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I’ve been described variously as a “transit activist”, a term that softened with age into “transit 
advocate”, occasionally a “transit guru” (although I don’t have a little cloud in tow as a seat from which 
to pontificate), and even worse as an “expert”. That latter term always raises suspicion in an “activist” 
because the inevitable question is “according to whom”? Experts often have an agenda – it may be 
personal, or it may derive from the professional and political environment in which they work. And so, I 
would rather be an “advocate” than an “expert” any day. 
 
Today, I do have an agenda, and that’s to talk about what has passed for regional transportation, and 
especially transit planning during my active life as a transit watcher. I will take the role of curmudgeon 
talking about what might have been as a warning for the limitations on what we might do today. 
 
I was born in downtown Toronto, about 1km from University College, and have always lived in “the old 
city”. The first big political battle I knew was the fight against the Spadina Expressway, a scheme that 
would have brought a depressed, divided arterial into the heart of the city, only a few blocks away at 
Harbord and Spadina. We are already living in a city very different from what might have been had the 
expressway network been completed. 
 
Much of what we now call Toronto, let along the “905” beyond, is quite new and it was all built in the 
era of car-oriented planning. I grew up near Mt. Pleasant and Eglinton, and Toronto’s (actually East 
York’s) first strip mall went in at Bayview and Eglinton in the 1950s. My father and I would journey out 
to the countryside to look at the night sky (I was into astronomy at the time), and stood on a hill with a 
clear view of the city far in the distance – at Lawrence and Victoria Park. Mississauga did not even exist 
as a town or city until 1968 when Queen’s Park amalgamated several smaller towns into one entity. 
Northern Scarborough was farmland. 
 
In 1967, GO Transit started with service from Oakville to Pickering. This was an amazing idea, use the rail 
lines to bring commuters into downtown rather than building expressways, but GO took a long time to 
grow. Even today, it serves only about 100k people (200k trips), and mainly in the Lake Shore corridor. 
 
The Spadina Expressway was killed off by Premier Bill Davis in the early 70s, and for a time there was a 
sense that we might enter an era of “transit first”, of “transit oriented development”, but the message 
never resonated beyond the City of Toronto while the suburbs exploded around an expanding road 
network. The TTC was renowned for its consolidated network of bus routes feeding into a growing 
subway network, but even this expansion ran out of steam in the late 1970s. 
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Two critical events shaped the evolution of transit from that point: 
 
First: Ontario launched into the development of two parallel systems: 
 

 GO Urban would operate on light, elevated guideways around Toronto using magnetic levitation 
and linear induction motors in place of conventional motors-axles-wheels. There was even talk 
of a personal rapid transit scheme to whisk riders, almost as if they were in a private car, across 
the city. The whole scheme ran aground on technical problems, and our only legacy of it is the 
Scarborough RT, an orphaned line that should have been built as originally intended as 
conventional “LRT”. 

 GO ALRT would operate on a new network of regional rail lines using cars we would now call 
“EMUs”. One line would have stretched across the top of Toronto linking Durham to Peel Region 
without going through downtown Toronto. Another would run parallel to the existing Lake 
Shore GO line and would include an extension west into Hamilton. There would even have been 
service to the airport! 

 In both cases, Ontario was not content to use existing technology, but rather insisted on 
inventing its own, an Industrial Development scheme to make us a world leader. You may notice 
that neither of these technologies came to market, nor did the lines they would serve. The focus 
was in the wrong place – vehicle development rather than transit development. 

 
Second: The first oil price shock of the modern era came in 1980, and it rattled the economy in Ontario. 
For the first time since the war, transit riding stopped growing on the TTC, and Toronto entered an era 
of building just enough to get by. Debates turned to which one new line here or there could be afforded 
and had enough political support, not to a transit network that would help the region grow. 
 
We have never recovered from those two events: the idea that transit was something that had to be 
invented rather than just built and operated, and the inability to stick with transit investment even when 
times were hard. Transit quit the field. The recession of the 1990s hurt transit badly, and the harm was 
redoubled by the Mike Harris era at Queen’s Park and the abandonment of transit spending. 
 
By the mid-2000s, more enlightened governments came to City Hall and Queen’s Park, although transit 
money did not exactly gush from the fountains on University Avenue. The TTC was working on a report 
about how a city might develop itself around transit, and in a conversation with a friend in TTC Planning, 
I came up with the title “Building a Transit City”. As the coiner of that term, I have a certain paternal 
interest in it, and, sadly, have watched while Toronto and Ontario missed the opportunity to commit 
strongly to transit. There were great announcements (we are very good at announcements), but it all 
went up in smoke with the financial crash of 2008. 
 
