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Response by SOGC to NGTA Study Recommendations

Background

The Southern Ontario Gateway Council (SOGC) is a non-profit association made up of members from all modes of transportation that operate to, from, and within the boundaries of the Southern Ontario Gateway. SOGC aims to be the voice of the goods movement sector – a major enabler of the Southern Ontario Economy. SOGC has been a participant in several workshops and open houses associated with the Niagara-to-GTA process. We are pleased to provide our comments on the Area Transportation System Alternatives Report dated March 2010
The study followed a four stage incremental evaluation process--optimization of existing networks, new, Expanded non-road infrastructure; widening existing roads and finally—planning new transportation corridors
After applying a variety of transit based, and demand management solutions to the model the study concludes that the demands on the system will still require increased road capacity. This can be provided by increasing the capacity of existing corridors (Group #3 of transportation alternatives) or by developing a new transportation corridor (Group #4), or a combination of the two. The preferred solution recommended by the study team has three main elements: 

· Extending the 406 from its current location west of St Catharines to rejoin the QEW near Ft.Erie, providing a bypass of Niagara Falls and St Catharines.

· Widening the QEW from St Catharines to the 407 Freeman Interchange at Burlington, including widening the Burlington Skyway to 10 lanes.

· Construction of a new multi use corridor for the 403 running from Ancaster, across the escarpment to connect with the 407 in Burlington.

The southern Ontario Gateway Council offers the following comments on the draft plan for the Niagara to GTA Corridor.

Need for Longer term Transportation Master Plan

SOGC believes a major step has been omitted from the provincial transportation planning process - the development of a longer range Transportation Master Plan (TMP) for the transportation system, including the highway network in Southern Ontario.  Such a TMP normally would provide for the protection of corridors many years in advance, greatly simplifying future corridor EA’s. TMP planning exists in other provinces such as Alberta where it has been instrumental for justifying corridor protection well in advance of the corridor EA studies. The MTO should be encouraged to develop a TMP to, say 2051, in order to facilitate a more timely approach to additions to the provincial transportation networks. 

  

Route-Specific Issues

The recommended option poses the following challenges in our view:

Too much emphasis is placed on continuing to widen existing corridors and overbuilding corridors rather than providing a distributed transportation grid which has parallel connections. The addition of a new route would provide better service and would be more resilient to congestion and disruption, especially during an extended construction phase. An all new-route would be better suited to alternative financing, either tolls, TIF financing or some other option.  

Addressing the NGTA in isolation from the GTA West does not sufficiently consider alternative transportation corridor linkages between the two major corridors. (The NGTA and GTA West Study Areas are geographically separate, with part of hwy 401 being the only shared boundary.) 

Economic Development

The Southern Ontario Gateway Council  believes that goods movement, and the long term  planning of goods movement infrastructure should entail a multi-disciplinary approach that includes traffic demand forecasting and environmental concerns AS WELL AS  the economic impacts and potential of infrastructure investment. Taken in that light, the Group 4 options (new route) would arguably be ranked higher in the process, in particular with regard to the Niagara Region’s strategy to create a southern employment zone and to relieve pressure on fruit lands ; and Hamilton’s airport precinct employment land strategy.  The selection of the preferred option in our view accords insufficient weight to these very significant regional economic strategies. The study acknowledges through careful route planning, environmental impacts in the Niagara-Hamilton South corridor can be mitigated. 

 

Connection to 407 ETR

The recommendation for the NGTA corridor should ensure that autos and trucks, exiting from the NGTA corridor towards Toronto, have the option of using either a public road or a toll road. The toll rates per km. for heavy trucks on the 407 ETR, currently at 64 cents per km., are three times those of cars, and these toll rates are many times greater than those being charged on the New York State Thruway, for example. Connections from the NGTA should enable commercial traffic the option to proceed to non-toll freeways. There is also the policy issue of using publicly owned transportation infrastructure to direct expanded traffic volumes to a private enterprise. Is there an opportunity to use the traffic windfall to negotiate lower tolls for goods movement?

North-South Link  vs. Escarpment Crossing

 More than a decade ago when the NGTA project was first being considered, the proposal to have the corridor cross the escarpment in Burlington generated a public reaction that ultimately resulted in the current protracted evaluation process. The latest proposal for an escarpment crossing threatens to trigger a similar reaction with the possibility of further long delays in planning. SOGC believes that the more critical need is better north-south connections (which could be above the escarpment, if the southern route is included) between 403/QEW and 401. A north-south connector between the GTA West and the NGTA would serve many important goods movement roles, and would provide an opportunity to identify future rail corridors.  In addition to facilitating connections west to Windsor/ Detroit and east to the GTA, the N/S connector would become very important link for traffic from the north to bypass the GTA on its way to Niagara.
Conclusion

In the view of the Southern Ontario Gateway Council the proposed option poses significant disruption issues during construction. It does not provide redundancy to the overall highway network. While initially less expensive than a new route, it provides no scope for alternate financing which the new route would provide. It threatens to re-ignite local political concerns over escarpment crossings. The plan to integrate the widened structure with a private toll road discourages goods movement usage of the system. The southern route study area is of sufficient size that concerns about impacts on wetlands and watersheds should be manageable through design and engineering. SOGC believes the NGTA and the GTA West projects need to be integrated into a system that connects the 403-401 corridors and provides a more seamless flow of goods and people through and within the region. Our review of the selection process indicates the preferred option was only narrowly favoured over the new route option. The time line encompassed by the study is too narrow. For all of these reasons the SOGC urges additional evaluation of the South Niagara-Hamilton new route option. 
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