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Introduction

Let me begin these remarks with a quotation:

“Fuel resources are not unlimited and public transport, particularly rail, can be a crucial factor in conserving energy.  There has been growing concern about the harmful effects of roads and automobiles (and airports) on the urban and rural environment, about pollution, land use, safety, reliability and even national unity […] Yet federal government attitudes […] [give] short shrift to rail, vacillating between glowing election promises and rejection of all concrete proposals for improvement”.

I would like to say that this is a recent insight by some influential policy guru in Ottawa.  But it is not.  The quotation comes instead from none other than myself, in my Introduction to the Proceedings of the First National Rail Passenger Conference held here in Regina in October 1976.  For us today, what a sense of déjà vu!

Thirty years ago next week, Transport 2000 Canada had its official start on the occasion of that historic conference.  It was a time of crisis in passenger rail in Canada, which seemed faced with a gloomy future and a federal government seemingly oblivious to the rail mode.  But it was also the period of the effective launch of VIA Rail by Canadian National as the successor to the passenger services of CN and CP Rail.  And it was the beginning of a promising public transport consumer movement.  So it was the best of times and the worst of times.

To my mind, one of Transport 2000’s greatest successes is simply this:  we have survived, for thirty years.  Our movement might have been a “flash in the pan” – an ad hoc coalition dealing with a single issue:  passenger rail.  But it wasn’t.   

Instead, thanks to dedicated and visionary individuals like Harry Gow, our founding president, Transport 2000 has not only survived, but thrived and matured.  And in the process it has over the years attracted many other dedicated people with leadership ability and a policy sense, for example, David Glastonbury, David Jeanes and George and Martin Wooldridge.  This has helped the organization to build and maintain credibility, with stakeholders and the media, as a rational, non-partisan voice for public transport.

Looking Back

This did not happen overnight and it did not happen easily.  From the beginning we had to insist that Transport 2000 was not a repository for nostalgic train buffs, however worthy these people might be. Nor would it be in any way partisan politically.  This has proved to be a very wise approach, because no political party, federally or provincially, has shown itself to be much better than any other in public transport policy.  Look at the history of passenger rail since 1976 for proof of that.

Instead, we took the position that Transport 2000, as part of an international movement favouring public transport, would concentrate on policy development and advocacy.  It would focus on energy conservation, environmental protection, intermodal balance, and social equity and accessibility for all forms of transport, not just rail.

Of course that was easy to say, but hard to accomplish.  With the benefit of hindsight, I think we perhaps spent too much time in the early years on passenger rail, even when our case was skimpy.  In western Canada, for example, we tried to defend every existing passenger train service regardless of its merits:   Edmonton-Grand Centre-Cold Lake; Saskatoon-Hudson Bay-The Pas; Regina-Saskatoon-Prince Albert.  The handwriting was on the wall for services like these.  We probably would have done better to concentrate on the prairie triangle of Winnipeg-Regina-Saskatoon-Calgary-Edmonton.  We should also have paid much more attention to freight issues and branch lines than we did.

But we cannot forget the context of the times:  the serious threat to passenger rail in Canada just when other countries were modernizing it; the public hearings on the subject by the Canadian Transport Commission; the widespread public view, fostered by Transport Canada, that the passenger train was a technological dinosaur; the complete lack of advocacy of any kind for passenger rail.  And I think we can take credit for helping support the establishment of VIA Rail and limiting some of the worst ravages of the dismantling of Canada’s rail passenger network.

That said, we have certainly had our share of disappointments.  The massive reduction of passenger train service in 1990 was a blow from which we have never recovered – and by “we”, I mean the Canadian travelling public as well as Transport 2000.  Reducing transcontinental service to three days a week, not only on one line but on the less-travelled and less-scenic CN northern line, was a foolish political decision.  It has scuppered meaningful train service in the prairie triangle; it has hampered the tourist industry for visitors from Asia and Europe, who actually want to travel by train; and it has turned “The Canadian” into a luxury service inaccessible to the average person.

Where Are We Now?

VIA Rail, after thirty years, still does not have a VIA Rail Act to ensure its independence and so remains subject to the whims of the government of the day; it does not have fiscal autonomy to encourage long-range planning and is captive to the dictates of Treasury Board; and it does not have sufficient capital investment to modernize.  There is little incentive to the railways to provide efficient support.

Existing services are constantly under threat:  the Gaspé is a prime example.  Unless capital investment is provided, other VIA services may be in jeopardy.  The Government of British Columbia not only ended the tourist steam service on the British Columbia Railway but passenger service on the BCR altogether – just when preparing for the 2010 Olympics in Vancouver and Whistler.  

