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Minutes:

The meeting began at 7:00 PM and was chaired by Councillor David Miller.

Business Arising from the Minutes of the Previous Meeting:

Hydrology and soil:

John Davies tabled REON’s report on hydrology and soil conditions.  Community members at the previous meeting requested this report.  John said that the report confirms that the buildings can be constructed within the existing building envelopes.  The report also details construction and monitoring techniques.  Bob Leech described the site geology and hydrology conditions.  He noted that the study utilized data from 50 boreholes.  A map of the boreholes (this had been requested at the previous meeting) was made available for review.  Several copies of the report were circulated to people representing the boards of neighbouring condos.  Additional copies are available from John Davies on request.  John also said that REON is volunteering to conduct home or building assessments of neighbouring buildings, prior to construction.  There was a question about the meaning of “assurance”.  John reiterated that REON will be using proper monitoring and construction techniques to mitigate impact, and he suggested that interested parties read the report and raise any questions at the next meeting.

A representative of the Condo Board at 60 Southport said that their Board had recently sent a written response acknowledging REON’s requests for information about water damage issues within their building, but no information has been released as yet.  He said that the Board would submit the REON report on hydrology and soil conditions to their engineer for review.

Traffic Study:

John Davies said that the additional traffic information requested at the previous meeting is not yet available – data is still being collected and analyzed.  This information will be available on Wednesday, April 18th, and the report will be circulated to members of the Working Group as soon as it is available.

Agenda Item - Built Form

John Davies asked people to review new sketches and computer images that had been produced for this meeting.  He then made a presentation on built-form using PowerPoint slides.  In this he emphasized some issues relating to the economics of the project:

1. The overall project was targeted for “mid” market, not luxury and this related well to Swansea’s present inclusive mix of residents.

2. Phasing was important to make financial exposure and risk acceptable.

3. The market currently is good for the townhouse form but there is not a great demand for low-rise (5-6 storey) buildings.

4. REON must satisfy the strict lending criteria of banks and mortgage companies to secure financing.

5. Given the price point targeted, the smaller units in the project will definitely fall within the affordable housing category – a City requirement, but also reflects Swansea’s mix of residents – a broad range of residents.

David Miller asked architect Mark Sterling to make a presentation based on his review of the proposed built-form.

Mark introduced himself saying that he spends a lot of time on variety of urban design and architectural projects, and has spent a lot of time at OMB.  He was formerly acting director of urban design for old city of Toronto.  He said that he was asked by 1 Ripley residents, Frank Hoff and his wife Jean, to look at site and provide independent comments.  He said that the nature of the development is very important to them because they live across the street from it.  His initial approach was to ask, “what if I am the architect – what are the issues for a site like this and what would I throw out on the table”.  He noted that his experience of the site would be different than for people who live very close to it.  He has a feel for the role the site plays with regard to coming into Toronto and leaving Toronto.

He said that to get acquainted with the built-form issues he has attended REON’s open house and met with John Davies, David Moore and Harry Pellow at the Pellow Architects office. He has also reviewed the planning application and supporting reports, and talked with others with professional architectural backgrounds, particularly Paul Didur, to draw on their experience to get a sense of what the range of criteria are from development perspective.

He said that he wanted to make it clear that he was not attending this meeting to criticize the design of the buildings, or to tell the city or developers how to design the buildings.  He noted that this plan is a preliminary proposal – not a detailed design, but a lot of detailed thinking, particularly about the logic of phasing construction and the ability to market the condominiums and townhomes.  

His comments focused on framing the zoning, permissions, and encouraging thinking about the project to open doors to some other things happening on the site that would be good for the community and good for the developers as well.  He noted, “design evolves as you go along, and the REON presentation shows this.  I will make an argument for a zoning framework that allows the plan to evolve.”

He stated that the absolute height of the towers is not necessarily an issue – people often have a fear of tall buildings having drastic impact.  However, in some cases, it may be that height that is a problem - in some cases the issue is really more about existing built-form, the relationship of elements to one another and points of view.

