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5. Improved transit service in currently transit-deprived areas, including use of appropriate 
service structures and technologies to provide transit services in an efficient and cost-effective 
manner. 

A Compatible System: 

6. Fewer and shorter motorized trips per person and more trips by transit, walking and 
cycling, largely through management of urban development, regardless of city size, in ways that 
lead to compact urban form and greater mixed land use plus more pedestrian-, transit- and 
cycling-friendly streetscapes. 

7. More transit-friendly and walkable/cyclable streets and streetscapes through integrated 
planning, design and delivery of those services and facilities.   

8. Greater opportunities for accommodating bicycles in connection with transit services 
through special features of transit stations and vehicles. 

A Conserving and Clean System: 

9. Reduced transit/transportation energy consumption and resource depletion through an 
increase in the proportion of vehicle-km involving more energy-efficient vehicles and the use of 
alternative propulsion systems. 

10. Reduced emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollutants from transit/transportation 
through use of alternative fuels and propulsion systems plus greater reliance on transit, walking 
and cycling. 

A Cost-Efficient System: 

11. More efficient operation of transit vehicles and higher vehicle productivity, through road 
design and traffic engineering policies, urban development patterns that are more favourable to 
transit and consideration of alternative service delivery approaches. 

12. Transit priority policies that improve average transit travel speed and net revenue per 
vehicle, thus increasing vehicle and driver productivity, as well as the attractiveness of transit 
relative to the private automobile leading to increased transit ridership and revenues and reduced 
net costs per rider. 

13. Cost-effective planning and delivery of new and/or expanded levels of transit service as well 
as maintenance and rehabilitation of existing services and facilities based on appropriate 
governance which enables an integrated approach to urban development and provision of 
transit/transportation. 

14. A level playing field from the standpoint of transit versus auto travel decisions based on 
consideration of real costs and affordability, including under-priced parking and 
rationalization of income tax regulations affecting allowable deductions and taxable benefits. 
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15. Generation of reliable, performance-based revenue streams to fund urban transit thereby 
making possible more cost-efficient capital investment programs, through public funding 
policies and drawing on road pricing and/or other user pricing mechanisms that account for the 
external costs imposed on society by road users and the co-benefits to society of achieving 
improved and more widely used transit. 

Not all elements of this vision statement are applicable in every situation or even within different 
communities of the same jurisdiction.  Transit priority in large cities that operate high frequency 
services in mixed traffic, for example, is not a policy that is likely to be as relevant in small 
municipalities or even in low density communities of a large metropolitan region where existing or 
potential transit ridership would not justify such measures.  Similarly, alternative services that may be 
appropriate in these latter situations (e.g. smaller, more demand-responsive vehicles) are not likely to 
be relevant for major transit corridors.  

Some of these differences are reflected in Exhibit 3.3 which illustrates the anticipated applicability of 
different elements of the draft national vision.  This exhibit also relates the 15 policy goals of the 
proposed vision to some of the more important contributing goals or influencing factors identified 
previously in Exhibit 2.6.  Since many of these contributing goals and influencing factors are highly 
inter-related, there is some degree of duplication, particularly where there are strong similarities 
between the policy goal itself and the contributing goals or influencing factors.   

In addition, Exhibit 3.3 provides an indication of the nature of targets that could be established related 
to these vision components.  Targets for transit mode split have already been adopted in many 
municipal transportation plans.  In the case of accessibility for the disabled and seniors, replacing the 
existing vehicle fleet with accessible vehicles could take some time (and expense) depending upon 
the average age of the vehicle fleet.  But it would be possible to establish close to 100 percent 
accessibility by the end of the service lives of transit vehicles now in use.  For other measures, such 
as fewer and shorter trips, it is more difficult to establish meaningful targets.  

Exhibit 3.3 also indicates relevant areas of activities of existing federal government programs and 
policies.  To cite one example, depreciation allowances for vehicles that are used for community 
transit or special services for the disabled and seniors affect the viability of engaging private firms for 
alternative transit service delivery.  A higher depreciation rate for smaller vehicles used for some of 
these services, matching the shorter economic life of smaller vehicles relative to conventional transit 
vehicles, would increase the economic feasibility of private sector involvement.
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EXHIBIT 3.3: APPLICABILITY OF VARIOUS ELEMENTS OF A NATIONAL TRANSIT VISION 
 

Policy Goals 
Applicable 

Urban 
Areas 

Relevant Contributing 
Goals and Influencing 

Factors 

Types of  
Potential Targets 

Relevant Existing National 
Programs and Activities 

1.  door-to-door seamless travel by public transit and 
related modes within the entire urban area, unimpeded 
by jurisdictional boundaries or intermodal barriers; 

