
 

 

 

 

 

 

Smart Commute: Millions in 

spending and little to show for it 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: 

 

Metrolinx, the provincially run agency tasked with overseeing transit planning in the 

Greater Toronto Area, has spent tens of millions of dollars on Smart Commute, the 

agency’s car pool and ride-sharing program. The result of that money has been a 

negligible impact on the habits of commuters across the region and a lack of any real 

reduction in congestion.  

 

According to calculations done by the Consumer Policy Institute, Smart Commute has 

produced a less than one tenth of a percent decrease in the amount of driving done by 

commuters on their way to work in the GTA each month. Meanwhile, polls conducted on 

behalf of Smart Commute show that carpool commuters have experienced the steepest 

decline in satisfaction since 2005.  

 

Metrolinx is currently calling on the provincial government to hand over billions of 

dollars in funding for its massive transit expansion plans. But its track record on Smart 

Commute shows that transit riders and taxpayers would be better served by withholding 

that money.  
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BACKGROUND 

 

With congestion in the Greater Toronto 

Area (GTA) increasing by the year, 

policymakers from across the region 

formed the Smart Commute Initiative as 

a way to encourage carpooling. The 

program was initially founded in 2004 

and aimed to reduce the number of 

employees that travel to work in single-

occupant vehicles. 

 

The Smart Commute Initiative was 

established as a partnership between the 

regions of Halton, Peel, York and 

Durham and the cities of Toronto, 

Hamilton and Mississauga. Because the 

program involved so many separate 

levels of government, a two-tiered 

system was established.  

 

Thirteen separate transportation 

management associations were set up 

across the region in areas with high 

levels of employment. These 

organizations were responsible for 

coordinating with local businesses and 

convincing them to join the Smart 

Commute program. For coordination 

across the region, these organizations 

then turned to the Smart Commute 

Association (SCA), which helped 

oversee more broad-based initiatives.  

 

With the rise of Metrolinx, the 

provincial agency that overseas transit in 

the GTA and Hamilton and formally 

came into existence in 2007, the Smart 

Commute Initiative was placed under the 

new agency’s control.  

 

The core of the project involves an 

extensive carpooling and vanpooling 

program. As part of that program, Smart 

Commute runs a commuter ride-

matching service through its Carpool 

Zone website. The website replaced a 

number of smaller ride-matching 

services in the GTA and Hamilton and 

sought to coordinate carpooling in a 

central location. The service was offered 

for free to the public and came with 

enhanced features for employers and 

institutions that had paid a fee to join the 

program. The website lets registered 

users see if their daily commute matches 

those of other users, allowing them the 

opportunity to setup up a carpool. 

 

The agency also operates the Emergency 

Ride Home program, which offers those 

employees that choose to commute to 

work through carpooling, public 

transportation or other modes – such as 

bicycling and walking – the opportunity 

to leave work unexpectedly or at off 

peak times (when they are required to 

work overtime, for example). Smart 

Commute will offer a free taxi ride or 

car rental for those individuals.  

 

For those workers that leave their car at 

home, the program offers shuttle buses 

during lunchtime hours for rides to local 

restaurants and shopping malls.  

Smart Commute will also work with 

registered employers to shift commute 

travel times outside of peak periods by 

flexible start and finish times and 

telecommuting. In some cases, 

employers pay a fee to be part of the 

program and are involved in its 

implementation.  

 

A complete estimate for the cost of 

Smart Commute can be gleaned from 

early reports on the program and an 

outline for funding given to CPI from a 

Smart Commute representative. A report 

from Natural Resources Canada 

estimated that the cost to run the 

program between 2004 and 2007 was 



$7.9 million.
1
 Presentations from 

Metrolinx put that figure at $6.7 

million.
2
 A spokesperson told CPI that 

for the 2013/2014 fiscal year, Metrolinx 

is providing $1.4 million to fund transit 

management associations’ budgets, with 

that figure accounting for no more than 

half of their budget. The remaining half 

comes from local governments or private 

funding, though a breakdown was not 

provided by Smart Commute. If we 

assume that costs have remained the 

same between 2007 and 2013, then the 

total cost of the program since its 

inception is between $23.5 and $24.7 

million.  

 

BREAKING DOWN THE IMPACT 

OF SMART COMMUTE 

 

Officials from nearly every level of 

government have talked about the 

success of the Smart Commute Initiative. 

It’s been said that the program is 

“transforming” the way residents think 

about transportation. Yet polls 

conducted for Smart Commute show that 

carpool commuters have experienced the 

steepest decline in satisfaction since 

2005.
3
  

 

Environmentally, officials from Smart 

Commute say that in its first three years 

the program reduced or eliminated 

17,400 tons of Greenhouse Gases 

(GHGs) and more than 75 million 

vehicle kilometres travelled per year.
 4

  

                                                 
1
http://canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/canmetene

rgy.nrcan.gc.ca/files/files/pubs/SmartCommute(

ENG).pdf 
2
 http://www.newswire.ca/fr/story/212469/smart-

commute-wins-national-sustainability-award 
3
http://www.metrolinx.com/en/regionalplanning/

bigmove/The_Big_Move_Baseline_Monitoring_

Appendix_A_EN.pdf 
4
 Statistics Canada calculated that the 

transportation sector emitted 137 million tonnes 

 

More recently, officials say the program 

has reduced the number of vehicle 

kilometres travelled in the GTA by 

600,000 per month. The program also 

claims that there are more than 670,000 

commuters currently enrolled in the 

Smart Commute network. 

