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Implications of Public Transit Reform:
Interview with Canadian MPs on a National
Transit Strategy

Eric Thompson

This PPGR-commissioned article features interviews with NDP MPs Megan Leslie
(Halifax) and Hoang Mai (Brossard—La Prairie).

Out of all the Group of Eight (G8) countries, Canada is the only member without a
national transit strategy (NTS). This omission is more of a reflection of the current federal
government’s policy preferences than Canadians’ attitudes towards such an initiative.
Here, two Canadian Members of Parliament are consulted on their expertise, opinions,
and recommendations regarding a NTS: NDP Official Opposition Deputy Leader and
Environment Critic Megan Leslie, and NDP Deputy Critic for Transport Hoang Mai.

Each MP contributed on two crucial, and often conflicting, realms of any major policy
consideration: the environmental and economic implications, respectively.

The seven other leading industrialized countries that form the G8 (Italy, the UK, the
US, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan) each have their own national transit policy
frameworks. New Zealand, Australia, and South Korea are other examples of highly
developed nations that have similar frameworks (Canadian Urban Transit Association
2011). There have been substantial increases in funding across all levels of Canadian
government for public transit in the past decade, yet local and provincial governments
have been unable to develop long-term strategies due to only intermittent funding at
the federal level (Ibid). A sustainable NTS will require long-term and regular funding
commitments from the federal government.

Eric Thomson is a second-year Master’s student at the University of Ottawa’s Graduate
School of Public and International Affairs. He has worked for two members on Parliament
Hill; interned at the Canadian High Commission in Delhi, India; and most recently interned
at the Canadian Permanent Mission to the United Nations and International Organisations
in Vienna, Austria. His research interests focus on Middle Eastern security studies and
specifically nuclear arms in Iran.
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Environmental Considerations and Implications

A National Transit Strategy would have a substantial positive impact on several sectors of
Canadian society, but the most immediate benefits would be to the environmental sector.
Still, MP Leslie acknowledges the failure for these benefits to be highlighted during the
NTS discussion in the House of Commons. Many non-environmental issues,including
urban gridlock and its costly impact on public infrastructure and economic productivity,
have largely framed proponents’ justification for the policy, and have detracted away from
the environmental implications.

Leslie argues that an NTS would be a sound environmental policy because it would
reduce the negative consequences of the urban automobile-dependent culture prevalent
in many of the provinces’ capital cities. This reduction would decrease the amount of
environmentally harmful motor vehicle greenhouse gas (GhG) emissions and smog, as
the vast majority of Canadian commuters travelling into and through urban centres carry
only a single passenger (National Household Survey 2011). A shift towards more effective
and reliable urban public transit would result, marking a significant reduction of net GhG
emissions from motor vehicles.

Currently, the vast majority of Canadians find the available means of public transit
inadequate for commuting to work. A major goal of urban transportation is to encourage
car users to leave the comfort and convenience of their automobiles and take public
transit. According to the 2010 General Social Survey, 82% of workers travelled to work
by car, 12% took public transit, and 6% walked or bicycled (2010). In the same survey,
workers who did not use public transit were asked if they had ever tried using public
transit to travel to work. They were also asked how they rated the level of convenience
of public transit. Of the 10.6 million workers who currently commute by car, 15%—or
1.6 million—have tried using public transit to get to work. Slightly less than half (47%) of
those who have tried public transit felt that it was a convenient way to get to work (Ibid).
Moreover, of the 10.6 million car commuters, just over 2 million felt that public transit
would be convenient for them, while about 8.3 million thought it would be somewhat or
very inconvenient (Canadian General Social Survey 2010).

Finally, public transit users take longer to get to work than car users living an equivalent
distance from their place of work. For example, in Canada’s six largest metropolitan
areas, each of which has a population of at least 1 million, public transit users’ average
commuting time was 44 minutes. By contrast, the average commuting time for car users
was 27 minutes. (Canadian General Social Survey 2010). If it takes on average only
two-thirds of the time to commute by car than by public transit, and if 85% of Canadians
believe public transit would be very or somewhat inconvenient for them, there are clearly
insufficiencies within the current transit systems that do not provide adequate incentives
for Canadians to use public transit. These inefficiencies, however, are not indicative of
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an inherently flawed government program, but rather reveal that our systems require
improved transportation infrastructure and services reforms.

The reliance on automobiles for transportation has also been rising. Statistics Canada’s
2011 General Social Survey found that the proportion of people aged 18 and over who
went everywhere by car—as either a driver or a passenger—rose from 68% in 1992 to 70%
in 1998 and then 74% in 2005. This proportional increase coupled with concurrent urban
population growth suggests an inevitable exponential increase in GhG emissions--an
environmentally unsustainable trajectory that could be mitigated by an NTS.

When asked whether an NTS is politically impossible due to resistance at the federal
level, Leslie argued that an NTS is viable, but there is a failure of political leadership.
She believes that the government has a large role to play in sectors that impact the
environment as regulation can compensate for, or control, the environmental harm done
to our air and atmosphere, but that the current government has failed to fill this role
adequately.

Leslie distinguishes between the environmental consequences of GhG emissions and
clean air to argue that air quality would improve immediately as a significant number of
Canadians switch either completely or partially from automobile use to public transit.

In the intermediate term, Leslie believes that an NTS would lead to a more general
paradigm shift towards environmental alternatives. There would be incentives for urban
and specifically bedroom community planning to be cohesive with developed and efficient
transit systems. Currently, most Canadian suburban cities and towns have been structured
for cars and not bus routes. Leslie believes that an NTS would facilitate the development
of public, active, and sustainable transit, but that the current underfunded public transit
systems are largely ineffective.

