
TORONTO

WITHOUT 

TRANSIT?

WE 

COULDN’T 

AFFORD IT.

What if the TTC disappeared? 

What would be the economic, environmental  

and health impacts on Toronto and its residents?
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The Toronto Transportation (later Transit) Commission was created in 1920 by an Act of the 

Ontario Legislature following a municipal public referendum that approved public operation of 

all streetcar networks in the growing city. The TTC then purchased and took over management of 

Toronto’s privately owned transit services when their franchises ended in 1921.

The TTC expanded steadily and the first subway, on Yonge Street, was completed in 1954, the year  

that Metro Toronto was created by merging several suburbs with the core city. 

The TTC today is the third largest mass transit system in North America, after those in New York City 

and Mexico City. It operates three subway lines and one rapid transit line with a total of 69 stations. 

There are also 149 bus and streetcar surface routes. 

In 2007, the TTC carried about 450 million passengers. The TTC’s Wheel-Trans service provides door-

to-door services for persons with physical disabilities for the same fare as other riders.

The TTC employs approximately 11,000 people; most are represented by the Amalgamated Transit 

Union Local 113, which was founded in 1899.

An excellent capsule history of the TTC and its privately-owned predecessors can be found at  

http://transit.toronto.on.ca/spare/0012.shtml. 

As one of Ontario’s most prominent environmentalists, Marilyn Churley has been at the forefront 

of influential environmental legislation and activism for more than 25 years. In 1983 she  

co-founded Citizens for a Safe Environment to stop polluting garbage and sewage incineration  

along Toronto’s waterfront. She also served as Executive Director of the Canadian Environmental 

Defence Fund.

First elected to Toronto City Council in 1988, she founded the City’s Energy Efficiency Office as a 

keystone agency to help Toronto reduce pollution and to address climate change. She was elected to 

the Ontario legislature in 1990 and re-elected in 1995, 1999, and 2003 by some of the widest margins 

in the province. She was the first female Minister of Consumer and Commercial Relations, the first 

female Deputy Speaker of the Ontario Legislature, the Ontario New Democratic Party’s Deputy 

Leader and critic for the Environment, Women’s Issues and Democratic Renewal. She was named  

‘Best MPP’ (Member of Provincial Parliament) by Toronto’s NOW Magazine several times. 

In addition to her work on environmental issues, she has been a leading activist on numerous social 

issues: affordable housing, accessible day care, adoption disclosure legislation, equality rights for women 

and minorities, and support for the arts and Toronto’s film industry.

Published by ATU 113 
812 Wilson Ave. Downsview ON M3K 1E5 
WeMoveToronto.ca 
March 2008

About the TTC

About  Marilyn Churley

Printed in Canada by union labour on 100 
percent post-consumer recycled, processed 

chlorine free paper using vegetable based inks.

54926-1 Churley Report.indd   2 2/22/08   2:10:06 PM



The idea behind this study was to set out a concise but vivid 

conceptual baseline for ongoing public discussion about 

the Toronto Transit Commission. What would happen to our 

city if the TTC just disappeared? What would be the impacts, 

specifically the financial costs?

When I began discussing this idea with others, the objectors 

fell into two camps. The first was that the premise was too 

unrealistic to be useful. “It’s not going to happen, so why bother 

thinking about it?” My response was borrowed from Joni 

Mitchell: “You don’t know what you got ‘til it’s gone.” How can 

we understand the value of something we take for granted 

unless we at least imagine what it would be like if it were no 

longer there? By thinking about the cost of eliminating public 

transit we will be able to see more clearly the common sense 

of preserving and investing in it.

The second camp said that however useful such an exercise might be, it was impossible to achieve. 

There would be no way to calculate, even roughly, the dollar value of all the impacts of transit 

disappearance. My response to them was: “You’re right.” As just one example, it is impossible to 

determine the true cost of even a single additional premature death due to smog or traffic tragedy. 

Some of the common costs can be quantified – and have been – but the personal costs are 

incalculable, even though they are real. So this study, actually a meta study that draws from much prior 

research, confines itself to what can be calculated. My conclusions are therefore quite conservative. 

The actual financial value of the TTC to Toronto is much higher than what can be credibly measured.  

I hope that future studies take us ever closer to determining its true value. Nothing but good can 

come of that.

I want to thank Local 113 of the Amalgamated Transit Union for funding this study. Although they 

obviously have an interest in this, they neither asked for nor gave any input on its methodology, 

structure or conclusions. This study was my idea and I am solely responsible for its contents. But I did 

not work alone. I am very grateful for the enormous amount of research and editorial assistance from 

Sally E. Miller. The value of her organization, insight and clarity was, in a word, incalculable. Thanks as 

well to Elaine Shin at the Toronto Board of Trade, Steve Munro, Toronto public transit advocate, Franz 

Hartmann, Executive Director, Toronto Environmental Alliance, Todd Litman, whose knowledge in this 

area is truly encyclopedic, and the many others we consulted. 

Marilyn Churley
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What would the City of Toronto be like without public transit? What if we woke up one day and 

all of our public transit infrastructure had simply vanished? How would we get to work, renew 

a health card, get to class, meet friends downtown or go to the theatre? How many more car crashes 

would occur daily? How many more smog days would come from the additional car travel? How much 

would it cost Toronto to lose the TTC? 

This report calculates a loss to Toronto of almost 12 billion dollars each year without public transit. 