Almost all Transit funding 
Connectivity and coverage 
Public education 

 Research & Development 

2.  Increased transit speed, capacity, frequency, 
coverage and connectivity to compete more 
effectively with the automobile and reduce 
automobile dependence in serving a wider variety of 
trip purposes; 

Medium to 
large 

Road system characteristics 
Connectivity & coverage 
Intermodal integration 

Reductions in the number of 
transfers 
Increases in average transit 
speed 

 

3.  Improved accessibility to transit service for the 
disabled and seniors; 

All  Accessible transit Increasing percentage of 
accessible vehicles and 
infrastructure based on vehicle 
replacement and new 
infrastructure programs 

ICP incentives * 
Operations on federally 
regulated railways 
Depreciation allowances for 
special vehicles 
Research & Development 

4.  Increased comfort, convenience and safety for 
transit users in both vehicles and waiting areas; and 

All Safety and security 
Information technology 
applications 

 Research and Development 

A
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5. Improved transit service in currently transit-
deprived areas. 

All Transit cost recovery 
Transit productivity 
Intermodal integration 

 Depreciation allowances for 
transit vehicles 
Research & Development 

6.  Fewer and shorter motorized trips per person and 
more trips by transit, walking and cycling; 

Almost all Integrated land use and 
transportation/transit 

Reductions in average trip 
length 
Increased use of transit, 
walking and cycling 

CMHC financing 
ICP incentives* 
Conditions on the transfer of 
federal lands 

7.  More transit-friendly and walkable/cyclable streets 
and streetscapes; and 

Medium to 
large 

Transit levels of service 
Connectivity and coverage 
Public education 

Targeted increases in transit 
mode split and/or annual rides 
per capita 
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8.  Greater opportunities for accommodating bicycles 
in connection with transit services. 

Almost all Safety 
Public education 
Accessible transit 

Percent of vehicle fleet that 
accommodates bicycles 

 

*  ICP denotes Infrastructure Canada Program 
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EXHIBIT 3.3: APPLICABILITY OF VARIOUS ELEMENTS OF A NATIONAL TRANSIT VISION (continued) 

Policy Goals 
Applicable 

Urban 
Areas 

Relevant Contributing 
Goals and Influencing 

Factors 

Types of  
Potential Targets 

Relevant Existing National 
Programs and Activities 

9.  Reduced transit/transportation energy consumption 
and resource depletion; and 

Almost all Energy efficiency 
Alternative fuels 
More use of transit, walking 
and cycling 
Reduced auto dependence 

Increasing percentage of more 
energy-efficient vehicles based 
on vehicle replacement 

Vehicle specifications 
Fuel taxes 
Vehicle purchase taxes 

A
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10.  Reduced emissions of greenhouse gases and other 
pollutants from transit/transportation. 

All Energy efficiency 
Alternative fuels 
More use of transit, walking 
and cycling 
Reduced auto dependence 

Reduced production of 
greenhouse gas and other 
pollutants per capita 

Vehicle specifications 
Fuel taxes 
Vehicle purchase taxes 

11.  More efficient operation of transit vehicles and 
higher vehicle productivity; 

Medium to 
large 

Road system characteristics 
transportation demand 
management 
Compact, mixed use 
development 

Ridership levels 
Transit productivity 
 

 

12.  Transit priority policies that improve average 
transit speed and net revenue per vehicle; 

Medium to 
large 

Road system characteristics 
Transit-supportive traffic 
operations 
 

Proportion of road km and 
traffic signals with transit 
priority 
Average transit speed 
Transit cost recovery  

Research & Development 
(e.g. ITS) 

13. Cost-effective planning and delivery of new and/or 
expanded levels of transit service as well as 
maintenance and rehabilitation of existing services and 
facilities; 

All Governance for integrated 
planning and delivery of 
transit/transportation and 
urban development patterns 
Transit funding programs 

 None 

14.  A level playing field from the standpoint of transit 
versus auto travel decisions based on consideration of 
real costs and affordability; and  

All Cost-based pricing of 
transportation  
Transit funding 

3 to 5 year program to reduce 
distortions 

Canada Customs & Revenue 
regulations 
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15.  Generation of reliable, performance-based 
revenue streams to fund urban transit thereby making 
possible more cost-efficient capital investment 
programs. 

