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THE REALITY CHECK
· The Reality Check began a few weeks ago when a small group of us became increasingly concerned about the proposal to dramatically expand Billy Bishop Airport and introduce jets into Toronto's Inner Harbour.
· The catalyst was David Powell's paper raising a series of unanswered questions.
· Six of us came together: David Powell, Cameron Charlebois, Paul Bedford, Anne Golden, Helen Burstyn and myself.
· We all come from different backgrounds, but we shared the same concern.
· Not that we had all the answers.
· Quite the opposite.
· We were struck by how many important questions were not being asked.
· The more we looked, the more we found there was no detailed plan, no business case, no assessment of impacts and no public discussion of the trade-offs involved.
· So we created Reality Check.
· The name is deliberate.
· We are not an advocacy group built around slogans.
· We are asking for evidence, transparency and informed public debate before decisions are made that could reshape Toronto's waterfront for generations.
WHY THIS MATTERS
· Toronto's waterfront is one of the great city-building achievements in North America.
· It represents more than half a century of work by governments, communities, Indigenous partners, the private sector and civic leaders.
· Billions of dollars have been invested to transform a declining industrial harbour into one of the most successful urban waterfronts anywhere.
· Once major physical changes are made, they cannot easily be reversed.
· That is why we believe the questions must come before the decisions.
WHO IS SUPPORTING THIS
· What has surprised us most is the breadth of support.
· Twenty-eight prominent Torontonians signed our letter to Prime Minister Carney.
· They include 17 Members of the Order of Canada and/or the Order of Ontario.
· Three former Chairs of Waterfront Toronto and a former Waterfront Toronto CEO.
· Former mayors, city builders, business leaders, cultural leaders, planners, physicians and community leaders.
· People such as Margaret Atwood, David Crombie, Jennifer Keesmaat, Bob Rae, Shirley Blumberg, Alan Broadbent, Hayley Wickenheiser and many others.
· They do not agree on everything.
· But they agree that something this consequential deserves careful scrutiny and an open public process.
WHAT WE ARE ASKING FOR
· Our request is actually very simple.
· Show us the plan.
· Show us the evidence.
· Show us the costs, benefits and trade-offs.
· Explain the impacts on residents, public health, housing, parks, the waterfront economy and future city-building opportunities.
· Then let Torontonians have a full and informed public conversation before any irreversible decisions are made.
· In short, Reality Check is not saying "no."
· We are saying: before we make decisions that could alter Toronto's waterfront forever, shouldn't we first know exactly what we are being asked to say yes to?
OUR STARTING POSITION 
· We are  not arguing for closing Billy Bishop Airport. 
· We are not opposed to aviation. 
· The question is scale. 
· The airport and waterfront coexist today. 
· The question is whether an airport potentially handling up to 10 million passengers fundamentally changes that balance. 
· Before any decision is made, there are basic questions that remain unanswered. 
FIRST QUESTION: WHAT EXACTLY IS BEING PROPOSED? 
The remarkable absence of information
· No public business plan. 
· No public financial analysis. 
· No transportation plan. 
· No environmental assessment. 
· No implementation schedule. 
· No explanation of who pays. 
· No explanation of required infrastructure. 
· No explanation of the implications for surrounding neighbourhoods. 
Yet we are already being asked to debate it.
· Reports suggest runway extensions. 
· Larger aircraft. 
· Passenger growth from roughly 2.5 million to potentially 10 million annually. 
Fundamental question
How can the public evaluate a proposal that has not actually been disclosed?
And why are all Canadians being asked to express an opinion on this by the Ministry of Transport survey?
SECOND QUESTION: WHAT DAMAGE IS BEING DONE RIGHT NOW? 
The hidden cost is uncertainty
· Cities depend on confidence. 
· Investment depends on confidence. 
· Housing depends on confidence. 
· Public space depends on confidence. 
Waterfront projects now face uncertainty
· Ookwemin Minising. 
· East Bayfront. 
· Port Lands. 
· Biidaasige Park. 
· New affordable housing. 
· Cultural destinations. 
· Major private investment. 
Developers are asking
· Will flight paths change? 
