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Introduction 

This Briefing summarizes the findings of the Urban Transportation Indicators Fifth Survey (UTI5). The UTI 
series was introduced by the Urban Transportation Council of the Transportation Association of Canada 
(TAC) in 1994. The series assessed the progress of Canadian urban areas on sustainable transportation, 
as defined by TAC’s New Vision for Urban Transportation.1 The New Vision comprises 13 principles that 
describe a desirable future multi-modal transportation system and the supporting urban form and land 
use. In addition to monitoring progress towards sustainable transportation, the UTI survey is a unique 
compendium of urban transportation and land use trends in Canada, with over 90 individual indicators. 

Given the 20+ year history of the UTI series, a major review of the series was conducted preparatory to 
the UTI5, in order to broaden its relevancy and maintain its uniqueness as an information source. The 
review resulted in a reworked section on economic performance,  the streamlining of the data collection 
for several indicators and reviewing the wording of each question in order to reflect current needs and 
enhance clarity. A new set of indicators on health and transportation was added, including new 
measures for active transportation and air quality. The review also identified several new factors that 
influence travel demand: gender equality in the workforce, an aging population, and a widely dispersed 
workforce (meaning employers must draw from ever-larger commuter sheds to find the skilled labour 
they need) were all identified as key influencing factors. These factors in turn led to new or reworked 
indicators. As a result, a new user-friendly database has been prepared allowing the user to make his or 
her comparisons among the 2001, 2006 and 2011 results, where the same indicators have been 
retained. 

Except for the initial pilot study, each UTI survey has used the Census year as its reference year. For the 
UTI5, the reference is 2011. The basis in the Census ensures a reliable source of cross-Canada 
demographic data and a consistent definition of an urban area: namely, the Census Metropolitan Area 
(CMA). Statistics Canada defines a CMA as an area that has one or more neighbouring municipalities 
situated around a core, with a total area population of at least 100,000, of which 50,000 or more live in 
the core. The CMA basis also enables consistent comparisons among urban areas. 

                                                           

1  See http://tac-atc.ca/sites/tac-atc.ca/files/site/doc/resources/briefing-newvisionurban.pdf.  
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Canada has 33 CMAs. In order to provide meaningful comparisons, for the purposes of the UTI they have 
been grouped into four population categories, as listed in Exhibit 1. Although the population thresholds 
have not changed, note that Sherbrooke and St. John’s moved from Group D (the smallest population 
group) to Group C. 

Exhibit 1 – CMA Group Definitions 

Group  CMA Population Number of 
CMAs CMAs * 

Group A More than 2,000,000 3 Toronto, Montréal, Vancouver 

Group B 500,000 to 2,000,000 6 Ottawa-Gatineau, Calgary, Edmonton, Québec, Winnipeg, Hamilton 

Group C 190,000 to 500,000 11 Kitchener-Cambridge-Waterloo, London, St. Catharines - Niagara, Halifax, 
Oshawa, Victoria, Windsor, Saskatoon, Regina, Sherbrooke, St. John's 

Group D Less than 190,000 13 
Barrie, Kelowna, Abbotsford - Mission, Greater Sudbury / Grand Sudbury, 
Kingston, Saguenay, Trois-Rivières, Guelph, Moncton, Brantford, Saint John, 
Thunder Bay, Peterborough 

*  CMAs are listed in decreasing order of population (from the 2011 Census). 

 
The UTI series combines local and national data. For the UTI5, 28 of 33 CMAs made extensive 
contributions to a detailed survey of local demographic, economic and travel conditions, and their 
contributions are gratefully acknowledged. These are complemented by some provincial data sources 
and nation-wide demographic, employment, commuting and other data from the Census of Population 
and the National Household Survey, and by transit data from the Canadian Urban Transit Association 
(whose contributions are also gratefully acknowledged), gasoline and diesel fuel consumption from The 
Kent Group Ltd., and – new to the UTI5 – health data from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Community 
Health Survey. 

The 90+ indicators are based on some or all of three geographies: 

• The CMA, which encompasses the entire urban region, as defined by Statistics Canada. 

• The Existing Urbanized Area (EUA), which defines the urban portions of the CMA: those Census 
Tracts in which over 33% of the land area is classified as ‘urbanized’ by Statistics Canada (that is, 
having minimum concentrations and densities of population). Note that for most CMAs, only the 
contiguous parts of the EUA are included in the UTI. 

