Public's aboard on using transit more

Average ridership increase to June 30 over 2005 is 3.42 %

UNNATI GANDHI  - Globe and Mail – December 20, 2006
Millions of dollars that have recently been poured into the country's transit systems are behind rising levels of ridership, according to the Canadian Urban Transit Association.

The association tallied 30 million more transit trips -- a 3.42-per-cent increase -- on subways, buses and rapid-transit lines nationwide during the first six months of this year, compared with the same period in 2005. That's the equivalent of the number of riders a system such as Edmonton's would see in a year.
Michael Roschlau, president of the umbrella association that represents transit systems from Victoria to St. John's, said the upward trend is in its fifth year, but is expected to level off unless investment continues. 

 "We're gradually reaching a point where governments and Canadians in general are increasingly realizing that the lifestyles of the late 20th century, where you have to get in your car and drive to do anything -- going to school, going to work, going shopping or going to the corner store to buy a litre of milk -- [aren't] going to be sustainable," Mr. Roschlau said in an interview yesterday.

"In the last four or five years, some of the funding has been coming back provincially and federally, and that has allowed a lot of systems to renew their fleets, to improve their service, to build a better system."

Some municipalities, such as the Kitchener-Waterloo region of Ontario, saw big increases in ridership. There, Wilfrid Laurier University students were given a discount on U-Passes that has significantly contributed to the region's 11.41-per-cent increase to 7.1 million riders this year from 6.4 million in 2005.

Others didn't fare as well. In Cornwall, Ont., for instance, where average waiting times for buses increased to 40 minutes from half an hour, there was a 17.77-per-cent drop in ridership.

But most municipal and provincial transit systems saw spikes.

In September of 2005, Halifax launched its new MetroLink system, which connects the greater urban area, to much fanfare.

In Ontario, York Region's $180-million Viva system, linking Vaughan, Markham, Newmarket and Richmond Hill, has slowly been picking up riders since its inception last year.

Improvements to systems such as Vancouver's, Edmonton's and Calgary's during the past year are also essential, Mr. Roschlau said, but "success will depend on investment . . . to increase capacity."
Mr. Roschlau said it's no surprise that larger cities with greater transit demands have better service. Places with dwindling populations, particularly in the Prairies, are seeing slow, if any, increases in ridership.
"The quality of service is directly proportionate to the size of the city. In Toronto, you have buses that come by every three, four, five minutes on the main routes, but in a medium-sized city that might be 15 minutes, or a small city even half an hour."

He predicted that the tax credit established for monthly transit passes in July will likely boost ridership numbers next year as well. He said high gas prices at the beginning of this year very likely contributed to many people leaving their cars at home and taking public transit to work.

"Leaving the car at home is really starting to make more and more sense as the traffic gets worse and the parking gets more difficult."

Travelling by transit
More Canadians took a ride on public transit in the first half of 2006 than in the same period in 2005, according to ridership statistics compiled by the Canadian Urban Transit Association. It reported an average increase of 3.42 per cent. Canadians made more than 835 million individual trips on public transit so far in 2006. 

Individual public transit trips: First Half -  2006 vs. 2005
Percentage change by key cities and transit systems

	
	

	
	

	
	

	Victoria -- BC TRANSIT
	3.88%

	Vancouver -- TRANSLINK
	4.29%

	Whitehorse
	7.66%

	Calgary
	7.65%

	%
	10.01%

	Regina
	-1.37%

	%
	1.62%

	Windsor
	7.79%

	Brampton, Ont.
	12.62%

	Mississauga
	1.82%

	Ontario -- GO TRANSIT
	4.00%

	Waterloo, Ont. -- GRT
	11.41%

	Toronto -- TTC
	2.84%

	Quebec City -- RTC
	6.30%

	Halifax
	7.99%
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