All with 
regional 
exemptions 

Transit funding programs 
drawing in part on automobile 
user charges 

 Research & Development 
(ITS) 
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3.5.3 Targets 

A set of proposed potential national urban transit targets is presented in Exhibit 3.4.  As shown in the 
left hand column, these are expressed, in some cases, as desired target levels by 2020 and, in other 
cases, as percent changes by 2020 from the existing (2000) conditions.  A range of proposed 
quantitative target levels is shown, respectively, for small, medium and large Canadian urban areas, 
where the urban area size definitions are as presented earlier in Exhibit 2.6 and shown in the legend 
on Exhibit 3.4.  Reflecting the visionary objectives and national scope of this document, the stated 
targets emphasize broad measures of effectiveness and cost-efficiency rather than more detailed 
performance indicators. 

Generally, the quantitative targets are more ambitious for the larger urban areas, reflecting the greater 
importance of transit in these areas and the greater scope for transit-supportive actions and results in 
the larger areas.  It should be recognized that major increases in transit ridership by 2020 (e.g. 40-
80% in large urban areas) will require a significant change in current planning and transportation 
policies and a significant investment in added vehicles to handle the growth. 

A range of proposed target levels is given for each size of urban area, recognizing the range of 
existing transit performance indicators experienced by urban areas within a given size group as a 
result of other factors including location, growth rate, average density and previous/existing levels of 
support for improved transit.  Four of the targets are measures of transit effectiveness - increases in 
annual ridership between 2000 and 2020, targeted levels of annual rides per capita by 2020 and 
targeted transit modal split levels by 2020 – and one of the targets (ratio of revenue earned to 
operating costs) is a measure of cost-efficiency.  The broad relationships among these measures of 
effectiveness and efficiency have been considered in proposing the target ranges. 

The proposed draft targets are presented for discussion and should be subject to review and comment 
by transportation operators as well as transportation planners and others concerned with the planning 
and delivery of transportation/transit and urban development in Canada’s urban areas.  It will be 
noted that some of Canada’s urban areas are already achieving target levels within the indicated 
range, although the upper end of the range in each case is intended to provide a basis for positive 
action and it is intended that urban areas and transit operators would strive to move upward within the 
indicated range and even exceed the top level, if possible, by 2020. 
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EXHIBIT 3.4:  POTENTIAL NATIONAL URBAN TRANSIT TARGETS BY SIZE OF 
URBAN AREA 

Size of Urban Area* 2020 Target or Change from 2000, and Quantitative 
Indicators Small Medium Large 
Percent increase in annual transit ridership by 2020 from 2000 20-40% 30–60% 40-80% 
Annual transit rides per capita in 2020 20-50 30-100 100-250 
24-hour transit weekday modal split in 2020 2-10% 5-15% 10-25% 
Peak hour modal split to central area in 2020 10-30% 30-50% 50-80% 
Transit revenue/cost (R/C) ratio in 2020 40-60% 50-70% 60-80% 

 

* Legend (CMA Population): 

Small – Less than 200,000 regional population in 2000 
Medium – 200,000-900,000 regional population in 2000 
Large – Greater than 900,000 regional population in 2000 

 

3.5.4 A 2020 Scenario of the Vision 

The proposed national vision for urban transit to 2020 is made up of the policy goals presented earlier 
in this section and summarized in Exhibit 3.3 as well as the quantitative target ranges presented in 
Exhibit 3.4.  Of necessity, and reflecting the complex nature of urban transit and its interactions with 
other urban systems, the proposed vision has a significant number of policy goals and targets: 15 of 
the former and five of the latter. 

Exhibit 3.5 presents an overview of the vision in scenario form, illustrating the attributes of urban 
transit in 2020 if the vision is achieved.  In effect, Exhibit 3.5 is a two page overview of the vision, 
summarizing it in terms of four integrated policy goals and some of the more significant target levels, 
along with factors which will influence the achievement of the various goals.  While proposing 
strategies and actions to achieve the vision is beyond the scope of this report, the influencing factors 
listed in Exhibit 3.5 provide a preliminary list of key strategy components. 
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EXHIBIT 3.5:  A SCENARIO OF URBAN TRANSIT IN 2020 AS REPRESENTED BY THE VISION 
 
It is the year 2020:  Canada’s population has increased by 4 million people since the beginning of the century and virtually all of this increase has 
occurred in the country’s urban areas, most of it in the six largest urban areas which had more than 900,000 regional population in 2000:  Greater 
Toronto, Greater Montreal, Greater Vancouver, Ottawa-Hull, Calgary and Edmonton.  During the latter decades of the previous century, it had been 
recognized that most or all of the resulting travel growth in major travel corridors would have to be carried by public transit rather than private 
automobiles because of the extensive space requirements, pollution, neighbourhood disruption, accidents, congestion and other social, environmental 
and economic problems of over-dependence on automobiles in urban areas.  Governments at the federal, provincial and municipal levels, working 
with the private sector, put in place appropriate policies and action programs to achieve more sustainable urban transportation and less dependence on 
the private automobile, with emphasis on large metropolitan areas but also including Canada’s mid-sized and smaller urban areas.   

