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The roots of Kumari 
Goonewardene’s neigh-
bour’s tree have infiltrated 
the foundation of her home.

And she’s not quite sure 
what to do about it.

She’s worried about the 
state of her home, where she 
also operates her business, 
Blue Skies Bed & Break-
fast. She says she’s tried to 
resolve the issue with the 
help of the town of Niagara-
on-the-Lake, but nobody 
has been able to help her.

The culprit, a large ma-
ture tree in her neighbour’s 
yard, is right next to the 
fence that separates their 
properties.

The tree has long roots 
that extend underneath her 
home, affecting Goonewar-
dene’s ability to run her bed 
and breakfast.

The back deck of her 
home has been ripped up to 
deal with the roots growing 
underneath and she’s had 
people helping her redo her 
lawn.

Typically, she opens 
the bed and breakfast for 
business from April to 
November — this year, it 

was closed from April to 
late June.

Goonewardene said she 
didn’t want to have guests 
while the outside of her 
home was unpresentable.

Earlier this year, she tried 
to get a closer look at the 
tree’s roots.

“I was getting my gar-
dener to dig the roots out 
and expose the roots,” she 
said.

After this, Goonewardene 
said her neighbour contact-
ed the town office, which 
sent over an arborist who 
said she could not do any-
thing to the roots without a 
tree removal permit.

Ten arborists suggested 
that the neighbour simply 
cut down the tree, which 
they have refused to do, 
Goonewardene said.

The neighbour, who lives 
at 5 Park Crt., refused to 
comment on the situation.

Coun. Sandra O’Connor 
visited Goonewardene’s 
home about three months 
ago.

One of the issues is that 
while the roots are on 
Goonewardene’s property, 
the tree they belong to is 
on the neighbour’s land, 
O’Connor said.

She said the town does not 

have control over the private 
tree unless somebody wants 
to cut it down.

“We are kind of caught 
in a very difficult situation 
on the legal side of things,” 
O’Connor said.

If Goonewardene hires 
a professional to confirm 
that damage in her founda-

tion is due to the roots, the 
town may be able to help, 
O’Connor said.

“We don’t have that cer-
tification of certainty that 
that is what is happening. 
We are caught between two 
private citizens here.”

On Aug. 27, Goonewar-
dene provided a structural 

engineer’s report showing 
the damage to town staff 
and so far has heard noth-
ing, she said.

Cindy Carter lives at 32 
Park Crt., across the road 
from Goonewardene.

“I was the one who 
advised her to call you,” 
Carter said.

The damage from the tree 
rooting is obvious and ap-
palling, she said.

“The roots have gone in 
and it’s cracked (the founda-
tion), their weeping tiles. 
They’ve had their whole 
backyard dug up. It’s one 
heck of a mess,” Carter said.

She can’t understand 
why the neighbours won’t 
agree to take the tree down, 
Carter said.

“The world has gotten 
to be a sad place. If you 
can do something to help 
somebody, wouldn’t you?” 
she said.

Carter also noted three 
security cameras put into 
place by the owner at 5 
Park Crt.

“(Goonewardene and her 
husband) are now having to 
endure three security cam-
eras recording all activity 
and conversations in their 
backyard,” Carter said in an 
email to The Lake Report.

Goonewardene said she 
closed her business again in 
late October because guests 
were uncomfortable with 
the cameras while using the 
deck.

“Nobody used the deck 
this year after seeing the 
camera,” she said.

Gonnewardene met 
with fire chief Jay Plato 
last month, demanding an 
exemption letter allowing 
them to cut down the tree.

She said since the conver-
sation, the town gave her a 
$500 fine for cutting a root.

The Lake Report spoke 
with Plato Friday morning, 
Nov. 8 and he confirmed 
that the town is excusing 
itself from the issue.

“Where we’ve landed with 
this situation is that it’s a 
civil issue between neigh-
bours,” he said.

The particulars of the 
situation are not straight-
forward from the applicable 
bylaw, Plato said.

“The unique piece here 
is that through the defini-
tion within the bylaw, the 
tree and everything above 
ground is on the neighbour’s 
property — we can’t permit 
somebody to cut down their 
neighbour’s tree.”
juliasacco@niagaranow.com

Kumari Goonewardene steps over the roots of her 
neighbour’s tree, which are affected the foundation of her 
home. The town has not taken any action and has instead 
fined her $500 for cutting the root. The neighbour won’t 
agree to remove the tree. JULIA SACCO

Root of the problem: Neighbour’s tree is causing foundation damage
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Shaw open house aims to address concerns on Royal George rebuild

There’s a 
new Ruller 
in town

Mckenzie Wright has 
some unfinished 
business.

