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Trends may doom the LRT 

News in 2012 should make Regional Council update their rapid transit studies, and then revisit the choice of LRT. News including; ‘2011 census’, ‘Ontario’s economy’, ‘50% condos’, and ‘high iXpress ridership’ together may doom the LRT. 

Ontario’s economy is in deep trouble: lower incomes and growth, program cuts, higher taxes everywhere. Drummond recommends review of all infrastructure projects given doom and gloom for at least 10 years. Taxpayers will demand responsible expenditures and expectations. Surveys by the Record and others, even before the crisis, found 60% preferred Bus Rapid Transit or expansion of iXpress, over LRT. Public opinion is already against LRT.

Census population estimates for 2011 confirm the decline in Ontario’s economy and growth. Waterloo’s 3 cities show a 2006-2011 growth rate of 5.7%. Well below the 7.4% for other Canadian cities. The “tremendous growth” quoted in Regional reports is now ‘below average’ growth as we enter “rust belt” status. Fortunately, our “high teck” sector will continue and moderate the ‘tide lowers all’ decline.

The Region’s LRT plans were based on 730,000 population for 2031. Using growth rates for 2006-2011 (perhaps still high for forecast) the 2031 Region’s population would be only 645,000, or just 138,000; above2011. Population of Kitchener and Waterloo, where LRT will run is now 318,000 and will increase to 390,000 in 20 years or an increase of just 72,000 by 2031.

The ‘baby boom’ is now 48 to 66 years old. In 20 years the boom will aged 68 to 86. In the LRT service cities the increase in the active labour force in the next 20 years will be only 32,000 or an increase of 14.5% over today.. Thus the increase in peak period travel in the LRT cities of Kitchener and Waterloo will be only 14.5% more than today. Only a fraction of this travel will be in the LRT corridor.

As the population ages their residence choices change. Toronto recently found that 50% of new construction was for condos. This is also the trend in Waterloo. In UpTown, 3 houses were just torn down and a 63 unit “Red” condo is being built. Growth markets of seniors, students, and couples who delay having children, buy these condos. Shortly, UpTown will exceed the target populations set by the Province and the Region. Demographics alone, will achieve the desired “smart growth” without the need for LRT. 

iXpress ridership has already exceeded estimates for 2014. When university students are in town there are 13,000 passengers per weekday. In the summer, there are 7,600 passengers per weekday. iXpress does stimulate transit growth. LRT is not needed. 

Regional staff reported that they do not have the expertise to operate, finance, design, or maintain LRT. Never mentioned when the Region approved the LRT last June. Conflicts between the LRT contractor and Ambulance service, traffic light coordination, GRT bus operations, driver’s wages, and access to King Street properties are all suddenly more difficult. than with GRT and Region in charge. Experience strongly suggests the contractor will win these conflicts, service will decline and costs will escalate. 

Revisiting the LRT decision would also allow review of other assumptions on traffic delays (less because of fewer labour force) choice of transit (will today’s 5% transit share of peak travel increase to 15%? - can be checked by GRT trends in 2012-14 with the new express routes operating), benefits of Region’s 20 year transport plan - more absolute investment for the 5% using transit than for the 90% using cars and trucks (benefits, which were previously unconvincing, have fallen dramatically with the new economic and population growth rates). 

The Region must reconsider LRT - many things have changed. 

