Dear friends and neighbors,

Last I night I attended the city council meeting along with board member Lisa Gillis, and other residents of Clair Hills concerned about the proposed development and the Columbia Road extension...

I went to this meeting as a fact finding mission to sort out the misinformation and find clarity on the issues that impact our community. To give you all an indication of the evening events, the meeting began at 6:40pm and concluded at approximately 12:20am.  By the time I left the council chambers it was well after 1am.  

Here is my understanding of the issues presented by both sides in order of occurrence.

First, the City staff involved with planning and environmental safety assessments gave their presentations and justifications for the moving forward of the development and the extension of Columbia Road.  As I understood it, the city is running out of space to grow.  According to Joel Cotter, the City planner, Waterloo only has about one year’s worth of surplus lands that are ready for development. This is low by provincial standards hence the push to get this plan finalized.  This presentation, including questions from council was approximately 2hrs long.  I think it is important to note that delegates were only given 5mins each to speak, and in my judgment this disparity in presentation time set the tone for the evening, specifically about the perception of fairness on council’s behalf.

The developers' lawyer basically threatened council that the developers would be inflexible if the plan was not formally accepted and would not concede on issues that they had offered in the past (e.g. extended land buffers) For obvious reasons they want the plan to go through.

As I understood the environmental perspective, the land that borders South to the Waterloo Golf Academy, west to Wilmot Line and North to fields behind the forested area of our subdivision, is ESL (environmentally sensitive land). The degree of sensitivity of this land is the primary debate, especially with respect to ground water recharge and road salt potentially contaminating the aquifer (the source of drinking water).

Another environmental argument is the fear that vehicles exiting the new development onto Wilmot Line will harm the ESL to the west because of the rise in traffic and the necessity to use this route to access Erb Street.  Another fact worth noting is that Wilmot Line, considered a boundary road between Wilmot Township and the City of Waterloo is actually located in the Town of Wilmot.  I believe this has significant implications with respect to the City being able to widen\pave the southern portion Wilmot Line as traffic use increases. 

There were many other issues discussed, specifically related to water treatment and the displacement of certain species such as the Jefferson Salamander and some type of rare Swallow, from their natural habitat. In addition, developers are proposing a new third pipeline as a solution to divert rain water to the storm water management ponds.  This seems to be a very contentious issue primarily because it is an experimental process that if down the road does not work, could cost the tax payer substantially.  I would share a dollar figure, but despite numerous attempts to get an answer from council as to the replacement cost of this system in 10 years, the City was reluctant to provide a number.  That troubles me.
 
From what I gathered, I believe the keys issues that impact Clair Hills are the following: 

1.  Approximately 11,600 cars per day (1 car every 7 seconds) will travel on Columbia Road when the development is completed.  What I think is important for us all to consider is the route these cars will take.  If the only way in and out of the new development is via Columbia Road, then many will resort to using other roads like St. Moritz, Keats Way and Brandenburg to access Erb Street.   There needs to be significant traffic calming measures put in place, especially since we are already seeing cars racing through our neighborhood on Brandenburg, and Keats Way.  


2.  The noise levels and pollution levels of these cars will be significant.  Noise buffers and barriers need to be in place to maintain the current level in our community.  

3.  Traffic volume...we are beginning to see traffic backing up at 8am and 5pm on Columbia at Erbsville, as well as at the roundabout at Erb and Erbsville.  With the additional traffic expected something needs to be done about increasing the flow in and out of our community.

4.  EMS response time...with traffic at peak times and traffic calming devices in place the speed at which EMS could arrive could be significantly impacted. According to the Fire chief the EMS fire response needs to be under 5mins.  That being said, I am doubtful that EMS would be able to get to a home in the new development during rush hour...

5.  Schooling...where will the children of these developments go? 

What is unclear to me is whether this development needs to be as large as 1600 homes; why not mitigate potential damage to ESL by reducing the size of the development. What is also unclear to me is the level of significant environmental impact from the development?

My belief is that we need to strike a balance that creates a reasonable solution for both parties...There has to be a way for us to create a development so that Waterloo can grow to its full potential while balancing the green focus and mitigating the carbon footprint and impact on the environment.  I am not convinced that both parties have been completely truthful to the full extent of their positions.  And what I know to be true is that this is a very delicate matter.

If council decides to go back to the Province, I understand that Mayor Halloran's council would be fighting against her own staff.  That sounds ludicrous to me and all this would likely come out of the tax payers pocket.

I don't think it is possible to stop this development; I do however think it is absolutely imperative that we as a community make sure that we are involved in every step possible so we stay informed.

I would also like to mention the efforts of Karen Scian, who in my estimation asked some very tough questions of the City and I think had the appropriate level of challenge to represent our ward superbly.

If you would like to contact me about any questions you may have about the Columbia Road extension and the future development please do not hesitate to contact me.

In service,


David Robinson
President CHCA
519.208.9444