• Central Business District (CBD), which is the area(s) within the CMA that have the highest 
concentration of employment – typically, the historical downtown core. The CBD is defined by 
local representatives, although in most cases the definitions corresponded to Census Tracts. 

New to the UTI5, several variables also were reported at the Census Subdivision (CSD) or Census Division 
(CD) for the Toronto, Montréal, Vancouver and Ottawa-Gatineau CMAs. This reflected the large and 
complex nature of the three largest regions, as well as the unique need to distinguish between the two 
provincial components of Ottawa-Gatineau. 
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Key Findings 

This section summarizes the key findings and current trends. The  five trends that were identified in 
previous UTIs have been revisited. Two new discussions have been added, accounting for health and 
transportation, and for the relationship among travel demand, an aging population and changing 
economies. 

Growth Continues to Accrue to the Largest Urban Areas 

The importance of Canada’s urban areas as population and activity centres has long been established. As 
a group, the 33 CMAs comprise over two-thirds of the country’s population: 69% in 2011, up slightly 
from 68% in 2006 and 2001. Moreover, as Exhibit 2 shows, the nine largest CMAs (Groups A and B) have 
three-quarters of the CMA population, and this proportion has grown slightly. The three largest CMAs – 
Toronto, Montréal and Vancouver – are home to just over half the CMA population. 

 

Exhibit 2 – Total CMA Population by Urban Area Group, 2001-2011 

 

Source: Census 2011 

 
Urban Densities Are Increasing, Although at Different Rates 

Density is an important indicator of sustainability. This applies both to the consumption of land, wherein 
higher densities represent a more efficient use of resources, and to transportation, whereby public 
transit can more effectively serve higher densities, and mixed uses are more conducive to travel by 
alternatives to the private, single-occupant vehicle. Densities have increased in all four groups, with 
Group B having the fastest growth rate (7.9%). Densities in the three largest CMAs (Group A) continued 
to grow, but at about half the rate of the preceding five-year interval. The 4.2% increase in Group D’s 
densities marks a turnaround from the -1.3% reduction that was experienced between 2001 and 2006. 
Exhibit 3 shows that the EUA densities have increased significantly more than those in the rest of the 
CMAs (the less-developed areas outside the EUA).  
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Exhibit 3 – Change in Population by Urban Area Group, 2001-2011 

 

 
The Automobile is Still Dominant, but Other Modes are Making Progress 

Exhibit 4 summarizes selected indicators of travel behaviour. There are some signs that the usage and 
impacts of automobiles have dropped since 2006, albeit slightly. On the one hand, light-duty vehicle 
ownership per capita – a proxy for auto use - has continued to go up, but at a slower rate than in the five 
years prior to 2006. On the other hand, even with the slight increase in vehicle ownership rates, fuel 
consumption rates have decreased. Transit use per capita has continued to increase, at over double the 
rate of the five years to 2006. Commuting shares for transit and cycling have continued to increase, 
although the walk share has decreased since 2006. 
 

Exhibit 4 – Selected Automobile and Non-Automobile Indicators, 2001-2011 

  2001 2006 2011 

Light-Duty Vehicles per Capita 0.51 0.55 0.57 

Fuel Use per Capita (L/Day) 2.79 2.96 2.93 

Annual Transit Trips per Capita 87.7 90.3 96.95 

Work Trip Transit Mode Shares  14.80% 15.20% 16.57% 

Work Trip Walk Mode Shares  5.70% 5.70% 5.48% 

Work Trip Cycle Mode Shares 1.30% 1.40% 1.49% 
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Overall, these indicators suggest a slight reduction in the impacts of the private automobile in favour, 
especially, of transit: given the dominance of the automobile, these changes, while seemingly small in 
absolute values, are significant.  

The changes no doubt reflect investments in transit and active transportation services and 
infrastructure, although they also reflect other factors such as improved vehicular fuel efficiencies and 
changing economic conditions (noting especially that the Great Recession of 2008-2009 occurred 
between the fourth and fifth UTIs). They may also reflect effective behavioural changes toward more 
sustainable choices. 