Regarding long-term implications, the main environmental impact would be a reduction

in GhG emissions. In general, however, Leslie argues that with sustained long-term
funding, entrepreneurs will see the incentive to devise innovative products, services,

or infrastructure that complement a sound transit system as they recognize the

potential to bid for annual grants. The Canadian Urban Transit Association echoes this
recommendation by drawing on positive experiences in the US and South Korea, where
the federal governments allot additional funding for research and technology projects that
facilitate the use of public transit (CUTA 2011).

Federal programs such as the Gas Tax Fund and the Building Canada Fund were created
to support environmentally sustainable infrastructure in Canadian municipalities, but
transit is currently only one of the eligible investment categories and must compete with
water, wastewater, and road projects (Federation of Canadian Municipalities 2007). Leslie
highlights the fact that certain mandatory programs, such as wastewater regulations

that will soon come into effect, currently siphon resources away from other programs.
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If municipalities do not comply with these regulations they will be fined, so this financial
priority undermines funding for other programs. Leslie argues that this demonstrates
the necessity of a separate funding mechanism dedicated solely to transit so that
municipalities are not forced to choose one beneficial program over another.

Fiscal and Economic Considerations and Implications

The Act to Establish a National Public Transit Strategy (Bill C-305) was introduced as
a Private Member’s Bill by NDP Transport Critic Olivia Chow in 2011. Bill C-305 sought
to establish federal funding mechanisms to ensure the financial health of public transit
systems (C-305, 41st Parl. 2011).

MP Hoang Mai’s vision of an NTS would include a strategy for a permanent investment
plan to support public transit. Secondly, it would require the establishment of a federal
funding mechanism brought together by all levels of government to provide sustainable,
predictable long-term and adequate funding. Finally, Mai believes that the federal
government needs to establish accountability measures to ensure that all levels of
government work together to increase access to public transit.

In terms of the affordability of an NTS, Mai proposes that the NDP look to transfer one
cent from the existing gas tax to municipalities for transit. He argues that based on gas tax
revenues in 2012, the one cent transfer would amount to $420 million. Mai suggests that
this pittance would provide a substantial, dependable source of revenue to finance a large
portion of an NTS. This sum would amount to nearly a quarter of the required funding
alone, as the Canadian Urban Transit Association suggested that a sustainable and
effective NTS would require $2 billion per year (2007). This total pales in comparison to
the annual opportunity costs of congestion to labour productivity. Specifically, congestion
is deeply affecting the competitiveness of all of Canada’s urban regions, a point reinforced
by a 2006 federal study that found the total annual cost of congestion (in 2002 dollars)
ranges from $2.3 billion to $3.7 billion for the major urban areas in Canada (Transport
Canada 2006).

Furthermore, Mai argues that the New Building Canada Plan has led to a reduced federal
funding transfer for municipal infrastructure, and therefore the federal government needs
to make sure that provinces and municipalities have more sources of money in order to
invest in the public transit system. Lastly, Mai argues that another issue concerning the
New Building Canada Plan is the current program’s 6-18 month delay due to issues of
public-private partnership bureaucracy. However, both public and private stakeholders
need to be involved in the development of national transit policies to increase the chances
of success and compliance (CUTA 2011). Therefore, a portion of NTS funding should be
allocated towards ensuring the facilitation and expedition of public-private partnership
contracts.
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When asked if a sustainable NTS is possible with only intermittent federal funding
programs for transit, Mai responded that it was not feasible. In large part, the
Conservatives have disagreed that an NTS is needed, or even desired, and that it is not
the role of the government to tell municipalities how to run their transit systems (CBC
2011). Mai believes that the federal government needs a long-term plan, which the
Conservatives argue they have provided with their New Building Canada Plan. However,
the NDP demands a more predictable and dependable funding program that would
extend over 15 to 20 years. Mai notes that this strategy has been strongly supported by
the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM 2007), and that municipal governments’
funding uncertainty currently hinders their ability to implement ambitious transit strategies.

Furthermore, Mai asserts that the best strategy to diversify transit funding responsibilities
amongst the three levels of government would be for the municipalities and provinces to
determine their priorities and for the federal government to provide its share of the funding.
He argues that the Conservative government should not be adding more bureaucracy

at the federal level or picking winners or losers at other levels of government. Mai is
convinced that local leaders know best regarding their transit needs, and that the federal
government cannot understand or meet these needs from Ottawa.

Further Policy Considerations and Recommendations

In addition to environmental and fiscal considerations, adopting an NTS should also
promote economic development, improve public accessibility, reduce traffic congestion,
promote healthier lifestyles, alleviate pressures related to rising gas prices, and stimulate
demand for more efficient public transit. Providing quality public transit services is also
recognized as a way to improve access to education, health care facilities, and other
important services (CUTA 2011). As discussed, the short-term benefits of an NTS

are significant. However, it will take a government with a clear vision of the needs of
Canadians to be able to adequately address the burgeoning and wasteful consequences
of the current transit status quo.

By shifting people from automobiles to public transit vehicles, the number of vehicles on
the road and the related economic costs of traffic congestion, roadway maintenance,

and parking infrastructure will be reduced. Health benefits of public transit include
reduced rates of obesity, increased levels of physical activity, reduced air pollution, and
reduced health costs. Admittedly, long-term and gradual shifts tend to be unappealing
policy choices for governments seeking short-term re-election. However, if a government
presented an effective public campaign to explain to Canadians the many benefits of an
NTS, it is likely that it will be understood as the sound policy and investment strategy that
it can be.
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