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Abstract
The challenges of funding transportation infrastructure and services are significant and
they shape both what is built and how individuals travel. Transportation funding
sources are evolving considering changing technologies. The case study of Ontario,
Canada, which is in the process of a generational investment in transit infrastructure,
illustrates opportunities for addressing these challenges. This case study uses a policy
assessment lens considering efficiency, equity, efficacy/feasibility, and environmental
sustainability. Ontario’s policy shift was spurred by the increased provincial role in
transit capital funding and supportive policies, but its success depends on future
provincial governments continuing to prioritize transportation investments. With a
slowly increasing federal role, there are also new funding opportunities. Looking
forwards, municipalities need more options to fund transportation themselves and
more consistency as an alternative to relying on the provincial political process to
deliver funds. Four key questions are highlighted which shape the future of trans-
portation funding in Ontario.
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Introduction

Few transportation professionals are excited about the prospects of spending their
careers producing plans for infrastructure which will never be built. Understanding the
conditions under which plans can become reality is therefore of central interest to
transportation planners, making it critical to consider and engage in how infrastructure
is funded. Understanding transportation funding policy is critical not only to transform
“good” projects into reality, but also as a gatekeeping process to limit “bad” projects.
Transportation infrastructure and service funding policies have an outsized impact on
both how transportation systems are designed and what is ultimately delivered for the
public. Public values, travel behavior, and mobility needs have evolved, leading to
significant relative shifts towards investing more in public transit and less in auto
infrastructure in much of North America in the last 30 years. However, policies on how
transportation is funded have been comparatively slower to address structural chal-
lenges and have instead been much more ad hoc – often in terms of retreating in-
vestment by one level of government being replaced by another (Blumenberg &
Schweitzer, 2007). Those adjustments to transportation funding systems are slow in
large part because of the immense political capital needed to manifest deliberate reform.
Given that pleasure (the benefits of new investments) and pain (the costs and public
funding of infrastructure) are asymmetrical (pain of a similar magnitude is felt more
strongly than pleasure) (Kahneman, 2011), there are strong political and societal in-
centives to avoid structural reforms to how transportation is funded and to achieve fiscal
responsibility. Nevertheless, the only constant is change, so whether structural reforms
are implemented in a deliberate manner or not, the policies and systems which shape
how transportation is funded have a critical impact on broader social function. This
means that it is critical to deliberately consider the policies and systems which shape
how transportation is funded to avoid ad hoc long-term infrastructure policy.

The long-term future of transportation funding is under pressure from two key
structural challenges: (1) questions around fiscal federalism, governance, and the relative
roles of federal, state/provincial, and local governments and (2) questions around the
future of funding instruments (notably the gas tax) considering technological and social
changes. These challenges are particularly thorny, as normative elements of trans-
portation funding – what is “good” policy? – are contextual, enabling multiple inter-
pretations in pluralistic democracies. For example, while economists focus on efficiency
using the lens of economic surplus, social scientists regularly adopt one of many dis-
tributive justice frameworks to explore equity implications. Environmentalists, in
contrast, home in on how transportation funding tools and expenditures relate to localized
environmental consequences and global carbon emissions. In contrast to these three
perspectives, policymakers focus on the feasibility and efficacy of alternative policy
proposals to be implemented and how they resonate with their constituents – leading to a
plurality of frameworks through which policy ‘success’ can be interpreted.

Development of successful transportation programs will require a comprehensive
and contextual understanding of how transportation policy should evolve given these
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often-conflicting forces. Towards that end, this study begins by providing a policy
assessment framework (Section 2) before focusing on issues of governance and
federalism compared to U.S. and U.K. contexts (Section 3) and ultimately discussing
funding approaches specific to Ontario (Section 4). The case study of Ontario, Canada
highlights opportunities and shortcomings, providing both best-practice and cautionary
lessons for other policy contexts. Ontario has embarked upon a generational investment
in transportation infrastructure which has entailed a dramatic shift from road and
highway investments towards most transportation spending being on public transit.
Understanding the role of funding in how this came about as well as lessons and caveats
to Ontario’s success is critical towards other locations advancing important trans-
portation policy objectives. In the conclusion section, key questions are further
identified which should be fundamental to any future transportation funding policy
proposals, but the answers to which are likely to be contextual.

Assessment Frameworks: What is “Good” Transportation
Funding Policy?

Transportation funding policy may pit different policy objectives against one another
(e.g., revenue generation and emissions reductions) – making it challenging to assess
what “good” policy is. Four key frameworks are relevant to interpreting success:
economic efficiency, social equity, efficacy (revenue adequacy and political/
administrative feasibility), and environmental sustainability (Taylor, 2004; Zhao
et al., 2015). Thus, while a funding approach may be consistent with one or more
of these potential normative orientations, it may be at odds with other orientations –
leaving policymakers with challenging decisions. These four perspectives are discussed
in turn before turning these lenses to the Ontario, Canada context.

Economic Efficiency

Economic efficiency: According to the ethical framework of utilitarianism, the “best”
policies to fund transportation would focus on delivering the highest aggregate benefit
given available resources – leading researchers to focus on the relative balance of costs
and benefits to investment decisions (Butler & Sweet, 2020; Taylor & Norton, 2009).
This approach requires a direct comparison of different sources of costs (e.g., con-
struction, operations, pollution, etc.) with benefits (e.g., travel time savings, produc-
tivity, reliability, etc.) in a common metric: monetization (Banister & Berechman,
2001). This approach broadly falls within the framework of desert-based theories,
which adopt a more market-oriented approach, whereby better policies are interpreted
considering the alignment of benefits and costs. Desert-based theories of justice
similarly diverge in terms of a focus on opportunities – a more central concern of
libertarians – or a focus on outcomes – a more central concern of utilitarianists. For
example, based on libertarian thinking, the focus is on “negative liberty,” whereby
individuals have property rights and freedoms to pursue their own self-interest without
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constraint by others or by government – except insofar as government may be needed to
prevent aggression by others (Zwolinski & Tomasi, 2023). In contrast, utilitarians focus
on the relative aggregate balance of benefits and costs, leading a strict interpretation of
utilitarianism to the conclusion that maximizing social welfare (benefits minus costs) is
most just (Upton, 2002).

