STO seeks more time to fix bus mess

 

Gatineau’s public transit company made a plea Wednesday for patience in the clearing up of the bus congestion problem in downtown Ottawa, and city councillors were in a mood to co-operate.
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Gatineau’s public transit company made a plea Wednesday for patience in the clearing up of the bus congestion problem in downtown Ottawa, and city councillors were in a mood to co-operate.

Patrice Martin, chairman of Gatineau’s Société de transport de l’Outaouais (STO) said his organization needed time to end its practice of having buses wait in Lowertown before starting routes that carry 28,000 commuters to and from Ottawa daily. 

The lingering STO buses have prompted complaints about congestion and diesel pollution.

“The problem is the transition. We can’t turn around too rapidly on this,” Mr. Martin told Ottawa City Council’s transportation committee. “We need a little time.”

There are hundreds of times in a day when STO buses from Gatineau and OC Transpo buses from Ottawa need to park and wait for runs to start. On the Quebec side, it’s not such a big issue because Gatineau’s waiting areas are not generally in residential areas, but it’s become a huge irritant in Ottawa. The buses wait just off King Edward Avenue before making their first pickups on Rideau Street, and Lowertown has thousands of residents and is growing fast. Ottawa also has two terminal areas, LeBreton Flats and Hurdman Station, where buses can wait, but they’re distant from the points of origin for STO routes.

The STO says it is working on establishing new wait areas, but that project will take time and requires funding from the Quebec government. Those facilities should be ready by 2010. In the meantime, STO is shifting some buses to a new waiting area, the Union Terminus, near the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge.

Rideau-Vanier Councillor Georges Bédard said he was pleased that the STO had moved its buses off York Street and King Edward Avenue and would now be moving off George Street, where a day-care centre is located. However, he said STO bus traffic was just one part of a fast-growing congestion mess in downtown Ottawa, so he asked for, and won, approval from the committee for a new transportation study of the entire area bounded by St. Patrick Street, King Edward, Laurier Avenue East and Sussex Drive.

Mr. Bédard said the mix of pedestrians, bicycles, buses, trucks and cars in the area — amid a growing residential population — had made the neighbourhood more dangerous, a fact underlined by the recent fatal pedestrian-truck accident at Rideau and Cumberland streets. It was the second fatal accident of the kind in the area in two years.

“It is a nightmare. It’s completely out of control. It’s insanity,” Mr. Bédard said. “It’s a traffic sewer.”

The transportation committee encouraged city bylaw officers to crack down on bus drivers who illegally idled for prolonged periods and asked transportation planners to look into having STO buses wait for the start of their runs on the Macdonald-Cartier Bridge. The committee also directed staff to keep working with the STO on needed changes.

While there has been some progress on the issue, area residents remain skeptical.

Angela Rickman, president of the Lowertown Community Association who once ran against Mr. Bédard in an election, said some bus drivers don’t seem to care about the rules for parking and idling, and enforcement of the city’s anti-idling bylaw was not strong. Susan Jones, the city’s director of bylaw services, said officers would be blitzing the area to enforce the city’s laws.

Michael Casey, a condominium resident in Lowertown, said STO buses had ended up at the Union Terminus, shifting the bus traffic to the Boteler Street area. 

He said STO buses were only running at 30- to 40-per-cent occupancy, so Gatineau needs to manage its operations better and be forced to establish terminals for waiting on the Quebec side of the river.

Peggy DuCharme, executive director of the Downtown Rideau Business Improvement Association, said the volume of STO buses had increased by 51 per cent in the past two years, going from 572 buses to 861. If there’s a line of 18 buses on Rideau Street, it’s common to see most of them coming from Gatineau, she said. 
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