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It is a simple — no, simplistic — but unpopular solution to the dilemma du jour: if we won’t get out of our cars, make us pay.

Our environment is in jeopardy, our roads are clogged and crumbling and our public transit system is hardly an alternative for most of us living in suburban bliss.

The hope is that by putting a price tag on every trip we take, we’ll consider other options such as driving during cheaper non-peak hours, carpooling, taking transit, riding a bike (heaven forbid!) or even moving closer to work.

A study released this week calls for a tax on use of the 400-series highways in the GTA and Hamilton areas, as well as the Gardiner Expressway, Don Valley Parkway and Queen Elizabeth Parkway.

The new study, commissioned by the Residential and Civil Construction and Civil Construction Alliance of Ontario, estimates a road toll of seven cents per kilometre travelled would generate $700 million annually for municipalities. 

The study also suggests hiking the price at the pumps — by six cents a litre, bringing in as much as $420 million a year — and in parking lots.

Sigh. Where do I start?

If I’m to trust the sticker on the pumps at my local gas station, taxes make up the majority of the very high cost of gas. 

The money is meant to be pumped back into our transportation infrastructure; clearly it’s not. Where is the money actually going? Why should we fork over even more money and trust that it will be invested in the right place this time?

Our property taxes, too, are supposed to go toward maintaining and building our transportation infrastructure.

Sure, there’s merit in the thought of raising revenue from those who derive the benefits, rather than relying on general property taxes to fund roads and public transit. 

It is fairer, more transparent and leads to greater accountability.

The fair thing, then, would be to reduce our taxes. 

Like that would happen.

So, what comes first? The chicken or the bus? 

Is it fair to penalize drivers with road tolls for not getting on the buses when there aren’t buses to catch because there isn’t enough cash kicking around to expand public transit?

London introduced a plan in 2003 that charged drivers entering the centre of the city from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. and traffic did, indeed, drop significantly. 

However, not only was there an accessible transit system already in place, at the same time London introduced its congestion charge, it added 300 more buses to the central area. 

Ridership on the London subway dropped because people could now travel faster by bus through formerly congested streets.

The reality is without a viable alternative to driving, even tolls can’t get us out of our cars.

Many of us would simply flock to untolled roadways, shifting congestion woes.

Grain of salt time: the study’s author, the Residential and Civil Construction Alliance, is a lobby group for the construction industry that may well build and run these tolls. 

In Ontario, 76 per cent of us travel to work, according to Statistics Canada. The alliance knows we will stay on the roads and all the money generated will go to them.

But it appears Ontario’s Liberal government feels taxpayers are doing their part to finance highway and public transit projects. 

It has its own simple — and simplistic — solution: MPP Minister Greg Sorbara says Ottawa needs to step up to the plate.

Local MPP Frank Klees, PC Transportation and Public Infrastructure Renewal critic, also nixed the idea of further “taxes”. 

But he points a finger not only at the feds to pitch in, but at the Liberals for not  putting 100 per cent of gas and fuel taxes — which is $1.1 billion annually — into municipal coffers for transportation and transit costs. Now that’s a bell that tolls for me