Investment in Transit Has Continued 

Continuing a trend reported in the fourth UTI, per capita investments in transit increased in almost all 
the reporting CMAs in 2011 compared with 2006, with the greatest increases again found in the largest 
CMAs. Many CMAs recorded increases in per capita road expenditures as well: in the smaller (Group C 
and Group D) CMAs, these tended to be greater than the per capita transit expenditures. This was true 
also for most of the larger CMAs, with the exceptions of Toronto, Vancouver and Ottawa-Gatineau 
where the per capita expenditures were greater for transit. Note that these data reflect the year of 
reporting, not the full five-year interval between the UTI surveys, so it is not clear whether these 
represent ongoing investments or specific projects. 

In 2011 non-transit expenditures focused primarily on capital improvements, as opposed to operations 
and maintenance. The reverse was true for transit, where operations and maintenance costs were of the 
order of 80% of total transit expenditures, with some exceptions. 

CMAs Continue to Implement Policies that Support Sustainability 

The UTI5 examined a range of sustainability-supportive land use and transportation policies and 
initiatives that CMAs have implemented or are considering. While it is true that priorities change over 
time, some initiatives have continued to be prominent – notably, those addressing special user needs, 
road system optimization, urban design and walking. Many of these initiatives aim to address the 
mobility needs of an aging population, and they do so in a way that promotes alternatives to driving. 
Especially noteworthy is the increase in transit initiatives. Other initiatives, such as cycling and GHG 
reduction policies, remain active, although not at the same level of priority as in preceding surveys. 
Overall, progress on sustainable policies and actions continues, with initiatives ranging from studies to 
site-specific and region-wide implementation. 

Note that some new policy initiatives were added to the list this year and, although they do not rank 
among the most cited initiatives, they do indicate nascent interests for the future. These include Climate 
Change mitigation strategies and air pollutant reduction initiatives.  

Public Health Is Influenced by Transportation Policy and Infrastructure 

Transportation policies and infrastructure can influence the way people access services, encourage or 
discourage active transportation, and place environmental health risks on vulnerable communities. The 
UTI5 introduces a variety of health indicators to demonstrate the various links among transportation 
policies, infrastructure and human health and, furthermore, how health outcomes vary across CMAs. 
These health indicators include walking and bicycling behaviours, availability of sidewalks, proximity to 
school and natural space, traffic fatalities, fuel emissions, and asthma prevalence, all of which have been 
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found to be associated with transportation and land use. Another factor is time spent sitting in vehicles: 
this factor contributes to sedentary behaviours, which are known to be associated with increased weight 
gain, obesity and poor metabolic health. Exhibit 5 shows the average durations of time spent in cars, for 
all trip types and for the journey to work, for reporting CMAs. 

 

Exhibit 5 – Average Minutes Per Trip, Per Person Spent in Car by Trip Type 

 

 

Policymakers and planners can use the findings in the UTI5 report to make informed decisions that will 
improve physical and mental health, reduce environmental risks, and increase access to destinations. 
Going forward, these health and transportation indicators also can be used to measure progress 
towards these outcomes. 

Demographic and Economic Changes Will Influence Future Travel Needs 

Evidence from several urban areas in Canada and in other advanced economies points to an aging 
workforce, increased gender equality in both the numbers of jobs and the types of jobs, insufficient 
numbers of younger workers available to replace retiring older workers, and greater dependence on 
existing workers to be able to care for older people. All this means that greater flexibility is needed in 
the provision of transportation services that provide travellers increased options for circumventing 
congestion throughout the day. In the meantime, employers are experiencing challenges in finding 
skilled workers to fill jobs, especially as congestion grows: this further adds to the need for flexibility and 
transportation options. All this is happening in the midst of ongoing changes to the country’s economic 
structure. 
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To help measure these relationships going forward, at least from the transportation perspective, the 
UTI5 added several indicators that can track how mode shares evolve by age and by occupational 
categories. Supporting this are new indicators that relate investment in transportation to an urban 
area’s overall economy, and show the role of alternate funding sources. 

Sustainability Scorecard 

Exhibit 6 tracks the progress of the 13 principles of TAC’s New Vision for Urban Transportation. The 
exhibit assesses the progress made with respect to each principle since the previous survey, which in 
turn is shown relative to the preceding survey. In keeping with previous UTIs, note that the principles 
are assessed in terms of a mixture of initiatives, such as plans, and outcomes, which measure actual 
travel behaviour. 

