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City spent $z.zM on sinking houses built over sewer
&#Bzr6;Heavy fill&+Bzl7; caused them to sink, leading to lawsuit
BY DAVID REEVELY, OTTAWA CITIZEN JUNE 23, 2013

The City of Ottawa owns this house at 1971 Orchardview Ave., one of six houses in Orl€ans that have been damaged by
settlement. The houses, then in the Township of Cumberland, were allowed to be built on top of a trunk sewer, which resulted in
their sinking. The city bought them to avert lawsuits.
Photograph by: Jean Levac, Ottawa Citizen

OTTAWA - Soon to be for sale in Orl6ans: Six houses. Built over a sewer. Probably not sinking into it
any longer.

lf that sounds good to you, look out for the City of Ottawa's listing of the properties on Orchardview
Avenue and Sunland Drive in2014.

Until then, the taxpayers of Ottawa own them, thanks to a bungled construction job in the late 1980s,
overseen by what was then the township of Cumberland.

According to a secret city report written in 2009 and released at the request of the Citizen, the cluster of
houses was built on top of a trunk sewer, a big pipe that gathers up sewage from a large area. The
original plan for the area was that a road would go atop the sewer, but instead the township allowed the
subdivision near Tenth Line and Innes Road to be configured differently, with houses on top of the
pipe.

But because the builder surrounded the sewer pipe with fill that was too heavy, the ground eventually
started sinking, damaging the houses - and the owner of one of those houses sued the city.
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"Liability on behalf of the City appears certain given a number of factors, including that the Township

approved the development and construction of the subject homes in the vicinity of the sewer, and that

the City's sewer is the cause of ihe damage," says the report to city council's finance committee.
"Further, the best information available indicates that the Township approved and inspected the

construction of the sewer itself, thereby removing the possibility of transferring liability to any

contractors hired by the Township to construct the sewer."

In other words, it was pretty much all the township's fault, and 20 years later, after municipal

amalgamation, it's the City of Ottawa's problem.

The report was kept secret because the city was being sued, which is a legally permissible reason; the

committee and city council ended up approving a plan to buy all the affected houses, eight of them in

all, to head off further lawsuits. Total cost: $2.2 million.

Since then, the city has spent $200,000 fixing the soil problem, replacing the heavy fill with Styrofoam

to lessen the load, and $1.1 million levelling out the houses and repairing the damage. Since it has
owned them, the city has had to invest in routine repairs, too, such as new garage doors, and re-
roofing five of the houses.

"Because the properties are viewed as assets that will be sold, the City is maintaining them to a
reasonable level and taking all necessary steps to address any needed repairs and to maintain
security," the city's communications department explained in a written statement, responding to
questions from the Citizen. "All necessary work to stabilize the soil was completed in July 2012 and the
homes are being monitored for any additional settlement until 2014."

And that's when six of the eight will go up for sale, assuming nothing else goes wrong. (The city intends
to hang onto two of the properties in case it needs access to the trunk sewer again, though they could

be rented out; one of the houses has had a tenant allalong.) In 2009, when the plan was cooked up,

the hope was to re-sell the six houses for $1.6 million, though it's too soon to say whether that'll
happen.

"Cost recovery will only be known when the properties are all sold. The sales will not take place for at
least another year,"the city's statement said.
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