His biggest concern is about the visual impact of the current plan – on the positive side, he said that it does tend to create “smart” north-south view corridors, however he does not feel it addresses some other issues of view.

He said that the plan represents a high degree of predictability.  The kind of zoning proposed is too specific and cuts off possibilities for further evolution of design – market changes, processes by which projects get implemented.  He said that the width of zoning with specific parcelizstion and zoning envelopes cut off potential evolutions of design.  He explained his argument for allowing REON to have more flexible building envelopes.

He explained that zoning and heights are determined by density – a reasonable way to try to describe the potential of the current application for 2X coverage.  The current application for 2X coverage represents a logical and simple way to put the plan in place.  The problem is that by fixing strict relationship of height to parcel to density the developer is locked into an approach to what might happen in the long run.  He said that there is some flexibility of the width of the zoning envelopes, but not sufficient flexibility to think about an alternative “point-tower” form – a virtually square tower with broader dimension in east-west and narrower in north-south.  Some flexibility at that level would be useful.  Height would probably have to increase, but one should not be afraid of the absolute height of these buildings.  For the community, the current zoning envelopes represent a single outcome and a degree of certainty about the future of the site, but this may not be the most desirable outcome for all parties.  He said it is possible to get certainty on really important things like gaps between the buildings without having to lock into a certain height regime.

He asked whether the towers should be in points where they are fixed.   Do the towers need to be equally spread out from one another?  In the current application they cannot move.  There might be other logical ways to approach their positioning - maybe the western tower could move a little to the west.  It is also possible to imagine the middle tower moving over to the east towards the Windermere corner with Queensway.  However, if the application is approved with the current envelopes, if there was a decision to change positioning the developer would have to start over or go to committee of adjustments.  He asked “is it smart to really pin it down to the degree that it has been pinned down?” He argued that the City could afford the developers some flexibility.  He argued that the market might push developers in a different direction.  The problem with fixed zoning is that other building types may later emerge, building types, which may improve the overall view, but don’t fit restrictive zoning.

He said it is very important to loosen up on built form controls and find another ways to create certainty about the outcome for the community, the City and the developers.  This would require preparing one or two other documents to go with a zoning bylaw – design and structuring guidelines that get placed on paper.  More flexible zoning within these guidelines will enable protection of key principles, with room for on-going discussion with developers about what the actual form should be.  The document should have some staying power – principles on which the site should develop over time – and provide a context for specific decisions on how the project evolves.  For example, if the guidelines say that there needs to be a clear pedestrian network, this would guide decisions.  “If you get flexibility, you get a process that is more continuous and can evolve.”

He also commented on the specific with zoning envelopes for the towers, which illustrate consistent extrusions all the way down to the ground.  If one is thinking about a more hybrid idea of what units might look like at grade, these envelopes leave nowhere on the ground to attach more buildings to the towers.  He said there should be a relatively clear set of guidelines and locations for tall towers, but on the ground, at grade, there could be many more ways to plan the site if the envelopes provide for that flexibility.  He said that the human and community animation of this type of site is on the ground plane – this will require zoning that will enable this to happen – it is important to keep options open. 

He concluded by saying that he found the process of jumping in at the last minute an interesting one, and appreciated the openness that REON showed to him.  He appreciated that this is an interactive process, which he said is a good thing for everyone.  He said that his comments could extend the life of that interactive activity… “not necessarily with 8 million more of these meetings, but with documents that people work on together to capture the principles.”

David Miller asked if local architect, Paul Didur had additional comments.  Paul stated that Mark Sterling has looked at the site as a non-resident with an impassionate eye, but that as a resident he looks at it more passionately, but also as someone in the design industry for a long time.  He said that it is inevitable that this piece of land is going to being developed – what kind of development do we want there is an important question.  He said that the plan has evolved a bit more than what he had seen when he first got involved with the process in Fall, however, he has looked at it recently and did not see the kind of texture he was looking for.  He described texture as the ability for a person to recognize the style of the buildings at a number of different levels and be comfortable with it… at the street level the basic design questions might revolve around “who is my neighbour at the neighbourhood level”.  Any site like this has phenomenal opportunities to bring something better to the community – and to start a process which actually improves the community.  This development could be a kind of catalyst that can add a dimension of improvement to neighbourhood.