For convenience, the progress from UTI4 to UTI5 (2006 to 2011) is colour-coded: green for a positive 
development, red for a negative development and yellow for no overall change. The accompanying 
‘face’ symbols reflect the overall status of each principle in its own right. For most principles, the colour 
code and the ‘face’ – smiling, blank or frowning – correspond to each other. However, in some cases 
they are different: for example, the fifth principle – creating an environment that balances the role of 
the automobile – shows a ‘blank’ face (neither smiling nor frowning), on a green background. Here, the 
blank face indicates that both positive and negative aspects of the principle were recorded in UTI5, and 
the green background indicates that this represents overall progress compared with how UTI4 reported 
this principle. Similarly, the second principle – promoting walking as a preferred mode – has recorded 
positive and negative aspects in 2011 (hence, a blank face), but in sum overall conditions are about the 
same as they were in 2006 (hence, a yellow background). 

 

In sum, the picture is largely a positive one: progress has been observed on the majority of the 
sustainability principles (8 of 13). One principle worsened compared with UTI4 (goods movement), 
and four reported no real change compared with UTI4 (walking, use of technologies, transportation 
systems for the physically challenged and better ways to pay for transportation systems). 
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Exhibit 6 – Sustainability Scoreboard – Tracking of Progress of TAC’s Vision 

Vision Principle Progress  

1996 - 2001 

Progress  

2001 - 2006 

Progress  

2006 - 2011 

Supporting discussion based on the 2011 and earlier UTI Surveys 

1. Plan for increased 
densities and more 
mixed land use    

EUA urban densities have mostly increased since 2001, although densities 
have gone down in several CMAs since 2006. The proportion of jobs 
outside the CBD has held steady or dropped in most CMAs, although this 
might be related more to the 2008-2009 recession than to any formal 
plans. 

2. Promote walking as 
the preferred mode 
for person trips    

The implementation of walking initiatives has increased slightly overall 
since 2006, with increases in CMA groups A and C and reductions for 
groups B and D. 

The walk journey-to-work share has increased in one-quarter of CMAs 
(compared with half the CMAs in the last UTI), but has dropped in the rest. 

3. Increase 
opportunities for 
cycling as an optional 
mode of travel 

   
The implementation of cycling initiatives has increased in some CMAs since 
2006. Cycling plans with proposed cycling networks are among the top 10 
most implemented initiatives. Some CMAs have also extended their 
existing bikeway networks. The cycling journey-to-work share has 
increased in almost half the CMAs, but has decreased in the rest. 

4. Provide higher 
quality transit service 
to increase its 
attractiveness 
relative to the private 
automobile 

   
The implementation of transit initiatives has increased since 2006. Several 
CMAs have developed new transit infrastructure. 

The transit journey-to-work share has increased in 2/3 of the CMAs. 
Overall, transit ridership per capita has increased at an annual rate that is 
twice as fast as that to 2006. 

5. Create an 
environment in 
which automobiles 
can play a more 
balanced role 

   
CMAs continue to expand their urban road networks, although – in most of 
these CMAs – this expansion has not kept pace with population growth. 
The auto journey-to-work share has dropped slightly in many CMAs, even 
as the per capita rate of automobile ownership (light-duty vehicles) 
increased, also slightly. The automobile continues to be the mode of 
choice as people age. 

6. Plan parking supply 
and price to be in 
balance with walking, 
cycling, transit and 
auto priorities 

   
The implementation of parking initiatives increased compared with 2006, 
although parking ranks last among all the list of 12 initiatives. The supply of 
park-and-ride spaces (incentive parking to promote transit) has increased 
in about one-quarter of the CMAs. 

7. Improve the 
efficiency of the 
urban goods 
distribution system 

   
Although sustainability initiatives aimed at reducing automobile traffic 
generally benefit goods movement, fewer initiatives specific to goods 
movement were reported than in 2006.  

8. Promote inter-modal 
and inter-line 
connections 

   
The increase in transit infrastructure in some CMAs and the general 
increase in transit ridership suggests that inter-modal connectivity has 
improved. Inter-modal connectivity for goods movement has not changed. 
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Exhibit 6 – Sustainability Scoreboard – Tracking of Progress of TAC’s Vision 

Vision Principle Progress  

1996 - 2001 

Progress  

2001 - 2006 

Progress  

2006 - 2011 

Supporting discussion based on the 2011 and earlier UTI Surveys 

9. Promote new 
technologies which 
improve urban 
mobility and help 
protect the 
environment 

Emissions 

   
Energy and emissions reduction initiatives increased slightly over 2006 
levels, even as light-vehicle ownership rates increased. GHG emissions per 
capita have dropped since 2006, although this may be related to improved 
engine efficiency, the 2008-2009 recession and other factors beyond local 
influence. The UTI5 measured Criteria Air Contaminants, as the basis for 
future comparisons of air pollution. 

