Program of Study: Opportunities for rapid transit in Canadian mid-sized cities 

Since the late 1970s, when the use of transit in Canada began to decline in the face of suburbanization and private car travel, several cities have reacted by introducing rapid transit to their regular bus systems.  Examples include the light rapid transit (LRT) systems in Edmonton (1978) and Calgary (1981), Ottawa’s rapid busway system (1983), and the SkyTrain in Vancouver (1986).  Recent discussions of new urban infrastructure funding and the debate over the Kyoto Protocol to the UN Convention on Climate Change have sparked renewed interest in public transit for growth management and environmental aims.  Organizations such as the Canadian Urban Transit Association have launched nationwide campaigns attempting to bring about the renaissance of transit.  Several growing Canadian regions are examining new transit projects or extensions to their existing systems (e.g. LRT extensions in Edmonton and Calgary, a new SkyTrain for Vancouver, and LRT proposals in Waterloo and York Regions in Ontario).  Clearly, public transit is a topical research issue.  While much of the current push to improve the quality of transit service has focused on larger urban centres, a challenge remains to improve both the quality and quantity of service in Canada’s smaller and medium-sized communities.


Few researchers in recent decades have approached urban transit from a Canadian perspective.  Since it has been established that transit use overall in Canada is higher than in the U.S. (e.g. Raad & Kenworthy, 1998), examining North American transit from an entirely American perspective cannot capture the complete picture for the Canadian case.  This graduate research program proposes to build upon the scant Canadian academic literature on transit (e.g. Levy, 1976; Cervero, 1986; Huang, 1996).  In addition to a Canadian focus, the research will profile mid-sized centres, where transit use and improvements have not received the same attention as their larger urban counterparts.  In its first phase, the project will examine the current state of transit in all Canadian centres with populations in the 100,000 to 250,000 range (approximately 24).  Recent successes and challenges, key developments in the transit industry over the past decade, and current trends in socio-demographics, economics and development will be considered in how to improve transit in mid-sized communities.  In order to generalize some of the strategies, markets, techniques or technologies of which such regions may take advantage, in the second phase a smaller grouping of cities will be selected.  These case studies will permit a closer examination of the prospects for LRT, bus rapid transit (BRT) and/or improvements to all-bus systems.  These cities will be selected both regionally (one for each Canadian region), as well as across the size range, and will consider communities that demonstrate something potentially applicable to medium-sized cities collectively.


Qualitative and quantitative research methods will be incorporated to interpolate secondary data sources.  Also, primary data from public user surveys may be necessary for some case studies.  Considerable liaison with local transit agencies will be necessary and site visits may be required for case study cities.  Aside from numerical analyses, the major thrust of the project will be the social and practical impacts of transit improvement for current and potential users, as well as the effects on the built environment (land use) in mid-sized cities.  The literature on social equity in accessibility will be examined to ensure a balance is reached between maintaining transit as a basic, public service for current users and efforts in marketing to new transit users (e.g. automobile drivers).

Recognition by society of the true costs of the car (environmentally, socially, and economically), declining budgets for road construction, and increasing traffic congestion with urban growth are making urban transportation alternatives an ever more urgent policy issue to address.  The research proposed attempts to explore at least one aspect of this challenge, the transit prospects of mid-sized cities.
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