Constructs that inform utilitarianist approaches toward assessing infrastructure
funding are borrowed from economists and include externalities (e.g., cars generating
pollution) and spillover effects (whereby neighboring geographies benefit from ad-
jacent transportation investments due to network effects) (Loo & Banister, 2016). Thus,
utilitarianism provides unique guidance on interpreting the efficiency of transportation
funding considering benefits and costs. This framework is implemented in practice
through benefit-cost analysis (BCA) (Vickerman, 2007) and has developed signifi-
cantly over time to include means of integrating uncertainty (Yzer et al., 2014) and
multiple criteria in decision-making processes (Macharis & Bernardini, 2015; Stich &
Holland, 2011; Won, 1990). Key directions in prioritizing the efficiency of trans-
portation funding programs focus on aligning marginal costs (including production,
environmental, externalities, induced congestion, longer-term asset management
programs etc.) with marginal benefits. Given that many mobility services are primarily
private goods (e.g. auto ownership, operation, and use), this leads the “benefits received
principle” to be an effective means to consider means of allocating limited quasi-public
goods, such as roads and highways (Kitchen & Slack, 2016). In turn, this leads to the
key insights (1) that spending decisions (who benefits) and revenue decisions (who
pays) are of paramount political importance and (2) that better aligning spending and
revenue decisions can increase efficiency by encouraging a system in which marginal
private and external costs of using a service approximate marginal private and external
benefits (Kitchen & Slack, 2016). In circumstances of significant externalities (e.g.
congestion, pollution, etc.) or spillover effects (e.g. localized transportation invest-
ments leading to geographically broader benefits), this leads to the need to rethink how
travel is priced in the transportation market and (hence) the broader purposes of pricing
transportation – for example whether it is to affect travel behavior or to generate
revenue (Denning, 2023a, 2023b). Sub-questions which emerge from this approach
include the challenges of distinguishing how fixed (e.g. capital investments) or variable
(e.g. operating) costs are funded and the degree to which user fees should be earmarked
to cover operations and/or the degree to which taxes should be earmarked for specific
programs (Denning, 2023a, 2023b).

Distributive Justice and Equity

Diverse interpretations of justice are also relevant to transportation funding. Of those,
this paper focuses on distributive justice. According to distributive justice theories,
individuals should be given basic human rights, frequently leading to a focus on those
of least advantage - as advocated by Hertel et al. (2015). But even within this
framework, there are significant differences – particularly with respect to whether the
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focus should be on outcomes or on opportunities. On one hand, the distributive justice
framework of Rawls (1971) emphasizes that the distribution of outcomes and resources
should be focused on improving the welfare of those of least advantage – the minimax
principle (maximum benefits to those of minimum means). Based on this approach,
welfare improvements for the best-off would only be ethical if those of least means are
as well off as possible. Alternate distributive justice frameworks focus on providing
basic opportunities to everybody – for example, based on the capabilities approach
advocated by Sen (1999; 2009) and Nussbaum (2011). However, such approaches both
emphasize the need to socially produce the construct of basic opportunities (termed
“capabilities” by Sen and Nussbaum) and likewise acknowledges that based on the
diversity of individual norms and values, different actors would be expected to prefer
and realize different outcomes (termed “functionings” by Sen and Nussbaum) even
with access to the same basic opportunities.

A distributive justice approach towards transportation planning often focuses on
transportation as a merit good: whether everybody has a sufficient level. This shifts the
attention towards low-income households, households without cars, racialized indi-
viduals, and disabled individuals. Accordingly, rather than an emphasis on auto travel,
which is largely provided through the private market with public support of roads, the
emphasis becomes on expanding public transit options to all, improving biking and
pedestrian services, and expanding multimodal alternatives to car use.

Efficacy and Feasibility

Theories related to efficiency and equity imply ideal states, directions, or processes.
However, the democratic political economy rests on compromises that shift the focus to
political/administrative feasibility and political palatability (Patton et al., 2016).
Levying new taxes is challenging, so changes emerge slowly (Zhao et al., 2015). One
key consideration with respect to the feasibility of different transportation funding
alternatives is with respect to whether revenues are adequate to meet a particular policy
need or political agenda (Zhao et al., 2015). This approach prioritizes the fiscal capacity
of the state, frequently assuming only modest changes to the status quo (Haikola &
Anshelm, 2022).

Another key consideration is the extent to which a particular policy reform – in-
cluding both funding decisions and investment decisions – is politically palatable.
According to Patton et al. (2016, p. 284), the issue of political feasibility centers on
identifying the germane actors, their beliefs and motivations, the resources at their
disposal, their relative effectiveness, and institutionalized circumstances where deci-
sions are made. Feasibility similarly relies on a close understanding of how policy-
making relates to policy implementation – for example with respect to whether
particular actions can actually be taken based on resource and time limits. Likewise,
understanding the constellation of changing actors, beliefs, resources, etc. is a dynamic
process, whereby the very passage of time means that political circumstances and
feasibility evolve and lead to finite windows of policy possibility. The range of interests
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in transportation are particularly thorny. Historically, transportation policy relies on
compromises between different modes (Chandler, 2014; Roschlau, 2008), between user
groups (Moynihan, 1960), between urban and rural interests (Brown et al., 2009),
between political interests (Klein et al., 2022), and with voters (Thigpen et al., 2022;
O’Connell & Yusuf, 2011).

Policy models from policy studies are useful to understand how the political
palatability of different policy reforms change over time. While the Multiple Streams
Framework (MSF) emphasizes the multi-actor nature of policy change, Punctuated
Equilibrium Theory highlights that unique and dramatic events (such as the COVID-19
pandemic) can be catalysts for finding common policy interests. Other theories em-
phasize the testing and refinement of policy over time, for example based on the Policy
Feedback Theory. Similarly, the role of inside and outside actors is highlighted in the
Advocacy Coalition Framework, while the role of early policy adopters and subsequent
uptake is highlighted in the Innovation and Diffusion Model (Lindquist & Wellstead,
2019). While understandings of efficiency and justice focus on idealized states,
research on policy feasibility is more centrally focused on what is possible within a
public sector power schema and why.

Environmental and Climate Change

Beyond anthropocentric approaches towards assessing “good” transportation policy,
the environmental movement and initiatives to mitigate and adapt to climate change
provide an alternate lens through which to interpret transportation funding success.
This approach represents a form of virtue ethics, a form of thinking which holds that a
single or that a bundle of values and ways of being and doing outweighs others even if a
given normative theory has internal conflicts. Broadly, forms of virtue ethics are highly
diverse and contextual. Examples include sustainability, Smart Growth, and New
Urbanism, and they are frequently applied to different units of analysis, for example,
individual capabilities (Sen, 1999, 2009), group-level differences (e.g., related to
racism or class) (Breysse et al., 2021; Ralph et al., 2022) or the spatial distribution of
opportunities (Golub & Martens, 2014; Levine et al., 2019; Martens, 2017; Merlin
et al., 2018).