Energy 

   

Energy consumption per capita has dropped since 2006, although this may 
be related to improved engine efficiency, the 2008-2009 recession and 
other factors beyond local influence. 

Median journey-to-work distances dropped significantly over 2006. This 
also contributes to lower energy consumption rates, although the reduced 
distances may reflect economic changes related to the recession. 

10. Optimize the use of 
existing 
transportation 
systems to move 
people and goods 

   
An increase in road system optimization initiatives was reported over 
2006. 

11. Design and operate 
transportation 
systems which can be 
used by the 
physically challenged 

   
Initiatives aimed at addressing special user needs continues to be the most 
prevalent among the 12 groups of sustainability initiatives, albeit at a 
slightly lower rate than 2006. 

12. Ensure that urban 
transportation 
decisions protect and 
enhance the 
environment 

   
Initiatives in transit and in urban structure / land use, coupled with the 
expansion of the transit and cycling networks in some CMAs, aim to 
promote sustainable travel choices, especially in larger CMAs. 

13. Create better ways to 
pay for future urban 
transportation 
systems 

   
Funding sources vary among the CMAs, although no one single type 
dominates: as before, this suggests that continued, reliable sources of 
funding may not exist in several areas. Some CMAs have introduced 
private funding. 
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Modal Shares 

Modal shares are an important measure of the outcomes of transportation plans and investments. 
However, these vary by destination (CBD or EUA), by time of day and trip purpose (work and non-work), 
as recorded in the UTI5. As well, for the first time, the UTI5 presents mode shares according to three key 
attributes of mode choice: age, occupation type and gender. It also presents journey-to-work auto mode 
shares by vehicle availability per person and per worker. 

Exhibit 7 summarizes the 2011 mode shares for daily trips in the EUA. It can be seen that the auto driver 
share dominates all reporting CMAs; however, transit is strong in the largest CMAs. Note that several 
CSDs and CDs have even higher transit shares, including the City of Montréal, the City of Toronto, the 
City of Vancouver and the City of Burnaby. These CSDs and CDs similarly have the highest active 
transportation shares. 

 

Exhibit 7 – Modal Shares for EUA, Daily (24 hour, %, all ages) 
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Conclusion 

With the fifth survey, the Urban Transportation Indicators survey now covers two decades of sustainable 
travel trends. The UTI5 showed how five key trends have evolved over time and added two new trends, 
as synopsised above. 

As these trends have evolved, so has the UTI: each successive version of the UTI has had an increasingly 
ambitious brief. The UTI5 is no exception, extending the excellent base provided by its four 
predecessors. It again covered all 33 CMAs, although with a slightly reduced response rate of 28 CMAs. 
Like its predecessors, the UTI5 has been  successful to meet its objectives in several ways: it streamlined 
the sustainability indicators, rebased the questions to account for critical demographic and workforce 
trends that are influencing urban travel characteristics, added an entire section on health and 
transportation, deployed a convenient web-based survey to gather the data, provided expanded insight 
into methods that CMAs could use for their calculations, and enhanced the accessibility and user-
friendliness of the series database.  

The UTI5 report makes several recommendations for the UTI series. Going forward, with its new base 
the UTI series could examine more strongly the relationship between travel behaviour and the 
underlying demographic, workforce and economic factors, and also to monitor how changes in these 
attributes – age, gender, worker occupation and vehicle availability – generate changes in travel 
behaviour. Future UTIs could look not just at the trends, but also into the factors that explain these 
trends to help analysts and decision makers target their plans and investments to meet future needs. 
Similarly, the new health and transportation indicators provide a basis that relates human health, 
transportation choices, air quality and the built environment – all topical issues - and these relationships 
also should be examined in more detail. Finally, to continue the ongoing efforts to reduce the response 
burden to local CMAs and to foster comparability, future UTIs might be focused more on national and 
provincial data sources, using municipal data sources to complement the nation-wide findings. This 
approach provides a useful and efficient way to blend different data sources and calculation methods, 
while continuing to tell the powerful and all-important story of travel trends in Canada’s major urban 
centres. 
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