· Will airport zoning regulations change? 
· Will building heights be restricted? 
· Will noise contours expand? 
· Will future residents accept the conditions? 
Result
· Projects slow down. 
· Investment decisions are deferred. 
· Financing becomes more difficult. 
· Risk premiums increase. 
Event organizers face the same problem
· Festivals. 
· Concerts. 
· Waterfront events. 
· Tourism programming. 
· Harbour activities. 
They need certainty years in advance
Instead:
· Unknown aircraft activity. 
· Unknown noise levels. 
· Unknown construction impacts. 
· Unknown transportation impacts. 
Key point
The waterfront does not need actual airport expansion to be damaged. The possibility alone can stall momentum.
THIRD QUESTION: WHAT HAPPENS TO PUBLIC HEALTH? 
The public health discussion has barely begun
The Canadian Association of Physicians for the Environment has raised significant concerns regarding jet expansion at Billy Bishop. 
Concerns include
· Ultrafine particles. 
· Nitrogen dioxide. 
· Sulphur dioxide. 
· Noise pollution. 
Associated health risks identified in the medical literature
· Asthma. 
· Lung disease. 
· Cardiovascular disease. 
· Stroke. 
· Dementia. 
· Diabetes. 
· Pregnancy risks. 
· Child development impacts. 
The key unanswered question
What are the cumulative public health impacts of introducing commercial jets into the middle of Canada's largest city?
Nobody has answered that.
FOURTH QUESTION: WHAT KIND OF HOUSING ARE WE CREATING? 
The sealed-window city
One of the most troubling issues is already on the public record.
The Port Authority itself has recommended enhanced acoustic protection measures for nearby residential development, including non-openable windows and noise warning clauses. 
Think about that
· Tens of thousands of people are expected to live on the waterfront. 
· Families. 
· Children. 
· Seniors. 
Is our vision of waterfront living
· windows that cannot be opened? 
· residents warned about airport noise? 
· balconies that become less usable? 
· reliance on mechanical ventilation instead of fresh lake air? 
Fundamental question
Is this really the future we want for Toronto's waterfront neighbourhoods?
FIFTH QUESTION: IS THERE EVEN A NEED? 
Regional airport strategy
· Pearson is already expanding. 
· Hamilton exists. 
· Waterloo exists. 
· Other regional airports exist. 
Transport Canada studies have previously concluded that the regional system has substantial capacity available. 
So what problem is this proposal solving?
And where is the evidence?
CONCLUSION
The most important question
This debate is not really about airplanes.
It is about the future of Toronto's waterfront.
For more than a generation:
· governments, 
· communities, 
· private investors, 
· and citizens 
have worked together to create one of North America's most successful waterfront revitalizations.
The burden of proof should be very high
Not because airports are bad.
Not because aviation is bad.
But because the waterfront is a unique civic asset and because the consequences could be irreversible.
My final question
Why should Toronto place one of its greatest city-building successes in limbo for six months, a year, or longer, while waiting for a business plan that does not yet exist?
That uncertainty has a cost.
It is measured in delayed housing, deferred investment, postponed events, lost confidence and lost momentum.
And those costs are already being felt today.
Where do we go from here?
· We were concerned that the fix might already be in — that the federal and provincial governments were quietly aligned on moving ahead with jet expansion. 
· What we're now hearing is that the federal government has been shaken by the public response and by opposition coming from many different sectors. 
· There may be a decision within the next week or so. 
· The encouraging news is that there appears to be roughly a 50/50 chance the federal government could back away from the proposal. 
· But there is also a less satisfactory outcome: instead of rejecting it outright, they could simply say "this is not the time," call for more study, and kick the issue down the road. 
· That could mean years of delay — potentially even until after the next provincial election in 2029. 
· And that creates its own problem: the cost of uncertainty. 
· Developers hesitate. Investors wait. Community planning stalls. The waterfront remains in limbo. 
· If Ottawa does pull back, our work is not finished. 
· Our next objective should be clear: end the uncertainty and secure a definitive decision. 
· The waterfront needs clarity, not another three years of uncertainty. 

