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BY JENNIFER ALLFORD
ILLUSTRATIONS BY TYLER JENKINS

FOR CENTURIES, PEOPLE HAVE BEEN PLANNING, BUILDING AND MAINTAINING THE
TRANSPORTATION ARTERIES WITHIN CITIES, BUT IT’S FAR FROM AN EXACT SCIENCE,

WHICH MAY EXPLAIN WHY CALGARY IS STILL EXPERIMENTING

GRIDLOCK

ALL ROADS
LEAD TO
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WAY BACK IN the history of another 
boom town of a million people, 
ancient Rome, there was a town 
planner, architect, engineer 
and design guru named Marcus 
Vitruvius Pollio. He served under 
Julius Caesar in Africa, helped build 
Rome’s aqueducts and was the guy 
who figured out that your ear is 
one third the length of your face. 
He was a Renaissance man before 
there was a Renaissance. 

Vitruvius wrote 10 little books about 
how to build a city — how to plan it, lay out 
roads and walls and such, how to build its 
public and private spaces and buildings. 
He even outlined a now-archaic but still 
sensible process to test whether an area is 
a healthy place to build a new city — kill 
a few cows and make sure their livers are 
healthy. He titled his work De Architectura.

The 10 volumes went on to influence 
and inspire Michelangelo, Da Vinci (who 
drew the famous Vitruvian Man) and 
countless other artists, engineers and 
big brains throughout the ages up to and 
including software engineers today. The 
cow liver test didn’t stand the test of time, 
but other ideas did, including three simple 
rules about designing anything: it must 
have firmness (that is, be durable),  
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and it must have commodity (that is, 
provide convenience), but more than 
functionality, Vitruvius believed design 
must provide beauty (it must elicit delight).  

So what would Vitruvius do about 
Glenmore Trail on a Friday afternoon? 

As a designer, he would start by 
determining the current state. Next, he 
would determine the goal state. And then 
he’d figure out how to get from the current 
state to the desired state. That’s what 
design is all about. 

POINT A: THE
CURRENT STATE
Don McSwiney is more familiar than most 
with the state of Calgary’s transportation. 
He covered traffic for CBC Radio from 1998 
to 2005. Every day for six years he would 
drive around the city, take calls from 
commuters and report snarl-ups, accidents 
and congestion. 

He was astonished to see the city grow 
almost exponentially at its outer edges. 
The congestion at the south end of the 

city was being matched at the north end. 
“I started referring to it as the bookends 
on Deerfoot Trail just because development 
on the north end of the city had rivaled 
the development on the south side and 
you find that the same gridlock issues 

apply,” he says. Calgary’s roads were not 
equipped to handle such phenomenal 
population growth. 

What McSwiney and thousands of 
other commuters were experiencing was 
a 60-per cent traffic increase on Calgary’s 
roads from 1995 to 2005. People living 
in the west driving to and from work in 
the east, the north/south bookends, the 

infamous Glenmore squeeze; it all added 
up to one big traffic nightmare.

But there had been a dream in 1968 to 
build a series of freeways to criss-cross 
the city and pour into downtown. All the 
cool cities were doing it. There would 
be 10 more bridges built across the Bow 
and high-speed freeways on either side 
of the river would dump the stream of 
traffic downtown. 

But the idea lost speed when Toronto 
kyboshed its plans for the Spadina 
Expressway. Then cities across North 
America started slamming the brakes 
on downtown freeways. In 1972, Calgary 
scratched out or downgraded eight east-
west freeways that had been on the books. 
Next time you’re parked on Glenmore 
TraIl, thank Toronto for the fact there is 
no major east-west route between the 
Bow and Glenmore. But while you’re at it, 
say thanks that there are bike and 
running paths lining the river instead 
of giant expressways.

And give it up for the folks who managed 
to bring in light rail transit back in 1981.

McSwiney says getting the trains on 
track was quite a feat: “To get the original 
C-Train in took an incredible amount of 
political will. It cost people their political 
lives; it met an incredible amount of 
resistance. It’s funny when I looked back 
at it. It wasn’t as if everybody openly 
embraced it as a great idea and couldn’t 
wait to get the train going; nobody wanted 
the train and many people thought we 
didn’t need it.” 