“Transit City” was adopted as the name for Mayor David Miller’s LRT plan in 2007, and for a time 
Toronto was looking at a transit network, not just the next subway line. But it was not to be. Queen’s 
Park offered to finance the projects, took over control, and promptly cut back or abandoned most of 
them. With luck the Eglinton-Crosstown line will be completed more or less as designed from Kennedy 
to Weston Road, but I don’t hold much hope for the rest of the network. 
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Meanwhile, Metrolinx and their plan, The Big Move, took precedence, although even this lacked many 
details including an actual implementation plan, adequate financial support and most importantly a 
scheme for building up the local transit networks around the GTHA. Indeed, we now know that even the 
operating cost agreement for the Eglinton line with Toronto has yet to be settled, let alone for anything 
else the province might finance. This is a big problem because, as Metrolinx has now discovered, we 
cannot simply build parking lots forever to handle GO commuters. Moreover, any traffic that isn’t core-
bound simply does not fit the park-and-ride model. 
 
“Congestion” is the big word these days, and all I hear about on morning traffic reports is “congestion, 
congestion, congestion”. But where is it? Almost entirely in the outer parts of Toronto and in the 905 
beyond. Much of this traffic is not coming to downtown Toronto (the actual numbers have not changed 
in decades), but is travelling between the suburbs. What I don’t see anywhere is a plan to deal with this 
travel on a regional basis. Individual lines, yes – a bus rapid transit corridor here, maybe even an LRT line 
there – but not a real network or a plan to fund much improved transit service. Queen’s Park is happy to 
announce construction projects ($15 billion in the most recent pot), but not a penny for operations, and 
little for renewal of existing systems as they wear out. 
 
I was recently working with Steve Buckley at the City and Chris Upfold at the TTC on a review of King 
Street and its operation for traffic and transit. This is a major corridor and it is jammed with transit riders 
who complain at length about inadequate and unreliable service. Some of that is due to “congestion”, 
some due to construction projects, some simply a matter of inadequate service levels. Definitely worth 
fixing especially as living on the shoulders of downtown becomes more and more popular. But this is 
only one street in a very large region, and the traffic jams I hear of on the radio, the ones most voters 
complain about, have nothing to do with King Street. They are out in areas where a transit alternative is 
difficult if not impossible to provide. 
 
The way Toronto ignores growth can be seen in an emerging neighbourhood: the eastern waterfront. 
Most of this is now derelict lands, but in two decades, it may host a residential population of 50,000 and 
a large commercial development east of the Don River. To give some scale to this, the neighbourhoods 
of Bathurst-King-Niagara and Liberty Village have a population of around 12,000 (2011 census) with 
maybe a further 4,000 to come in developments now underway between King and Queen. We are not 
going to serve the waterfront with a few bus routes. 
 
How will people get there? For want of $500 million, the first stage of the Waterfront East line is yet to 
be built. Half of that cost relates to the expansion of Union Station Loop. You might well ask why this 
wasn’t done during recent construction, but as most of us know, the more important debates focussed 
on the war on LRT and the Scarborough subway. The waterfront is downtown and off most politicians’ 
radar. All the same, we risk building a new car-oriented suburb downtown simply by failure to provide 
the “transit first” that was promised years ago. 
 
Moving back to a regional focus, to its great credit Queen’s Park has decided to invest in GO Transit and 
a “Regional Express Rail” network – frequent service on all seven corridors. I will believe this when I can 
actually ride the trains, but the basic idea is sound. However, a good policy risks being highjacked by 
Mayor-Elect Tory’s campaign promise of “SmartTrack”, a bastardized RER variant that could very well 
skew Metrolinx priorities and throw RER planning off the rails. SmartTrack is certainly “smart” for the 
real estate industry as its intention is to link areas of strong potential employment with a rail line. What 
this will do for existing transit riders is another question particularly at the rather low service level and 
capacity that is proposed. 
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Even before Metrolinx has had a chance to report in detail on a roll out plan for the RER  network, and 
on alternative “relief” schemes for transit to the core, the process may be gerrymandered to give Mayor 
Tory and Premier Wynne a big “win” in the short term. It will be yet another in a long series of 
announcements, and will run headlong onto engineering and funding challenges, not to mention the 
competing interests of riders (and voters) who live on other parts of the GO network. 
 
Toronto has survived four years of a fantasy-land administration with a something-for-nothing approach 
to city building. But Rob Ford didn’t start this, and spending too little, too late on transit has been a long-
standing problem. We have built the GTHA around automotive travel, and that’s not something to be 
fixed in even a few terms of government. Without a strong belief that past practices simply cannot 
continue, that we must retrofit transit to what we have and build in the future around transit travel, 
those traffic reports I hear every morning won’t change. 
 
 
 


