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We’re sinking another $95 million into widening Highway 417, for some reason. 

This time it’s adding a lane in each direction between Maitland Avenue and Island Park Drive, 

which is three kilometres of highway. Nearly $16 million for each kilometre of new lane. 

Ontario Infrastructure Minister and Ottawa MPP Bob Chiarelli announced the plan this week 

along with Ottawa South MP David McGuinty (the two governments are splitting the cost), with 

the usual lines. 

“The expansion of Highway 417 will reduce congestion and help people get to where they need 

be quickly and safely,” Chiarelli said. “Ontario is committed to investing in infrastructure across 

the province to grow our economy, create jobs and help people in their everyday lives.” 

“By supporting improvements to critical transportation routes in the province, we will help local 

businesses move their goods to national and international markets and will foster long-term 

prosperity for years to come,” McGuinty said. “It is thanks to the initiatives and projects like the 

expansion of Highway 417 that Canadian communities will remain among the best places in the 

world to live, work and raise a family.” 

The thing is, when using roads is free, the price drivers pay is in time. If you expand a road to 

speed traffic up, the road fills up again until the time cost is the same as it was before. The 

road carries more cars but it does not carry them faster. 

But let’s put that really big problem aside. Let’s also put aside the question of our governments’ 

spending a bunch of money to make motoring easier at the same time as they spend a bunch of 

money on climate change. 

Maybe you remember Chiarelli’s similar announcement last spring about widening the 417 west 

of Maitland, as far as the interchange with Highway 416. We still don’t know what that will cost 

— the government wouldn’t say then, because it didn’t want to tip its hand on a project that was 

going out for bids. Seven months later it still hasn’t been tendered so the price is still a mystery. 

Both these widenings have been on the books for years, the result of a mid-2000s study of the 

417 before east-west light rail was a twinkle in city hall’s eye. The planners assumed there was 
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no prospect of a major east-west transit upgrade. For improving east-west traffic, as far as they 

were concerned, the options were to widen the highway or do nothing. 

Now we are building a train line that, by 2023, will run directly alongside much of the wider 

highway. It’s a multibillion-dollar project, which the provincial and federal governments are 

largely funding. The feds are even underwriting a study about extending the western line all the 

way to Kanata. 

Ontario’s transportation ministry publishes a record of traffic volumes on all the highways it 

controls. Between 2007 (when the study supporting the widening was finished) and 2013 (as far 

as the records go), the average daily volume of traffic on the 417 between Island Park and 

Kirkwood rose from 156,300 to 164,600, or 8,300 vehicles. 

Between Kirkwood and Maitland, volumes rose from 135,800 to 137,000. Just 1,200 vehicles. 

Traffic volumes on that stretch of the 417 have actually declined — declined! — since 2006, 

when the road carried 139,000 cars on an average day. Overall, traffic’s been pretty flat there for 

a decade. 

The really noticeable increases in traffic have been on the parts of the 417 right downtown, 

where volumes increased by 15,000 to 20,000 cars a day. Widening the highway west of 

downtown will feed more cars into the downtown bottleneck, and then into city roads the 

transportation ministry itself acknowledges are already packed. Widening the 417 downtown — 

where it’s already eight lanes wide — is not in the plans and would be a nightmare of 

expropriations and demolitions if it were. 

Among the justifications for widening the 417, according to the transportation ministry, is to 

“provide relief to the City road network surrounding the Highway 417 corridor.” Except for the 

busiest parts of it, apparently. Will drivers exiting the highway just whip up Parkdale or Island 

Park Drive? Those are two of Ottawa’s most congested streets. We just decided — with Chiarelli 

and McGuinty leading — that we couldn’t build a hospital at Tunney’s Pasture partly because 

Parkdale is an unacceptable route to it from the highway. 

We’ll spend enough money on this to buy 10 footbridges, or 12 years of the city’s cycling 

budget, or more than 80 double-decker buses. For six lane-kilometres of road, based on an 

expired plan, and the best-case outcome will be getting more vehicles onto streets that are 

struggling already. 

 

http://www.raqsa.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/TrafficVolumes.nsf/fa027808647879788525708a004b5df8/88c66a2279555c798525788d0048cca4/$FILE/Provincial%20Highways%20traffic%20Volumes%201988-2013.pdf
http://www.raqsa.mto.gov.on.ca/techpubs/TrafficVolumes.nsf/fa027808647879788525708a004b5df8/88c66a2279555c798525788d0048cca4/$FILE/Provincial%20Highways%20traffic%20Volumes%201988-2013.pdf
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/tunneys-civic-campus-watson-reaction-1.3876603
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/ottawa/tunneys-civic-campus-watson-reaction-1.3876603

