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Introduction  
Since taking office in April of 2019, I have heard a wide range of concerns about the Beechwood 

corridor, which include many serious transportation concerns along with high-profile 

development applications. Accordingly, my office has had frequent meetings with community 

members and organizations, City staff, development applicants, business owners, and 

commuters over the last two and a half years. While it is never simple to unravel transportation 

or planning issues, the consistent complexity of every issue that has presented itself concerning 

the corridor has been both remarkable and frustrating. As it became increasingly apparent that 

the underlying issues were not going to be solved by attempting to address them one at a time, 

conversations with City staff shifted to looking for a systemic fix.   

There are many tools available to align and guide municipal planning, including the Official Plan, 

the Transportation Master Plan, and zoning, along with granular amending by-laws. As I discuss 

here, none of these can fully or satisfactorily address the root causes of the challenges that 

beset Beechwood Avenue. There is a gap in our planning and transportation toolkit concerning 

the corridor and, as a result, a new policy must be implemented to provide our community’s 

“traditional mainstreet” with the built environment and services that it deserves.   

 

Background 
The problems confronting Beechwood Avenue are not new ones. Since shortly after 

amalgamation, everyone from elected officials to City staff to community groups have been 

discussing the problems with this corridor. Why, then, does it seem like there is still so much 

work to do?  

 

As a previous boundary between former municipalities (City of Vanier, Village of Rockcliffe Park, 

and the pre-amalgamated City of Ottawa) Beechwood Avenue evolved naturally along the old 

pathway to the Beechwood Cemetery, rather than benefiting from strategic city planning. The 

intersections are formed by roads from different municipalities, and they do not match up at 

clean angles. This leads to serious issues with sightlines for all road users. There are also 

multiple ‘T’ intersections, resulting in high density of intersections and a high number of 

vehicles turning on and from Beechwood between the Vanier Parkway and the cemetery. The 

pre-amalgamated municipalities also had different zoning which had to be consolidated after 

amalgamation, and there is a wider range of building types than might be typically seen on a 

traditional mainstreet. In short, the reason Beechwood Avenue seems disjointed is because 

that is how it was built.   
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(left to right) Commanda Way, St. Charles Street, and Champlain Avenue form tightly spaced 'T' 

intersections along Beechwood Avenue - aerial view. 

 

20 Years of Consultation 
Over the last two years, Beechwood Avenue has generated the most resident inquiries in 

Rideau-Rockcliffe Ward, particularly concerning pedestrian and cyclist concerns. Beechwood 

Avenue was an early experiment with the City’s Complete Streets policy and is currently being 

incrementally implemented under Road Modifications Approval (RMA). There is also a 

Community Design Plan (CDP) approved in 2006, which highlights both many ongoing issues on 

Beechwood and, in 2022, reads as out-of-date, given the development that has occurred over 

the last 15 years.   

 

In 2001, the new City of Ottawa was officially amalgamated. In 2002, community members 

adjacent to the corridor put forward a paper entitled ‘Beechwood Revitalization Project’, which 

prompted the City to create a steering committee to develop a Community Design Plan. In the 

interim, the new City of Ottawa’s Official Plan was approved.  
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In 2006, the Beechwood Community Design Plan was approved, with the requirement of a 

“view protection study” for two areas of the Beechwood Cemetery. The expressed intent of the 

CDP was to guide future changes over the next twenty years for the Beechwood Avenue area 

involving the following:   

- Zoning and urban design considerations  

- Land development proposals  

- Streetscape and road improvements  

- Civic initiatives   

Two years later, the view protection report was approved, and these combined documents 

remain the most significant tools guiding development for Beechwood Avenue.   

 

 

  

Timeline graph shows different plans and policy affecting Beechwood from 2001-2019 
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While the CDP makes some recommendations towards transportation and traffic management, 

Ottawa’s population continued to tick upwards as the appetite and advocacy for better active 

transportation options grew. When the City’s Transportation Master Plan was approved in 

2013, it gave much stronger direction as to how different modalities should share roadways, 

and the problem area of Beechwood was interrogated further, resulting in the first Road 

Modifications Approval (a tool giving staff delegated authority to make roadway improvements 

within an approved scope). Immediately, painted bike lanes and sharrows begin appearing on 

Beechwood.  

 

As an obvious connection for both crosstown and local cyclists, cycling advocates were quick to 

draw attention to the hazards for cyclists with the unprotected lanes. Beechwood is a 

complicated area to design as it lacks the space to accommodate all the desired infrastructure, 

but staff began working on an updated RMA to further clarify the preferred design for the area. 

The RMA is focused on the modes of transportation in the area, including vehicles, bicycles, 

buses, and pedestrians, and works within the available Right-of-Way (an area containing or 

adjacent to a roadway that the local government has legal authority over) or the Right-of-Way 

the City can expect to be available as properties along the corridor are redeveloped. The 

Rideau-Rockcliffe 2019 by-election occurred just as this RMA was being finalized and was 

approved, providing City staff with appropriate tools to engage with the property 

developments underway along Beechwood.  