The St. Davids amateur boxer, 
who narrowly missed out on 
representing Canada at the 2024 
Paris Olympics, isn’t giving up.

If anything, she is more 

motivated and focused than 
ever — and now has her sights 
set on Los Angeles and the 2028 
Games.

Fresh from scoring a bronze 
medal in June at the World 
Boxing Challenge in the Czech 
Republic, Wright is at the gym 

almost every day, training and 
developing her skills, still hoping 
to make her Olympic dream a 
reality.

She almost made it last year, 
losing some close and controver-
sial decisions, including one to 
eventual Paris bronze medallist 

Aira Villegas of the Philippines.
But that was then. “With the 

way things ended last (Olympics) 
cycle, with it being that close 
so many times, I can’t leave it 
like that. I have to right those 

Continued on Page 15

St. Davids boxer fights for Olympic dream
Mckenzie Wright has a new coach and new plan, with the L.A. 2028 Games in her sights

St. Davids amateur boxer Mckenzie Wright works out with her new coach, Faisal Ahmadi, in Niagara Falls, N.Y. JACOB ISMAEL
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The Shaw Festival is en-
couraging public discussion 
about its proposed rebuild 
of the Royal George Theatre 

in Niagara-on-the-Lake.
The organization hosted 

an open house at the theatre 
on Wednesday, inviting 
residents to ask questions 
and learn more about the 
Shaw’s plans. Ninety people 
were registered for 13 tours, 

which each lasted about 30 
to 45 minutes.

The tour was split into 
eight sections showcasing 
different parts of the the-
atre: the lobby, auditorium, 
accessible washroom and 
delivery area, the stage and 

backstage, the greenroom, 
Royal George bar, which is 
in the basement, the outside 
stage door and 188 Victoria 
St., where one part of the 
rebuilt theatre would be.

Each section either 
showed what is wrong with 

the current theatre, or what 
the potential is for a rebuilt 
one.

Among the problems with 
the current theatre is its fail-
ing clay foundation which 
causes the basement to flood 
when it rains.

“We spent $500,000 to 
fix flooding issues just in 
January,” Shaw Festival 
CEO Tim Jennings said 
during a media-only ver-
sion of the tour, adding that 

Continued on Page 5
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Former councillor and fire 
chief Nick Ruller (last name 
pronounced like the mea-
suring stick) has returned to 
Niagara-on-the-Lake as the 
town’s new chief adminis-
trative officer.

He officially took over 
the role on July 7, succeed-
ing interim CAO Bruce 
Zvaniga, who held the post 
for the past 18 months.

Ruller, who spent the last 
year and a half as Bramp-
ton’s fire chief, said the 
opportunity to come home 
and take on the town’s top 
unelected position was a 
major draw. Before that, he 
spent two years as a NOTL 
councillor before stepping 
down.

He said he distanced him-
self from the administrative 
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Taco Tuesdays
Taco ‘bout a treat! Every Tuesday at Bacchus Lounge, 

savour two tacos for $15 and $10 Margaritas, best enjoyed 
with good company on our riverside patio.*

*Prices subject to tax and gratuity. Taco special pricing with beverage  
purchase. See website for details.

Tuesdays
12:00 P.M. – 9:00 P.M.

Dig into Chef Parsons' fresh take on French Bistro cuisine 
with the best patio view in Niagara-on-the-Lake.

Mention this ad and receive a complimentary glass of sparkling wine to enjoy with your meal!

Open daily for breakfast, lunch and dinner    |    RiverbendInn.ca      
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Ruller is new chief administrator
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The restoration of the Up-
per Canada Heritage Trail 
continues to gain ground, 
with the team about halfway 
to finishing the entire trail, 
and a $50,000 boost, cour-
tesy of the Goettler family’s 
foundation.

The Goettler Family 
Foundation presented a 
$50,000 donation to the 
heritage trail committee 
to support the latest phase 
of the restoration project, 
completing a new, one-kilo-
metre section of trail along 
Concession 1, from Line 3 
to Line 4.

The cheque presentation 
and ceremony took place at 
the Line 3 trailhead, where 
the completed portion ends 
and a dirt path, soon to be 
upgraded, begins.

A loader rumbled along 
the unfinished stretch as 
Tony Chisholm, vice-chair 
of the heritage trail com-
mittee, said the section, go-

ing up to Line 4, should be 
completed by September.

Chisholm also said they 
are about halfway to finish-
ing the entire trail.

“The progress is great,” 
said Chisholm.

