bit of a tragedy, because it implies that our issues continue to go unresolved.

In the past year, the King Edward issue has come to another milestone in community support. A tipping point seems to have been reached and the community feels that the current renewal project is going to fail in solving a number of issues that continue to pervade on King Edward Avenue. We believe that we can do better.

This past May we held a well-attended and successful community forum. We have produced a bilingual slide show of the issues regarding King Edward Avenue. Most recently we produced a 4-lane policy document after undertaking our own traffic analysis. We created a website. We have written letters to the editors of papers, and to councillors. We have met with all levels of government. The Minister of Transportation of Ontario, the Honourable Donna Cansfield, met with our group and toured King Edward in early August. Finally, we continue to appear at committees to speak with you councillors and to try and get the never-ending saga of King Edward put to an end.

The 4-lane Option

As one huge step in improving conditions, we are proposing that King Edward Avenue be reduced from 6 to 4 lanes between Boteler and Rideau and from 4 to 2 between Rideau and Laurier. The extra space would be reallocated to create a grand boulevard with numerous trees, bike lanes, and a “buffer zone” between the community and traffic. There are numerous benefits to the community as a result of this proposal. We have made our case clear in the past. 

We believe that this is the only real long-term solution we have until a bridge is built to divert truck traffic from downtown. Unfortunately, that bridge may not come for many years. As such, we think that the 4-lane option will continue to reasonably accommodate traffic on King Edward while providing the community with some relief.

Consultant & City Staff

In the past, it has been the consensus of consultants from Delcan and City of Ottawa staff that the 4-lane option is not possible on King Edward. We worked very hard during the environmental assessment to explain to the consultants of the project that they should consider the ideas of induced traffic and the additional bus capacity that might be available for commuters to switch modes. Unfortunately, the consultant did not seem interested in entertaining our arguments. We were informed quite starkly that the King Edward Renewal was not an improvement project but a replacement of street infrastructure. 

This is in direct obstruction to the whole nature of the process. The original intention of the construction project was not to replace infrastructure but to improve living conditions on King Edward and in the Lowertown community. Unfortunately, the end result was not reflective of this, despite the addition of some trees to the street. The councillors surely could understand the community’s frustration when the street was reduced for the construction period, and traffic chaos did not ensue. This result was in direct contradiction to the consultants’ and city staff’s prediction of traffic chaos (network failure).

The real disappointment in this whole process has been the sense that our community’s concerns have never been a real priority. The fact that so many problems continue to go unresolved seems to reinforce this.

The Current Estimate for a 4-lane Study

The current estimate for the cost of a 4-lane option is being set at $275,000. We believe that given City staff’s past opposition to 4 lanes and the fact that much of this work was supported by input from the Delcan Corporation that this figure is skewed. 

1) First, and foremost, we contend that this is an inflated cost estimate. The King Edward Avenue Task Force has already undertaken an amateur but intense and exhaustive collection of data and analysis at zero cost. Our preliminary findings are significant enough to prove there is merit to our proposed 4-lane option, and that it can be proven at a much less costly rate.

2) Secondly, the report states that this project “would require extensive data collection and analysis.” We believe that this is false. The City of Ottawa already collects intersection bridge counts on a regular basis. We know this, because we’ve already collected and analyzed the data for intersections on King Edward and traffic crossing all the major bridges in the downtown area.

3) Thirdly, the report states that there would need to be a study of the impact on the network due to “redistribution of traffic from the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge corridor.” This statement implies that redistribution will take place by default. The King Edward Avenue Task Force has discovered the exact opposite has occurred after analyzing bridge counts. In fact, the volume of traffic on other corridors has actually decreased.

4) Fourthly, in their report, city staff appears to already favour vehicle traffic over transit. This is quite clear in the statement made in the third paragraph of the “Discussion” section quoted as follows:

“All analysis pertaining to the redistribution, both in terms of vehicular flows and transit ridership, must attempt to rationalize its validity given the subjective relationship that exists between data collected during temporary construction conditions, versus which would ultimately prevail following establishment of permanent conditions once traffic patterns stabilize.”

This statement clearly demonstrates city staff’s understanding of the issue of inducing traffic. They are saying that if King Edward is four lanes due to construction (or 4 lanes permanently), more people will take the bus. Once King Edward is returned to 6 lanes, some who chose to take the bus will return to driving. The true rationale here is that by reducing lanes permanently, we will encourage more people to take the bus, and this supports the city’s Official Plan.

5) Fifth, the report states, “The feasibility study must also consider the network-wide impacts on transit.” This report is suggesting that a study of the available capacity on buses is required. While we agree with this, since we had recommended it in the past, why was this not done during the environmental assessment for the King Edward Avenue Renewal? Should this not have been done already?

6) Finally, the report does not indicate a more thorough breakdown of the costs involved, which leads one to wonder where these costs were obtained and what the process was to create them. 

Conclusion

We believe that a much less expensive and timely study of the 4-lane option is possible. We urge you, Councillors, to consider the findings of the King Edward Avenue Task Force, and for you to implore that a decision needs to be made on this issue. If the evidence shows that we can do this, as our evidence shows, then we must act quickly.

Timeliness and Cost

There is a growing concern that this process is lagging to the point that it threatens the possibility of the implementation of the 4-lane option. The current King Edward construction has already begun paving a small portion of the new 6 lanes including adding sidewalks. The 4-month delay of this cost estimate and any subsequent studies threaten the viability of the 4-lane option. The committee should consider putting an injunction on the King Edward project, or insist on a timely decision being made within weeks.

Thank you for your time.

Respectfully yours,

Michel Vallée, Chairman, King Edward Avenue Task Force

Angela Rickman, President, Lowertown Community Association (192 Bolton Street)

Robert Stehle, President, Sandy Hill Community Association (119 Sweetland Ave.)

John Verbaas, Transit/Transportation Prime, Action Sandy Hill (2-183 Wilbrod St.)

Marc Aubin, Resident, West Lowertown (1-41 Cathcart Street)

Barbara Myers, Resident, 274 King Edward Avenue

Bruce Baker, Resident, East Lowertown (447 Clarence Street)

Marcia Almey, Resident, 88 King Edward Avenue

Christine Hanson, Resident, East Lowertown (255 Clarence Street)

David Milman, Resident, East Lowertown (310 Cathcart Street)

Valerie Burton, Resident East Lowertown (310 Cathcart Street)

Jon and Colleen Sniooer, Residents, East Lowertown (14-310 Cathcart Street)

Sharon Odell, Resident, East Lowertown, (253 Clarence Street)

Sarah Bonesteel, Resident, West Lowertown, (202-100 Bruyere Street)

Dominique Boulais, Resident, West Lowertown, (202-100 Bruyere Street)

Louise Huot, Resident, West Lowertown, (2202-160 George Street)

Jodi Brown, Resident, East Lowertown, (Rockwood Street)

Anthony Carter, East Lowertown, (Rockwood Street)