POLICY GOALS  INFLUENCING FACTORS 

• More compact, mixed-use and transit-supportive urban development and redevelopment 
integrated with higher speed, more frequent and ubiquitous urban transit services have 
moderated the growth of automobile travel and increased transit’s share of the travel market.  
By 2020 transit is carrying 10-25% of daily travel in Canada’s largest six urban centres (up 
from 5-20% in 2000) and 50-80% of travel in major corridors (up from 40-60%).  Transit’s 
market share has also increased to 5-15% in Canada’s mid-sized urban areas, and to 2-10% in 
smaller urban areas, building on lower initial market shares in 2000.  Transit-supportive 
parking supply and pricing policies in urban centres and sub-centres have contributed to 
these trends.  Reurbanizing Canada’s main streets, sub-centres and major travel corridors has 
also resulted in fewer and shorter vehicular trips in urban areas of all sizes.   

 • Compact, mixed use urban form. 
• Transit-supportive development in central areas, sub-

centres and along major arteries. 
• Priority transit along major arteries and rapid transit 

linking sub-centres. 
• A hierarchy of transit services including rapid transit, 

priority bus services, conventional bus, and demand-
responsive services as appropriate throughout the urban 
area. 

• Parking supply and pricing management. 

• Canada’s urban areas are served by continuous grid networks of arterial and collector roads 
capable of serving goods movement, transit and emergency services as well as reasonable 
levels of automobile use.  Road design and traffic engineering, plus people-oriented 
streetfront activities and urban design have produced faster and more frequent transit services 
and pedestrian-friendly streetscapes that encourage more transit, walking and cycling.  By 
2020, substantially more trips in the central areas, subcentres and neighbourhoods of 
Canada’s urban regions are made by walking and cycling, as well as transit, than was the 
case in 2000. 

 • Street continuity and connectivity. 
• Streetscape, sidewalk and related urban design. 
• Transit priority lanes and operational arrangements. 
• Traffic signal timing, phasing and crosswalk 

arrangements. 
• Cycle paths/lanes, storage at transit stations and racks 

on transit vehicles. 

• A higher proportion of transit providers are using either more fuel-efficient vehicles or  • Fuel taxes, road pricing and other user charges 
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vehicles that rely on alternate fuels and/or hybrid technologies.  Pricing incentives and 
corporate average fleet efficiency regulations have decreased the fleet average fuel 
consumption per passenger-km for all vehicles.  Greater transit/transportation energy-
efficiency and reduced emissions of greenhouse gases and other pollutants per person have 
been achieved through both improved technology and the travel market share increases for 
transit, walking and cycling.  

• Fuel consumption standards.  
• Financial/R&D incentives.  
• Support for cleaner fuel distribution systems. 
• Incentives for less auto-dependence 
• Incentives for more efficient use of 

transit/transportation infrastructure  

• More cost-efficient delivery of transit services, and predictable, adequate funding sources 
have been achieved along with local governance able to plan and deliver more sustainable 
transit/transportation and urban development in an integrated and mutually supportive 
manner.  By 2020 the average transit revenue-cost (R/C) ratios have increased to 40-60% in 
the country’s smaller urban areas, to 50-70% in its mid-sized areas and to 60-80% in its 
largest six urban areas. 

 • Grid layout of arterial and collector roads.  
• Compact, mixed use urban development. 
• Transit-supportive development in sub-

centres/corridors.  
• Rapid transit linking sub-centres and central areas.  
• Priority transit along major arteries.  
• Applying a mix of public and private operators to 

achieve efficient service delivery while retaining public 
control.  

• Establishing revenue streams from dependable user-pay 
sources (e.g. full-cost pricing for use of automobiles, 
revenues from public utilities, value-capture funding) to 
provide dependable funding sources for urban transit 
and to help achieve the other initiatives for more 
sustainable urban transportation. 

