
Research by Oxford professor Bent Flyvbjerg has found 
rail-based transit projects in Western countries tend to 
experience delays and are chronically over budget. Toronto 
is not immune to this phenomenon.
A new RCCAO report by transit historian and journalist 
Stephen Wickens, called “Station to Station: Why Subway-
building Costs Have Soared in the Toronto Region,” 
provides an in-depth evaluation based on reviews of projects 
here and elsewhere. The Toronto-York-Spadina subway 
extension, for example, cost nearly four times as much as 
the average per-kilometre cost of TTC-managed 20th-
century subway projects – even after adjusting for inflation.
The report assesses the effectiveness of current project 
planning and evaluation models as well as the public-
private partnership (P3) procurement approach used for 
the under-construction Eglinton Crosstown LRT. 
Despite the touted advantages of P3s, two planned 
subway projects in the Toronto region could cost nearly 
twice as much per kilometre as the Spadina extension. 

Based on an analysis of 11 variables, Wickens concludes 

the top-two cost drivers are deep tunnel construction and 
political interference in the planning process: 
1  Minimize the use of tunnels and keep tunnels 

as shallow as possible when there is a need to go 
underground. Cut-and-cover tunnels and, in less-
dense contexts, at-grade or above-ground alignments 
can reduce overall costs significantly while speeding up 
project delivery. Surface projects will also reduce long-
term operating and maintenance costs.
2  Approve long-term transit plans based on real 

evidence. Politicians should still choose which projects 
get approved and funded, but only from menus of options 
prepared by transit specialists freed to exercise professional 
independence. The Toronto region’s multi-decade descent 
into a transit crisis is rooted partly in a power structure that 
encourages “decision-based evidence making.” 
It is hoped that this research will jumpstart an urgent 
debate on how to improve all aspects of delivery for 
complex transit-infrastructure projects. 
For more information, visit rccao.com
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The rise in the cost of prefabricated concrete products, including tunnel liners 

has been slower than the rate of inflation according to Statistics Canada. 

York University Station: opened 

for service in December 2017.

Prime Minister Justin Trudeau joins then-Premier of Ontario Kathleen Wynne and 

Toronto Mayor John Tory, among others, for the ribbon-cutting of the TYSSE. 
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Deep stations are particularly reliant on escalators, which aren’t always in service.


