ONTARIO HANSARD March 11, 2010

PUBLIC TRANSIT

Mr. Frank Klees: This debate is indeed timely, and I want to thank my colleague for bringing forward his resolution.

On Tuesday evening of this past week, I hosted a public meeting for my constituents, for the purpose of ensuring that they have factual information concerning the announced cancellation of two GO bus services along Yonge street from Newmarket through to York Mills, and from Newmarket with a terminus at York university.

The information about the cancellation of those routes began to trickle out to riders of those two services over a period of time, and it was very soon that that trickle became a torrent of emails and calls to my office. The reason for that is that as my constituents, those who use that bus route, that Yonge Street line, on a daily basis to either make their way to work or to York University, for many institutes and faculty, they began to do the calculation as to what the impact of the cancellation of those two bus routes means to them. The calculation is that for most of those riders it means an increase of some $85 and more per month. On a daily basis, it translates into additional time of travel of an hour, up to two hours in some cases, and so we wanted to ensure that there was factual information available.

I invited representatives from GO Transit as well as the YRT/Viva to participate in that public meeting. Unfortunately, it was confirmed by both GO representatives as well as the YRT that the calculation of the additional cost of some $85 plus and the additional travel time of an hour to two hours for many of these constituents was, in fact, accurate. At the end of the evening, it became apparent to me that we’re taking a step back as opposed to taking a step forward to making public transit in York Region more attractive and encouraging more people to use public transit. I have a serious concern that in this particular case and this particular decision on the part of GO Transit, it is wrong, it is unacceptable, and I am calling on Metrolinx and GO Transit as well as YRT/Viva to rethink this decision, to stop in their tracks and to ensure that these two very important lines of transit are continued.

I’m glad to see the Minister of Transportation here today. I have copied her on a letter that is going out to all mayors and councils in York Region this afternoon. It is also copied to Mr. Bill Fisch, the York Region chair as well as Mr. Robert Prichard, the CEO of Metrolinx. I want to read into the record this letter because, I believe, it summarizes the issue, and I am also hoping that I have the support of the Minister of Transportation. I’m confident that, as Metrolinx as well as YRT/Viva consider the implications of this decision, we will have their co-operation. The letter reads as follows: “GO Transit has announced that it plans to cancel two GO bus routes serving York Region, effective next month. The two routes affected are the 62-Newmarket B GO bus that provides services along Yonge Street, from Newmarket to York Mills and the GO route 64, providing service through York Region to York University. 

“At a public meeting on March 9, 2010, attended by more than 300 York Region residents, representatives from GO Transit and YRT/Viva confirmed that the proposed cancellation would result in increased costs of as much as $85 per month and increased travel times of as much as one to two hours per day, depending on the alternative Viva service that would, in fact, be available. In addition, there are numerous unintended consequences that would result if the cancellations are allowed to proceed. Those consequences range from safety implications for young people who rely on these routes to get them to school and scheduling issues for students and faculty at York University to working parents who will be unable to manage already difficult daycare schedules.

“I have expressed my concerns on behalf of my constituents to Mr. Robert Prichard, the CEO of Metrolinx, and to York Region chair Bill Fisch and am asking for your support to ensure that both of these GO bus services are continued.

It is clear that YRT/Viva is not in a position to assume responsibility for the services GO Transit is planning to cancel. YRT/Viva is a regional service and is not equipped to provide....the equipment nor the scheduling capacity to accept this download of service responsibility.

It is unacceptable that at a time when governments at all levels are investing billions in public transit with the view to encouraging transit use, that we allow this proposed cancellation to take place. Not only will the increased cost and travel times discourage transit use, this contradicts and is in conflict with the very goals and objectives of the Metrolinx regional transportation plan”—mandated by this government. That plan—“is intended to guide transportation decision-making and planning of transportation at all levels.

“Those objectives are clearly stated to provide: ‘Improved transportation experience and travel time reliability, faster, more frequent and less crowded transit, improve connections on services within the GTHA ...’

“I trust that you will agree with me that the proposed cancellations are not only inconsistent with the Metrolinx mandate, they run counter to our concerted efforts to encourage York Region residents to choose public transit as a more convenient and affordable way to travel.

I am therefore asking you and your council to register with Metrolinx and GO Transit your opposition to the planned cancellation of these essential GO bus services.”

That letter will be received by all mayors and council within York Region this afternoon. As I say, it has been copied to the Minister of Transportation, to Mr. Prichard at Metrolinx, as well as to Chair Fisch at York Region.

I understand the rational that GO has put forward to cancel these routes because in their words, “their intention was to integrate and to avoid duplication”—

Hon. Kathleen O. Wynne: And you supported it when you were Minister of Transportation.

Mr. Frank Klees: What I did, as Minister of Transportation, was I encouraged any action possible amongst regions and the province to avoid duplication. And what was intended was that, in fact, services would be adopted by regional transit services that would be equivalent to and provide the same level of service and efficiency at the same cost. What is happening here is not what I intended as minister. It is not what this minister should endorse. It is wrong.

What should be happening here is that we put the commuters first, that we ensure that if there are any changes made to the delivery of service, that efficiency is increased, that accessibility is increased, that affordability is made more accessible. That is not what is happening here.

So I say to those who are in a position of responsibility, this decision cannot be allowed to be implemented. I will do everything possible to reason with those in a position of responsibility to ensure that we enhance public transit throughout York region, that we do not take a step backwards.

I would expect that we would have the support of all of my colleagues who represent the region of York. I would expect that the Minister of Transportation would take the time, rationally and reasonably, to assess what I am asking, and that she also would support my call for a reasonable approach to this issue.

