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Building Renewal Report for the Annual General Meeting of June 23, 2019  

 

To:   The First Narayever Congregation Board of Governors  

And To: The Membership  

  

From:   The Building Renewal Steering Committee  

Date:   May 1, 2019 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 
Why we need to upgrade our building 

 
The building that houses the First Narayever Congregation has been in existence for more 

than a century. It has been our Shul since 1943. It is the home of an energetic and active 

congregation of about 700 members. It is also a vital part of the broader community.  

 

This house of worship once served an orthodox community but transformed to one that is 

both traditional and egalitarian as a way of keeping alive a downtown synagogue and 

reflecting changing social values. Now the current congregation has been trying to make the 

building fit with changing needs and expectations. Specifically, the challenge that faces the 

membership today is how to make the building accessible in a viable, welcoming way.  

 

In order to deal with its own vitality, the FNC has contemplated several building renewal 

options over the years. For almost 20 years, our congregation has discussed how best to 

renew our historic synagogue building in order to meet our needs for the present and the 

future. In 2015 the members were consulted about the future of the shul building through two 

surveys and five consultation meetings. The conclusion was that the majority of members 

want to renovate on our property in order to provide accessibility. 

 

Based on feedback from the congregation the preferred strategy is to make better use of 

our current space rather than move to a new location. The commitment is to maintain our 

current membership levels and make the space we have more efficient, comfortable, and 

pleasant and to better meet the needs of members for the future. 

   

Over the years we have identified, and found there is a general consensus, on certain basics:  

 

1. Accessibility - We need to make our beloved shul accessible to all, so that everyone 

can participate in services and events in an equitable and dignified manner. 

 

2. Better Space - We need better and additional program space, particularly for 

children and youth activities, administration and a new space to provide our Rabbi 

an office. 

 

3. Building systems - We need to update our aging heating and air conditioning 

systems. 
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Design Concept   
 
The principal design decision of the building plan establishes the location of an elevator at 

the front of the building. The decision that the accessible entrance to the building would also 

be the main entrance to the building is the physical expression of an idea of supporting a 

dignified and egalitarian welcome for everyone. 

 
The building plan includes a number of elements that are interrelated, interconnected and are 

mutually reinforcing, together supporting and reinforcing one another. To lose one of the parts 

has implications and repercussions on the others. For example, installation of the elevator at 

the front necessitates digging down the basement at the front to accommodate the elevator 

and moving back the sanctuary to replace the lost seats at the back of the sanctuary. (i.e. an 

elevator cannot just be added at the front of the building without it requiring other elements 

such as a larger stairway). 

 
Earlier Options 
 

The shul’s leadership and membership have been wrestling with how to accomplish these 

goals for many years. Through this history many options for changing the building and providing 

accessibility have been investigated. Here is a summary of the options: 

 

2000 – The building was renovated to increase the capacity of the sanctuary from about 

190 seats to 230, relocate the ark further back and bring it up to fire code. At that 

time an elevator and 2nd floor were considered but rejected by the membership 

due to cost.  

 

2007 – The solarium was added to add much needed space.  

 

2010 – A study “Options for Increased Accessibility” considered a number of options including: 

- a major renovation to add space and accessibility improvements 

- a lift at the front of the building 

- a lift at the back of the building 

- an elevator at the back of the building 

- a lift only to the sanctuary 

 

2010 – Long term Strategic Options provided an assessment of building needs and laid out 

options   

- Renovate on existing site 

- Tear down and re-build on existing site 

- Purchase building to the south 

- Purchase building to the north 

- Find an available shul or church building to purchase and renovate 

- Find another building or site 

- Do nothing – restrict membership 

 

2011 – A plan was developed for a major renovation consisting of: 

- an elevator at the rear of the building  

- 2000 square feet of additional space in an addition at the rear of the building to 

the back property line. 

 

A building permit application was submitted to the City but was not followed through 

and lapsed.  
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2012-13 – Discussion with the neighbours to the north regarding the plan developed for our 

own property and the possibility of the shul buying the property to the north were conducted. 

The neighbour did not want to sell.  

