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Driving cost already too high, residents agree 
By: Sean Pearce 

A new study calling for more road tolls, higher fuel taxes and increased vehicle registration fees is getting a failing grade from Era-Banner readers.

The study, entitled Financing Public Transit and Transportation in the Greater Toronto Area and Hamilton, was commissioned by the Residential and Civil Construction Alliance of Ontario and authored by Trent University economics professor Harry Kitchen. 

In the study, Mr. Kitchen argues a seven-cent-per-kilometre toll on virtually all major highways in the GTAH, such as highways 400 and 404, would generate $700 million in annual revenue to help municipalities repair aging infrastructures, while, at the same time, help alleviate traffic congestion.

Similarly, Mr. Kitchen also advocates levying a six-cent-per-litre charge on fuel in the GTAH. 

By his estimation, that would generate as much as $420 million per year in revenue for municipalities that could then spend that money on infrastructure and public transit.

Other recommendations in the study include charging transit users based on distance travelled, taxing non-residential parking spaces and allowing municipalities to charge their own fees on vehicle registration, as Toronto has recently done. 

Reaction from York Region residents to the study’s findings have ranged from apathy to the verge of outrage. Most seem to think Mr. Kitchen’s ingredients for healthier infrastructure are a recipe for disaster. 

One motorist fueling at a Petro-Canada station on Yonge Street said the proposed tolls and taxes are relatively small, but he’s still not in favour of them, arguing the price of driving is high enough.

“It’s not too much, but it’s not good,” he said. “The taxes on gas are too expensive as it is.”

York Region resident Mike Crock agreed existing taxes on fuel are more than enough. He said he was especially opposed to the idea of charging tolls on highways.

“People can’t afford to drive on (Hwy.) 407 as it is,” he said. 

“And all of the other highways were paid for years ago. The federal government should be giving more money to the provinces.”

New tolls and taxes would be an equally tough sell for motorist Dorothy Eddy. 

She said she doesn’t think the government needs to take any more from its citizens.

“No, thank you,” she said, with a laugh. “They take enough of my money.”

In fact, about the closest thing to an endorsement for the study came from one Newmarket motorist who said he rarely drives outside of town. 

The driver, who didn’t want to give his name, said he probably wouldn’t notice new fuel taxes or road tolls.

Support for the study among politicians has been equally hard to come by. 

Nicole Lippa-Gasparro, a spokesperson for Ontario Transportation Minister Jim Bradley, said the ministry will look over the study’s recommendations. Her response didn’t specifically rule out the possibility of a fuel levy, as those decisions fall under the auspices of the Finance Ministry, but did clearly state Ontario’s existing highways are not about to become toll routes.  

The Transportation Ministry received the RCCAO study’s recommendations on ways to address public transit and transportation issues in Ontario and staff have been asked to review the recommendations, she said.

“We have said before that we will not be placing tolls on any existing 400 series highways,” she said.

Ms Lippa-Gasparro pointed to the province’s commitments of $1.5 billion toward municipal infrastructure and $17.5 billion for the MoveOntario 2020 transit project as proof the government is already taking steps to address the issue of municipal infrastructure spending.  

Ontario’s infrastructure spending deficit needs to be addressed, but not at the expense of taxpayers who are overburdened as it is, Progressive Conservative transportation critic and Newmarket-Aurora MPP Frank Klees said. Discussing tolls and higher taxes is the wrong move given the current climate of economic uncertainty, he said, instead calling on the federal and provincial governments to contribute their fair share to Ontario’s municipalities.

“This is a failure of the provincial government and, I add, the federal government to fund infrastructure in our province,” he said. “The federal government is failing the province of Ontario by sidestepping its responsibility to fund municipal infrastructure.”

Furthermore, revenues from existing gas taxes should be going directly to municipal infrastructure and transit and not the province’s general revenue pool, Mr. Klees said. Put simply, higher taxes and tolls would spell disaster for the economy, he added.

York Region CAO Bruce MacGregor disagreed somewhat from the provincial politicians. He supported the findings of the study in theory, but said more work would have to be done to address the inequalities it contained.  

“The principal is OK, but should apply uniformly and everywhere in the province,” he said. “York residents and 905 counterparts are currently unique in having to pay more for 400-series highway access. There needs to be a way of setting toll rates and addressing resultant traffic increases on nearby regional and local roads. Hwy. 7 would be less congested if Highway 407 was free or cheaper.”

