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‘Should be good’: redevelopment proposals put focus on downtown

Rescue plan for Portage Place earns praise
M ARILYN Guimond and Terry 

Cook sat in a potential con-
struction zone.

To them, it was a typical Saturday 
afternoon patronizing Portage Place’s 
food court. They’ve been visitors since 
1987, when the downtown shopping 
centre first opened.

It’s unclear whether their tradition 
will continue. On Friday, True North 
Real Estate Development announced 
a proposal to transform the mall into 
a community hub with a residential 
tower, a health-care services tower and 
a grocery store, among other things.

The news follows the release of a 
preliminary downtown revitalization 
plan and concepts to alter Portage and 
Main.

“Why not? Change it,” Cook said of 

Portage Place. “The first opening day, 
the first week, it was damn crowded… 
(It’s) empty now.”

His sentiment was shared by many 
occupying the mall Saturday.

“A grocery store would be nice. 
There’s not too much… close by here,” 
said Lawson Angeconeb.

The downtown resident gets his son-
in-law to drive him down Notre Dame 
Avenue for groceries. But he likes to 
walk — he treks through Central Park 
in the summer, and he’s a fan of the 
skywalk system.

True North’s $550-million proposed 
space includes removing Portage 
Place’s atrium at Edmonton Street and 
replacing it with an outdoor pedestrian 
greenway connected to Central Park.

Around 100,000 square feet of public 
green space could be added overall, 
including a community garden.

It’s something Angeconeb would like 
to see, along with a skywalk system 
connecting the building — and secu-
rity.

“You have a lot of people here, you 
need a lot of security,” he said.

Current security is good, said 
Dasnim Afser. Still, she feels unsafe 
working at a jewelry shop on Portage 
Place’s main floor.

She said True North’s plan “should 
be good.”

After all, there aren’t many custom-
ers — the shop’s locations in St. Vital 
and Kildonan Place are much busier, 
Afser added.

“(Customers) don’t want to come to 
this location because they don’t feel 
safe here, they don’t like it here,” noted 
Aziz Minar, manager of The Phone 
Shop.

They’ll call Minar’s shop but visit 

the chain’s other Winnipeg locations. 
Meantime, theft continues to happen at 
the Portage Avenue site.

“I feel like (the proposed redevel-
opment) is going to be good, because 
everybody is getting out of the mall,” 
Minar said.

If The Phone Shop has a place in 
True North’s plan, business will likely 
skyrocket, Minar added.

True North Real Estate is currently 
in discussions to buy the mall from 
Vancouver-based Peterson Group. It 
has secured the option to buy the prop-
erty and parkade.

Down the street — in True North 
Square — community safety program 
leads commended the proposal.

“If they can revitalize the downtown 
area for the better, that’s great,” said 
Kevin Walker, executive director of 
the Bear Clan Patrol.

“Love” is the word activist Mitch 
Bourbonneire used: love for Central 
Park access, love for mental health and 
health facilities, love for community 
spaces.

“We’re replacing old school, 1980s 
retail with a village, and with a neigh-
bourhood, and with a grocery store,” 
Bourbonneire said.

Community groups like the Bear 
Clan Patrol and the Downtown Com-
munity Safety Partnership will be 
needed, he added.

“You can’t just physically build 
spaces,” Bourbonneire said. “You have 
to flood those spaces with helpers and 
navigators.”

Not all proposed downtown changes 
were applauded.
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Police in India seeking suspects in Akwesasne deaths

POLICE in India say they are looking 
for three men in connection with the 
deaths of a family from Gujarat who 
perished trying to cross into the Unit-
ed States by boat through Akwesasne, 
Que., in March.

Achal Tyagi, superintendent of 
police for the city of Mehsana, in the 
western state of Gujarat, says author-
ities have issued a “lookout circular” 
for three men: Nikulsinh Vihol, Sachin 
Vihol and Arjunsinh Chavda. The 
notice is used at checkpoints, borders 
and immigration ports to look out for a 
person wanted by law enforcement.

Indian police allege the men were 
involved in running immigration firms 
some people use to enter countries 
with fake documents.

