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Budgeting for the Uber Impact: How 

Uber/Lyft cost the TTC $74 million in 2019 

Five years after the City of Toronto legalized ride-

hailing companies like Uber and Lyft in our city, 

ride-hailing has failed to deliver on its incoming 

promises to generate good jobs, cut down on private 

vehicle use, and be a boon to our environment. With 

the rapid growth of both companies, evidence is 

emerging that the regulatory changes made to 

accommodate ride-hailing undermine key policy 

objectives, ranging from reducing congestion and 

creating safer streets and our ability to provide 

equitable, affordable and efficient public transit. 

This report titled “Budgeting for the Uber Impact: 

How Uber/Lyft cost the TTC $74 million in 2019” 

focuses solely on the impact ride-hailing companies 

appear to be having on public transit ridership and 

revenues, at a time when the City of Toronto is facing 

an $865 million budget shortfall. Our analysis of the 

City of Toronto’s numbers suggests that these Silicon 

Valley-based venture capital-backed companies are 

disrupting our access to high-quality, efficient and 

affordable public transit.  

 That Uber and Lyft are 

no benevolent partners to 

public transit agencies has 

been evident since Uber’s 

initial IPO filings to the 

U.S. Security and 

Exchange Commission in 

2019. Here, Uber was 

very clear to note to potential investors that the 4.4 

trillion miles travelled by people on public transit in 

175 countries represent a “massive market 

opportunity” and that it intends to replace public 

transportation use “one use case at a time.” 

Research by Schaller Consulting into ride-hailing’s 

impact on American cities shows ride-hailing 

companies are replacing transit use far more than 

they are replacing individual car use. In fact, ride-

hailing is most successful in cities that have the most 

developed and dense transit systems.i  

In 2019 alone, based on research for the City of 

Toronto, ride-hailing companies took an estimated 31 

million trips out of our public transit system. This 

translates into an estimated farebox loss of $74 

million. This loss is a conservative estimate and 

likely to increase given 

the month-to-month and 

year-by-year growth 

trends for ride-hailing 

trips.  

What’s more, rather than 

making more efficient 

use of private vehicles, 

Uber and Lyft have added to the overall vehicle 

kilometers travelled in Toronto. Together, reducing 

transit use and increasing car travel contributes to 

traffic congestion, reduced air quality and increased 

greenhouse gas emissions.   

In 2020, much news was made of the $70 million lost 

to TTC fare evasion, which resulted in a 

comprehensive policy response. Our report suggests 

that ride-hailing apps present a much more existential 

threat to our public transit system and our 

environmental goals. It took a few years for these 

impacts to become apparent, but it is now clear that 

the status quo serves no one. Smart policies are 

required to make sure the app-based transportation 

services contribute to improved mobility and reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions.  

Ride-hailing in Toronto  

Uber arrived in Toronto in 2014 and operated in 

violation of existing regulations. Two years later, the 

City of Toronto transformed its regulatory system to 

allow them to operate legally. Lyft started operating 

in 2017. By early 2018, average daily ride-hailing 

trips exceeded 100,000.    

Six years later, many aspects of ride-hailing activity 

remain unregulated. There are no restrictions on the 

number of ride-hailing drivers or vehicles that can 

operate in Toronto, nor the volume of trips they 

take.   

In its initial IPO 

filing to the U.S. 

SEC in 2019, Uber 

considered public 

transit a massive 

market and 

pledged to replace 

public 

transportation use 

By 2019, the TTC 

was losing an 

estimated 31 million 

rides annually to 

ride-hailing 

companies, costing 

the TTC roughly of 

$74 million a year 
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Consequently, until the pandemic, Uber and Lyft 

grew at an explosive rate:   

