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Fair Fares Calgary Celebrates
Reduced Fare Trangt Passes

For thefirst timeever, some 2,000 Cagary
residentswhoseincomeisderived from Assured
Income for the Severely Handicapped (AISH)
benefitswereissued reduced rate monthly transit
passesonAugust 1, 2005.2 Thisground-breaking
action wasfollowed by Calgary’s City Council’s
September 2005 decision to issue such passesto

Established in 2002, Vibrant Commu-
nities is a pan-Canadian initiative that
explores promising local solutions to
reduce poverty. Fifteen communities
from across Canada have formed a
lear ning partner ship through which they
share ideas, resources and strategies
related to poverty reduction. Each of the
participating communities already
had done considerable work to alleviate
poverty and saw Vibrant Communities as
a way to extend and enrich their efforts.
Thisstory isthe seventh in a serieswhich
highlights successful strategies for
reducing poverty and building caring
communities.! For more information,
visit: http://www.vibrantcommunities.ca

thecity’slow-incomeresidents, beginning in Janu-
ary 2006. During 2006, the estimated $2 million
it will cost to provide these $35 passes will be
drawnfromthecity’sFiscd Stability Reserve Fund.
Vibrant Communities Calgary organizers are
optimigtic that effortsto bring the City Council and
provincial government representatives together
towork out along-term funding solution will be
successful.

Background

For Canadianswho earn anincome suffi-
cient to own and operate acar, it can be difficult
toimaginewhat it must beliketoliveon $950 a
month (the amount currently paid to AISH reci-
pients). Having to make choices between eating,
paying rent and buying atransit pass is a stark
redlity for thoseliving onlow incomes.

WhentheAssured Incomefor the Severdly
Handi capped program was being reviewed by the
Alberta government in 2003, members of the
Cagary Committeefor Discounted Transit Passes
made submissionsto thereview committee. They
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asked not only for an increase to AISH benefits
(then at $855 per month), but also to have the
province consider splitting the costs with muni-
cipaitiesfor reduced faretranst passesfor al low-
incomeAlbertans. “For us,” saysBonnie Pacaud,
acommittee member, “atransit passwas part of
thelarger issue of allowing peoplethe meansto
make a positive contribution to their society.
When people with low incomes or who have a
disability cannot get to work or volunteer
opportunities, werob both them and oursel ves of
thegiftsand talentsthey haveto share.”

The Calgary Committee for Discounted
Transit Passes was started in 1998 by Bonnie
Pacaud and (now) Calgary Transit Manager
Stephen Hansen. Bonnie had served on aprovin-
cia committee which studied transportation issues
that affected peoplewith developmental disabili-
ties. Stephen had worked with the City of Cal-
gary’s Socia Services Department from 1983 to
1999, providing transportation servicesfor persons
with disabilities. The Special Needs Taxi, auser
subsidy program for peoplewith disabilitieswho
wereasoliving onlow incomes, had taught hima
great deal about the hardships associated with
paying for transportation. 1n 1999, special trans-
portation was joined with Calgary Transit and
Stephen moved withit.

Between 1998 and 2001, the Calgary
Committeefor Discounted Transit Passes contin-
ued to add new members from both the disabil-
ity community and employees of The City of
Cagary. Leanne Squair, an I ssues Strategist with
The City of Calgary’s Committee on Accessand
Disability, helped to bring information and issues
forwardto Cagary City Council. Colleen Huston,
amember of the Disability Action Hall —agrass-
roots support organization for peoplewith disa-
bilities—collected front-line storiesfrom indivi-
dua swho werestruggling to overcometransporta-
tionbarriers. Shescheduled regular meetingswith
City Council and individual aldermento maintain

focusonthetransit passissue. Thecommittee's
red goa —withthehelp and support of City Council
—wasto convincetheprovincia government of its
responsibility to help pay the costs of reduced
trangit for thosein need.

SaysColleen: “ By now, theworking group
in Calgary felt that reduced fare transit passes
should beavailableto all low-incomeresidents,
not just those who werereceiving AI1SH benefits.
We worked with city councilsin Edmonton and
Red Deer to try to build support for a province-
widetransit program for low-incomeAlbertans,
but over time, it becameclear that the province saw
thisasanAlISH-only initiative. Wewere offered
assistance for a pilot program for AISH recipi-
ents, but by the middle of 2005, Calgary City
Council membershad reached apoint wherethey
would nolonger wait for provincia involvement —
thiswas anissuewhosetimehad come.”

Responding positively to change

The City of Calgary hasundergone mas-
sivegrowth since 2000. Itssuburbsareexpanding
rapidly and its popul ation isnearing the one mil-
lion mark. Road and transit systems, sewer and
other municipal servicesare straining to keep up
with development. Residents and City Council
haverecognizedthat their city’ssocid fabric needs
more attention to absorb the strains created by a
city with both great weath and great poverty.

