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Michel Parent hasn’t had an easy ride trying to turn a sex shop into a

service centre for luxury cars.

Parent, general manager of Bel-Air Lexus Toyota, is a member of one

of Ottawa’s established auto families. The Bel-Air Team goes back to

the early ’70s when it first set up business on McArthur Ave.

The Toyota and Lexus dealerships now occupy buildings at three of

the four corners at McArthur Ave. and May St. The company wants to

build a Lexus service centre on the fourth, northeastern corner of the

intersection.

But city planners don’t want it.

Council is under constant public pressure to defend the community

plans it has endorsed. Sta� are trying to implement those plans. An

application for a spot rezoning, like Bel-Air’s, challenges politicians to

defend their own policies.

The city has designated McArthur Ave. a "traditional mainstreet." It’s

supposed to be a street for residents to comfortably stroll down,

perhaps to pick up some meat from a butcher, a latte from a co�ee

shop and fresh produce from a grocer. The designation means there

can be no new auto shops.
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But the four-lane connector between the Vanier Pkwy. and St. Laurent

Ave. feels more like an arterial road where, today, another auto shop

wouldn’t be out of place.

Bel-Air finished acquiring properties at the northeastern corner about

four years ago, Parent said. They started to buy the land at the urging

of former councillor Jacques Legendre. There were previously

problem businesses — plus that sex shop — and residents wanted the

properties cleaned up.

"They had all these blow-up dolls in the windows and the kids were

stopping there and laughing," Parent said. "This was such a wrong

image."

Now that Bel-Air has a good parcel of land after the acquisitions, the

company wants transform it into something complementary to its

dealerships. The service centre would be for its Lexus customers and,

according to Parent, his continued a�liation with Lexus depends on

the company building the service centre.

The Overbrook Community Association is torn over the proposal. It

supports the auto shop concept and considers Bel-Air to be a good

corporate citizen. The company consulted with residents before

submitting an application to the city.

Yet, the community association stands shoulder-to-shoulder with the

city’s planning department in opposing the land use.

Association president Rawlson King said it’s about sticking up for the

city’s vision for McArthur Ave. and not allowing spot rezoning.

Every community wants a quaint mainstreet, but even the association

questions if McArthur Ave. can be turned into one.

"There’s that longterm vision and there’s reality, and the reality is it’s

more of an arterial street," King said. "If council decides to do spot

planning that goes against the approach that’s outlined in the o�cial

plan, then what’s the point of it being designated a traditional

mainstreet?"

Still, the community association needs to support the vision

described in the planning documents, King said.

Bel-Air’s application to rezone the land was in front of planning

committee last month, and even though city planners told councillors

to reject it, the majority of the committee voted to approve the

proposal. Some councillors on the committee were so shocked sta�

were rejecting the application they told Bel-Air to do business in their

wards instead.
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The committee’s recommendation will go to council Wednesday.

The local councillor, Tobi Nussbaum, is siding with city planning sta�

on the grounds of defending the vision for McArthur Ave.

Parent doesn’t get it.

"There’s nothing here. It’s a vision I cannot see," Parent said.

But Bel-Air wants to continue investing on McArthur Ave.

"We spent a lot of money putting these buildings up," he said. "We just

want to finish the job."

Twitter: @JonathanWilling
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