Four Indian nationals whose bodies 

were among eight people pulled from 
the St. Lawrence River had been 
travelling in Canada on a tourist visa 
from their home state of Gujarat. They 
included Praveen Chaudhari, 50; his 
wife Daksha, 45; their daughter Vidhi, 
23; and their 20-year-old son Meet.

Tyagi said a police complaint was 
registered against the three wanted 
men and the case is still in the early 
stages of investigation. They face 
charges of culpable homicide not 
amounting to murder, criminal breach 
of trust, cheating and dishonestly 
inducing delivery of property and 
criminal conspiracy.

“Charges would happen at a much 
later date,” Tyagi said in an interview 
this week. “We are trying to trace 
them.”

The complaint sets the criminal 
case in motion and was filed by 
Praveen Chaudhari’s younger brother, 

Ashwin Chaudhari.
According to the complaint, trans-

lated by The Canadian Press from 
Gujarati and known as a First Informa-
tion Report, at least one of the alleged 
brokers, Sachin Vihol, was living in 
Canada and acted as the point person.

The allegations in the report, 
which have not been tested in court, 
provide some details about the final 
movements in the Chaudhari family’s 
journey.

The report alleges the brokers 
received the equivalent of about 
C$100,000 to have Praveen Chaudhari 
and his family cross into the U.S. by 
taxi. Later, family members were re-
luctantly convinced at the last minute 
to travel by boat and were reassured 
there would be no issues, despite poor 
weather.

Ashwin Chaudhari, a 40-year-old 
farmer, said in the complaint that he 

was in touch with the family through 
phone calls and WhatsApp.

According to the complaint, his 
brother Praveen told him in January 
he was travelling to Canada and had 
received a visitors visa. It’s unclear 
how he obtained the travel document, 
but the family boarded a flight from 
Ahmedabad, India, to Toronto on Feb. 
3, 2023 and later wrote to say they 
were staying at a hotel near a Toronto 
airport.

The Chaudharis were allegedly con-
tacted around March 10 by Nikulsinh 
Vihol, who said he could get them into 
the U.S. for about C$100,000. Praveen 
asked his brother to help finance the 
trip, so he went to relatives to raise 
the amount. Ashwin said he made the 
payment near a temple.
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Zelenskyy 
asks Pope 
to support 
peace plan

ROME — Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelenskyy had private talks with 
Pope Francis at the Vatican on Satur-
day, later saying he sought support for 
Ukraine’s peace plan from the pontiff, 
who in the past has offered to try to 
help end the full-scale war launched 
by Russia a year ago.

Zelenskyy held his hand over his 
heart and said it was a “great honour” 
to meet with the Pope. Francis, using 
a cane for his knee problem, came to 
greet the Ukrainian president before 
ushering him into a papal studio near 
the Vatican’s audience hall.

In a tweet after the 40-minute audi-
ence, Zelenskyy expressed gratitude 
to Francis for “his personal attention 
to the tragedy of millions of Ukrai-
nians.” He said he spoke with the 
pontiff “about the tens of thousands 
of deported (Ukrainian) children. We 
must make every effort to return them 
home.”

Last month, Ukraine’s prime min-
ister, Denys Shmyhal, asked the Pope 
to help get children returned from 
Russia to Ukraine. But the Vatican’s 
statement Saturday made no mention 
of the request.

Instead, the Vatican said the two 
men spoke about Ukraine’s “humani-
tarian and political situation provoked 
by the ongoing war.”

“The Pope assured his constant 
prayer, paid witness to by his many 
public appeals and by his continued 
invoking of the Lord for peace, since 
February of last year, the Vatican said, 
a reference to the Russian invasion 
that began Feb. 24, 2022.

The meeting came as Russia’s 
defence ministry said Storm Shadow 
long-range cruise missiles delivered to 
Ukraine by the United Kingdom this 
week damaged unspecified civilian 
enterprises in Luhansk province in 
Ukraine’s far east. Luhansk authorities 
separately said another missile strike 
hit the regional capital, wounding an 
elderly woman.
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AT CLOSE RANGE
Winnipeg Ice centre Conor Geekie gets a shot from the edge of the crease but is stopped  by Seattle Thunderbirds goalie Thomas Milic during 
Game 2 of the Western Hockey League Championship Series Saturday in Winnipeg. The Thunderbirds won 4-2 to even the series at 1-1 / B1


