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Dilapidated and dangerous, Allan A. Lamport Stadium sits in the heart of the growing Liberty Village community. Its deteriorating artificial turf is maintained daily by an on-site staff for the field hockey and soccer teams who, nowadays, are the only ones that regularly use the stadium.

On Oct. 4, outgoing Ward 14 (Parkdale-High Park) councillor Sylvia Watson and the manager of business services for Toronto parks, forestry, and recreation, Doug McDonald, hosted a public meeting at the stadium to announce the city’s intention to outline a request for proposal (RFP). 

The preliminary plan would allow private developers to bid on the right the revitalize the stadium, a move that would pump much needed funds into the project, but one that some residents said would also put the interests of the city above the community and would prevent residents from having any say in Lamport’s future.

But McDonald, whose department is heading the project, said residents have no need to fear, noting that regardless of Lamport’s future, the stadium and surrounding park will strictly be used for recreational purposes.

“I’m just trying to find out if there is there an interest in the community, business or residential [sectors], to partner with the city to bring some sort of funding model to sustain the viability of Lamport Stadium,” McDonald said. “I think there have been rumours in the community that we want to put a residential [condominium] tower there, but we’re not at all.”

However, McDonald said that “recreation could mean anything. Currently, people enjoy walking on trails and that can be deemed recreational activity all the way up to elite athletic team sports.”

Contrary to the impression of many residents after the public meeting, the city is very eager to entertain ideas of the residents, according to Watson. She discussed a wide range of ideas about what could inhabit the building that supports the seats of the stadium. 

“The expectation is whoever comes forward would talk about what use would be made or what services would be offered in that space. There could be a fitness club, a restaurant; it depends on the imagination of the person.”

“We obviously have to evaluate ideas in the larger context of the city’s policies,” said Lynda MacDonald, manager of the west end city planning division, who did not attend the community meeting on Oct 4. 

“There’s also the reality of it: we only have so much money. The over lay from the city will be how does what the residents and the local businesses want fit into the broader planning for the whole city?”

The city plans to hold more meetings in the future, including a workshop session that would allow residents to brainstorm opportunities available for the stadium. The city’s planning division will also meet with Toronto parks, forestry, and recreation in order to advise them on the project.

Despite the optimism that city representatives showed towards the recommendations of residents, such as a park, improved sporting facilities, and a makeover of the King Street façade, they all agreed that the main request from residents—that the stadium offer free community access—seemed unrealistic.

“With any kind of partnership there’s always some portion of the use that comes back to the city to be used on a free basis,” Watson said. “It’s just a question of how much.”

Less optimistic about free access was Doug McDonald, manager of Toronto parks, forestry, and recreation.

“I think it’s time to get the message out that we can’t afford to do this,” McDonald said. “Either taxpayers are paying for free access or other users are paying. Somebody’s paying one way or another.”

Another optimistic party about the potential development is the Liberty Village Business Improvement Area (LVBIA). Its main concerns are to keep the open-campus feel for the stadium as well as the over 300 parking spaces that surround the stadium and are good for business, according LVBIA member Chris Fraser.

“We’re about improving this facility for the community, lightening the load on the city in terms of its financial obligations, and getting something we’re not borrowing from our kids,” he said.

The public has no basis for complaining that they have been ill-informed about the Lamport issue, Fraser added.

“I would say that there has been more public involvement in this than in most other development projects I’ve heard of.”

Fraser said he hopes that the stadium can serve as a model for how the city, public, and private parties can work together to benefit everyone involved and hopes that residents will remain committed to the plan as the city proceeds.

“I think as part of a process that you’ve got to take is to [find] the one or two ideas that make sense for a development like this and implement them. But if we walk away form the process, basically you’re robbing the next generation,” Fraser said.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”