He said that he thought the edge conditions along the Queensway be treated differently than Windermere.  He recommended a variety of building heights along the Queensway, noting that from a pedestrian point of view, “height doesn’t matter after 6 storeys”.  He suggested REON look at additional potentials for marketing the development to a community of purchasers that might appreciate a 6 storey development along the Queensway instead of townhouses.   He said that the overall density of site did not bother him and that he believes that you can maintain density at 2X density, and probably a point or two over that, as long as what you have on the site works for those people who pass by it, and for the people who live there.  He said that there are tremendous opportunities on this 12 acre site – a rare piece of property in Toronto.  He also noted that it takes a lot of time to get there with a community plan.

David Miller asked Bronwyn Krog, a local planner and developer to add her comments.  Bronwyn noted that she is not a Swansea resident, but is extremely interested in the site.  She offered a developer’s marketing perspective.  She said that dealing with a site like this it is most important to create long term value and community.  She said that the 2X density figure is certainly ballpark for a site like this.  She said that she likes a lot of the elements of this plan, for example, the respect for the curve on the Queensway and the form of the housing along the edge.  She said that within the industry, there is a move away from long slab buildings.  People are looking at massing buildings in different ways.  She said that there are much better units than slab buildings, such as “point-towers which eliminate long corridors, create more corner units, create better views, and when buildings are adjacent to one another, make it so that people do not have to look into each other’s windows”.  She said that the current site plan shows the towers oriented to each other rather than the lake, and that this is a marketing consideration for REON to reflect on.  She asked that REON consider point-towers, which might make sure the buildings maintain their value over time.  She also noted that she liked the current plan’s consideration for the park space at Ellis, which provides a nice relationship to Ellis and High Park.  She also said that REON could consider the option for the Windermere towers to be a sort of gateway into High Park by sliding the towers apart and creating more open space in the western parcel.  This would also serve to create value for people in lower units who would not have a lake view, but would have interesting things to look at within the open space.  

Bronwyn drew a diagram of a concept she has for the site – moving the middle tower to east of site – a “point-tower” building, moving the west tower to the west of the site, and leaving a bigger space in the center for park, recreation, and more space for arrival and drop-off.  The towers would be taller, and slimmer.  She said there would still have to be three towers to deal with the density, but her suggestions might make for a better community at grade.  She recommended developing a sequence of spaces that connect across the site.  She concluded saying there are so many good things about the plan… but a little bit more needs to be done.  

David Miller opened the meeting up for additional comments and questions.

One resident asked whom the architects were representing – are they working for REON?  David Miller responded that Mark Sterling was retained by local resident, Paul Didur is a local resident whom David asked to review the site application.  Bronwyn Krog noted that she is indirectly a competitor to REON.

One resident asked Paul Didur if he thought that the development would lower or enhance local property values?  Paul responded saying that he cannot say it would diminish local property values.  When someone lives near an old industrial site, something will happen to the site.  He said the question is how can we find something that has a reasonable amount of impact, especially when considering the broader perspective.  He commented about the Palace Pier buildings and asked if they diminish property values… “it would be nice to have no obstructions to your view of the lake, but in this City, with brownfields near the lake, it is pretty hard to not see development like this happen.”

Another resident asked about the current height restriction.  Peter Swinton explained that the current application asks for a change.  He said that in 1991 there was no height limit, and 5X density coverage.  When the City was updating the official plan SARA objected and asked for an 18 meter height limit and reduced density, based on the height of the existing Stelco building as a benchmark.

John Davies commented on the “point-tower” approach, noting that REON has considered a point-tower approach – they tend to be more pleasant from a resident point of view because they eliminate long corridors, but that there are also ways that long corridors can be softened with lighting, doorway treatment and general decor.  He said that REON has looked at different building configurations, and that either point-tower or slab configuration can look good, bad or ugly depending on many other features of the building, especially the building materials, and articulation of the fascade.  He said that there are a variety of opinions on the best kind of tower and compared it to some people liking chocolate ice cream while others like vanilla.  He also said that from what he has heard thus far, everyone has said that there are going to be tall buildings on the site.  He said that he likes the ideas of enlivening the open space, creating a plaza, and encouraging more activities at ground level – “these are terrific ideas”.  However, he noted that these details are not inherent in the re-zoning and Official Plan Amendment application process, and that REON would likely have included these ideas in due course.  

