
Back to Smitherman’s the ticket on transit 

Earlier this year, when the candidates for mayor of Toronto were lining up, 

transit was expected to be a major issue. Since then, Rob Ford has managed 

to highjack the campaign with a surprisingly popular but overly simplistic 

focus on city finances. 

Meanwhile, a recent study has placed Toronto in the top 10 of most 

congested cities — in the world! Never mind Los Angeles. We are now being 

compared with Mumbai and Beijing. 

The average commute time to and from work in the GTHA is over 60 minutes 

— each way. That’s three full work-months of your life every year.  

The province’s latest estimate of the cost of this regional congestion, delays 

and wasted energy is $6 billion a year. Toronto’s economic competitiveness 

and quality of life are being seriously affected. 

Neither of the leading candidates for mayor, Rob Ford and George Smitherman, would argue with this assessment. But their proposed 

solutions are dramatically different. 

To get Toronto moving again after a lost generation of investment, the city has to work in tandem with the province’s “Big Move” 25-year 

transit plan.  

This means: making extensive catch-up investments in mass transit; giving priority to transit vehicles on our roads; introducing disincentives 

to car use in the inner core, and finding new dedicated sources of funding for transit. 

Using these criteria, Ford’s plan fails in all respects. 

He says, “It’s time to end the war on cars.” What war on cars? Yes, there has been a war. But the war has been on transit and the TTC lost 

years ago.  

Decades of benign neglect by past city councils (with Ford’s support) have left the TTC as the “Mode of Last Resort” instead of “The Better 

Way.” Relying on a 1980s TTC model to service our 2010 transportation needs has been the prime contributor to the gridlock we are mired 

in today. 

Ford talks about the Transit City plan as a “looming disaster.” But in its place he offers a $4 billion subway loop (presumably chosen by 

throwing a dart at a map) that would primarily serve the people of East Toronto. It would constitute an unprecedented waste of transit tax 

dollars. 

Ford seems oblivious to the fact that the provincial agency, Metrolinx, is now responsible for transportation planning across the GTHA — not 

the city, or its mayor.  

Metrolinx has funding in place. It has set and is implementing its top transit priorities. They include: LRT lines along Sheppard, Finch and 

Eglinton Avenues; upgrading Union Station; a Scarborough Rapid Transit line, and a Union-Pearson air-rail link. 

One hopes that the most Ford can achieve if he becomes mayor is a few months of “Transit City” bashing and a slight delay in 

implementation. 

Ford rounds out his bizarre transit plan by suggesting that we get rid of streetcars. His rationale is hard to follow. Apparently we should 

eliminate from our roads electric powered vehicles that carry dozens of people at a time, because they interfere with CO2 emitting cars that 

 

Mayoral candidate Rob Ford seems to believe that more cars carrying fewer 

passengers will move people faster than the city's fleet of streetcars.  
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usually carry one or two people. 

There is no mention in his plan about discouraging the use of cars in the downtown or finding new sources of funding for transit. Rather he 

wants the city to “stop penalizing drivers,” and the province to divert its Transit City funding to his unsupportable East Toronto subway loop. 

Ford’s transportation plan headline might more accurately read, “If you want more gridlock and congestion over the next four years vote for 

me.” 

In contrast, Smitherman’s approach to getting Toronto moving again is comprehensive, aggressive and innovative.  

He seems to understand the socio-economic “value case” for enhanced transit, and the magnitude of investment that it will take to provide 

Torontonians with convenient, car-competitive transit service. 

His $17.4 billion, two phase, 10-year transit expansion plan fits well with Metrolinx’s “Big Move” funding and priorities.  

Equally important, Smitherman goes $5 billion further than the current commitments from the city and other levels of government in order to 

finance key subway pieces that would help relieve crowding on the Yonge line. 

He brings a long-overdue approach to funding. Smitherman would establish a dedicated revenue stream for transit using a “Toronto Transit 

Trust.” This city account would be funded with Toronto’s share of gas taxes, Toronto Hydro and Parking Authority dividends, and fees 

generated from transit-enabled development. 

This would still leave an annual TTC operating shortfall of about $100 million, which he proposes to obtain from the province. Faced with a 

$23 billion deficit, Queen’s Park is unlikely to reinstitute the operating subsidies it cut off in 1998.  

If Smitherman wins, he will have to give serious consideration — as will most other GTHA mayors — to introducing road tolls as another 

dedicated source of transit funding. 

Smitherman is unique in proposing to take advantage of the “talent, money and expertise” of the private sector to design, build and finance 

some of Toronto’s future rapid transit expansion.  

In doing so, he recognizes the limits to public finances and the potential to reduce costs by using public-private transit partnerships. There 

are successful models all over the world to draw on. 

Of the two leading candidates, Smitherman is the only one who offers a workable plan for getting Toronto moving again. We can only hope 

that the broader good will prevail in this election. 

Michael Warren is CEO of the Warren Group Inc. and a public policy commentator. He is a former Ontario deputy minister, Toronto Transit 

Commission chief general manager and CEO of Canada Post. 
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