 

But are these claims valid and, more 

importantly, are they significant? 

Reducing the number of kilometres 

being driven by 600,000 per month 

seems like a very significant impact on 

travel across the GTA.  

 

This official figure, in fact, amounts to a 

decrease of just 0.08% each month (See 

Appendix calculations).
5
 After nearly a 

decade in existence – and having 

received as much as $24.7 million in 

funding – less than one-tenth of a 

percent reduction in kilometres driven 

has been achieved.  

 

That percentage decrease is much likely 

even lower today, since we are using 

2009 as the benchmark year for vehicle 

kilometres travelled. At the time the 

global economy was in the midst of a 

severe recession due to the financial 

crisis that began in the United States. 

The number of vehicle kilometres 

travelled has likely increased since 2009 

– as the economy has recovered all of 

the jobs lost from the recession – and 

that 0.08% decrease could be even 

smaller. According to the 2009 vehicle 

survey (the most recent data), the 

average annual growth of kilometres 

                                                                   
of GHGs in 2007. Private vehicles accounted for 

70 million tonnes.  
5
 CPI thanks Oakville engineer Steve Petrie, 

P.Eng., for bringing to their attention the idea of, 

and his own calculation of a Smart Commute 

performance metric. 

http://canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/files/files/pubs/SmartCommute(ENG).pdf
http://canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/files/files/pubs/SmartCommute(ENG).pdf
http://canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/sites/canmetenergy.nrcan.gc.ca/files/files/pubs/SmartCommute(ENG).pdf
http://www.newswire.ca/fr/story/212469/smart-commute-wins-national-sustainability-award
http://www.newswire.ca/fr/story/212469/smart-commute-wins-national-sustainability-award
http://www.metrolinx.com/en/regionalplanning/bigmove/The_Big_Move_Baseline_Monitoring_Appendix_A_EN.pdf
http://www.metrolinx.com/en/regionalplanning/bigmove/The_Big_Move_Baseline_Monitoring_Appendix_A_EN.pdf
http://www.metrolinx.com/en/regionalplanning/bigmove/The_Big_Move_Baseline_Monitoring_Appendix_A_EN.pdf


driven in Canada between 2000 and 

2009 was 0.8%.  

 

Metrolinx does not disclose how it 

arrives at its figures. The details of 

Metrolinx’s claim of having reduced the 

number vehicle miles travelled in the 

GTA by 600,000 are unavailable. Data 

for the GTA region itself is not available, 

leading to a need to estimate. Using 

Ontario as a surrogate, we see driving 

has increased in Ontario since 2004 

when the Smart Commute program was 

first put in place. The kilometres driven 

to work has increased since the Smart 

Commute program was created – not 

fallen.  

 

FULL COST DISCLOSURE 

NEEDED 

 

Metrolinx is now in charge of the Smart 

Commute program and should fully 

disclose the cost of running it and its 

local chapters. Only when this is done 

will GTA residents have a clear 

presentation of the effectiveness of the 

program.  

 

Metrolinx should regularly release a 

detailed statement clearly disclosing the 

operating costs of its different programs.  

 

Full disclosure from Metrolinx is even 

more vital with the agency asking the 

provincial government and taxpayers to 

provide it with $50 billion for the 

construction of a range of transportation 

projects.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The aim of Smart Commute is to curb 

congestion, yet the policies put in place 

to do this have been inadequate.  

 

Metrolinx is currently appealing to the 

province’s political leaders to put in 

place tax and fee increases so it can 

move ahead with a list of transit projects 

that total $50 billion over the next 25 

years. Examining Metrolinx’s 

effectiveness – at least on one program it 

has fully implemented – provides 

residents of the GTHA with a better look 

at Metrolinx’s ability to provide value 

for money. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

APPENDIX:  

 

Our Calculations 

 

In order to obtain the effectiveness of the 

Smart Commute claim that it had 

reduced 600,000 vehicle kilometres 

travelled each month, we used data from 

Statistics Canada’s 2009 Vehicle Survey 

(the most recent year).  

 

According to the survey there were 

303,576.1 million vehicle kilometres 

travelled in Canada in 2009 for all small 

to medium-sized cars. In Ontario, that 

figure was 116,076.7 million vehicle 

kilometres – accounting for 38% percent 

of all vehicle kilometres travelled in the 

entire country. 

 

The survey then breaks down the 

number of kilometres travelled by 

residents commuting to and from work. 

There were 22,425 million vehicle 

kilometres travelled in Canada going 

from home to work and 26,196 million 

vehicle kilometres made by residents 

travelling from work to home. In total, 

for 2009 there 48,621 million vehicle 

kilometres travelled in Canada going to 

and from work.  

 

We then pro-rate that figure to Ontario, 

which accounted for 38% of all vehicle 

kilometres, which leaves us with 18,573 

million vehicle kilometres. 

 

We then pro-rate this figure to the GTA, 

which accounts for 47% of the 

population in Ontario. This leaves us 

with 8,729 million vehicle kilometres 

travelled going to and from work in the 

GTA in 2009.  

 

We then have to break that figure down 

to a monthly basis, leaving us with 727 

million vehicle kilometres travelled, on 

average, each month in the GTA going 

to and from work.  

 

Metrolinx’s estimate that the Smart 

Commute program has reduced vehicle 

kilometres travelled in the GTA per 

month by 600,000 is then put in 

percentage terms.  

 

600,000/727,000,000 = 0.000825 

  

0.000825 X 100 = 0.0825% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