David Miller said that point-towers might create more visual space.  If height is not an issue, then this might be a way to go.

David Hanna said that he agreed with the “gateway” concept and keeping open space.  He circulated some historical photos and sketches which showed the history of the site.  He also provided comments and sketches on different creative building styles 

A resident of 60 Southport took issue with the discussion of different tower designs, saying, “a tower, is a tower, is a tower.  Height matters and towers have enormous impact on the skyline.  I do not think it is acceptable to trade off the existing proposal for further height.”  He welcomed the kind of ideas being put forward, but expressed disappointment that there were not more options and additional compromise.  

William Roberts said that it would be useful for rate-payers to know how the community feels.  He said that he doesn’t know whether stepping towers or point-towers make sense.  He said that personally he does not the like solid wall of townhouses along the Queensway because it creates a private courtyard in the center.  He said that this would not feel too much different than driving or walking past Stelco today.  He said that the private courtyard would make the open space a private space that would appear out of bounds for the rest of the community.  He also said that he thought the idea of some sort of guidelines would be useful and that it would be good to have some guidelines discussed before the April 25th meeting so that everyone could come to an understanding of how much height is desirable and in what form.

Lina Volpe asked if the development would create more noise pollution.  She said that this was brought up during initial discussions with REON and she remembered that REON had made a commitment to look into this.  John Davies responded that REON has hired a specialized acoustics firm to do noise studies and the work is underway.  He said that data is being collected and there will be an acoustical report and a sound transmission report prepared.  This will be provided for the public hearing process.

Lina Volpe also commented that with reference to living across the street from the towers, regardless of height, “towers are towers”.

John Davies noted that REON is responding to comments from Paul Didur and Mark Sterling and is keen to improve possibilities for the base of the towers and the perspective from ground level.  Lower floors will not have lake views or opportunities for views.  However, perhaps the bases of the buildings could be developed with two and three story dwellings with patios and other features.  He said that in his experience, some people would prefer to have that kind of dwelling than a high rise apartment with a view of downtown.  He said that given the additional comments raised this evening, REON would look into this very carefully.  Units of this type would increase activity and resident interaction on the plaza areas.

Barry Brooks responded to William Robert’s comment about openness and the sweeping curve of the Queensway.  He said that there is a desire to see a “built edge” to define the street.  He said he is glad to hear that the market perspective agrees with this.  He said that he also does not want to see the interior of the development walled off.  Openings and roadways need to be accessible.  The City will secure public rights of access through long-term easements.  He said that the site would be far more accessible than the neighbouring Tridel development.  

William Roberts suggested moving one of the site access roads to allow more view of the interior park space within the west site – this would make it look more like public property.  

Frank Hoff commented on the difference between the zoning process and the building process – the building process might be something that continues with community consultation for a further time.  The zoning process must be one that allows things to evolve.  He said the current process eliminates change under the influence of two basic factors – changes in market place and changes brought about by a building process done with community consultation.  

Mark Sterling noted that if the process involves people coming into the process as buildings evolve it is therefore important not to pin the developer down to hard and fast mix of assumptions about what one particular building ought to be – over time the time it may take for this site to be completed, things can change quite substantially.  

Frank Hoff said that this means that the building procedure is an on-going one that requires flexibility.

Mark Sterling agreed, noting that especially for a site like this one that will be developed over time, what needs to be focused on are the things you really need to protect for – the actual location or height of towers is not going to make or break the specific impact.  

Tony McGrath asked for some clarification.  He said he is hearing people say that the site requires that zoning be opened up with guideline controls in the form of some kind of document.  However, the community might not have much influence once a more flexible zoning was approved.  He asked if people are saying that essentially “let them do what you want?”  He asked how the process could deal with controlled changes.