 

Transportation 
Apart from the issues with development design and economic growth along this corridor, the 

alignment issues with Beechwood make traffic and transportation a major concern, particularly 

for vulnerable road users. The final design proposed by the RMA is adequate, with segregated 

bike lanes and intersection improvements, but the interim solutions are, naturally, not as 

comprehensive. When the CDP was developed there was strong opposition to removing street 

parking throughout the corridor, and all street parking was standardized to be curb adjacent. 

This has resulted in bike lanes that weave across the road, sometimes curb-adjacent and 

sometimes curving towards the centre line to extend around street parking. As these bike lanes 

are just white pavement markings they degrade over the winter and regularly require 

repainting; consequently, there are months in the spring where bike lanes appear to meander 

into a vehicle lane and vanish, a stressful and dangerous situation for both cyclists and drivers.   
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Westbound bike lane between Douglas and MacKay. Faded lines (July 2019, 

above) create stress and confusion for road users while fresh paint and temporary 

flex stakes help mitigate (May 2021, below). 

 

There are also issues with the maintenance of these routes. It is difficult for snowplow 

operators to maintain a route that jumps all over the road and occasionally up on a segregated 

lane on level with the sidewalk. Winter maintenance is historically inconsistent, even though 

Beechwood Avenue is a designated winter bike route. There are also significant potholes and 

degrading storm drain areas throughout the corridor. While these would pose minor problems 

for a vehicle pulling up slowly along the curb, a different level of care is required for cyclists. 

This maintenance is much easier to identify and provide on segregated tracks. There may be 

options to realign these lanes with the curb and provide a more continuous experience (those 

discussions are ongoing), but no interim solution will match what the RMA identifies as an 

optimal design.   

 

The irregular street alignment also creates challenges for vehicular traffic. The frequency and 

odd angles of the intersections create terrible sightlines throughout the corridor. Cars regularly 
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cut into the bike lanes while turning left or trying to pass other vehicles, and the nearby 

neighbourhoods experience heavy cut-through traffic as cars attempt to find a less chaotic path 

to another arterial road. My office has received multiple e-mails and calls of vehicle-pedestrian 

interactions at Beechwood and MacKay; usually minor incidents or close calls, but there have 

been some injuries as well. This is one of the locations that met the City’s criteria for pedestrian 

advance signals, and this has helped mitigate these dangerous interactions, but signalization is 

an imperfect fix to the core issue of bad sightlines and heavy traffic.   

 

 

 

Beechwood (left-right) and MacKay/Charlevoix (top/bottom). 

While pedestrian advance lights are a positive improvement, pedestrians face other challenges 

along Beechwood. The condition of the sidewalks is very inconsistent; some areas are concrete, 

some are asphalt, and others still are red brick, which creates major challenges for accessibility 

for people with disabilities and seniors. Most of the sidewalks are made up of a custom red 

tinged concrete that cannot be replicated on the small scale needed to do repairs and patches. 

Poorly finished third-party utility work has left cutouts and patches of black asphalt in many 

areas. While some sections are still in good condition, others have missing curb cuts, degrading 

surfaces, and loose bricks. Apart from the sightline issues that make crossing intersections on 

Beechwood occasionally hazardous, the condition of the sidewalks is detrimental to both the 

safety of pedestrians and the general aesthetic character of the neighbourhood. There are also 
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several bus stops along this corridor that put waiting transit riders in conflict with cyclists or 

other pedestrians due to lack of space.   
 

As an early example of the City’s Complete Streets policy, all modalities are included on 

Beechwood. In theory, this provides residents every transportation option so they can easily 

traverse and engage with the area. However, on a roadway with these space constraints and 

irregular design, it ends up meaning that no one has an ideal experience. The same holds true 

for bus riders; bus stops are stuck in between cyclists and vehicles, temporary stops end up in 

the middle of narrow sidewalks and block pedestrians, and buses themselves often are forced 

into proximity for cyclists while navigating other traffic. Even worse, impatient drivers 

frequently try to circumvent slow-turning buses by using cycle lanes to pass the larger vehicle.   

Immediate Action Vs. Long Term Solutions 
Some of these problems can be fixed, or at least improved, in the short term. To truly prioritize 

the safety of vulnerable road users, pedestrian advances should be added throughout the 

corridor, along with cycling signals. As previously shown, some safety improvements can be 

made with temporary measures like flex stakes. Both the Ward 12 and Ward 13 offices are 

engaged in ongoing discussions with City staff to find a way to bring the bike lanes into the curb 

and prevent the vanishing infrastructure in the future.   

 

Some issues, however, are not so easily addressed. Several sections of the road have a very 

narrow right-of-way available, due to the way the buildings in the area are constructed. The 

mismatched sidewalks are only going to look worse as they are patched with different coloured 

concrete and asphalt. Correcting or even improving the misaligned intersections would be a 

massive construction project, as would creating more space at transit stops. With all modalities 

so tightly crammed onto this corridor, there is almost no wiggle room to make improvement for 

one without sacrificing another. While the RMA design is good, it is not designed or resourced 

to be implemented all at once. Another tool is needed if we are going to see the improvements 

this street requires to be safe and engaging for all residents.  