These days, 220,000 people take the 
C-Train every weekday. Since 1995, the 
City has added a third more trains, a third 
more buses and five new LRT stations. But it’s 
not enough. Buses and trains are crowded 
during peak travel times and it’s a struggle 
to keep pace with the ever-growing ‘burbs.

The good news is more people are 
riding their bikes to work and we’ve 

NExT TIME yOU’RE PARKED ON GLENMORE TRAIL,
THANK TORONTO FOR THE FACT THERE IS NO MAJOR EAST-
WEST ROUTE SOUTH OF THE BOW AND NORTH OF GLENMORE.
BUT WHILE yOU’RE AT IT, SAy THANKS THAT THERE ARE BIKE
AND RUNNING PATHS LINING THE RIVER INSTEAD OF
GIANT ExPRESSWAyS.
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become less auto-dependent (750 vehicles 
for every 1,000 people). More of us are 
telecommuting, working flex time or 
travelling before or after rush hour (in 
2002, there were 6,500 more vehicles before 
the peak and 3,200 more after the peak 
than there were on routes downtown 
in 1992). All together, the traffic we’ve 
saved by changing how and when we get 
to and from downtown is the equivalent 
of 19 more traffic lanes, or four Centre 
Street bridges. 

POINT B: 
THE DESIRED STATE
We know we’re stuck in traffic. And we 
know we’d rather not be. Defining our 
desired state is the next step in the design 
process. Let’s agree we want to be zooming 
around a city that lives up to the catchy 
slogan, “Calgary: a great place to live, 
work and play.” And to get there, we should 
heed that tag line from ancient Roman 
coffee mugs: “Firmness, commodity 
and delight.”

Plans on the books at City Hall include 
more transit, slowing the rate of outward 
growth, encouraging people to live closer 
to their jobs and transit stations and 

coMMittEd coMMUtErs
A recent Statistics Canada study suggests people are willing to spend more time commuting 
because they actually enjoy working downtown and in other large business districts. 

Stats Can says this study challenges the long-held assumption that people put up with longer 
commutes because of higher incomes and job status they get at the big business districts. 

Rather, it suggests there’s something about the social environment of the big business 
districts that attracts people who live far away, and that people may like working 
at “employment poles” — large suburban or central business districts. The researchers found 
this is a stronger pull for women than men.

The results are pertinent because they mean that, given the choice, people may not be 
as likely to take jobs in smaller residential business districts because they’d rather have the 
positive, non-monetary benefits they get from bigger business districts. 

It’s important to understand why people live far away from their work so that we’re better 
able to deal with congestion, sprawl, stress and other problems associated with 
long commutes.

The study, published in Urban Geography, used 2001 census data to take a look at 
commuting patterns in Montréal. 

increasing the number of people in each 
car inching its way to work. The plans 
envision a place where we use our cars less 
and take transit more and we have more 
bike and walking paths. 

Of course, none of this is cheap. The 
City aims to invest equally in transit 
and roads, but over the last 10 years, the 
money has been flowing more to roads. 
The City’s capital funding split is roughly 
60 per cent to roads and 40 per cent 
to transit. 

Ideally it would be a 50/50 split, says 
Geoff Dyer, an urban designer with clients 
in Calgary and all over North America. 
“People are making the choices that are 
given to them,” he says. “It is economically 
correct to own a car and live in the 
suburbs, because look at the investment 
we put into our road system — as a citizen 
you’re almost suffering to do good by not 
participating in that.”

Dyer says more roads won’t reduce 
congestion and get you home faster; 
more roads just get more cars on the road. 
He says you can’t build your way out of 
congestion — traffic is not like water in 
a pipe; instead, when a new road is built, 
more traffic fills it up. We just have to 
accept that some congestion is 
a fact of life in any big city. 

On the bright side, Dyer says there 
are many options when it comes to 
transit. “There’s a whole range of other 
vehicle types that could be brought in. 
Streetcars, trams, other light rail transit; 
Calgary is working very quickly I think 
to put these into effect.” Dyer says for 
the transportation system to work, there 
should be a variety of different ways to get 
around Calgary. 