Mark Sterling said that there still need to be building envelopes with density in them – but allow the buildings to move a few meters here and there.  Guidelines could describe dimensions of view corridors or ultimate height limit.  To guide the process requires having the tools in place.  He suggested that it is more important to be more specific with the elements and guidelines about what is up in the air, and less specific and more flexible with the elements that are at the pedestrian level.  He said that what is needed is a flexible at-grade condition which could relate to height limits.

Gary Hunt said that what he is hearing from participants tonight is confusing. Seven months ago when this process started the community said the main issues were the height of buildings and site lines.  In the process of focusing on those two issues the community has cut the developers off from the suggestions that are being discussed tonight.  “Hearing the community tonight saying that 45 storeys is no different than 26 storeys doesn’t make sense to me…If this community cannot decide from seven months ago, I do not know where we are… I do not know how anybody is supposed to be guided by what we are saying”.

Jamie Bell said that he thought the meeting had been very productive.  He thought that people had learned that, for example, if one wants a more open view corridor, then this might mean letting the building grow taller.  He said that this discussion is valuable because it points to the fact that there are a lot of different personalities in the community.  He said that this relates to REON’s approach, which is to try to take account of Swansea’s values.  “We have seen tonight that the plan is perhaps over simplified.  Complexity would be great to have in the application… keeping flexibility at ground level is probably very important”.  He encouraged everyone to think about the development reflecting the four to six different community “personalities” of Swansea and to think about how these could be reflected in the development.  

One resident commented that flexibility within the lower levels is counter-intuitive for someone living across the street on the 4th floor along the Queensway – six or eight storey buildings on Windermere would be objectionable for people living across the street.

Tony McGrath said that the official community meeting is on April 25th – up until now the community has had only a rather specific proposal to consider.  This evening we have moved to a more wide open concept.  We are saying we will be going to go to the community and we will leave it up to REON to decide point-towers, or slabs.  We will widen the flexibility of amendments to zoning bylaws to give them the freedom to do that.  We can do this and that to make amendments specific enough… but, at the moment, there are no specifics.  A couple of weeks before this meeting comes up we are saying to REON’s architectural people… “go through this again and come up with a whole new set of proposals and show that amendments safeguard the views that we are looking for”.  He said that this means going to community and saying they have to take it on faith.  He said that it is interesting that what the community is trying to do here is influence the final plan as much as possible, but tonight the people have thrown it open to a completely vague situation.

Lina Volpe disagreed with this assessment.  She said that throughout the consultation process the participants have had a lot of input – for example, on hydrology and traffic issues.  This evening people have provided more input.  She said that the big issues for the community are the built-form and the impact on market values.  Tonight has seen additional input from experts on how they can offer these buildings with improved built-form and protection of market values.  

Bronwyn Krog said that the basic plan is a very good one, but REON needs the opportunity to give a little more definition to it.  She suggested developing an overall podium plan for the site.  

David Miller commented that he had been hearing tonight that height is not an issue in the minds of the professionals, but may still be an issue for some residents.  He said that people are also saying they do not want buildings here because they are “in my line of sight”.  He said that some of tonight’s suggestions might be a way to accommodate the view issues… He said that he is hearing that “what I care about is how these buildings are going to look because that matters to me and the value of my property.”  

Barry Brooks said that with regard to opening up view corridors and the appearance of the buildings it would be possible to loosen controls a bit to allow some options.  He said that to date, REON has been quite responsive – REON has always come back with reports and fine tuning.  He said that tonight we have heard experts come back and say the plan needs more fine tuning for better appearance and better view corridors even if the buildings get taller.  He said that REON will likely take this back in next two weeks and come back with some changes.  He said that this is a very important meeting tonight – “this is the nuts and bolts of the whole project”.  REON will likely be more flexible, especially about issues such as community life on the site.

One community member asked if it was common for an applicant to apply only for rezoning without the benefit of a site plan application.  

Barry Brooks explained that this is not an unusual way to proceed.  