Here, the focus is on environmental sustainability and broader values relating to
minimizing the effects of transportation infrastructure on broader environmental and
climate change-related issues. As discussed by Davy (2024), Krause (2023) argues that
encouraging a more respectful relationship with nature is inherently valuable but would
also be in the interests of human and nonhuman beings. Leopold (1949/1966), for one,
argues for a land ethic which would entail, “love, respect, and admiration for land, and a
high regard for its value… in a philosophical sense (p. 210).”

Beyond the general ethos of the environmental movement, the long-term impli-
cations of carbon emissions and pollution on climate change have led to calls to rapidly
decarbonize the transportation system along with other elements of human activity.
With temperature increases expected to exceed 1.5 degrees Celsius of warming and
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perhaps even 2 or more degrees without significant changes in carbon emissions, public
policy initiatives have highlighted the need to decarbonize and have created both
incentives to use non-carbon based energy sources, incentives to reduce energy use, and
disincentives to using carbon (e.g. a carbon tax) (Fekete et al., 2021). Policy approaches
towards decarbonization differ significantly (Boarnet, 2010) but related ethical
frameworks lead to questions as to how the transportation system can be transitioned
towards better environmental outcomes (Geels et al., 2012). Solutions diverge sig-
nificantly between (a) a stronger emphasis on discouraging car use while encouraging
less energy-intensive modes (Banister, 2008) often including land use reform (Boarnet,
2010), or (b) technological solutions, such as decarbonizing the energy system and
encouraging electric vehicles (Sperling, 2018).

With respect to transportation finance, this leads to long-term questions with respect
to how funding instruments create incentives. Notably, incentives embedded in the gas
tax underscore embedded conflicts between this tax instrument with respect to revenue
generation (needing to emit carbon in order to fund the transportation system) and
climate policy objectives (initiatives to reduce the carbon-intensity of the transportation
system (Hajiamiri & Wachs, 2010).

Assessment Takeaways

While many transportation program administrators and policymakers may strive to
design transportation policy to advance many goals, including economic efficiency,
distributive justice, efficacy, and environmental sustainability, policy choices also entail
trade-offs. Structural incentives relating to both governance and funding approaches
play a prominent role in creating the conditions for policymakers and program
managers to have better opportunities for policy success across multiple evaluative
frameworks. Towards understanding these structural forces, this study focuses on the
Ontario, Canada governance, funding, and policy framework and uses brief com-
parisons with the U.S. and U.K. policy context to help readers who are more familiar
with these locations about which there is already a more robust literature. Then this
study introduces the specific funding approaches in Ontario towards gleaning lessons
for elsewhere.

Governance, Transportation Funding, and Policy

Public finance – the system of raising funds, allocating or transferring those funds,
establishing rules about how they are used, and their investment – has enormous effects
on transportation policy, network development, and the experiences of system users
(Bird & Slack, 2007; Shapely, 2013). The system of transportation finance shapes how
democratically established values and priorities become realities. The relative balance
of federal, state/provincial, and local funding, rulemaking, and guidance intersects
across global and local scales (Taylor, 2000; White, 1978). Transportation investments
have spillover effects and are quasi-public goods which function at local and global
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spatial scales, meaning that there is a potential role for nation-states or international
collaborations, rather than strictly locally provided by public municipalities or private
individuals and entities (Clunies-Ross, 2004). As such, understanding how trans-
portation is funded plays a critical role in shaping policy success and long-term in-
centives in transportation planning for infrastructure and services (Brown et al., 2009).

The incentives embedded in transportation funding policies dictate not only how the
transportation system is used, but how interests at different geographic scales are
considered in political funding decisions, what kinds of modes are the objects of
investment, and the quantity and reliability of longer-term funding and planning ca-
pabilities. Several issues include the relative roles of local, regional, and national
governments; the role of dedicated transportation funds compared with funding from
general revenues; and the investment/system use incentives established through dif-
ferent funding approaches. Particularly, in an era of relatively dense transportation
networks in many western policy contexts, it remains unclear what core policy interests
are at the heart of nationally scaled transportation funding policy (Wachs, 2021).
Therefore, in many societies with advanced transportation systems, the relative need for
national, state/provincial, and local roles in funding transportation is a large question.

Canadian Policy Context

Significant statutory policy variations reveal the extent to which national, regional, and
local policy priorities are emphasized, as exemplified in differences between the United
Kingdom, United States, and Canada. While the Province of Ontario (approximately
38% of the Canadian population) is the central focus of this study, the differences in
policy approaches and inter-scalar governance are best illustrated by briefly comparing
Ontario with other contexts. As both the U.K. and U.S. are much more prominently
featured in policy and transportation scholarship, Canada’s circumstances are illus-
trated as a matter of comparison.

In Canada, provinces and municipalities have the most pronounced roles in funding
surface transportation, while the federal government has historically focused primarily
on major ports of international or inter-provincial significance (e.g., sea, air) (Litman,
nd). The British-North America (BNA) Act, Canada’s constitution, explicitly gives the
provinces power to collect revenue, to pursue local undertakings, and to establish
municipal institutions (Government of the United Kingdom, 1867). Ontario’s pro-
vincial investments have changed significantly over the last 20 years and have shifted
between roadway and highway spending towards transit investments. This is in stark
contrast with the other major provinces and territories. As can be seen in Figure 1 (using
Statistics Canada data1 which are converted into real 2025 CAD), Ontario’s funding
dipped during the 2008-2009 recession before recovering to levels similar to before.
However, the composition of those expenditures changed dramatically, leading road
spending to decrease and transit spending to grow. By 2015, transit expenditures were
almost twice as high as provincial roadway and highway expenditures. No other
province exhibits this pattern. While provincial transit expenditures in Quebec
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(one-quarter of the Canadian population) grew significantly (see Figure 2), road and
highway expenditures remained the dominant form of expenditure for all other con-
texts, including British Columbia, which is approximately 14% of the Canadian
population (see Figure 3), Alberta, which is approximately 12% of the Canadian

Figure 2. Quebec Provincial Annual Transportation Expenditures (millions of real 2025 CAD).

Figure 1. Ontario Provincial Annual Transportation Expenditures (millions of real 2025 CAD).
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population (see Figure 4), and particularly all other provinces which represent less than
14% of the Canadian population (see Figure 5) excluding the aforementioned ones,
where there were negligible transit expenditures and almost all expenditures were
related to roads and highways (see Figure 5).