53% of the loss is economic; 30% is in the cost of increased travel time for individuals. As each of 

the more than 10,000 TTC employees goes about their job they are saving Toronto residents and 

businesses about a million dollars a year. If the TTC disappeared, it would cost every one of Toronto’s 

2.5 million residents almost $4,700 a year in economic, environmental and health impacts. 

Many of public transit’s benefits to the economic, social and 

environmental health of our city are invisibly integrated into 

our daily life. Public transit eases traffic so that we can arrive 

at our jobs, and so that food, building materials, and other 

goods can reach their downtown destination in a reasonable 

amount of time. Those who ride the TTC (1.3 million each 

day) help to reduce car crashes and car crash costs in 

medical and emergency services. Transit riders help to reduce 

downtown emissions, and often find space on the subway or 

bus to read or study, do some work, or socialize with friends. 

Buses and subways reduce drinking and driving. For the 25% 

of Toronto residents without cars, the TTC is also essential  

for getting groceries, getting to work, seeing friends, getting  

to school and accessing government offices. 

Many of us understand the personal benefits of the TTC: saving us the cost of maintaining a vehicle, 

getting our children safely to and from after-school activities, and so on. It is harder to recognize 

the millions of dollars in economic revenues, business activity, medical benefits and environmental 

conservation that we receive as a community. These benefits together total billions of dollars annually 

from the TTC alone, not including GO transit and other municipal transit services in the GTA region. 

Downtown business revenues depend on access through public transit. If transit riders had to switch 

to cars, taxis, motorcycles, bicycles or walking, there would inevitably be a reduction in downtown 

economic activity. Some places would go out of business; over the years more jobs would be lost and 

tax revenue decreased as the long-term effects spiraled outwards.

As a study for the World Bank reports, the most efficient cities of 37 major metropolitan areas also 

have the best transit systems (Kenworthy et. al. 1997 from SECOR 2004). In addition, Toronto cannot 

wait any longer to respond to the demands of increasing traffic delays, rapidly increasing health costs 

from smog and accidents, and the growing inaccessibility of jobs, services and goods to the people of 

the city who must or would prefer to use transit. This report will add to the growing awareness that 

increased investment in public transit is not only economically sensible but vital if our city is to continue 

to grow and prosper. 

Introduction and Summary

54926-1 Churley Report.indd   4 2/22/08   2:10:13 PM



5

But the buses, streetcars and subways do not operate and maintain themselves. People make the system 

work; people with skills and a commitment to getting the uncountable details right. Most TTC employees 

are members of Local 113 of the Amalgamated Transit Union. The savings or avoided costs they 

collectively provide averages out to over one million Canadian dollars per worker annually. The loss of 

these benefits would bring a city the size of Toronto to a grinding halt within a few days, leave us choking 

in ground-level smog, and would no doubt lead city leaders to prioritize the immediate creation of a 

strong public transit system! 

This report specifically looks at the economic, environmental and social costs of the loss of transit in the 

following categories:

	• Economic 	 • Employment

	• Environment and Energy	 • Medical

	•Travel Time	 • Vehicle Operating and Ownership

Many other categories of costs exist. They are noted in each section, but additional data specific to 

Toronto is not available to assess the full impact (such as the cost of additional sprawl, or the loss of the 

property value premiums that occur near transit access). If those costs and impacts were factored in no 

doubt the value of the TTC and each of its workers would increase dramatically. 

The loss of public transit in Toronto would mean more than: 

• $6.2 billion in lost economic benefits

• $23 million in environmental and energy costs

• $309 million in additional medical expenses

• $3.5 billion in additional travel time costs

• $1.5 billion in new vehicle operating and ownership costs

• $195 million in long term highway and parking construction costs

A total of about $12 billion, or over $1 million per TTC worker annually! 
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Reasons to travel
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The Economic Impacts

The TTC is one of Toronto’s most important economic drivers. The economic costs 

of losing Toronto’s transit system would be extensive, with an impact on many 

categories of economic benefi ts and economic development. The effects would be 

both immediate and long-term. 

Immediate effects include loss of access to jobs, goods and services. Toronto 

households without cars, calculated at about 25% of the population (943,300 

households in 2001), are particularly affected. In addition to jobs lost from the transit 

sector itself, many other jobs would be lost because many people simply could not get 

to them.

Without public transit in Toronto, about 150,000 people would lose 
their jobs, totalling around $3.5 billion in lost income in the area, with 
corresponding effects on the local economy and support structures. 
The cost of the movement of goods would double, adding almost $2 
billion to freight costs. Business revenues would shrink by $750 million.

The TTC provides over 10,000 jobs directly, including bus drivers, subway drivers and 

security personnel, management and administration, ticket collectors, maintenance 

and track workers. Over 22% of commuters use the TTC to get to work each day. 

At the morning peak hours from 6-9 am, over 60% of riders are on their way to work. 

Although many of them would be able to switch to private transportation, work from 

home, or bike, total income lost from a conservative estimate of all the factors totals 

$2.9 to 4.2 billion in the cost of job loss annually. One study found that if even 5% of 

transit riders worked while commuting, the total productivity value alone is about $7.3 

million for a city of Toronto’s size and ridership (MKI 2003).

*Source: 2001 Transportation Tomorrow Survey, University of Toronto

Over 22% of Toronto commuters use 
the TTC to get to work. 25% of Toronto 
residents do not own a car.

Over 200,000 Toronto students use the 
TTC to get to school.

Reasons to Travel
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