   
 
As a result of these policies and programs, urban transit infrastructure and services are adequately funded from stable and sustainable revenue sources 
while being delivered cost-efficiently; roads, terminals and other transit facilities are in a good state of repair; air pollution from motor vehicle sources 
is declining; transportation energy-efficiency has increased significantly; and political leaders have the support of a well-informed public in making 
decisions for more sustainable transit/transportation and urban development throughout urban Canada.
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4. CO-BENEFITS AND STAKEHOLDER COMMENTS 

4.1 THE NATURE OF CO-BENEFITS 

Previous chapters have focussed on the history and current status/issues relating to urban transit in 
Canada, existing urban transit vision statements in Canada and other countries, and a proposed 
statement of a transit vision, goals and targets for Canadian urban areas.  In this chapter, we provide a 
brief summary and discussion of the co-benefits of achieving the transit vision.  As noted earlier in 
Section 1.3 the term “co-benefit” refers to benefits which are ancillary to the direct transportation 
benefits of urban transit: namely its capability of providing the necessary capacity and service levels 
to move people in major travel corridors and to accommodate peak period movements while also 
providing an affordable choice of travel mode other than the private automobile).  The co-benefits are 
discussed under the three major headings of Economic, Social and Environmental Co-benefits.  As 
noted, a number of the co-benefits summarized below have relevance under more than one of these 
major headings, reflecting the significant synergies among them. 

As also noted earlier in Section 1.3, governments in Canada (and elsewhere) recognized, as urban 
transit enterprises ceased being commercially viable during the years following the Second World 
War, that public investment is justified to maintain and expand such services.  These decisions were 
presumably made – and there has been continued and expanding public support since then – in 
recognition that they are justified by the important direct transportation benefits of urban transit, as 
outlined above, plus the significant number and variety of co-benefits, as outlined in the sections 
following.  It may be argued by some that the need for public investment would be removed if 
economically efficient pricing were applied to transportation options so that pricing signals would 
take into account congestion, safety, environmental considerations and other benefits associated with 
public transit.  As pointed out in the final report of the Canada Transportation Act Review Panel, this 
market failure could be addressed, at least in part, by permitting urban transit to qualify for funding 
from road user charges (recommendation 12.3) which road users “should pay … by means of 
appropriate charges and fees” (recommendation 10.1). 17 

Since a separate Transport Canada consultant study is examining the value of urban transit from the 
standpoint of a benefit-cost framework, this section of the report concentrates more on the qualitative 
implications of urban transit for other aspects of urban life in Canadian cities.  Readers wishing to 
delve further are also referred to Transport Canada’s Guide to Benefit-Cost Analysis. 18 

4.1.1 Economic Co-Benefits 

Access to Labour 

Surveys of business show that access to labour is one of the most important factors affecting the 
location decisions made by firms and industries.  The availability of reliable transit service is thus 
often an important condition for maintaining or expanding the economic base of a community.  In 
extreme cases, this could lead to industries moving out with corresponding reductions in the property 

                                                   

17 Canada Transportation Act Review Panel.  July 2001, op. cit. 
18 Guide to Benefit-Cost Analysis in Transport Canada.  Transport Canada.  September 1994.   
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tax base and increases in vacant parcels of land that cannot be effectively used for alternative 
purposes.  With good transit service for their employees - and often for their customers-  firms can 
also reduce the expense of providing parking, allowing land to be used for higher economic purposes.  
The choice of an alternative travel mode for daily commuting which reduces or eliminates the need to 
fight growing road traffic as a driver – is also a significant social benefit as well as being critically 
important to the economy of the urban area. 

Maintenance of Healthy Downtown Areas 

In contrast to cities of comparable size in the U.S., most of the larger Canadian cities have been 
successful in maintaining the vibrancy of their downtowns as centres of employment and enjoyment.  
Even where adjacent municipalities compete for jobs and residents, most agree that a healthy city 
core, as well as regional sub centres are essential for the good of the regional economy and thus the 
Canadian economy as a whole.   

Strong central cores depend upon good internal transit services, inter-regional commuting by 
transit rather than by car, and more opportunities to reside within the downtowns so as to achieve 
a better balance between living and working and less need to commute long distances daily.  
Living within the city is enhanced by the availability of higher levels of transit service and less 
need for multiple car ownership.  This provides social and environmental benefits as well as its 
major economic impact. 19 

Containment of Urban Sprawl 

Numerous studies and articles have demonstrated that compact urban form and carefully managed 
growth patterns result in greater efficiency for a wide variety of urban services including water and 
waste disposal, fire and police protection, health and educational facilities, and infrastructure 
management.20  Due to the basic inter-relationship between transportation and land use, transit is 
recognized as one of several means of achieving more compact urban form by using existing services 
to encourage “infill” of abandoned industrial and commercial sites (thereby making use of other 
existing urban infrastructure, as well), as well as the development of more concentrated nodes of 
residential and commercial activity. 