Transportation expenditures must regularly compete for funding with other public
policy priorities because the role of dedicated funds is weak at federal, provincial, and
municipal levels of government. In turn, this means that among policy assessment
frameworks, the importance of efficacy and political feasibility is structurally baked
into the policy framework. While a portion of the Ontario provincial gas tax has been
dedicated towards transit investments (two cents per liter in 2022 – amounting to
approximately $380 million annually), all other provincial and federal funds for
transportation investments have come out of the general coffers. Likewise, the re-
maining provincial gas tax revenues are put in general revenues (like all federal excise
gas taxes).

Meanwhile, as stipulated in the British-North America Act, municipalities depend
on provincial approval to raise new funds because they are legal entities of the
provinces. For example, in the case of Ontario, municipalities have liberty to raise
property taxes and select usage fees (e.g. parking), the former of which is their primary
source of revenue. In contrast, approving new forms of revenue generation depends on
provincial approval – as exemplified by the City of Toronto’s road tolling proposal in
2017 which was rejected by the province (Rieti, 2017). It is notable, though, that even
the 2017 tolling proposal did not dedicate these revenue sources towards transportation

Figure 3. British Columbia Provincial Annual Transportation Expenditures (millions of real
2025 CAD).
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investments and instead was poised to dedicate these funds towards housing - illus-
trating the policy and political challenges with respect to aligning user charges and
benefits within one policy domain.

Municipal transportation expenditures are significantly higher than provincial ex-
penditures, for example amounting to a difference of approximately $5.3 billion (real
2025 CAD) annually in 2015 by the province as compared to $11.8 billion (real
2025 CAD) by all Ontario municipalities. Moreover, while the provincial share of
transit expenditures overtook roadway expenditures during the 2008-2009 recession
(see Figure 1), municipal transit expenditures have always been higher than municipal
roadway and highway expenditures and this emphasis in transit spending has only
increased over time (see Figure 6). This illustrates the relative emphasis in trans-
portation policy priorities towards the importance of transportation, as interpreted as a
merit good and as considered in light of equity and environmental assessment
frameworks. Overall, municipal transit expenditures between 2011 and 2023 across
Ontario have grown more slowly (12% higher in real 2025 CAD) than the rate of
population growth (18% during that same period). As provincial funding levels have
increased more rapidly during this same period, the joint effect of these trends is that
provincial funding (and hence policy directions) has played a more significant role over
time in comparison with local municipal funding and policy. Much of this change is
related to amendments to the Planning Act from the early 2000s which required local
policy to be consistent with (rather than to just consider) provincial policy. Likewise,
the province’s increased transportation funding was also related to its regional growth
management policies through the Places to Grow Act (Government of Ontario, 2005a),

Figure 4. Alberta Provincial Annual Transportation Expenditures (millions of real 2025 CAD).
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which also established transportation policies, and the Metrolinx Act (Government of
Ontario, 2006), which established a regionally scaled transportation and transit
planning, investment and operation organization in Southern Ontario, where the bulk of
Ontario’s population resides. The Growth Plan (Government of Ontario, 2005a) and
Metrolinx’s Regional Transportation Plan were accompanied by conservation policies,
including the Greenbelt Plan (Government of Ontario, 2005b), the Provincial Policy
Statement (Government of Ontario, 2005c), the Niagara Escarpment Plan (Government
of Ontario, 2005d), and the Oak Ridges Moraine Conservation Plan (Government of
Ontario, 2001), creating a multi-decade vision towards smart growth accommodated
through significant inter-regional transit investments.

While the federal government has sporadically increased transportation funding, its role
has been inconsistent and has been subject to the federal political considerations and election
cycles (Roschlau, 2008). Federal transfers to the provinces (including but not limited to
Ontario) have been very small in the past, ranging from $400 million to $1.3 billion (real
2025 CAD) annually across the entire country between 2006 and 2015. This figure pales in
comparison with Ontario’s provincial or municipal expenditures. During this same period,
Ontario alone (not including the other provinces) was spending between $2.5 and
$5.3 annually while Ontario’s municipalities (again, not including the other provinces) were
collectively spending more than $11.3 billion annually in real 2025 CAD. But by 2023, the
province’s expenditures had more than doubled to over $11 billion annually. In addition,
recent policy developments suggest that the federal government is expecting to increase its
funding of transit – even if not all transportation – and has committed to dedicating three

Figure 5. Provincial Annual Transportation Expenditures (millions of real 2025 CAD) excluding
Ontario, Quebec, British Columbia, and Alberta.
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billion dollars annually towards transit investments across the country (not just to Ontario)
beginning in 2026 (Prime Minister of Canada, 2021).

U.K. Policy Context

TheUnitedKingdom illustrates a very different policy context to that of Ontario, Canada. In
theUnitedKingdom, the relative balance of national, regional, and local interests has shifted
even while the legal planning system has maintained a tendency towards significant
discretion (Moroni, 2007). The role of the national government was strongest before the
devolution of 1997 and then again in the wake of the 2006 Eddington Report. Local
governments have long played strong roles in guiding planning (Moroni, 2007) and
transportation infrastructure investment decisions, especially after the devolution of 1997
(Clifford & Morphet, 2023). While there is also a role for some specially created regional
governments in large global cities, such as London and Liverpool, the power to shape
transportation policy is currently most prominent at the national and local levels. In fact, the
national role is explicitly prioritized through two key policy initiatives which have been
updated over time. TheNational Policy Statement forNational Networks has established the
Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs) (Clifford & Morphet, 2023) and its
most recent changes were presented to Parliament in March 2024 (UK Department for
Transport, 2024). These are funded through a dedicated annual vehicle fee programwhich is
negotiated and renewed by the national government every five years – thereby establishing a
dedicated funding stream for transportation planning and investment. As such, while the

Figure 6. Ontario Municipal Transportation Expenditures, 2011-2023 (Financial Information
Return data)2.
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Canadian context has a weak federal role and a strong provincial and municipal role in
funding transportation, the U.K. has strong national and local roles and weaker roles for
regions.

U.S. Policy Context

The U.S. transportation policy context has also been in a state of flux – shifting towards
a strong federal role between the early and mid-20th century before more recently
slowly devolving towards a more prominent state and local role in funding trans-
portation investments (Brown et al., 2023). While transportation policy was largely a
local affair before the turn of the century, the advent of the automobile led to an increase
of state involvement in transportation funding. Policy was generally oriented towards
connecting agricultural interests to urban markets and cities to one another. The federal
role in transportation increased as it was reinterpreted from strictly applying to post
roads towards interstate commerce via the constitution’s Interstate Commerce Clause.
This culminated with the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956, which established the gas
tax as a dedicated federal fund for transportation infrastructure (Schwartz, 1976). The
90% federal subsidies of interstate highway building dominated local and state
decision-making processes at key junctures in many cities’ development processes,
leading to a strong auto orientation (Taylor, 2000). Approximately every half-dozen
years, congress reauthorizes the federal funding and regulatory commitments to
transportation, creating opportunities to establish new policy directions. Delays (of
which there have been many) in reauthorization have left program administrators with a
default funding formula based on dedicated revenue sources. Policy has been in-
terpreted as increasingly multimodal over time, while the gas taxes have never been
indexed to inflation, leading the federal role to become comparatively weaker over time
(Brown et al., 2023).

