Transport Futures Road Pricing and Leadership Summit
Remarks by Frank Klees, MPP
I want to thank Marty Collier and the Ontario Residential and Civil Construction Alliance of Ontario for the invitation to participate in this conference.
1. Governance and Policy Objectives

Let me say at the outset that the last people we should be looking to for a solution to our transportation and infrastructure challenges are politicians. That’s your job and the job of your professional colleagues.
That’s why I made the point in a recent article printed in Renew Canada, that the only way to achieve the objectives of sound planning, funding and implementation of a comprehensive and sustainable infrastructure is to elevate that process “beyond politics”.
In other words, once the political decision has been made to prioritize an infrastructure plan – be that transportation or otherwise, then that decision must be backed up with the resources and the reliable and sustainable funding to ensure that the job gets done. And from that point on, the project should be insulated from political tampering.
This may sound over-simplified, but we have far too many examples of projects that are announced – sometimes multiple times -  only to have them die a quiet death because of a change of government or because a government chooses to make the politically expedient decision in response to public pressure. 
That’s why Ontario’s Progressive Conservatives advocate a “shovel in the ground” approach to infrastructure projects that’s based on four pillars:
1. a sound planning function

2. a capital needs identification process that’s consistent and transparent

3. funding that’s predictable and sustainable, and finally,

4. an “accountability” mechanism that requires all levels of government to measure progress and results.

We believe that this approach will not only hold government accountable for the large investments that are required for public infrastructure, but will also promote confidence for private sector investments that will be needed to move the major infrastructure projects our province desperately needs, beyond promises to reality.
The practice of politically-driven, high profile, one-off funding announcements may produce good media and silence municipal partners and industry stakeholders who are forced to be grateful for the handout, but it fails to address the fundamental need to put in place a comprehensive framework for the planning and funding of our public infrastructure. 

2. Stakeholders & Consultation

The Ontario PC Party has a well- established process of policy development that is based on stakeholder consultation and a belief that the people on the front lines know best.  We have Policy Advisory Committees that consist of stakeholders to whom we look for advice as we develop our policies.  I Co-Chair our Urban Issues PAC with a volunteer Co-Chair from the private sector and I know that a number of participants in this conference have provided us with valuable input through that process. That Advisory Committee is responsible for developing alternatives for the province’s infrastructure needs including transportation and housing.
Every single infrastructure project has an impact on people’s lives and their communities.  That’s why these projects should be “beyond politics”.  Having identified the need, and having made the policy decision to prioritize an infrastructure plan, the responsibility to deliver and implement must be placed in the hands of professionals who have the expertise and the know-how to deliver, and should be left to do so without political interference, but within a transparent and clearly-defined accountability framework.
Government does not know best.  We have hundreds of years of evidence to prove that.  In fact, we have very recent evidence of that fact right here in Ontario. 

Government’s first reaction in a time of crisis is typically to retreat.  The McGuinty government’s decision to “defer” $4 Billion of funding of key transportation infrastructure projects is a classic example.

Rather than innovate, by finding alternative funding sources such as inviting private sector participation to fund these projects, and in fact accelerate delivery, the government’s decision was to dig in and defer by 2 years, essential transit projects that are desperately needed.

I’m convinced that if Metrolinx were to be freed up to bring innovative financing to the table, to enter into creative public-private partnerships, and to engage the creativity of professionals without the constraints of political ideology, we would see bold projects conceived and delivered with aggressive timelines.  But instead, the blue ribbon board of directors who were promised the latitude and freedom to draw on their expertise and experience to guide the development of an integrated transportation network for the Golden Horseshoe are being hamstrung by their political masters.
Meaningful consultation that embraces innovation and the expertise of professionals, and a focus on achieving results through a clearly-defined and transparent process is what is needed to address our infrastructure challenge.

3. Conclusion/Recommendations

Finally, I was asked to comment on where I see things headed with road pricing, given our debt and infrastructure deficit and the many challenges we face in our urban areas, especially here in the GTA.

First, let me be very clear that whether we use the term “road pricing”, “congestion charging” or “tolls”, the people watching us know that all are designed to reach into their pockets.

Most Ontarians will tell us that before we look to finding more ways to tax them, we should look to the “road pricing” that’s already in place in this province – namely our fuel taxes.  And effective July 1st, the additional HST on gasoline and diesel alone will generate an additional $1.6 Billion of revenue for the provincial coffers. 
Most Ontarians will justifiably suggest that before we attempt to find new ways of taxing drivers, we should consider dedicating that existing “road pricing” mechanism to our roads and transit.
Ontarians would also be justified in asking where the federal government is when it comes to funding our roads and transit. Compared to the U.S. where the federal government funds on average 80% of Interstate highway infrastructure, our federal government is missing in action.

A more equitable and stable funding partnership with the federal government should be our first priority and would go a long way to meeting our funding requirements for transportation infrastructure.

As for tolls, I want to make it clear that any comments I make during our discussion today on this topic are my own, and are not to be construed as policy positions of the Ontario PC Party. As indicated earlier,  we are in the process of developing our policy positions related to this and other issues, and my primary purpose in being here today is to demonstrate my support for the process you are engaged in, and to say that we will be very interested to receive advice from this forum.
I can tell you however, that one principle on which the Party has been firm, is that there should be no tolling of any new road or highway where the driver does not have the option to take an alternative route that is not tolled.  
There may well be opportunities, however, within the context of choice, to improve traffic management by giving drivers the choice to pay tolls under specific circumstances, and I believe that we should be open to considering those options.  There are many examples of innovative use of technology, both for traffic management and revenue generation.
       Whether opening up our HOV lanes to drivers who are willing to pay a “voluntary toll”, as was recently done on Florida’s I 95 in Miami, with very positive results, or implementing ramp signaling to regulate the flow of traffic during rush hours.  
      The reality is that in many parts of the GTA, we don’t have the option of adding additional lanes of roadway, and regardless of what we do by way of improving public transit, we will still be left with the ever-present traffic congestion.  
       Whether paid for directly by drivers through tolls or indirectly through other forms of revenue generation, we must look to technology that delivers tangible improvement in expressway travel.
       We’re looking for advice and we are open to innovative ways to deal with the gridlock that’s a threat not only to our economy, but to our quality of life. 
In closing, I think we all agree that we have a responsibility to leverage the best talent and technology to reduce congestion and to ensure that we’re getting the best value for dollar with a view to reaping the socio-economic benefits of a well-coordinated and integrated transportation system.

The Ontario PC Party looks forward to continuing our consultations with you and your colleagues to achieve that objective. 
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