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Estonian Centre Architect Profile Part 1

Alar Kongats describes his vision for the new Estonian Centre

Designing the new Estonian Centre is about much
more than bricks and mortar — it is meticulously
planning how the building design will live and
breathe in the community and ensure it embraces
the people who use it.

“We want to design a building that looks outward,
not inward,” Alar explains. “The goal is to
showcase Estonian culture and make it part of the
larger community.”

Developing a welcoming and inclusive centre is an
opportunity to give back to the city and province
that welcomed Estonian immigrants.

“We are a culture that takes pride in our interest
and accomplishments in the arts, music and
media,” he said. “We can share these interests and this knowledge with the
community in this centre.”

It is very encouraging that the recent local ratepayers meeting held October 30 at Tartu
College was so positive, and that local City Councillor Joe Cressy is on board with the
potential plans for the new centre.

One of the ratepayers at the meeting was enthusiastic in his praise as he was leaving
the meeting:

“Thank God for the Estonians!” he remarked, making reference to the way the building
is proposed to be developed.

Fitting in to the community is a really important issue, and the detailed planning
undertaken by the project team is helping ensure that this will happen.

“Toronto has always been welcoming to immigrants,” Alar said. “We have prospered
and built our lives here.”
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How the building will be configured in its final form is to be determined in the new year
through consultations that Alar will lead, along with the project team, with different user
groups.

“It’s important to consider how the building will perform over time,” he explains. “It
needs to serve a variety of needs and cater to everyone.”

The design team is planning that the new Estonian Centre would have spaces that are
flexible in how they function.

For example, the “great hall” could be designed so it can be used for a wide range of
uses, such as large gatherings and even light sporting activities.

The classrooms, or breakout rooms, could also be flexible in their sizes and
configurations so various kinds of events could be accommodated.

There can be built-in storage so user groups can leave their materials in place and not
worry about having to move them around.

“There will also be lots of places to just sit and relax,” he added.
There will be elevator access to each floor and washrooms on every level.
“It’s just a civilized approach to design - a comfortable space for everyone.”

Alar is also enthusiastic about the downtown location on Madison Avenue in what is
known as the “Bloor Street Cultural Corridor.”

“There is a real vibrancy to this area — there are a lot of people and activities all around
and this will help build strong interest in using our building,” he said

There is excellent public transit access — the site is a short walk from the Spadina and
St. George subway stations - and plenty of parking in the immediate area.

“The need for cars is also slowly changing in urban locations,” he said. “This site is so
accessible to public transit, and it’s close to many other city amenities. It’s really
ideal.”
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There are 206 parking spaces in the immediate vicinity of the centre, 30 underground
parking spots, and currently 32 in the parking lot directly to the east of 9 Madison
Avenue.

More analysis on parking spots and potential drop-off areas will be conducted.

“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity to make something significant happen to
sustain the Estonian-Canadian community,” Alar said. “We need to embrace the
potential this project represents.”

“We have the chance to do something really special here.”
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