Restoration of the trail 
began in 2017 along the 
former Erie and Ontario 
railway line, which operated 
from the mid-19th to the 
mid-20th century. The com-
mittee aims to transform 
the overgrown route into a 
gravel trail.

The work is divided into 
four phases: right now, 
crews are busy with phase 
three, which started in mid-
June, going from Line 3 up 
to, eventually, Line 8.

The first phase, from 
John Street to East/West 
Line, was completed last 
year. The second, from 
East/West Line to Line 3, 
finished in May. 

The Goettler Family 
Foundation, operated by 
Lauren and Vaughn Goet-
tler, made the donation to 

help preserve the historical 
character of Niagara-on-
the-Lake. The couple built 
their fortune in the HVAC 
industry.

“It’s part of Niagara-
on-the-Lake’s history,” 
said Lauren Goettler, who 
attended the ceremony on 
July 9 with her husband. 
“Any of our heritage we 
can we need to save, and 
walking trails are very 
important.”

She said the organization 
may do more work with the 
trail.

Also present at the event 
were Lord Mayor Gary 
Zalepa, Couns. Gary Bur-
roughs and Wendy Chero-
pita, and several other town 
staff.

Chisholm said the total 
cost for the Line 3 to Line 
4 section is still unknown. 
He added that the full ex-
tension to Line 8 could take 
“a few years” to complete.

Donations to support 
the trail restoration can be 
made at heritagetrail.ca.

daniel@niagaranow.com

From left, Lauren Goettler, Tony Chisholm, Rick Meloen, 
and Vaughn Goettler, celebrate the donation of $50,000 
from the Goettler Family Foundation. DAN SMEENK

Goettlers donate $50K to heritage trail restoration

side while on council, but 
had an interest while in 
Brampton. He eventually 
reached out to the recruiter 
doing the hiring for the 
town. He said it was a “typi-
cal process” that involved a 
resume.

Council approved the 
decision to hire him. It was 
a unanimous decision from 
the hiring committee.

In an interview, Ruller 
was careful but confident. 
He said he plans to spend 
his first few weeks as CAO 
listening, learning and 
building relationships.

“This week is really just 
about gathering myself up 
to speed on current issues,” 
he said. “In the next few 
weeks, I want to spend a bit 
of time with interim CAO 
Zvaniga just as part of the 
transition.”

He was tight-lipped about 
specific plans but empha-
sized the importance of 
collaboration with council 
and community groups.

Given his deep roots in 
the community — Ruller 
spent his school years in 
Virgil and much of his adult 
life in Niagara-on-the-Lake 
— he sees his familiarity as 
an advantage.

“It’s provided me with an 
opportunity to get situ-
ated very quickly,” he said. 
“Because I have familiarity 
with the organization and 
some of the existing staff.”

He acknowledged the job 
comes with challenges, not-
ing that the town’s relatively 
small team can make it dif-
ficult to respond to all the 
demands placed on them.

It might be more accurate 
to say he is a firefighter 
by calling. He joined the 
NOTL Fire Department as 
a volunteer in 1999, then 
moved to Toronto in 2001 to 
join Toronto Fire Services.

In 2013, he returned to 
NOTL, where he served 
as a firefighter. In 2017, 
he was NOTL deputy fire 

chief and, beginning in 
2019, became the town’s 
fire chief. He was elected to 
town council in 2022 and 
served until 2024, when he 
resigned to take the job in 
Brampton.

Although he continued 
to volunteer as a firefighter 
over the past three and a 
half years — even while 
serving as a councillor and 
working in Brampton — he 
officially resigned from 
the role just weeks before 
becoming CAO.

Ruller admitted he 

“definitely did not” imagine 
ending up as a CAO after 
decades as a firefighter. 
But he sees a natural link 
between both roles.

“You’re serving a commu-
nity,” he said.

He credited his father for 
instilling in him that sense 
of public service: “He has a 
bit of that approach to com-
munity service.”

Though no stranger to re-
sponsibility as a firefighter, 
the new CAO said this role 
brings a broader scope.

“This is different in the 
sense of the shift to the 
broader responsibility to 
the municipality,” he said. 
“There’s the financial 
responsibility and talk-
ing about high-performing 
teams … This is just 
broader responsibility.”

That sense of responsibil-
ity extends to his personal 
life. Ruller, a father of four 
— twin girls and two boys 
— said his free time is 
limited, but when he has it, 
he spends it with his family. 
His children play baseball 
and softball, and he enjoys 
cheering them on.

But more than anything, 
he said, it’s his love for the 
community that drives him, 
even on difficult days.