GETTING FROM A TO B
The next step of design process, getting 
from the current state to the desired state, 
is really a bunch of steps, some stubbed 
toes and a few do-overs. 

Getting from A to B is messy. This crucial 
part of the design process includes  

“IT IS ECONOMICALLy CORRECT TO OWN A CAR AND
LIVE IN THE SUBURBS, BECAUSE LOOK AT THE INVESTMENT WE
PUT INTO OUR ROAD SySTEM — AS A CITIzEN yOU’RE ALMOST
SUFFERING TO DO GOOD By NOT PARTICIPATING IN THAT.” 
— Geoff Dyer, URBAN PLANNER
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asking a lot of questions, doing research 
and brainstorming. Then there’s testing of 
prototypes. Designers will tell you it’s an 
iterative process and often you don’t hit the 
best solution the first time. 

Dyer says the solution City Hall has been 
designing for years is big roads into low-
density suburbs. Generally, the further out 

you go, the less dense the neighbourhoods 
become. However, suburbs built between 
the 1970s and late 1990s have an average 
5.5 units per acre; for the newer suburbs, 
the City has cranked it up to between 
7 and 8.5 units an acre. 

all roads lEad to gridlock

LEArNiNg to ShArE
You’ve no doubt heard of car-pooling where 
two or more people share a ride to work and 
back, but did you know you could also car-
share in Calgary?

It’s simple. Pay a $300 deposit and a one-
time $25 membership fee to the Calgary 
Alternative Transportation Co-operative 
(CATCO), then simply book a car on-line when 
you want it. You take transit, ride your bike 
or walk to the car. Drive around — be it one 
hour or 10 — then park the car back where 
you found it, log your mileage and include 
your receipt for gas (for credit) if you topped 
up the tank. You’re charged $4 an hour and 
20 cents a kilometre, and that includes all the 
maintenance, insurance and fuel. 

About 200 people in Calgary share about 
10 vehicles through CATCO. 

They live in inner city neighbourhoods 
such as Sunnyside, Bridgeland and the Beltline, 
but CATCO’s Cody Torgerson says there’s no 
reason car-sharing can’t work in Tuscany. In 
fact, he says CATCO is planning to expand into 
outlying areas. 

“In the suburbs, car sharing can help 
people avoid owning that second car,” he says. 
“If you take the train or car pool to work every 
day, you don’t need a car for that, but maybe 
you need one on weekends.” 

There aren’t any Cadillac Escalades in 
the CATCO fleet, but there is a SMART Car, 
a Toyota Prius and several other small cars a 
few years old (to save on depreciation and 
insurance costs). 

For more information, visit catco-op.org or 
calgarycarshare.ca

Dyer doesn’t expect suburbia to 
suddenly stop and everyone pack up for 
loft-living downtown, but he says it is 
time city planners started thinking about 
pedestrians and how people use their 
city. “To create the perfect transportation 
system we have to change the standards 
the transportation engineers are working 

around,” he says, “but we have to come 
to terms with the pattern that we need 
to have a porous network for pedestrians. 
And that’s where you start creating 
great places.” 

Continued on page 174

“POLITICIANS WORK FROM A MANDATE, BUT NO
ONE EVER WANTS TO GIVE THEIR POLITICIANS A MANDATE
THAT INCLUDES JACKING THEIR TAxES UP.”
— Don MCSWiney, FORMER TRAFFIC REPORTER
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Continued from page 60

vitruvius thought about pedestrians as 
much as chariots. he believed to delight 
residents, cities should be laid out like spider 
webs for an easy walk to the marketplace 
or the forum at the centre of the city. 
(incidentally, it’s still an easy walk for the 
millions of tourists who gather every year 
in the roman Forum he designed.) as for 
green spaces, vitruvius thought they should 
be designed for health in times of peace and 
safety in times of war. 

he also argued that the people designing 
cities should know a little about everything 
from astronomy to medicine. 

while they don’t have any astronomers, 
the multidisciplinary team at the Sustainable 
City project is working to develop the 
Calgary Municipal development plan 
and Transportation plan. “This time 
around, we’re including the land use and 
transportation people together so it is not 
solely a transportation plan because the 
two really have to take clear account of each 
other,” says project manager patricia Gordon. 
“You can’t do one without the other.” 