Says L eanne Squair: “Throughout muni-
cipa government, departments are adopting a
triple bottom line filter for their operations —
economic, environmental and socia. For thefirst
time, for example, our transit plan has a chapter
which ded swith thesocid issuesof transportation.
In 2004, our Community Servicesdepartment ini-
tiated Fair Calgary — alens which looks at city
servicesto make surethey are equitableand fair.
When City Council and provincia electionswere
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held s multaneoudy in October 2004, thetimewas
right for thelow-incometrangtissuetofinaly get
thegreenlight.” Leanne'sposition as an issues
strategist for access and disability issues—ajob
shehasheldfor four years— isanother indicator of
TheCity of Cdgary’sleve of commitment tosocid
issues.

Remarks made by Alberta’'s Premier on
theissueof funding for AISH inthelead-uptothe
fall 2004 provincial elections had the effect of
focusing cons derabl e attention on benefitslevels
and the barriersfaced by personswith disabilities.
Televison coverage waseffectivein conveying the
problems that arise as aresult of these barriers.
Disability and low-income support organi zations
capitalized onthetrangtissue shigher profileand
began to work together to develop asolution for
their members.

New name, new energy

United Way of Calgary and Area, a co-
convenor of Vibrant Communities Calgary
(VCC), had conducted an AISH public policy
roundtable—atwo-year initiativewhich had helped
influencetheAlbertagovernment’schangestothe
AISH program in April 2005 [Makhoul 2005].
Fromtheir first daysasaworking group in 2003,
roundtable members had earned the respect of
many Calgary disability organizationsand muni-
cipal and provincia government representatives
for their professionalism and inclusive approach.
RamonaJohnston, V CC’s current Manager who
wasthen aUnited Way representativeontheAlSH
roundtabl e, approached the Calgary Committee
for Discounted Transit Passes in 2004 to offer
them support and assistance with moving the
issueforward. Therewasimmediateinterest.

SaysLeanne Squair: “Vibrant Communi-
tiesCagary’ sstanding inthe community washeld
ingood stead by City Council, and itsinvolvement

hel ped to round out the transit pass committee’'s
membership. Inthe past, there had been concern
that the group did not bring asbroad a perspective
from disability organizations as City officias
would have liked, but the addition of VCC laid
that concerntorest.”

V CC'sfirst suggestion wasto renamethe
committee”Fair FaresCalgary” —amovewhich,
though cosmetic, had the effect of succinctly
communicating the group’s message. A second
suggestion wasto sel ect two committee members
to act as co-chairsand spokespeople. “Wewould
have preferred to maintain our inclusive way of
operating,” says Colleen Huston, who now co-
chairs Fair Fares Calgary with Bonnie Pacaud.
“However, we recognized that the moment had
come where we would either adopt atraditional
structure and be part of the discussion, or remain
in the background. We felt that it was more
important for city staff to continue to hear our
input.”

Despite the more positive City Council
attitude toward the provision of low-income
transit passes (LITPs), the Council voted in
December 2004 to increase transit passfares by
$5 for adults and $7 for youth, bringing their
monthly cost to $70 and $47, respectively. Alder-
men Ray Jonesand Bob Hawkesworth requested
that a report be prepared for council by March
2005 which would spell out the cost of providing
LITPs. Fair Faresrepresentativesincreased the
frequency of their meetingswith City Hall staff and
aldermen.

V CC offered to help Fair Fares Calgary
launch aletter- and postcard-writing campaign.
Anadarko Canada Corporation, aVV CC corporate
partner, lent Fair Farestheir graphic design team
and United Way of Calgary and Areapaidfor the
production and printing of 2,000 postcardswhich
summarized the reduced fare transit pass issue.
V CC asked itsmembersto distribute the postcards
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and encouraged them to writeto their individual
aldermen. SaysColleen Huston: “VCCwaseffec-
tive at helping broaden the base of support and
interest for the issue, particularly among Cal-
gary’s middle-income population. By bringing
different groups together around the issue —
funders, donors, socially conscious politicians,
social service organizations, people living in
poverty —V CC helped usto engage peoplein a
positiveway. Thelettersthey submitted demon-
strated to City aldermen that public opinion
favoured the creation of reduced fare passes for
low-incomeresidents.”

At Council meetings in the spring of
2005, a number of aldermen reported receiving
several hundred postcards and many letters in
support of Fair Fares. In June, a second set of
financia reportswasreviewed and Council voted
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tomoveforward with LITPsfor AISH recipients.
In September, Council voted to extend the program
toall Calgary’slow-incomeresidents.

