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Film board joins big-box battle
Feb 29,  2008  10:41  AM

PAUL  MOLONEY  
CITY  HALL BUREAU

Toronto’s  film  board  has  thrown  its  support  behind  the  city’s  fight
to  keep  a big - box  retail  development  out  of  the  film  studio  district
on  Eastern  Ave.

The  board  voted  unanimously  yesterday  to  back  the  city’s  efforts  to
block  the  project  proposed  by  Smart  Centres,  which  wants  to  build
650,000  square  feet  of  retail  space  and  2,000  parking  spots  on  an
18 - acre  site  in  Leslieville.  Smart  Centres  wouldn’t  reveal  a  potential  tenant list,  but  centres  it  builds
are  often  anchored  by  a Wal - Mart.

The  city  has  asked  the  province  to  declare  an  interest  in  the  case,  set  for  a  12 - week  hearing  at  the
Ontario  Municipal  Board  starting  May  5.

If  a  provincial  interest  is  declared,  which  must  happen  at  least  30  days  before  the  hearing,  the  OMB
doesn’t  get  the  last  word.  The  provincial  cabinet  can  endorse  its  decision,  modify  or  overturn  it.

The  city  argues  that  preserving  employment  lands  is  a  priority.

“There  is  a  provincial  interest  in  these  lands  in  the  broadest  perspective  because  it  fits  with  the
provincial  policy  statement,”  said  Mayor  David  Miller,  who  sits  on  the  19 - member  board  that
includes  industry  representatives  and  councillors.

“The  general  strategy  is  that  these  lands  need  to  be  maintained  for  jobs.”

The  provincial  policy  introduced  in  March  2005  helps  municipalities  protect  employment  lands.  It
requires  developers,  for  example,  to  show  that  converting  employment  lands  to  others  uses  fulfills  a
real  need.

While  Smart  Centres  says  the  project  would  provide  2,000  retail  jobs,  that  gain  is  trumped  by  the
need  to  protect  the  city’s  film  industry,  said  Councillor  Paula  Fletcher,  whose  ward  includes  the  site.

Retail  jobs  don’t  compare  to  the  diversity  of  employment  available  in  the  film  industry,  said  Randy
Buck,  co- chair  of  the  East  Toronto  Community  Coalition.

“One  of  the  largest  limitations  of  big - box  retailing  as a form  of  economic  growth  is  that  these  jobs
seldom  sustain  a family,  nor do  they  typically  offer  career- track  jobs,”  Buck  said  in  a  presentation  to
the  board.

“The  film  industry  offers  the  employment  diversification  that  our community  needs,  and  our city
needs,  at  this  particular  time.”

But  the  studios  on  Eastern  Ave.  are  only  about  0.7  kilometres,  as the  crow  flies,  from  the  large
Filmport  studio  being  built  in  the  port  lands,  said  Sandra  Kaiser,  Smart  Centres’  vice - president  of
corporate  affairs.

“So there’s  not  a  loss  of  jobs;  they’re  just  going  from  the  site  on  Eastern  Ave.  over  to  the  Filmport
facility.”

The  project  offers  several  benefits  to  the  community,  Kaiser  said.

“In  this  project,  we  will  be  investing  over  $200  million.  We’re  going  to  generate  almost  $4  million  a
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year  in  (property)  taxes,  and  we’re  going  to  be  reusing  a brownfield  site.

“Our  technical  studies,  which  have  been  extensive,  show  that  our proposal  works  for  the  site.”
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