 

2015 – Consideration and consultation with the membership began again to consider 

alternatives for our building including the possible acquisition of an adjacent property and 

development on our property. Through consultations and surveys the membership 

indicated its preference to stay in the current location and develop a plan that would best 

meet the current and future needs of the congregation. 

 

As noted above many options have been considered over the years and some options 

considered more than once. The obstacle has not been a lack of consideration of options; the 

problem has been that we have never actually moved forward with a completed plan. 

 
THE BUILDING RENEWAL PLAN 
 
In 2016 the Board of Governors and the Building Task Force (BTF) hired LGA 

Architects to help us determine design options for improving the shul on our own 

Brunswick Avenue site. The BTF and LGA architects developed the building plan that 

will meet our needs at present and into the future, while being attractive and sensitive to 

the surrounding neighborhood. The Board of Governors and the BTF have engaged the 

shul community in a number of ways during this process through updates in the 

Narayever Net, President’s updates in the Newsletters, presentations at the AGMs, 

information meetings and drawings of building proposal displayed in the shul for two 

years. 
 
The building plan includes: 

- an elevator at the front of the building to provide everyone with a dignified front 

entry 

- mobility accessibility as a feature of the entire building (including 
washrooms, doorways, etc.) 

- a more spacious and useful social hall 

- an updated and improved kitchen 
- new programming and administrative spaces 
- Rabbi’s office  

- new, up-to-date heating and air conditioning systems 

 
The heart of the shul is the sanctuary. The design intention is to preserve the character and 
size of the existing and historic sanctuary, while incorporating the changes necessary to 
make it accessible.  
  
Further design development that is required to update the sanctuary will include a series of 
consultations with members beginning in the fall. We have already heard excellent ideas 
from members that will be considered as part of any alterations to the sanctuary. These 
ideas include improving the acoustics and enhancing natural light in the sanctuary. 

 
In all, the building plan provides 1,800 square feet of new space with a second floor of 
1,160 square feet, an additional 470 square feet in the basement and 180 square feet in the 
main entrance. In addition, the excavation of the basement (which is required to support the 
elevator access) provides more useable and functional space for programming. The space 
in the basement will also allow for flexible “sectioning off” to provide space for separate 
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events (and children’s programming) or as part of the larger social hall. Overall the changes 
will provide for much improved space and much needed functional space for children and 
youth programming. 

 

Building Design 
 

The intent of the building plan is to provide accessibility, updated building systems and 

additional needed space, while maintaining the welcoming character and scale of the 

building on Brunswick. The exterior of the building shows a warm and welcoming 

transparent entrance and provides some glazing through intricate brickwork into the stairs 

that are now located on the south side of the Brunswick Avenue façade. The historic 

Yiddish words commemorating the First Narayever Congregation will be prominently 

displayed just below a new green roof. 

 

A modest addition to the east end of the building on the lower level will provide greater 

flexibility and additional youth programming as well as minimizing conflicts with adult 

activities. 

 

The renovation provides the opportunity to upgrade the kitchen so that it will last for years to 

come. The existing kitchen has substandard venting, a residential stove and oven that needs 

to be upgraded, and counters and storage that need to be replaced with more long-lasting 

and hygienic materials. 

  

The building plan provides for a welcoming, attractive and accessible entrance for all in the 

front of the building. Currently the shul is inaccessible for those with limited mobility. There 

is a step up to the front doors and then stairs to get into the sanctuary and down to the 

social hall and washrooms area. An earlier plan was to add an elevator at the rear of the 

building, one that would have limited impact on the shul. However, the walkway leading to 

the rear of the building is inadequate, unpleasant and it is now viewed as unfair and 

undignified to ask people with mobility issues to travel the furthest distance to enter the rear 

of the shul. In addition, the rest of the building would require considerable redesign to 

provide accessibility to the washrooms and all the spaces within the building. It would have 

also impacted the sanctuary space.  

 

Currently the Rabbi does not have an office at the shul. The office staff are located in the 

back room and the solarium. The solarium is in urgent need of repair or replacement. The 

renovation will add a second floor to provide an office for the Rabbi as well as the shul 

administration and space to accommodate our library. 