Reconstructing Mainstreets & the Public Realm 
Most “traditional mainstreets” in Ottawa, including Montreal Road, Main Street, Rideau Street, 

Elgin Street, and Stittsville Main Street have had or are in the process of receiving significant 

renewal and design changes that align more closely with the City’s Official Plan and associated 

Master Plans through complete reconstruction. Beechwood Avenue, however, has been held 

together with little more than road paint and signage since amalgamation, despite the 

widespread recognition that the current design is insufficient.   

 

The reason Beechwood Avenue has yet been prioritized for improvement, unlike other 

traditional mainstreets throughout the City, is because it does not yet require significant sewer 
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or water works that will necessitate reconstruction of most of the road under existing City 

policy. Despite the anticipated increased capacity that the infrastructure along Beechwood will 

have to accommodate with all currently proposed development, the sewers and watermains 

are estimated to be in decent shape for another two decades. While the road surface will need 

to be redone in a shorter amount of time – currently estimated for between four to seven years 

– the scope of the work will not accommodate significant changes to the design of the street.   

 

There are some significant areas that could be improved with the current tools available. When 

a Community Design Plan was developed for Stittsville Main Street, it was elevated to a 

Secondary Plan within a year, giving more weight to the identified zoning and design 

requirements when new development applications come in. While the Beechwood CDP was 

passed by Council in 2006, there was no rapid elevation to a Secondary Plan. Currently, the CDP 

is 15 years old and is intended to guide 20 years of development.  

Because the CDP has aged substantively, I initiated a Secondary Plan process last year during 

Official Plan deliberations for the Beechwood Avenue/Hemlock Road corridor, along with St-

Laurent Boulevard North, from Hemlock to Blasdell.  The new proposed Secondary Plan will 

determine how the City’s new Official Plan will be applied to neighbourhoods on the corridor. 

Secondary Plans are important as have substantive weight in determining planning priorities 

when it comes to local development and are created in consultation with the community.  City 

staff will outline a timeline for work on the plan soon.   

 

While it is important to have rational planning tooling such a new Secondary Plan, it is also 

important to remember that such a tool is solely reliant on development applications to renew 

an area. In other words, they are reactive instead of proactive. To drive comprehensive 

proactive renewal, which harmonizes all aspects of an area where renewal is anticipated, the 

best suited tool is a Public Realm Plan.   

 

A Public Realm Plan guides comprehensive future upgrades, replacements, and new elements 

on the public street. Such a plan is an important first step in the planning process for any future 

work within the public street. The public realm includes everything located within the public 

street including sidewalks, any cycling facilities, streetlights, travelled lanes for vehicular traffic, 

benches, street trees, waste receptacles, landscaping and the like.  

 

Once initiated by the City, a Public Realm Plan planning process typically studies:  

- Pedestrians and cyclists  

- Landscaping and Public Space Opportunities  

- Street Furniture and Lighting  

- Existing and Planned Context  

- Vehicle circulations and volumes  

- Street intersections  
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- Below and above grade utilities and services  

- Previous Urban Planning work completed for the study area  

- Private approaches, parking and loading  

 

Recently a Public Realm Plan was ratified by Council for the Byward Market, and one is 

currently being developed for Stittsville Main Street. These plans consider not only the 

transportation pressures on their respective corridors, but also community use and economic 

development.   

 

Where the current RMA for Beechwood identifies areas that could accommodate shared spaces 

with street furniture or landscaping, it is outside the scope of the RMA to provide vision or 

direction for these improvements. With only the CDP to rely on, ensuring that street level 

commercial space is retained during development has been problematic, even though store 

fronts were repeatedly identified as necessary during many consultations and reports. The local 

Business Improvement Association recently installed new benches and trash receptacles in 

multiple locations but were limited in their ability to create communal spaces by the design of 

the street. It should be noted that this is the only Business Improvement Area (BIA) zone within 

the urban core which has not undertaken a mainstreet reconstruction in the last 20 years. As 

the rest of the City’s urban traditional mainstreets are reconstructed and grow into the vision 

laid out in our new Official Plan, Beechwood Avenue is still struggling.   

 

Conclusion 
Beechwood Avenue cannot be left to make do with minor improvements and insufficient 

guiding policy for another 20 years. The root causes of the problems in this area cannot be 

addressed with the current tools available. The development along this corridor is far from 

over, and transportation pressures will only increase as the area densifies. Seventy-five percent 

of the time span considered under the current Community Design Plan has passed, and many of 

the then-recommended improvements have not been achieved as they are tied to the staccato 

pace of development. It is evident that our community requires a strong, proactive policy that 

can address the Beechwood corridor in its entirety.  Consequently, I will seek a 2022-2026 Term 

of Council priority to create a Public Realm policy that can be applied to Beechwood Avenue to 

ensure that we can transform Beechwood Avenue into an inviting, safe, and usable public space 

that meets the needs of our community.  A Public Realm Plan can help achieve this by 

undertaking complete street reconstruction and renewal that is not dependent upon 

incremental development applications and which is not restricted and prohibited by restrictive 

infrastructure asset renewal schedules.  
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