On the other hand, there have been some bright spots.  Train service returned to Quebec’s downtown Palais Station.  We have seen VIA acquire the Renaissance rolling stock.  The historic E & N Railway on Vancouver Island has been reborn as a short line thanks to the cooperation of stakeholders such as municipalities, First Nations and Canadian Pacific.  Service on the Algoma Central in Ontario seems to be assured.  Commuter service – trains, light rail and subways - is thriving in Montreal, Toronto, Edmonton and Calgary.  Transit passes, thanks to the present federal government, are at long last tax-deductible.

Which brings me to my next point:  the broadening of Transport 2000’s scope over the past thirty years beyond the issues of inter-city passenger rail.   We had always been interested in public transit in urban centres.  This interest has steadily grown, to the point where Transport 2000 members in the National Capital Region, Transport 2000 Quebec and Transport 2000 Ontario have had some real influence on transit policies.  Our long-standing member John Bakker has had much influence in western Canada.

Our interest in maritime transport issues also began early:  under the leadership of John Pearce in Nova Scotia, Transport 2000 Atlantic has been a strong voice for rational inter-provincial shipping service in the Maritimes.

Transport 2000 formed an air passenger service group in the late 1990s to speak to topical issues of aircraft and airport safety as well as consumer complaints.  It is gratifying to hear our spokespersons like Harry Gow regularly interviewed on the media when questions arise about these issues.

So, all in all, I think Transport 2000 has done very well over the past three decades, despite the constraints of small membership and limited funding.  Thanks to an extraordinary band of committed volunteers and talented leaders across Canada, our reputation and credibility far outweigh our resources.  Our voice continues to be heard.  We are versatile.  We are seen to be working in the public interest.

Where To Next?

Given all this, both the good news and the bad news, how should Transport 2000 position itself for the future?   Here, let me quote our very own Harry Gow, from an assessment called “Transport 2000 at 30:  Origins and Challenges”:

The [rail passenger service] file is losing its punch as [the] rail network shrinks and consumers are more and more car-crazed.  Koyo rhetoric or not, Canadians are now North American roadies […]  Transport 2000 does well in crises, not so well during chronic decline.

In the light of Harry’s realistic appraisal, let me give an example from my own experience, or perhaps I should call it a confession.   For much of my 26-year career in the Saskatchewan public service, I used a car to commute to work.  I had free or subsidized parking provided by my employer, latterly underground parking.  I am ashamed to say that my use of transit and walking steadily dropped.  Our house has a two-car garage and we own two vehicles (although one is 20 years old).  Our 15-year-old daughter has her learner’s licence and wants her own car because all the other kids do!  

I make this admission, not just to give a personal mea culpa, but because it is so typical of Canadians and especially those in small cities - it shows what we’re up against.  

Regina is perhaps one of the most difficult places for a public transport supporter, even more so than Winnipeg, Saskatoon, Edmonton or Calgary.   The automobile is king.  Urban development in the past few years has neglected the downtown in favour of suburban big box stores and ever more extended suburbs, including a controversial one now planned for south of the airport.  To support them, new roads and street widenings are done at great public expense.  This kind of development, of course, is very difficult and costly to serve by public transit.

Inter-city travel in Saskatchewan is probably over 95% by automobile.  The provincially-owned Saskatchewan Transportation Company does its best to operate good bus service, but every year gets portrayed in the media as subsidized and money-losing.  The fact that it provides an essential service to rural and small-town Saskatchewan tends to be over-shadowed.  The good news is that the Government of Saskatchewan recognizes this and maintains its investment and support for STC.  In fact, a new bus terminal is to be built next year in Regina – 30 years after Transport 2000 first called for it!

As for freight, rail-line abandonment, allowed and indeed encouraged by the federal government, has sharply reduced the once-extensive prairie branch-line network.  The result?  Sharply increased truck traffic on rural roads which were never built for it and which consequently deteriorate.  This is a prime example of federal off-loading.  It leads to complaints and political pressure on the provincial government to build and rebuild roads, which in turn encourages more truck traffic – and so the spiral goes.  The Saskatchewan government doesn’t help matters by taxing railway locomotive fuel at a higher rate than any other province in Canada.

What are we to do – as a public transport consumer group and as a society?  First, let’s look at some counter-developments to the above story.

