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Hume: Architect says inviting city spaces made
unapproachable by traffic

Toronto, says Ewa Westermark, is a city of islands. Her job is to reconnect them.

Brought to town by 8-80 Cities, a non-profit dedicated to urban enlightenment, Westermark
is an associate at the legendary Jan Gehl Architects in Copenhagen. She’s here to study a
handful of sites with an eye to improving them. Specifically, that means making them more
accessible to cyclists and pedestrians and enhancing the public realm.

The locations being examined — Berczy Park, St. James Park and O’Keefe Lane between
Dundas and Shuter Sts. — could become destinations. So says Westermark, who with Gehl
has helped transform cities around the world.

“I see so much potential,” the Swedish-born architect says. “Berczy could be expanded and
accommodate different types of uses. Cities will need to do so much more in the future.”

The Gospel of Jan Gehl, spread around the globe by a staff of 35, is so commonsensical it
seems obvious. But 60 or 70 years after we handed our cities over to the automobile, life
under anything other than a vehicular hegemony seems strange and unnatural.

The good news is that’s changing. True, Toronto under Mayor Rob Ford has become an
urban backslider of international proportions, but even he can’t stop the forces of
urbanization.

-  A d v e r t i s e m e n t  -

Syrian rebels capture
border crossings

How Hennessy is linked
to Danzig St.

U.S. drought will last all
summer

Danzig shootings: 19-
year-old charged

New bike rings are
golden

Search thestar.com

Autos Careers Classifieds Deaths RentalsHome News GTA Opinion Business Sports Entertainment Life Travel Columns Blogs More

Published on Thursday July 05, 2012

12Recommend

News VideoNews Video

http://adserver.adtechus.com/adlink/5214/1044618/0/2666/AdId=1075289;BnId=7;itime=788282135;nodecode=yes;link=http://adserver.adtechus.com/?adlink/5294/1352164/0/2666/AdId=2861077;BnId=1;itime=788282135;key=key1+key2+key3+key4;
http://www.moneyville.ca/
http://www.wheels.ca/
http://www.thekit.ca/
http://www.healthzone.ca/
http://www.yourhome.ca/
http://www.toronto.com/
javascript:void(0);
http://www.theweathernetwork.com/weather/caon0696?ref=homecity
http://www3.thestar.com/static/googlemaps/gtatraffic.html?xml=trafficcams.xml
http://www.thestar.com/
http://www.thestar.com/advancedsearch
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/thestar/search.html
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
http://www.thestar.com/topics
http://www.thestar.com/topic/scarboroughshooting
http://www.thestar.com/topic/ornge
http://www.thestar.com/investigations
http://www.thestar.com/news/helpweek
http://www.thestar.com/topic/thrive
http://www.thestar.com/topic/bluejays
http://www.thestar.com/topic/stargazing
http://www.thestar.com/freshairfund
http://www.thestar.com/topics
http://www.thestar.com/
http://www.thestar.com/news
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta
http://www.thestar.com/columnist/94609--hume-christopher
http://www.gehlarchitects.com/
http://adserver.adtechus.com/?adlink/5214/1471993/0/170/AdId=3139769;BnId=1;itime=788283942;
http://adserver.adtechus.com/adlink/5214/965307/0/711/AdId=2324992;BnId=1;itime=788283189;nodecode=yes;link=http://www.thestar.com/news/books
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/article/1228610--syrian-forces-strike-back-against-rebels-no-sign-of-assad
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/article/1229058--how-hennessy-cognac-became-linked-to-the-danzig-st-shooting
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/article/1229082--u-s-drought-affects-corn-crop-and-will-last-all-summer-experts-says
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/article/1229038--danzig-shooting-19-year-old-charged-with-reckless-discharge-of-a-firearm
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/article/1229064--redesigned-bike-rings-are-golden
http://vehicles.wheels.ca/used-cars/
http://www.workopolis.com/
http://www.thestar.com/classifieds
http://www.legacy.com/TheStar/Obituaries.asp
http://www.gottarent.com/
http://www.thestar.com/
http://www.thestar.com/news
http://www.thestar.com/news/torontogta
http://www.thestar.com/opinion
http://www.thestar.com/business
http://www.thestar.com/sports
http://www.toronto.com/
http://www.thestar.com/living
http://www.thestar.com/travel
http://www.thestar.com/opinion/columns
http://thestar.blogs.com/
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/article/1222147--hume-architect-says-inviting-city-spaces-made-unapproachable-by-traffic#
http://www.thestar.com/news/gta/article/1222147--hume-architect-says-inviting-city-spaces-made-unapproachable-by-traffic#
http://www.facebook.com/plugins/like.php?action=recommend&api_key=337088243027972&channel_url=http%3A%2F%2Fstatic.ak.facebook.com%2Fconnect%2Fxd_arbiter.php%3Fversion%3D9%23cb%3Df4981af5%26origin%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.thestar.com%252Ff1548a802%26domain%3Dwww.thestar.com%26relation%3Dparent.parent&extended_social_context=false&href=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Fnews%2Fgta%2Farticle%2F1222147--hume-architect-says-inviting-city-spaces-made-unapproachable-by-traffic&layout=button_count&locale=en_US&node_type=link&sdk=joey&send=false&show_faces=false&width=450#


“You need to use your streets more democratically,” Westermark declares. “You totally
underutilize your streets; you fill them with cars and then complain that you can’t get around.
You need to make better use of such precious space.”

Having worked in cities across Europe and North America, Westermark confirms that the
societal shifts now changing Toronto are doing the same in cities everywhere.

“I’ve seen an increase in the number of families living downtown,” she notes. “Another trend
— looking at streets as squares — is part of the same phenomenon.”

Many communities are also looking at alleys to help accommodate increased densities and
add interest. O’Keefe Lane, as Westermark describes it, “could be a fantastic complement to
the surrounding area.”

“I see it not as an A to B connection, but as a place to stay. But you have to do more than an
upgrade; you need to activate the space.”

Despite its feel-good content, Gehl’s approach is based on hard data. Westermark’s first
step was to dispatch a small army of students to the sites with counters to see how people
actually use them. Do they walk through? Do they stop? If so, for how long?

“Today, they’re looking at lingering activities,” Westermark said earlier this week, “and
pedestrians. Very few cities know anything about pedestrians. To succeed as cities, we
need to know as much about pedestrians as we do about drivers. We need to create
networks that connect the city. All the parks I’ve seen in Toronto are surrounded by traffic.
You can’t cross the street to get to them without jaywalking. It’s so symptomatic that you
have all these little islands.”

Westermark suggests closing Scott St., which runs along the west end of Berczy Park. She
also mentions the steady stream of tourists snapping photos of the nearby Flatiron Building,
many of them perched on a traffic island to get the best view. We should harness that
activity, she says, not ignore it.

“We need to start thinking of networks,” she reiterates, “not islands. Closing streets to cars
helps businesses and can create connections.”

“We’ve been working on this project with funding from the province,” says 8-80 Cities’
indefatigable CEO Gil Penalosa. “The only way to improve public spaces is through public
engagement.”

Westermark will present her report in September.

Christopher Hume can be reached at chume@thestar.ca
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