INNOVATION

WITH A NAME LIKE

FLEX STREET
IT HAS TO BE GOOD
BY ALEX WEBER

Dundas Street is
getting a multimillion
dollar facelift and
now a new manager
to help return one
of London’s oldest
blocks to its days of
grandeur.

$18M
project cost

37

square kilometres
to be dug up

2

years of construction

THE CITY’S PLAN to transform the stretch of
Dundas Street between Talbot and Wellington
streets into Dundas Place, a flex-street and pedestrian hub, is well under way. Phase one of construction began in April and is expected to be
completed this winter; phase two is expected to
begin in spring 2019 and finish later that year.
The city also received the greenlight to hire a
Dundas Place manager by the end of 2018 to create and oversee events on the refurbished block.
While London’s flex-street is modeled after similar street-revival projects in Calgary, Halifax and
Chicago, none of those cities have a street manager whose mandate is to stimulate events and
economic growth, said Jim Yanchula, London’s
manager for downtown projects.
That means the new Dundas Place manager will
likely be the first street manager in Canada and
likely North America. It’s a role that Yanchula says
is vital if Dundas Place is going to become the hub
of entertainment and economic activity the city
hopes it will be.
“We’re spending all of this money and putting
all of this effort in transforming Dundas Street
into what we hope will be a vibrant downtown
meeting place and so we need somebody whose
job it is to execute and activate these events,” he
says. “We want Dundas to become the greatest
street in London, just like it was in our history.
We want to return it to its former glory.”
Altogether, the city is spending $26 million to
upgrade Dundas’s infrastructure, which includes
repairing the hydro lines and fibre optic cables
that run beneath the street as well as the cosmetic

upgrades that pedestrians will enjoy up top.
The goal is to reinvent Dundas Street by turning it into a flex-street and pedestrian hub for
activities, shopping, entertainment and events.
While vehicles will still have access to Dundas
Street, the intentional design of the streetscape
will make it easier to close down blocks for events
like concerts, festivals and markets.
There will be no curbs and as few fixed elements
as possible, allowing the street to be easily opened
up for a variety of uses.
A specially designated “event block” is being
created near the Budweiser Gardens to make it
simple for performances of all sizes to take place.
And many of streetlights will be equipped with
power and plugs, which will allow for buskers and
spontaneous performances along the street.
The traffic lanes are being narrowed, so even
when the street is open to cars, there will be more
room for pedestrians to walk and shop. Special
seating areas are also being added so impromptu
conversations and hang-outs can happen.
Additional lighting is also being added to ensure
the street is bright and safe.
“We want it to become the type of place where
people always know that they can find something
going on,” Yanchula says.
Whether it’s coming downtown for dinner and
enjoying live music on a restaurant patio or shopping local vendors at a street market, the goal is to
make Dundas Place a known destination for fun
and entertainment.
While construction is always difficult for business owners to endure, many are optimistic that
the results will be well worth the dust, debris and
potential dip in sales.
Julie Kortekaas co-owns Rebel Remedy, a cafe
and catering business that specializes in unique
and healthy food and drink. She opened her shop
at 242 Dundas St. in March 2017 because of its
proximity to hungry downtown office workers
and while she admits the construction is tough,
she knows it will be worth the wait.
“The flex-street is an exciting development
that will really take London’s core to the next
level,” she says. “We’re trying to stay positive and
focus on the benefits: a clean, beautiful, brand
new streetscape with more trees, less cars, more
places to sit and stop and hopefully less vacant
storefronts.”
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