 

Approvals 
 

The building plan was developed and submitted to the City for zoning approval in 2016. In 

2017 and early 2018, the Ontario Municipal Board (OMB) held three days of hearings. More 

than 50 members attended the hearing to support the proposal. In January 2019 the OMB 

approved the zoning necessary for the plan.  

 

It is important to emphasize that the Ontario Municipal Board held, at paragraph 30 of its 

decision, that the Shul's proposal "is, from a planning and public interest point of view, 

desirable for the appropriate development and use of the subject property; and will have no 

adverse impact on the surrounding area".  
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The zoning approvals process has been a very long and at times challenging one. With the 

approval we are ready to move ahead. 

 

A Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA), required by the City and the OMB, was completed in 

April 2019. Both the City and the HIA have determined that the heritage value of our 

building is our congregation, and not the building per se. In other words we - by gathering to 

worship, by participating in community activities, by providing space to appropriate 

community groups, and our unique presence in a downtown location - are what makes our 

building and our community historically significant. The design of the building incorporates 

commemorative elements of the existing building.  

 

City Councillors Joe Cressy and Mike Layton have been extremely supportive of our desire 

to stay on our site in the community and update our building. 

 

In support of the project, the City has exempted the Narayever from entering into a very 

lengthy and often challenging Site Plan Control process. This exemption allows us to save a 

minimum of six months of further approvals and significant cost of technical studies. 

 

Due Diligence and Consultants 
 
Since January 2019, after receipt of the positive decision from the OMB decision was 

received, work has restarted on the plan development and design of the building project. LGA 

have refined the schematic plans. A construction management firm, Boszko and Verity, has 

been retained to provide advice and updated cost estimates. Boszko and Verity, and LGA, 

are supported by an outstanding team of consultants: ERA Architects have provided heritage 

consulting services and prepared the Heritage Impact Assessment. MGM Consulting Inc. is 

providing civil engineering services, and Blackwell Structural Engineers are designing the 

structural systems. Patriot Engineering Inc. is providing geotechnical information to guide the 

planned excavation and foundation work. Kelly’s Tree Service provided arborist advice on the 

trees on the property. 

The new cost estimates are critical to informing the Board and membership regarding 

the costs and trade-offs of various elements of the design. 

 

Cost 

 
The Building Renewal Steering Committee established in 2018 has been working with LGA 
Architects and Verity and Boszko Construction to refine the plan and to determine an up-to-
date construction cost estimate and a full project cost budget. In summary the cost of the 
plan is as follows: 
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Full Project Cost 
 

The following table provides the full project cost for the plans that were approved by the 

OMB. 

 

Construction Cost $ 3,320,000 

Detailed design and consultants $    410,000 

City permit and development fees $      80,000 

Relocation, moving and storage $    170,000 

Financing $    270,000 

TOTAL $ 4,250,000 

 
This is the most ambitious project the shul has undertaken. The building plan and cost 
estimate include all of the improvements that the shul has talked about and wanted for many 
years and ensures that the congregation will have a well-built, up-to-date efficient space to 
accommodate current and future members. This is an important legacy for our membership 
to provide for future generations. 

 
In using modern materials, and doing various upgrades, the synagogue will lessen the 
environmental impact of our historical building. For example, we can do a much better job of 
dealing with the conditions of climate change with a modern system of storm water 
management and as a result lessen the impact in our community. 
 

Financing 
 
The Financing Plan consists of two major sources of funds to finance the building renewal 
project – fundraising and fees. The Financing Plan includes $2.55 M in fundraising. However, 
the Capital Campaign is setting a fundraising target of $3 M. Achieving the higher amount will 
permit us to reduce mortgage costs or reduce membership fee increases in later years. The 
Financing Plan also calls for $500,000 from current operations and $1,200,000 from fees 
charged to members, from HHD ticket revenue and new member building fund, over the next 
10 years.  
 