Urban transit is doing pretty well in our biggest cities:  it has to, given the chronic traffic congestion and the impossibility of keeping up with roads – although some cities unfortunately still do try to.  City transit systems, by and large, and even in Regina, are becoming more imaginative in their equipment purchases, marketing and fare structures.  Commuter rail is a key feature in Montreal and Toronto and shows promise in Ottawa and Vancouver.  Light rail systems are thriving in Calgary and Edmonton.

In terms of railway branch lines, we have witnessed the vigorous and very welcome development of secondary and short-line operators:   the revival of the old Quebec Central in eastern Quebec; new operators for the Hudson Bay Railway and CN’s line from Saskatoon to Prince Albert; short-lines in southern Saskatchewan, assisted by, I am glad to say, the provincial government; Cape Breton; and the E & N on Vancouver Island.

Let’s not forget tourist trains, either, because they have their place.  I was privileged to be riding the White Pass & Yukon Route out of Skagway in July 2006, the day they announced the return of passenger service in 2007 to Carcross, Yukon, after a gap of twenty-five years – and they said they would consider re-opening the line to Whitehorse if they could get the traffic.  So you see, restoration of rail service is not impossible!

There is increasing pressure to build rail links between airports and cities.   It is incredible that Canada is so far behind Europe in this respect, especially when many of our cities already have rail lines close to the airports  -  look at Montreal, Toronto and Edmonton.  And talking of Alberta, what a logical place for high-speed inter-city rail:  Calgary-Red Deer-Edmonton, possibly up to Fort McMurray.  There’s certainly the traffic and there is also lots of money.  What it needs in imagination and political will.  

It is in these issues of real potential that Transport 2000 has to make its voice heard.  

I also suggest that we pay much closer attention to rail safety and operational issues.  Canadian National has a lot to answer for in this area.  Since it purchased the British Columbia Railway  -  a regrettable sale by the BC government  -  the number of accidents has increased due, it is alleged, to CN’s practice of running longer and longer trains.  Remember that most VIA trains run on CN lines.  The slower and longer the freights, the more delays to passenger trains.  Rail safety, like air safety, is a concern for all Canadians.

Another area we need to follow is that of highway transport.  Of course moving freight from rail to road, as has happened so much in western Canada, is counter-productive in the long run, in terms of energy and environmental costs.  It is also a congestion and safety issue.  Governments are constantly under pressure by the road lobby to increase truck weights and ease up on driver time regulations.  All Canadians can see the results on our highways and will be sensitive to Transport 2000’s message.

We must also support the bus industry.  At Transport 2000’s beginnings, while we paid lip service to the need for good inter-city coach service, preferably coordinated with rail, we were really interested in defending the passenger train.  The bus industry viewed us with some suspicion and the feeling was mutual.  We are well beyond that now.  We know full well that passenger rail has no future in a lot of areas, for example between Regina, Saskatoon and Prince Albert.  So we should be advocates for the Saskatchewan Transportation Company’s bus service and its counterparts in other regions of the country.  

The passenger coach is far more energy efficient and socially equitable and accessible than the automobile or the aircraft.  And where rail and bus co-exist, we should continue to work for network cooperation and intermodal terminals.

Let me conclude by returning to the beginning – what I wrote in 1976 about energy use, the environment, pollution, land use, safety, reliability, accessibility and national unity.  What was true thirty years ago is overwhelmingly so in 2006.  Gasoline prices are at levels we never thought we would see in this country.  Air pollution is a constant worry in our biggest cities – and now we in Saskatchewan fear acid rain from the Alberta oil sands.  Safety in the air and on the railways requires close monitoring.  Urban and rural planning faces serious challenges.  Accessibility to public transport for low-income Canadians – and rural Canadians – deserves far more attention from policy-makers than it is getting now.

There is some good news, however.  Opinion polls show that the baby-boom generation, as it nears retirement, is paying much more attention to all these issues.  They are increasingly concerned about the environment.  They want to leave a decent legacy for their children and grand-children.  Here is a ready market for the ideas and ideals of Transport 2000.  Since in the end everything is politics, we should find sympathetic echoes for the sensible policies we espouse – and this should help to convince our governments.  

As for me, the repentant sinner, I now have a senior’s bus pass  -  which is tax-deductible.  So I am again using public transit and walking -  and I’m rediscovering my city and community.  I take STC buses to Saskatoon.  When in central Canada I use VIA Rail.  You see, there is hope.  Based on its thirty years of experience, and above all the dedication of its volunteers, Transport 2000 can and must forge ahead in its quest for rational, sustainable, environmentally-friendly public transport policies for all Canadians.