While in their entirety, the economic benefits of reduced urban sprawl cannot be attributed to transit 
alone, in the case of Greater Toronto, for example, the IBI GTA Urban Structure Concepts Study 
estimated capital cost savings of over $7 billion for transportation and water/waste water system 
investments over the period to 2021 in comparing a “nodal” urban development concept, with a 
greatly improved transit system, to a continuation of sprawl and auto-dependent greenfields 
settlement patterns.  The same study estimates that annual operating costs for automobile travel in 

                                                   

19 Sustainability and Cities: Overcoming the Auto Dependency.  Peter Newman and Jeff Kenworthy.  Island Press.  
1998. 
20  See, for example, Greater Toronto Report of the GTA Task Force,  Province of Ontario.  January 1996, as well 
as Greater Toronto Area Urban Structure Concepts Study.  IBI Group et al.  1990 and The GTA Urban Structure 
Concepts Study Revisited: Broad Revision of Selected Cost Estimates.  IBI Group.  1995 . 
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2021 would be about $1 billion less under the nodal development concept than under a continuation 
of sprawl.  These savings would contribute significantly to increased economic efficiency, 
competitiveness and prosperity.  Again, reduced sprawl provides many social and environmental 
benefits as well as the economic benefits noted. 

Opportunities for Export Development 

Although treating the employment effects of transit construction and operation as a co-benefit  may 
be questionable unless the analysis is sufficiently comprehensive, as noted at the beginning of this 
chapter, there are economies of scale in the manufacture of transit vehicles to serve local needs that 
frequently lead to export sales that would otherwise not be cost competitive.  Historically, similar co-
benefits occurred in the case of aircraft manufactured to fill specific Canadian needs in the far north 
(Dehavilland’s Otters and Beavers, for example) which subsequently led to large scale exports to 
other countries for both military and commercial purposes.   

In the same way, Hawker Siddeley’s innovative designs for new commuter rail equipment in the 
Greater Toronto Area (push-pull control in the 1960s and bi-level designs in the 1970s) led to exports 
(from an Ontario perspective) to Vancouver and Montreal and (from a national perspective) to the 
U.S. and Israel.  Similarly, UTDC/Bombardier’s successful application of advanced light rail transit 
(Skytrains) for Toronto and Vancouver have led to export sales in the U.S. and Southeast Asia with 
future prospects elsewhere in the world.  In other words, these co-benefits derive from successful 
application of new technologies and methods to serve domestic transit needs.  Canadian expertise 
developed during the course of planning and design of Canadian transit facilities has also led to 
export sales of such services. 

Effects on Tourism 

Tourism is an important economic generator in many Canadian cities, many of which devote 
considerable attention to improving the attractiveness of their community for major conventions, 
conferences, trade shows and special sporting, entertainment, and cultural events.  High quality 
downtown areas supported by good, safe (particularly for American tourists) and easily 
understandable transit services are considered important factors that influence the choice of locational 
decisions made by organizations responsible for such events, as well as decisions made by individual 
tourists. 21  Coupled with the low dollar, for example, the ability to use transit instead of taxis or 
rental cars makes Canadian destinations particularly competitive for tourism relative to U.S. 
locations.  There are also social benefits to local inhabitants who are able to enjoy the increased 
attractiveness and range of entertainment available in their community. 

Productive Use of Time Spent Commuting 

As argued in Transport Canada’s Guide to Benefit-Cost Analysis, commuting to work on urban 
transit may increase productivity since it is possible to conduct work en route, while commuting via 
private vehicle does not allow for this (except possibly by the use of cell phones while driving, which 

                                                   

21   Travel Activities and Motivation Survey.  Lang Research for an association of Canadian governments. March 
2001. 
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is increasingly recognized as a significant safety hazard and is thereby facing growing pressure to be 
made illegal).  It is difficult to assess the magnitude of this productivity enhancement since, clearly, it 
depends on the level of crowding in the transit vehicle and the choice made by the commuter to spend 
the available time on “work” rather than reading a novel or daydreaming.  One of the co-authors of 
this report (Neal Irwin) commutes regularly to and from work via subway in Toronto and routinely 
uses the time spent (about one hour per day for the return trip) to catch up on professional reading for 
which there is not time during regular office hours; daily observation (on the Yonge Street subway) 
suggests that possibly 5-10% of those using this urban transit mode employ their commuting time as 
an extension of working hours, but a more comprehensive survey would be necessary to quantify the 
resulting gain in productive working hours. 

4.1.2 Social Co-Benefits 

Accessibility for the Disadvantaged and More Choice for All Travellers 

Transit service provides accessibility to employment, recreation, shopping, health care facilities, and 
schools and universities for those who by reason of age, income, or physical disability would 
otherwise be unable to travel.  Such services enable these individuals and groups to participate as 
members of the urban community in which they live in a wide variety of activities and functions.  
Transit also extends the range of accessibility and travel mode choices available to all travellers, 
whether or not they fall into the above groups.  Thus transit service contributes to the quality of life 
for many, even though the level of service may be insufficient to satisfy demands in all cases.  While 
listed here as a social benefit, this service provided by urban transit also delivers significant economic 
benefits by effectively expanding the size of the available workforce and reducing the number of 
people who are dependent on public welfare funds for their income. 