The Capital Campaign is off to a great start. We are very fortunate to have a major donor 
in Sam Mizrahi who has committed $1 M to this project over the timeframe of design and 
construction. Present and past board members and others have made early pledges 
totaling $800,000 as a show of support and encouragement for the project. This project 
will require the support and contributions from members across the Narayever 
congregation.  
 

The project will also be funded through modest increases in membership and High Holy 
Days fees, and extensions on new member levies. 
 
As the fee revenue and some fundraised revenues will be streamed to the project over a 
number of years, the shul is negotiating a mortgage to cover the costs as they arise over 
the next two years through the design and construction. Discussions are well underway 
with the TD bank to provide the necessary financial services needed including a $2.0M 
mortgage repayable over 10 years. The interest charges have been factored into the full 
project cost. 
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Construction Start 
 
The target for construction start is April 2020 dependent on confirmation of 85% of the project 
costs being available through committed pledges, approved fee increases and the mortgage. 

 

Given the extent of the work required shul services and administration will be relocated for 
13 months. This means that upon membership approval, the project should be completed in 
advance of the 2021 High Holy Days.  
 
In 2016 a committee conducted a search for relocation possibilities. The search for a 

temporary location will re-‐start this summer. The congregation will be informed about the 

progress of the relocation search. The cost of moving, storage and relocation has been 
included in the project cost. 
 

Continued Consultations with the Congregation 
 
As the design of the building project proceeds, the membership will be kept informed 
and consulted in a meaningful way. It is expected that further information meetings 
will be held in fall of 2019 regarding the design of programming spaces, the kitchen 
and accessibility improvements throughout, including the sanctuary. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
There has been a great deal of hard work done by many volunteer members of the 

synagogue to find a well-‐balanced solution to modernizing the shul while maintaining the 

character of the building. Our ethic is to be open, welcoming and accessible to everyone while 
maintaining the “haimishe” (homey and unpretentious) feeling to which we have all become 
accustomed.   
 
The Building Renewal Steering Committee believes that this proposed plan is the best 
balance between the many issues and stakeholders, is financially viable, and creates the 
best building possible. 

 

Like our forebears who created and recreated the First Narayever many times over the 

years, we are continuing their legacy. 
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Appendix A 

 
Cost Analysis 
 
The development of the plan for the shul building was conducted in a comprehensive 

manner to fully understand the trade-‐offs and compromises that could be considered. The 
architects and construction managers provided costs on several elements of the building for 
our consideration. The following paragraphs outline elements of the project where we have 
considered potential cost savings. 

 

Elimination of the second floor  
 
Eliminating the second floor would reduce the cost of the project by $263,000. However, the 
board does not recommend this change to the plan because there are significant advantages 
in having the second floor:  
 

- The space currently used by the administration staff on the main floor will be 
reduced as a result of lost space at the front of the building for the elevator and new 
entrance, so adequate space for the administration staff to support the community is 
required. 

- There is currently no private space for the Rabbi to use in the building and he 
would have to continue to use his home office. Having a private space for the 
Rabbi to work and meet with congregants on the premises will be extremely 
beneficial to the membership.  

- A number of our major donors have directed their contributions to the 2nd floor. 
- It provides a wonderful quiet library space.   

 
Maintaining the first floor assembly and basement support columns  
 
The plans and recommended budget call for the existing basement columns to be removed. 

The removal of the columns in the basement will provide for better quality clear space by 

eliminating obstacles to circulation, set up and sight lines. In order to remove the columns, it is 

necessary to replace the sanctuary floor (i.e. First Floor).  The cost estimate included in the 

budget to do this is $141,000.  

 

Our designers are currently investigating alternate structural systems to eliminate the columns 

without replacing the first floor assembly. 

 
Reducing the extent of the excavation of the lower level 
 
Excavating the lower level will significantly improve the quality of space in the basement. It is 

required in order to allow for the height of the elevator door opening to make the basement 

accessible. We will also be able to accommodate utility and heating systems in the additional 

space under the new vestibule without using valuable space for these utility rooms. The 

designers have been asked to determine if it is feasible to reduce the extent of the dig in order 

to lower the costs. 

 
  