Policy Context Comparison

The Canadian transportation funding policy context has evolved differently than that in
the U.K. or in the U.S. For one, Canada does not have a strong role for dedicated
funding towards transportation from transportation-related revenues – in contrast to the
U.S. and U.K. This means that transportation policy decisions in Ontario are primarily
based on broader policy decisions needing the support of general government coffers.
So transportation priorities must compete with health care, education, and public safety
priorities. In turn, this means that for transportation funding to be successful, the
structural factors at play prioritize efficacy and political feasibility assessment
considerations.

Second, governance of transportation policy in Ontario entails a very strong mu-
nicipal role, a very strong (and also growing) provincial role, and a weak federal role
which may become more regularized. In contrast, while the state and municipal roles
are also strongest in the U.S. context, this is in light of a historically stronger federal role
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which is weakening over time. The U.K. context is quite different in that it represents a
sandwich of strong national and local transportation policy roles and weaker regional
governance roles, with exceptions for select global cities. Given the scale of the three
countries, the relatively weaker federal role in the expansive U.S. and Canadian
contexts may reflect the diversity in policy needs at local and regional levels. Nev-
ertheless, the increased role of provincial transportation investments over time, ever
while municipal investments have continued to grow, means that provincial policy
priorities are very important in driving revenue generation, policy decisions, and
investment decisions.

Finally, Ontario’s shift towards more transit investment and less road and highway
investment is palpable. It is a significant departure from other Canadian provinces,
which had not yet shifted towards more transit investment between 2006 and 2015 (but
have since – e.g. in British Columbia and Quebec). As such, Ontario is on the forefront
of Canadian provinces in shifting its expenditures predominately towards transit.
Likewise, the U.S. and U.K. have also invested significantly in new transit but new
transit investment has been more likely to augment rather than replace road and
highway investments. This shift has partly been due to generational changes in pro-
vincial policy which have prioritized transit-supportive smart growth through the
Growth Plan for the Greater Golden Horseshoe and the Regional Transportation Plan
renewed every five years by Metrolinx, the regional transit planning, funding, and
operating agency in Southern Ontario. While these long-term planning initiatives
continue to influence transit investment decisions, the policy context continues to
change. The most recent significant changes have been to Ontario’s Provincial Planning
Statement which supplants elements of the Growth Plan and prioritizes speedy in-
vestment in both highways and transit which are policy priorities of the current
conservative government. As such, even while the twenty years between 2005 and
2025 represent a generational investment in transit and smart growth planning, the
future is unclear and broader transportation funding and policy decisions will need to
consider new political realities.

Funding Approaches - Focusing on the Gas Tax

While transportation expenditures are on the rise in Ontario, as in many other policy contexts, the
question as to how to generate the necessary revenues is critical towards enabling a sustainable long-
term program. In particular, with changes in consumer spending, travel behavior, and energy policy,
the long-term outlooks of taxes and (especially) user fee instruments are changing. For example, the
gas tax has been a key revenue tool for many western policy contexts. However, its purchasing power
is declining while its direct ties to revenue streams dedicated to transportation investments have been
weakening due to the electrification of the vehicle fleet andmore fuel-efficient vehicle fleets. Since the
COVID-19 pandemic, escalating work-from-home rates have changed travel behavior, leading to
uncertainty around how gas tax revenues may be affected long-term.

The gas tax has historically been the mainstay of transportation funding in many policy
contexts, but it is losing its purchasing power due to global and local factors (Chen et al., 2022;
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Wood, 2015). The vehicle fleet is becoming more fuel efficient from better internal combustion
engines (ICEs) (Hajiamiri & Wachs, 2010) and more electric vehicles (Lepitzki & Axsen, 2018).
Regional policy decisions not to index gas taxes, along with global increases in construction
costs, affect purchasing power (O’Connell & Yusuf, 2011). Overall, vehicles are using less
gasoline and generating fewer public revenues, leading to questions about what future instru-
ments are expected to fund transportation programs (Rodriguez & Pulugurtha, 2021).

The gas tax is a “second-best” solution, as it is an imperfect proxy for system use or for
externalities such as pollution (Wood, 2015; O’Connell & Yusuf, 2011). Other revenue in-
struments have been proposed; one recommendation is variable vehicle-kilometer-traveled
(VKT) user fees (Rodriguez & Pulugurtha, 2021). Road pricing has also been recommended
to address congestion (Manville & King, 2010; Munnich Jr., 2010). In terms of transit operations,
a gas tax represents an inter-modal cross-subsidy, and its desirability depends on the specific
framework used to interpret “good” policy (Munnich Jr., 2010). Other tools involve compromises
between efficacy and normative policy objectives; for example, an indexed energy user fee
appears to be a compromise between the gas tax and an indexing to reduce emissions (Greene,
2011). Without an alternative to the gas tax, transportation is funded through general revenues –
leading to a shift away from a user fee model towards a model by which transportation in-
frastructure and service users are subsidized by non-users. Likewise, this represents a shift
towards long-term programs being increasingly influenced by day-to-day politics, democratic
discourse, and populist pressures (Watts et al., 2012).

Incentives embedded in the gas tax underscore embedded conflicts between this tax in-
strument with respect to revenue generation and climate policy objectives. Within the transport
sector, ways to reduce GHG emissions include making vehicles more efficient, lowering the
carbon emissions of fuels, and reducing daily mobility needs (Sperling & Eggert, 2014). These all
involve reducing emissions, and thereby gas tax revenues, leaving transportation policy at odds
with climate policy (Hajiamiri & Wachs, 2010).