Air Quality and Health  

The relationship between emissions of particulate matter and other pollutants (e.g. nitrogen oxides 
and volatile organic compounds) and air quality is widely recognized as having a major impact on 
smog and the corresponding dangers for the elderly and those with respiratory or other serious 
physical ailments.  The substitution of travel by transit for automobile trips is considered to be one of 
the more important contributors to better health, less overloading of hospital emergency facilities and 
even reductions in fatalities.  During periods of “smog alerts”, for example, most large municipal 
governments urge individuals to use transit rather than automobiles as a measure to help reduce 
automotive emissions which are the main ingredients leading to smog formation.  While better health 
is an obvious social benefit, it is also a significant economic benefit in terms of reduced health care 
costs and less lost time from work.  Better air quality, is of course, also a major environmental benefit 
not only for humans but also for other fauna and flora and the entire biosphere. 

Reduced Need for Road Construction 

Road congestion continues to be one of the major concerns of residents and officials in medium to 
large municipalities throughout Canada.  Congestion leads to time losses, increased emissions, more 
costly urban goods movement and, to some extent, an alarming increase in examples of so called 
“road rage”.  Successful application of improved transit services that divert automobile users to 
transit, particularly in the case of long distance commuting, helps reduce overall congestion, provides 



National Vision for Urban Transit to 2020 
 

 74. 

more capacity for trucks and commercial vehicles, and delays the need for expansion of the road 
system.  (For example, it has been estimated that some 30 percent of the cost of moving goods in the 
Greater Toronto Area in 1987 was due to congestion and that this added about $1.8 billion to the 
goods movement costs in that year22.  Statistics of this nature lead to political pressures for the 
construction of more roads in spite of evidence that metropolitan areas which invest primarily in 
roads experience levels of congestion (annual hours of delay per capita) which are similar to or 
greater than those experienced in metropolitan areas which substitute transit for roads to provide 
additional transportation capacity. 23 

Bearing in mind that 15 to 20 buses per hour have a carrying capacity equivalent to one lane of an 
urban arterial road and that 35-40 buses per hour provide capacity equivalent to one lane of an urban 
expressway, these transit services are directly substitutable for road expansion, the associated 
community disruption, and loss of land for other purposes provided, of course, that reasonable 
utilization can be achieved.  While listed as a social benefit, reduced road construction has clear 
economic benefits in heavily travelled urban corridors (where transit yields reduced costs plus 
superior benefits in many cases as a more cost-effective means of providing additional capacity), and 
the increased reliance on transit also yields environmental benefits as described further below. 

Standby Capability 

Under winter weather conditions that typify the majority of Canadian cities, transit (notably rapid 
transit) serves as an alternative travel mode for essential work, school and other trip purposes in times 
of major road and street closures due to storms.  Transit also provides important standby capacity for 
major events such as parades, exhibitions, street festivals, and sporting events where road access, 
including parking, must be closed off to specific areas of a community for limited durations.  This is 
also an economic benefit as a means of avoiding or reducing work interruptions during winter storms 
and other weather events. 

4.1.3 Environmental Co-Benefits 

Reductions in Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

Although there are ongoing challenges in meeting the Kyoto protocol for reductions in greenhouse 
gas emissions, Canada remains committed to achieving its targets over the next ten years or so.  
Emissions resulting from the consumption of fossil fuels for urban transportation have frequently 
been identified as a significant source of these emissions.  Thus transit serves national objectives for 
greenhouse gas reductions in two ways. 

First, to the extent that automobile users are diverted to transit, there are corresponding reductions in 
emissions.  As an illustration of the reductions in emissions possible through such diversions, using 
some typical measures of fuel consumption (the CAFC standard of 8.6l/100km) and vehicle 

                                                   

22 Metropolitan Toronto Goods Movement Study.  Metropolitan Toronto Roads & Traffic Department.   March 
1988. 
23 Easing the Burden: A Companion Analysis of the Texas Transportation Institute’s Congestion Study.   Surface 
Transportation Policy Project.   May 2001. 
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occupancy (1.1) for automobiles, relative fuel-efficiencies have been estimated at 60, 44, and 10 
passenger-km of travel per litre for bus, commuter rail, and passenger car, respectively.24  Greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions per passenger-km are approximately six times less for trips diverted from auto 
to bus and four times less for trips diverted from auto to rail, based on these relative fuel-efficiencies, 
with existing fossil fuels.  The report of the Climate Change Table 25 presents estimates that the “most 
promising” and “promising” initiatives involving greater reliance on or use of urban transit would 
reduce Canada’s emissions of GHG’s by about 13 million tonnes annually by 2010. 

