Sustainable Urban Development Association (SUDA)

Re:
Toronto Star Opinion “Pay as you drive”, January 17

The Sustainable Urban Development Association disagrees strongly that road tolls (congestion pricing) on major highways in the GTA or elsewhere are an appropriate option for raising funds for public transit.  We suggest other strategies.
People who take highways to their destinations do so because other options are more arduous.  Moreover, tolling will merely shift traffic to other roads, mostly local streets, crudely moving congestion without actually producing an overall reduction in traffic.  Moreover, many of those people who are diverted off major highways because of tolls are likely to be economically stressed, and will be trading monetary cost for longer travel times. 
People today use the 400 series highways because urban growth and urban development practices have created great distances between trip origins and destinations.  The situation is not their fault.  It is also not correct to suggest, as some have, that people can move closer to their places of employment.  Given the number of career changes and multiple income earners in a household, this can’t be done. 

It is certainly necessary to reduce congestion and environmental damage from vehicle-kilometers, and to raise money for improvements to public transit.  It is also essential that transit be improved as an economic measure as energy costs inevitably increase in the future.  But not via tolls that target one group of people and not others.  All drivers pollute.  All drivers contribute to congestion.  And many thousand of people are already struggling to afford transportation because poor public transit forces them to drive. 

The simplest and fairest way to achieve lasting and overall results is to implement either or both of two measures:

· Increase taxes on motor vehicle fuels, i.e. gasoline and diesel fuels

· Base vehicle registration renewal fees on total kilometers traveled by each vehicle

Gas taxes are much easier to implement than road tolls, and certainly fairer.  It targets inefficient (polluting) vehicles – both cars and trucks -- more than efficient ones.  Depending on the tax level set, it incentivizes people to drive less, by carpooling, better trip planning (freight as well as passenger trips), or using more fuel-efficient vehicles.  SUDA suggests that the urgency of environmental and congestion issues and declining affordability of driving cars means that the rate of improvements to public transit across the GTA be significantly ramped up.  This means gas taxes of $0.10 or more per liter of fuel, or a percentage surcharge raising the equivalent total revenues.  It is a tax that is to some degree avoidable, and can be marketable if revenues are wholly dedicated to increasing transit expansion plans.

Charging people for the number of kilometres traveled recognizes the impact of congestion and road infrastructure costs of motor vehicle usage.  Fees can be set in direct relationship to vehicle weight.  This would encourage regional and local trucking to become more efficient, while not affecting longer distance/international freight transport.
As reported by Todd Litman of the Victoria Transport Policy Institute, studies have shown that taxing fuel is the most effective way of reducing vehicle-kilometers traveled; mileage-based registration fees would have a similar effect.  Experts in climate change policy also conclude that this kind of tax would be most effective in reducing greenhouse gases. 

The bottom line is that road tolls are inefficient, ineffective, and unfair, and should not be recommended as public policy.