John Davies said that REON has the right to do this before a basic zoning is in place since it is part of the planning act.  To start designing detailed site plans would probably be quite expensive – the level of detail is immense.  During this process REON wants to settle the basics of the site and achieve some consensus with the community, then go on to the site plan process.  It will take REON another several months to produce a detailed site plan with City Staff.  He said that REON would welcome more flexibility for this, but he noted the irony that each time REON has been asked for information, REON has been asked to be more precise and more exact.  For example the specific request to demonstrate that the buildings could be built exactly where the building envelopes show, based on hydrology and soil conditions.  Tonight the message is not about specifics, but about flexibility and that people want a statement about the quality of community that will be established.  

William Roberts said that he would not say that everyone here agrees with that perspective.  He said that he couldn’t say that SARA has agreed.  However he acknowledged that the issue is between specificity and flexibility.  He said that the development represents a significant intensification in an existing neighbourhood and that one of the ways to deal with this is to have design guidelines – however, if the official plan is loose, then it is important to compensate with specificity.  

Peter Swinton said that there are two main issues coming forward from this discussion: the first is the process and the other is how tight the control is.  

The end of the process is an official plan amendment and a zoning bylaw - in this case “we have a shrink wrap proposal” on one hand, and tonight’s speakers  suggesting flexibility on the other.  We have heard that flexibility at lower scale is appropriate to enrich the project at the pedestrian level.  Three and one-half to four storeys on the lower scale would likely be ok.  View corridors are important and this means more certainty as where the towers go, and looking at the notion of point-towers vs. slab buildings.  If 2X density is maintained, what are the pros and cons of different form?  He said that he did not know if it is quite possible to define both unless the building envelope is rather big and high which does not provide much security for a community looking for certainty.  There are certainly some options to fill in density at the lower level.  Going up 1/3 or more for tower height is probably the real outcome if one is going to a point-tower form.  The most easterly tower could be pulled back and for some perspectives the view to downtown would be better.  Maybe the easterly tower could go a little higher and give a better view of downtown – perhaps 18, 19 or 20 storeys.  If the existing 26 storey building were increased by a third, the height would be close to 40 storeys.  If maximum height is an issue, then there should be flexibility of form below a certain maximum height.  

David Miller commented that some people from 60 Southport want, at a minimum, the middle building gone.  Given the comments tonight, he said that at a minimum the location and design (i.e. point-tower form) of the middle building should be reviewed to open up the view corridor.  

Tony McGrath reminded everyone that this is a working group – hopefully we would prepare some specific recommendations for the community meeting.  However, said that what he has learned tonight is that the group does not have specific recommendations - in terms of built forms we have opened it up to REON to come back with further suggestions to the April 25th meeting.  

Leon Kentridge said that towers we have discussed tonight come in two configurations – slabs or point-towers, with slabs taking up a larger footprint than point-towers.  With this smaller footprint you also end up with fewer units per floor, and thus a higher building.  He compared Palace Pier to the proposed Windermere Village slab towers.  He said that he personally believed there would be a much improved view corridor with slabs and point-towers.  He said that he liked the discussion about a more flexible bylaw, but that it is contrary to everything he has ever heard as a planner – the community is usually wondering, “how do we trust you and know that the plan cannot be changed”.  He said that the benefit of the existing process is that developer will have to apply for a change, not just make a change because it is built into a set of guidelines.  He said that zoning bylaws, by their very nature are very specific. 

Tony McGrath asked John Davies what REON could come back to the community back with.

John Davies said that REON’s job is to listen to what has been said and consider that input carefully and try to interpret it in an intelligent way.  He said that he hoped that most people would agree that REON has tried to do that in this process.  He said that REON made a commitment to the community on Dec. 15th when the application went in, that the process would not stop at that point.  He said that he hoped the 25th of April that REON can make a reasoned response – make the development more open to the community, more penetration into the site, and re-examination of the shapes and specific locations of the buildings.  The objective would be to try to create a more exciting pedestrian experience and a more striking architectural statement with variety in the build form of the towers.  The overall quality of the project can and will be enhanced.

David Miller thanked everyone for coming and called the meeting to a close.
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