Several trends appear to foretell future reductions in GHG emissions within the transport
sector. First, the decarbonization of the vehicle fleet is accelerating as internal combustion
engines become more efficient and more electric cars are produced (Environment and Climate
Change Canada, 2021). For example, California has committed to eliminating internal com-
bustion engines (ICEs) from new car sales starting in 2030 and other jurisdictions are likely to
follow suit (California Air Resources Board, 2022). Economic incentives have also induced some
behavioral changes to attenuate the effects of climate change (Rotaris & Danielis, 2019; Slack,
2016; Wang, Liu, & Choi, 2015), although these are often politically unpalatable (De Borger &
Proost, 2012; Hensher & Bliemer, 2014). One example is less driving due to high gas prices (Liu
& Cirillo, 2016; Wang, Liu, & Choi, 2015). However, these effects are not always strong
(Solaymani et al., 2015): early evidence of carbon pricing programs suggests slow effects on
broader carbon use (Pretis, 2022). Other interventions have had varying effects on emissions,
ranging from high sensitivity from congestion pricing (Burris et al., 2004) to lower sensitivity (at
least over the short term) from built environment changes (Duranton & Turner, 2018).

A greener transportation sector erodes the gas tax, so jurisdictions need to find alternative
revenue tools (Rodriguez & Pulugurtha, 2021; Pulipati et al., 2017; Haider & Donaldson, 2016).
Shifts toward more fuel-efficient vehicles appear to be palpable, and some scholars expect that
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electric vehicle adoption will reach a tipping point (Sperling, 2018). Greener transportation
alternatives also appear to be competing with highways, leading many localities to explore
combinations of funding sources to implement greener projects (Riggs & McDade, 2016).

Different countries have addressed transportation funding in different ways. Here we again
briefly compare the Ontario context with the U.K. and U.S. contexts to illustrate comparative
differences. First, in the U.K., the Road Investment Strategy sets the national road and broader
transportation expenditures through a dedicated road excise duty (an annual fee for each vehicle)
over five-year periods (Lyons et al., 2023) – the next of which is to commence in 2025 (UK
Department for Transport, 2021; UK Office of Rail and Road, 2022). As such, transportation
funding and auto ownership are structurally linked – creating programmatic incentives not to shift
away from auto-based urban forms in the immediate future. Nevertheless, this also means that
transportation funding is tied to transportation system-based revenue sources, leading trans-
portation program administrations to have some level of reliability in long-term budgetary
considerations.

Second, in the U.S., the gas tax played a key role in numerous state transportation programs in
the early 20th century before becoming adopted by 1956 federal legislation to fund the national
interstate highway system (through the Highway Trust Fund). However, the fund was not indexed
to inflation, so escalating construction costs and regulatory requirements led the Highway Trust
Fund to become less effective at delivering infrastructure. Instead, states have adopted their own
gas taxes and other user fees or taxes and many municipalities have adopted local option taxes,
thereby leading to an ad hoc devolution of transportation funding away from the federal gas tax
and towards a diverse constellation of local solutions (Brown et al., 2023).

In Canada, provinces play the most central role in actively funding transportation policy
and their role has only increased in the last two decades (see Figures 1–5). As per the British
North America Act, the federal government’s transportation policy responsibilities have
been focused on international ports of entry as well as ports (seaports and/or airports),
leading federal transportation to commonly monitor goods movement and international
passenger movements. Municipalities, as legal products of provinces, play the largest day-
to-day roles in operating and maintaining transportation services. As shown in Figure 6,
even though the province has increased spending (and particularly transit expenditures), the
municipalities have historically spent more on transportation than the province. Never-
theless, their role in funding transportation has been constrained to property taxes and select
user fees (e.g. parking) which represent regular sources of revenue but do not always
accommodate the lumpy nature of new infrastructure investment. Very few taxes or user fees
are dedicated specifically to transportation investments, making the collection of trans-
portation revenues highly disconnected from the spending of those revenue sources. In fact,
the province’s lack of willingness to allow municipalities to collect additional forms of
revenue (e.g. road tolls) and instead to rely on piecemeal increases in property taxes, user
fees, and development charges has been part of why municipalities have become more
dependent on new provincial investment decisions over the last 20 years.

Currently, the federal role in transportation via Housing, Infrastructure, and Communities
Canada (HICC), which had been named Infrastructure Canada until recently, has responsibilities
to administer transfers and allocations to provinces, territories, and municipalities but the
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program allocations depend on renewal through successive governments. New federal programs,
while still small compared to provincial and municipal investments, represent a radical departure
from typical expenditures ten years ago. Specific current programs include the Canada Com-
munity Building Fund (a $2.4 billion annual fund which had previously been titled the Gas Tax
Fund and which must be reassessed by subsequent governments), the Investing in Canada
Infrastructure Program (ICIP) (a $33 billion, ten-year program), direct application programs (less
than half a billion dollars per year), and the Canada Infrastructure Bank, which focuses more
prominently on Public-Private Partnerships HICC (2024). Of these, while there is a federal excise
tax of ten (10) cents per liter on fuel, all federal programs are principally funded by general
revenues, rather than by dedicated sources. Beyond these, the Permanent Transit Fund is expected
to begin during the 2026/2027 fiscal year and will dedicate approximately three (3) billion dollars
annually towards transit investment and will be administered by Housing, Infrastructure, and
Communities Canada. Provincial transportation funding is also almost exclusively through
general revenue sources, except for part of the gas tax, which is dedicated to public transit. The
total annual budget (capital and operating) in 2023–2024 for the Provincial Ministry of
Transportation included approximately three (3) billion related to operations and eight (8) billion
related to capital assets and investments (Ministry of Transportation in Ontario, 2023). A
significant share of Ministry of Transportation funding is invested in Metrolinx, the Crown
Corporation responsible for planning and delivering regional transit to the Greater Toronto and
Hamilton Area. Metrolinx had operating subsidies of approximately one (1) billion dollars (out of
the three in total expenditures by MTO) and capital costs incurred of approximately five (5)
billion dollars (out of the eight in total expenditures by MTO) in the 2022-2023 fiscal year. But
while Metrolinx was given revenue generation powers based on the Metrolinx Act, it primarily
uses these powers to secure transit fares by operating the GO regional rail and bus systems.
Moreover, Metrolinx’s transit investment approach has not only included the GO Transit
program, which they manage as a provincial entity, but also building new transit infrastructure
that then becomes the responsibility for local transit agencies to operate. Examples include the
Eglinton Light Rail Transit project to be operated by the Toronto Transit Commission, the Hazel
McCallion Line to be operated by Mississauga’s MiWay, and the Hamilton Light Rail Transit
project to be operated by Hamilton Street Railway, Hamilton’s transit operator. As such, while
municipalities have continued to be responsible for transit operations, provincial expenditures
have focused on capital investments.