Second, to the extent that improved transit alters urban form in ways that reduce the average length of 
all vehicular trips, as well as the substitution of transit, walking and cycling for vehicular travel, there 
are further co-benefits related to Canada’s commitments under the Kyoto agreement.  Resulting 
reductions in vehicle-km of travel per capita produce proportionate reductions in tonnes of 
greenhouse gas emitted per capita.  As noted earlier, these results create economic and social, as well 
as environmental benefits. 

4.2 SYNTHESIS 

The eleven benefits discussed in the previous section, while among the most important co-benefits of 
urban transit, are only a partial list.  For example, the companion study for Transport Canada on 
Benefit Cost Assessment of Urban Transit Investment by HLB Decision Economics Inc. lists 17 
transit benefits criteria (Section 3.3.2, Table 3) and other sources describe and quantify greater 
numbers of benefits26. 

In summary, throughout North America and most of the industrialized world, the time has long 
passed since public transportation can be considered as a profitable operation that provides a 
commercial return on investment.27  As shown in Exhibit 4.1, for example, none of the transit 
operations illustrated meet their full operating and maintenance costs from revenues, let alone make a 
contribution to capital.  (In this regard, Canadian operators generally achieve higher cost recovery 
than for comparable size operations in the U.S.).  All Canadian transit operators thus receive subsidies 
from municipal governments and, in the case of B.C., Alberta, and Quebec, from provincial 
governments to cover their operating losses and capital requirements.   

                                                   

24  Understanding GO Transit.  Richard M. Soberman for GO Transit.  1998, p.12 
25 Transportation and  Climate Change: Options for Action.  Options Paper of the Transportation Climate Change 
Table.  Transport Canada.  November 1999.  
26  Evaluating Public Transit Benefits and Costs.  Todd A. Litman, Victoria Transport Policy Institute.  December 
1999.  www.vtpi.org 
27  In many developing countries, urban transit services are profitable and are provided by private sector operators.  
The level, quality, safety, and reliability of many of these services, however, would not be considered acceptable in 
most industrialized nations.  Moreover, in most cases, the profitable services concentrate only on high density routes, 
often providing no service in large areas of a community. 
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EXHIBIT 4.1 COST RECOVERY FOR SELECTED TRANSIT OPERATORS 
1998

 

These subsidies are essentially justified, from the standpoint of elected officials who must approve 
budgets, on grounds of direct transportation benefits and broader co-benefits that are generated by the 
provision of such subsidized services to the communities at large.  Although subsidy needs can be 
altered by political decisions on fare policies and levels of service to be provided (which certainly 
differ from community to community), any decision to subsidize urban transit basically implies that 
the various monetary and non-monetary benefits summarized above, in aggregate, are perceived to 
outweigh the monetary costs.  

4.3 STAKEHOLDER COMMENTS 

Earlier draft forms of this urban transit vision report were circulated to a number of stakeholders, in 
addition to those represented on the Study Steering Committee, for comments and suggestions.  The 
timeframe for receiving stakeholder responses was limited due to the study schedule, and the 
comments reflect earlier draft sections of the report, which underwent a constant process of 
refinement as comments were received from both the Steering Committee and the stakeholders.  For 
this reason, stakeholder comments which have been addressed during the report editing process are 
not referred to here.  A number of more general comments were also received and these are 
summarized briefly below, as stated by one of the stakeholders: 

• Overall, the report provides a reasonable framework for the Federal Government to 
develop a national vision for urban transit 
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• As with many reports of this nature, this is just a starting point for discussion.  The 
key question is how can the information in this report be translated into an actionable 
plan that will create effective policy changes that will benefit transit.  Without this 
link, this is just another report that may sit on the shelf. 

• The policy and decision-makers need to understand that there is no simple, one-stop 
solution to improving the transportation problems that face our urban areas.  The 
report must clearly indicate that an overall strategy needs to be developed that reflects 
action on a number of fronts. 

• Having said this, there is a great deal of information that should assist those new to 
transit/transportation about some of the key issues facing transit, and the number of 
factors that interact to influence the demand for transit services. 

• It is therefore important that if the main benefit from this report is to contribute to a 
learning curve for policy and decision-makers, that follow-up continue on a more 
direct basis to address their questions. 

As stated elsewhere in the report, agreement on a national urban transit vision, while no guarantee of 
results, will be a significant step towards the significant actions needed to achieve more sustainable 
transit/transportation and development patterns in Canadian urban areas. 
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