Commit now, pay later

The successful effort to establish the
reduced fare transit pass program was not an
overnight success story. Years of collecting
information and stories, and preparing the
ground for anew way of looking at the problems
facing people living on low incomes camefirst.
Fair Fares committee members appreciate the
hard work carried out by Calgary’s transit
department. Key players were involved and
committed to theidea of providing support for
AISH recipientsasfar back asthelate 1990s.
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Anardako Canada Corporatlon —-a VCC partner - deS|gned the Falr Fares Calgary postcard.
Pictured are Ruth Kohut, past co-chair of VCC's Seering Committee, and her two daughters.
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City Council took the brave step of making
the passesareality after adecade of negotiating
with the provinceto contribute fundsin support of
low-incomeresidents. SaysStephen Hansen: “The
city isresponsiblefor transit and the provinceis
responsible for providing income security mea-
suresfor low-incomeAlbertans. After thenew City
Council waselected inlate 2004, therewasagrea
ter commitment to the reduced transit passissue.
That, combined with several failed attempts to
engage the province and the lobbying efforts of
Fair Fares, tipped the balance and we decided to
goitaone. Wearestill negotiating with the pro-
vinceto share the responsibility for funding the
transit passes, but our city and council have
committed their support and wewill work out the
financing asbest wecan.”

City Transit Manager of Business Strate-
gies, Koji Miyaji, wasgiven thetask of working
out the costs and logistics of offering half-price
trangt passesto the 35,000 low-income Cagarians
under age 65 (seniors have a reduced rate pass
aready) who use public transportation. Hisearlier
reportsin March and June 2005 detailed the costs
of issuing passesfor theAl SH populaion. TheCity
isworking out thelogisticsof providingaone-time
administration card that will identify peoplewho
qualify for the passes, an efficient way of distri-
buting them and, most importantly, how theroughly
$2 million annual cost of providing the passeswill
beraised.

Thetrue cost of operating thelow-income
transit pass programisstill unclear. Thoughthe
City projectsalossof revenuefor riderswho pay
$35 instead of the current $70 monthly charge,
more people can now afford to purchase passes—
overall ridership and revenues actually may
increase asaresult of the program.

SaysAlderman Joe Ceci: “ Council mem-
berswho opposed the LI TPsrepeatedly pointed

totransit revenuelosses and omitted any consid-
eration of thefact that if more peopleactualy ride
trangit for employment, enjoyment and volunteer
responsibilities, it isareally good thing that will
pay off in the long run. Increased ridership is
good for thefarebox, theenvironment, and indi-
vidual and community productivity.”

Though some 8,000 Calgary residents
receive Al SH benefits, only about 5,000 of them
usepublictransportation. Estimatesof thenumbers
of people living on low incomes who may take
advantage of thelower fare passesin January are
difficult to forecast. Even at alower rate, many
low-income Calgarianswill beunableto pay for a
passoutright and will continueto pay asthey go.

Turning up the heat

After themany yearsof researchand dis-
cussion, Vibrant Communities Calgary acted asa
catalyst to the process of establishing low-income
transit passes. It offered key ingredients that
helped engagecitizensintheissue. Says Fair Fares
co-chair Bonnie Pacaud: “We began working at
thelow-incometransit passissue seven years ago,
and it had begun to feel like it might never be
resolved. Even though our committee tried to
maintai n agrassroots approach, whenwejoined
with VCC, the campaign took off. They gaveus
access to good administrative support when we
needed it and they brought infresh peopleand fresh
ideas. We had all theright puzzle pieces, but they
needed to be maneuvered into place and that’s
whereV CC’senthusiasm and commitment came

intoplay.”

Bonniecontinues:. “ Fair Farestill seesthe
issue of providing alow-incometransit passasa
provincial responsibility. Shortly after the elec-
tions, oneof Calgary’sMLAsheld out aglimmer
of hope by telling usthat if Calgary City Council
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supported theissue, shewould too. Wewill con-
tinueto work with the provincial government to
get thefinancing sorted out. Thisisnot anissue
about which groups receive benefits and which
ones don't. It's about getting people to where
they need to be so they can contribute positively
to our society. Right now, the province has a
department that buildsroads, but itsstructuresare
not set up to assist the peoplewho actually usethe
roads. That hasto change.”

Anne Makhoul

Anne Makhoul coordinates the ‘ community
stories’ seriesfor the Caledon Ingtitute of Social
Palicy.

Endnotes

1. Other storiesinthisVibrant Communities seriesinclude:
« Waterloo Region’s Guaranteed Income Supplement
Campaign (January 2005)

« Quality of Life CHALLENGE in Victoria Invites Low-
income Canadiansto Speak for Themselves (April 2005)
« Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped Public
Palicy Initiative (May 2005)

« Community Action in Saint John: Making a Difference
in the Lives of Young People (May 2005)

« The Living Wage Learning Initiative (May 2005)

e Local Heroes: CAW 199 and Community Partners
(September 2005)

« Victoria’s Regional Housing Trust Fund: So Far, So
Good (November 2005)

2. Statistics Canadaestimatesthat 132,000 Ca garianswere
below itsafter-tax low income cutoffsin 2005. City records
estimate that 35,000 low-income Calgarians use public
transport — 5,000 of whom are Al SH recipients.
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