Provincial funding approaches are designed to leverage and complement federal pro-
grams and the capacity of municipalities and their local transit operators. Two federal-
provincial matching programs include the Investing in Canada Infrastructure Program and
the Safe Restart Agreement (a post-covid recovery program). Likewise, the Community
Transportation Grant Program is designed to support smaller and underserved Ontario
communities. The Gas Tax program, in contrast, allocates two (2) cents of the provincial gas
tax (which had been approximately 14 cents but was reduced to nine in 2022) towards public
transit – representing approximately $400 million annually. As revenues for this program
have been stable over time despite growing demand, this has led to the need to carefully
consider what share of investments go towards helping operate existing transit systems as
compared to developing new transit services. Nevertheless, in the wake of this generational
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investment in transit infrastructure, there are many questions around the efficiency of these
investments – both considering their expected benefits and their significant cost overruns
(Mok et al., 2025).

Discussion

Based on the assessment framework and different interpretations of policy success
delineated above, Ontario, Canada has structural advantages and disadvantages in the
current system of transportation funding and there are significant opportunities for
moving forward. Overall, Ontario’s transportation funding system prioritizes political
efficacy but integrates the other frameworks to varying degrees, from weakly (effi-
ciency) to modestly (environmental sustainability and justice). These are discussed
in turn.

Assessment

First, the Ontario transportation funding system (including federal influence and
municipal actors) is primarily designed for maximal political flexibility and efficacy at
the provincial level. This prioritization has been at the heart of Ontario’s ability to
increase overall investments and to shift so dramatically from roads and highways
towards new transit over the last 20 years. Transportation investments are over-
whelmingly made through general revenue sources and very few transportation in-
struments (notably part of the provincial gas taxes) are dedicated for transportation
purposes. Those dedicated portions represent less than $400 million dollars provin-
cially (out of a transportation budget of more than $11 billion CAD) and $3 billion
CAD federally (not just to Ontario but also to other provinces) to commence in the
2026/2027 budget. This $3 billion CAD permanent public transit fund is expected to
increase federal infrastructure (not just including transportation) investments by ap-
proximately half (Government of Canada, 2024, pp. 253-254), but given the scale of
expenditures underway in Ontario (setting aside all other provinces in Canada for a
moment), it is unclear how far $3 billion in federal funding alone (perhaps $1 billion of
which may flow to the province of Ontario and would be dispersed among diverse local
municipalities) can go without establishing policies which leverage these funds and
induce additional investment by other policy actors. Municipalities rely on a com-
bination of property taxes (including land transfer tax, development fees, etc.) and
disbursements from provincial and federal sources to fund their transportation infra-
structure. Transit operators rely on a combination of farebox recovery (none have a
100% farebox recovery ratio), funds from their respective municipality, and provincial/
federal transfers. Given that municipalities and transit operators are unable to fully
recoup or fund their own operating expenses (much less capital expenses), the system
of funding transportation relies on municipal policymakers and planners petitioning
provincial and federal sources to help make up the gap (particularly in capital
investments) – leaving power in the hands of provincial and federal politicians to
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control the ultimate funding decisions. While the provincial Gas Tax Program and
federal Canada Community Building Fund (previously the federal Gas Tax program)
rely on gas taxes as a second-best user fee, these programs are neither indexed to
inflation, nor do they represent the bulk of transportation infrastructure investments –
leaving most of the funding decisions to centralized political decision-makers making
use of general funds.

Second, insofar as an alignment of costs and benefits is a core precondition of
efficient transportation funding, the existing system has significant opportunities for
improvement with respect to efficiency. Although transit user fares are clearly dedi-
cated to operating specific transit agencies, significant subsidies are still needed to cover
the full operating costs. In contrast, although both Ontario and Canada have fuel taxes,
these funds are only weakly related to transportation funding. For example, out of the
nine (9) cents of fuel taxes for each liter, only two (2) are dedicated to provincial transit
investments, generating less than $400 million annually. In contrast, excise fuel taxes
for Canada are approximately ten (10) cents per liter, but these funds are allocated to the
general revenues and are not currently dedicated to transportation investments. Ex-
penditures likewise leave room to improve efficiency, as many of the recent transit
megaprojects have economic benefit-cost ratios significantly below 1 (meaning that
they generate a negative surplus because their costs exceed the total social and en-
vironmental benefits) (Denning, 2023a, 2023b). High profile and multi-billion dollar
examples of poor-value-for-money mega projects include the Eglinton West subway
(Metrolinx, 2020a, 2020b) and the Scarborough Subway Extension (Metrolinx, 2020a,
2020b). Construction costs in Ontario, like in the rest of Canada, are not only high but
are systematically higher than cost forecasts when key investment decisions are made.
As such, even if these projects have poor benefit-cost ratios when they are embarked
upon, their benefit-cost ratios are even poorer when considering the escalation of
project costs over time.

Third, focusing on justice and equity outcomes, interpreting Ontario’s transportation
funding system is much more complex. Insofar as there is an increasing federal role
(which relies on the income tax more than other levels of government), this implies that
funding may have opportunities to become more progressive over time. A distributive
justice perspective would likewise focus on the question as to what a basic level of
service should be or can be in various provincial contexts – leading to the question as to
whether funds are used to create such a base level of service or whether they are used to
improve services in places where are already well serviced. The municipalities have
continued to expand their public transit investments while the province has shifted from
a majority of their expenditures being on roads and highways towards transit since the
2008-2009 recession. This signals that investment priorities have veered towards
rationales based on transportation being a public service and merit good.

Fourth, focusing on environmental outcomes, the transportation funding system in
Ontario likewise leaves significant room for improvement even while exhibiting some
promising features. The provincial gas tax has been reduced from approximately
14 cents to nine cents per liter, signaling that incentives are being structured towards
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more rather than less gasoline use (and consequent carbon emissions). Although
embedding a dependency on carbon emissions to fund the transportation system
represents a conflict, the shift towards cheaper oil likewise induces economic incentives
for more driving. Federal fuel excise taxes remain at ten cents per liter. This leaves the
unresolved question as to how electric vehicles (or even more fuel-efficient vehicles)
should be charged for road use.

In contrast, the decision to invest in public transit represents a significant push
towards more sustainable transportation. The magnitude of this shift towards more
transit expenditures and fewer roadway and highway expenditures is palpable and
implies significant longer-term opportunities to reduce transportation-based carbon
emissions. But even here, with such low benefit-cost ratios and high costs per marginal
new transit user, there remains a significant question as to whether larger shifts towards
more sustainable modes could be accomplished using fewer resources in other ways
(perhaps including congestion pricing and/or building out a more robust bus network).
The province’s last two decades of prioritizing smart growth through the Places to
GrowAct (Government of Ontario, 2005a) and encouraging multimodal transit through
Metrolinx’s regional planning processes represent promising initiatives which required
significant provincial policy and budget investments. This has made the increased
provincial role in new capital investments an unavoidable part of the broader regionally
scaled smart growth approach. Likewise, it means that the broader transit investment
and smart growth policy direction is subject to future provincial government decisions.
For example, even the current provincial government under Doug Ford’s Progressive
Conservatives has weakened elements of Ontario’s smart growth policies and has
brought back more highway spending – for example through the new Provincial
Planning Statement (Government of Ontario, 2024).