“It’s a beautiful commu-
nity, it has a lot to offer,” he 
said. “There’s a lot of good 
that happens on the day-to-
day. Sometimes it’s keeping 
that perspective.”

daniel@niagaranow.com

Nick Ruller became chief administrative officer last 
Monday. He said he hopes to build a collaborative 
municipal government with high performers. DAN SMEENK
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This tiny column gives tips to help promote 
kindness in our lives and spread joy and happiness.

#15: Designate one night a 
week (or month) to prepare a 
favourite meal, set the table 
nicely, and enjoy it without 
distractions.

Garth Turner
Columnist

The house on the corner 
is still for sale. A year 
now. They got an offer the 
other day for 90 per cent 
of the asking price, but 
signed it back. Full price. 
Just under four million. 
The buyers walked.

What’s wrong with NOTL 
sellers these days?

“We’re in a market that’s 
been in the buyer’s favour 
for years now,” says broker 
Patrick Burke. “You can’t 
just list, stick with your 
price and see what happens. 
Do you want to be for sale, 
or be sold? It’s that simple.”

Well, maybe. These are 
complicated times. Incen-
tives to shovel money into 
real estate are building up. 
But so are the risks.

Buyers want deals. Sellers 
think 2021 is coming back. 
And, of course, NOTL is a 
weird place.

Most sales here happen 
between March and July 
— a short window. This is 
also the only place in the 
region where average values 
have been north of a million 
bucks for several years.

Overall last year prices 

dipped about 3 per cent, to 
$1.1 million. The Old Town 
was a hundred grand more 
expensive — down year 
over year a whopping 9 per 
cent. But look at Virgil. The 
average there was just one 
used Hyundai south of a 
million and homes appreci-
ated almost 8 per cent.

If a certain orange guy 
were not in the headlines 
daily, screwing up the cour-
age to make an offer would 
be easier.

After all, most houses 
are selling for less. Thirty-
year amortizations are 
now available for newbie 
buyers, reducing monthly 
payments (but increasing 
the interest paid).

CMHC now offers mort-
gage insurance on places 
worth up to $1.5 million. 
That’s huge, since mini-
mum downpayments on 
more expensive places are 
now 60 per cent less. And 
mortgage rates are pivotal. 
Two years ago a five-year 

term cost over 6 per cent. 
Now you can get one for 
less than four.

There’s more. New buyers 
can raid their RRSPs for 
tax-free house money and 
delay making repayments 
for years. That crazy First 
Home Savings Account lets 
people deduct contribu-
tions (eight thousand a year) 
from taxable income like 
an RRSP, then take it out 
to buy a house without any 
tax, like a TFSA.

It’s a gift, on top of 
taxpayer-backed mortgage 
insurance which keep 
rates low.

Given all this, the Bosley 
broker admits spring 2025 
should be a boffo comeback 
year for houses.

But probably not. 
“If tariffs kick in during 

early March, then that’s 
going to be a challenge,” 
says Burke.

“But we have to see if this 
is going to be a one-month 
fistfight. Or longer. Maybe 

an event for all of 2025. But 
when you look out over the 
past decade, this is about as 
fascinating a spring market 
as we’ve ever had.”

Bay Street economists 
are singing the same song 
lately. Steel and alumi-
num duties are the latest 
assault. Rising unemploy-
ment and falling rates are 
now likely. In fact, we 
could get back to COVID-
era mortgages of less 
than 2 per cent. That was 
when real estate went nuts, 
despite the fact we were all 
going to die. 

The unknown is how long 
this trade war might last 
and how effectively Canada 
will respond. If we make 
imports more expensive 
while suffering a lower dol-
lar, inflation roars back. The 
central bank will stop chop-
ping and might hike again.

So, a hot mess.
Already it takes an aver-

age of almost 250 days to 
sell a more expensive house 
in this town. Listings have 
been piling up.

When Trump granted us 
a 30-day stay of execution, 
there was a flurry of show-
ings and activity, but mostly 
for cheaper digs. You know, 
the stuff average folks can 
afford. But now that win-
dow’s closing.

Moral: don’t stick mil-
lions in a house. This may 
not end well.

Garth Turner is a NOTL 
resident, journalist, author, 
wealth manager and former 
federal MP and minister. 

garth@garth.ca

Spring housing market? Fuhgeddaboudit

Scoop Dogg  
drops it like  

it’s cold

Top-end, pricy NOTL homes can take a year to sell, says 
realtor Patrick Burke. Trump may make things even worse.

Photographer Dave Van de Laar captured this 
shot of a town employee named Ryan clearing 
snow Monday with the town’s plow named 
“Scoop Dogg.”
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