Vanier's quiet renaissance
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Vanier has long had a reputation as having a bit of a problematic underside, but columnist Mark Anderson says that the neighbourhood is turning around.
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It's 9 p.m. and I'm cruising Montreal Road in my black Honda, looking for hookers. And drug dealers. I'd been told -- guaranteed, really -- that I would find neither, and I didn't.

Which is odd, because of all Ottawa's varied neighbourhoods, Vanier -- the square mile south of Beechwood Avenue and east of the Rideau River -- has a longstanding reputation as Ground Zero for these sort of back-alley shenanigans, to say nothing of more serious crimes from break-and-enter to assault and even murder. As recently as 2007, the number of Criminal Code of Canada offences committed in Rideau-Vanier ward was almost three times that of the citywide average.

Since then, however, Ottawa's original French Quarter has done much to clean up its streets and its act, thanks to a concerted effort on the part of residents, police and businesses. Suzanne Valiquet, executive director of the Vanier Business Improvement Area, was one of architects of the transformation.

"When I arrived 18 months ago, people were fed up with the crime situation," she says. "They'd had it, and they weren't going to take it anymore."

Valiquet convinced police to increase visibility with daily foot patrols, and add dedicated officers targeting known drug hangouts. Residents took turns patrolling on their own: each night five or six would get together for evening walks, noting and reporting problems.

The BIA hired private security guards to walk Montreal Road, McArthur and Beechwood avenues, again reporting criminal or suspicious activity to police.

Last spring, Valiquet purchased a hundred brooms and handed them out to Montreal Road merchants, which they used to sweep, en masse, the sidewalk in front of their shops: a symbolic action that had the additional effect of, well, cleaning the sidewalk.

Later in the summer, a four-week farmer's market was launched on Saturdays in a parking lot on Montreal Road, and proved wildly popular, taking in $20,000 in receipts. "This year we're expanding it to 12 weeks and adding live music and theatre," says Valiquet. "Where once we had a vacant parking lot, now we'll have a veritable beehive of activity."

A business recruitment strategy is also in the works, complete with a promotional video designed to attract new commercial tenants to the area. The combined efforts are being realized in escalating real estate values: Vanier is one of only 10 neighbourhoods in Ottawa where property values are escalating in the face of the general economic downturn.

Best of all, with crime abated and various economic development and beautification projects underway, Vanier's natural charm is once again starting to shine through. There are a total of 10 parks here, cleaned and maintained in part by 150 local volunteers.

Richelieu Park, off south of Beechwood on Avenue des Pères Blancs, boasts North America's only urban sugar bush, 7.3 hectares of tapped maples and a sugar shack restaurant and entertainment hall. The Maple Sugar Festival, held last year from March 29 to April 6, has become one of Vanier's top attractions, with 10 days of programming geared toward everyone from children to seniors.

Vanier is also the improbable home of one of Ottawa's best restaurants, the redoubtable Pizarro's. Granted, nothing about Pizarro's is "haute," but when I want superb Italian food -- say, cannelloni, manicotti and lasagne with a side of chicken parmigiana and a Caesar salad, each reliably the best in the city -- I head for the tiny, unprepossessing bistro at the corner of McArthur and Marguerite, where I'm invariably met by the congenial proprietors, manager Frank, chef Pat and head waiter Pierro.

On one occasion, after a typically flawless meal, Frank ran me out to my car in the pouring rain, holding an umbrella over my head all the while. On another occasion, out on the patio on a steamy summer evening, an impromptu jam session broke out when one of the patrons produced a guitar. I responded with a guitar of my own, and the entire patio took turns singing traditional French-Canadian songs into the wee hours of the morning.

It's something that wouldn't, perhaps couldn't, happen anywhere else in Ottawa. There is a joie de vivre here in Vanier, a certain sweetness reflected in the tiny houses and short, branching streets, the multi-ethnic makeup of the population layered over a resolutely francophone culture.

As to the future, who can tell? "It's a matter of staying vigilant and building on our momentum," says Valiquet.

For now, at least, things seem to be trending in the right direction. More sweet, less tarts.

Mark Anderson is an Ottawa writer.
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