Gridlock a bigger concern than people think, MPP says
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We have to put planning above politics or our infrastructure problems will never be solved, Newmarket-Aurora MPP Frank Klees said.

Mr. Klees delivered that message Friday morning to a meeting of the York Chapter of the Professional Engineers of Ontario.

“We need to go beyond the politics and we need to go beyond the terms of individual governments when it comes to these broader (issues),” said Mr. Klees, the opposition critic for transportation and infrastructure.

“I believe, while it’s not amongst the top four issues when public polling takes place, in my opinion gridlock is, without question, the most important issue.”

As long as our infrastructure falls behind, our quality of life is affected and investors are scared away from Ontario, he added.

He cited the Liberal government’s fruitless attack on the Hwy. 407 sale as an example.

Asked whether the sale of the highway, itself, was not a political rather than a planning decision, Mr. Klees said it added $1.2 billion to the provincial coffers and users, not taxpayers, now fund all the expansions and maintenance. 

“I think that was a pragmatic decision that, unfortunately, from a political standpoint, was spun,” he said.

It is important for those who know, such as our engineers, to make sure their voices are heard or the wrong decisions get made, Mr. Klees said.

Long-term planning must take place with experts, beyond the hands of politicians and the newly-formed Metrolinx transit authority is “doomed to fail,” because local politicians end up advocating for the projects that help them, rather than thinking about the big picture, he said.

During his own tenure as Transportation Minister in the Mike Harris government, Mr. Klees said he advocated for extended GO service, an extension of the TTC subway and the Bradford By-pass, but none came to fruition.

‘The problem with this government is they have their head in the sand.’

The province’s Move2020 transit plan, which includes some of those projects, has uncertain, long-term funding, he said.

On Friday morning, Toronto MPP George Smitherman was appointed the new minister both of energy and infrastructure, but Mr. Klees was not impressed.

“The principles I just laid out for you are foreign to Mr. Smitherman,” he said, describing the new minister as a Toronto-centric “ideologue beyond reason.”

The Harris government altered the Development Charges Act, creating a situation where municipalities say taxpayers are funding growth rather than having it pay for itself. They have asked the government to remove restrictions on how development charges can be spent.

“I think it should be reviewed,” Mr. Klees said of his government’s decision. 

“If there’s a rationale for making changes that will help us pay for the infrastructure that’s necessary, then we have to be open to that. The problem with this government is they have their head in the sand.”

Newmarket Councillor Victor Woodhouse was on hand for the breakfast  and expressed aggravation for politicking over growth issues.

“As a citizen, as well as a politician, it’s frustrating when you see what needs to be done. Somebody puts forward a plan and somebody else says, ‘that was the former government,’” he said.

Any day now, the province is expected to release the results of a two-year review of what services should be paid for by the province and municipalities.

“I’m not confident that it’s there. I’m hopeful that there will be a recognition that things shouldn’t be pushed onto the homeowner,” said Mr. Woodhouse.

Friday’s breakfast talk is hopefully the first of many, the chapter’s government liaison, Gerry Meade said.

“The intent is to provide this opportunity within each of the six ridings in York Region,” he said.

They will ask a new MPP to address the group every two or three months.

There are 5,000 licensed engineers in York Region, Mr. Meade said. 