Gordon says the project aims to make it 
easier for Calgarians to make choices other 
than jumping in the car; to make taking 
transit or walking or even buying a new 
house in a different kind of neighbourhood 
less difficult.

The team looks at regional commuters 
who pour into Calgary from Cochrane, 
airdrie and other outlying communities. 
They also examine individual experiences 
on the way to work in Calgary, and the fact 
that people live in the west and work in the 
east. while the Sustainable City team plans 
for 50 years from now, other groups at City 
hall are busy planning for now. They all 
work together on prioritizing transportation 
infrastructure, measuring the impact of 
traffic and developing a more sustainable 
pattern for designing communities. 

The City will deliver its part, the new 
development and transportation plan,  

iF we’re nOT prepared 
TO puT Our MOneY where 
Our MOuThS are, There 
iS an alTernaTive; SiMplY
ChanGe Our aTTiTude 
abOuT GlenMOre Trail On
a FridaY aFTernOOn. 
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by the end of 2008. But Gordon says for 
Calgary to become a different kind of city, 
change must reach beyond City Hall. 

“It’s not just the city; it’s a broad group 
of people, how people prefer to buy their 
houses, and look at their houses, it’s how 
they prefer to move around,” she says. “It’s 
personal choices. It’s standards, government 
regulations and provincial regulations.” 

Once the Sustainable City Project presents 
its plan, City Planners will start again, because 
the final step in any design process is to test 
and retest so you can monitor the situation 
and make improvements along the way. 

It will take a lot of political willpower and 
hundreds of millions of dollars to increase 
transit and bike routes, reduce roads and build 
different kinds of neighbourhoods. McSwiney 
reminds us of an essential democratic 
truth Vitruvius didn’t need to worry about: 
“Politicians work from a mandate, but no one 
ever wants to give their politicians a mandate 
that includes jacking their taxes up.” And 
there, as they say, is the rub.

If we’re not prepared to put our 
money where our mouths are, there is an 
alternative; simply change our attitude 
about Glenmore Trail on a Friday afternoon. 
Relatively speaking, McSwiney says, it’s not 
that bad. “I’ve been to some American cities 
where people think it’s routine to take two 
or three hours to get out of the downtown 
core. A bad day in Miami can take four or 
five hours.” 

We all know time is money, so maybe we 
just find ways to use the time stuck in traffic. 
It may be dangerous, but you could make a 
lot of calls and write a lot of e-mails on your 
Blackberry while driving home. At least until 
they’re banned because of all the accidents. 
You could get Zen and learn to meditate 
with your hands on the wheel, but you risk 
waking up with a crash. You could always use 
the time to study human nature. After all, 
peeking into endless car windows crawling 
past, you are privy to a range of human 
behaviour: frustration, calm acceptance, 
nose-picking.

Or maybe there is another way to provide 
that elusive delight on the long ride home, 
one the ancient designer Vitruvius could 
never have fathomed but surely would 
appreciate; the clean and simple beauty 
of the iPod. You can always plug in and 
sing along to one of modern day’s design 
icons in order to bring some enjoyment 
to one of its complex works in progress, 
getting around Calgary. 

Monday through Saturday 10 am to 5:30 pm  •  Sunday 12 noon to 4 pm
Take the time to make the drive… it’s worth it! Or, we deliver to Calgary.

info@artymgallery.com • 250.342.7566 • 934 - 7th Ave., Invermere, B.C.

Original Paintings, Sculpture and Jewellery 
by Canadian Artists

Andrew Kiss Sold Exhibition
Opening Receptions with Andrew in attendance:

Friday June 8, 6-9 p.m. &
Saturday June 9, 1-4 p.m.

paintings available now at artymgallery.com

Please join us to celebrate our 5th Year Anniversary.
Saturday May 19th 10-5 p.m. * Evening reception 6-9 p.m.

Special group exhibition all weekend.
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