Governance

Focusing more specifically on the roles of each of the three levels of government, the
provinces and federal governments have the most latitude to change their approaches
towards transportation funding. Municipalities are highly dependent on property taxes
as a source for general revenues and their constituent transit operators depend sig-
nificantly on farebox recovery but still need municipal subsidies and transfers from
other levels of government. Property taxes are connected with local maintenance and
use of streets, sidewalks, and the base level of transit service (usually buses), so they are
commonly interpreted as efficient sources of funding (Kitchen et al., 2019). However,
the needs of municipalities are becoming more complex and spillover effects of
transportation networks often lead to significant asymmetries in who benefits from new
infrastructure and who pays –making the increased provincial role in new transit capital
expenditures a critical ingredient in promoting inter-municipal sharing of benefits. As
noted by Denning (2023a, 2023b), the property tax alone cannot fully address the range
of local and regional priorities to invest in infrastructure to serve variegating local,
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regional, and national interests. Therefore, the potential for municipalities to control
their own transportation funding and investment futures will depend – in significant
part – on whether the province gives municipalities more latitude to shift their
transportation funding towards other sources and for municipalities to have more
agency in their own transportation policy decisions.

Second, the Province of Ontario faces significant challenges as it is currently in themidst
of a generationally large period of infrastructure investments – most of which have been
paid for by politicians out of general revenues which must compete with policy priorities in
other sectors. While the Province of Ontario still has a legacy Gas Tax program (ap-
proximately $400 million annually) with two cents per liter dedicated towards funding
public transit investments, increases in fuel efficiency are expected to diminish the relative
role of this program over time. Similarly, the province scrapped its vehicle registration
program (which had generated two billion dollars annually) – thereby creating a new
subsidy for auto ownership. However, the bulk of provincial transportation investments
(11 billion dollars, including both operations and capital) come from general provincial
funds. While this means that political decision makers have significant latitude over
expenditures, it significantly weakens the connection between who pays and who uses
transportation services – regardless of whether this should be interpreted using a lens such
as economic efficiency or one related to redistributive justice. In particular, as electric
vehicles are becoming more common, the province may be well served to explore whether
alternative funding approaches may be warranted (e.g. vehicle-kilometers traveled fees).
Most generally, the province is a central actor in both supporting municipalities to use
context-appropriate revenue tools to address specific local concerns while also addressing
the structural incentives for travel and broader revenue available through transportation
system use. While this may very well lead to transportation funding being generated by
more diverse sources, dedicating some of those funds towards transportation may con-
tribute meaningfully towards better aligning programmatic incentives between individual
user benefits and costs.

Third, the Canadian federal role in transportation funding and policy is compar-
atively more recent but shows significant promise to identify investments of strategic
national priority. Notably, while Housing, Infrastructure, and Communities Canada has
traditionally functioned as a grant program, the availability of a permanent public
transit fund will enable federal actors to incentivize wise local decision-making (by
“wise,” we mean decisions which advance specific policy goals, rather than being ad
hoc). There is already early evidence of this kind of thinking – for example requiring
elimination of parking requirements and allowing high-density housing within 800 m
of a high-frequency transit line as a condition of accessing the upcoming permanent
transit fund. Towards expanding the fiscal capacity of the permanent transit fund, one
might imagine conditions to include making other revenue tools (e.g. value capture,
road pricing, peak transit pricing, priced parking) available for municipalities to employ
to co-fund investments, increase funding capacity, and reduce (and spread) risk. While
the federal investment of $3 billion annually is meaningful, it pales in comparison with
the broader need - particularly when considering all of Canada and not just Ontario.
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Conclusion and Future Questions

While Ontario’s planning approach is often internationally lauded for its focus on
smart growth planning and its recent generational investment in public transit, its
system for funding transportation infrastructure illustrates the opportunities and
pitfalls of how rapid policy change can be funded. Ontario shifted its priorities from
road and highway building towards transit accommodated by smart growth
planning very rapidly and has sustained this generational investment in public
transit and transit-supportive development for almost two decades. This policy
choice has come with structural shifts: the province funds more transit (than
highways) and invests more in transportation (particularly capital) than in the past.
While municipalities have continued to slowly grow their transportation invest-
ments (the majority of which is spent on public transit), they are more dependent on
the provinces and the slowly increasing role of the federal government. Very few
revenue sources are dedicated to transportation, making the lion’s share of
transportation expenditures subject to the political decisions related to the general
funds. In turn, this means that, should the provincial government decide that
transportation is less of a priority than in the past, the generational investment will
come to an end. Long-term certainty in funding levels is lacking and instead the
priority has been to invest rapidly using general funds. As municipalities lack the
revenue capacity to make up the difference without the province approving new
revenue tools, the future of funding is tightly tied to future provincial government
decisions and their relative priorities for transit relative to other policy domains.
While its funding levels are very low by comparison, the new federal role in Canada
may have opportunities to augment and incentivize provincial and municipal
investments.

These findings lead to four key questions for future concern. First, should there be a
dedicated revenue stream for transportation investments? Or should transportation
investments primarily come out of general revenue sources? Second, in terms of
developing a “fair” policy framework, it is critical to decipher whether specific projects
and programs have more of a focus on economic policy, environmental policy, or
whether they are designed to provide transportation as a merit good (i.e. as a basic social
service). Third, what should the inter-scalar (i.e. related to local, regional, or national
government levels) roles be with respect to transportation policy actions and objec-
tives? Fourth, what is and what should the relationship be between who benefits from
and who pays for transportation infrastructure and services? Towards guiding the
program forward and enabling the funding system to support long-term deliberative
planning, answering these four questions will be critical.
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Notes

1. Please note that the quality of transportation funding and travel behavior data in Canada is not
always of excellent quality for the purposes of comparing different provinces or for comparing
Canada with other countries. There was a brief period between 2006 and 2015 when ex-
penditures and revenue data were collected nationally but this is no longer the case, leading
these figures to only cover 2006-2015.

2. Note that the Financial Information return data is not shown for before 2011, as the data
collection method changed between 2010 and 2011, leading those years to be more chal-
lenging to compare.
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