• The number of daily ride-hailing trips nearly 

tripled over a 2 ½ year period to a total of 

176,000 in March 2019;ii 

• Pre-pandemic, the number of ride-hailing 

drivers operating in Toronto, estimated at 

around 90,000 to 100,0000, exceeding New 

York City’s roughly 80,000 drivers.iii 

• Chicago reported 41% and 25% growth in the 

annual number of ride-hailing trips during the 

sixth and seventh year of these companies’ 

operation; New York recorded a reported 45% 

and 3’6% increases in ride-hailing trips during 

comparable periods;iv 

• City staff warned Toronto’s growth rate might 

well continue; like similarly-sized Chicago, 

where ride-hailing had started three years 

before, reported double the number of 

Toronto’s daily ride-hailing trips.v  

 

Impact on Toronto’s Public Transit System  

The adverse impacts of Toronto’s rapidly growing 

ride-hailing industry on workers have been well 

documented – both on drivers in the taxi industry and 

the burgeoning numbers of people trying to make a 

living in the “gig economy.” Less well understood, 

but increasingly more urgent, are the impacts the 

explosive growth ride-hailing has had on public 

transit ridership and the TTC’s operating budget.  

Following years of sustained growth, roughly 

tracking growth in employment, TTC ridership began 

to level off in 2015 and actually began to decline 

between 2017 and 2018. This drop in ridership 

corresponds to the explosive growth of ride-hailing 

trips.  

 

In its Ridership Growth Strategy 2018-2022, the TTC 

acknowledged the issue of app-based ride-hailing 

diverting customers from transit. At the time, they 

lacked the necessary data to draw informed 

conclusions. It is also not clear what came of their 

subsequent discussions with the ride-hailing 

companies.vi   

Impact on Comparable Cities   

Research indicates that a striking proportion of ride-

hailing passengers in large North American urban 

centres - half to two-thirds of respondents - indicate 

they would have used non-car modes of travel had 

ride-hailing not been available.   

Direct competition with transit  

And in transit-rich cities, like New York City, Boston 

and Toronto, ride-hailing trips replace public transit 

more than any other alternative mode of 

transportation.   

F IGURE 2:  CITY OF TORONTO 2019 

F IGURE 1:  TORONTO TRANSIT COMMISSION, 2019 
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Indeed, Schaller Consulting shows that ride-hailing 

became more prevalent in urban centres where a 

greater proportion of the population relied on public 

transit to commute – or in other words, where there 

existed a market already used to operating without a 

personal vehicle.vii     

 

An intentional disruption  

In a departure from its public messaging, in which it 

describes ride-hailing as complementary to public 

transit, Uber clearly identified public transit users as 

a critical source of new business its early initial 

public offering (IPO) documents:viii 

• “4.4 trillion miles travelled by people on 

public transit in 175 countries is a ‘massive 

market opportunity’;” 

• “Need to “reach efficient scale and liquidity 

rapidly to attract consumers to use our 

platform as an alternative to personal vehicle 

ownership and usage of public 

transportation;” and,     

• “We can continue to grow the number of 

trips taken with our Ridesharing products 

and replace personal vehicle ownership, 

and usage and public transportation one 

use case at a time.”   

While there are circumstances in which Uber and 

Lyft do appear to complement public transit (there is 

evidence they increase ridership on commuter trains, 

below), research suggests that in many North 

American cities – particularly large cities served 

relatively well by transit – ride-hailing is associated 

with a steady and cumulative drop in public transit 

ridership.ix 

A growing problem  

A recent study of 22 U.S. cities reported that eight 

years after ride-hailing was introduced, subways lost 

approximately 10%, and bus routes lost over 12% of 

ridership following the introduction of ride-hailing.x 

A More Car-dependent Future?   

Ride-hailing’s early promises to reduce car 

ownership and decrease congestion in cities have not 

materialized. On the contrary, a recent study of 4 

major US cities suggests ride-hailing trips have 

double the total vehicle kilometers traveled, 

compared to alternate modes of transportation they 

replaced.xi 

In Toronto, we have more to learn about how the 

unrestricted growth of ride-hailing has (and will 

F IGURE 3:  SCHALLER (2018);  CITY  OF  TORONTO  

(2019)  

F IGURE 4:  SCHALLER (2018) 

 

F IGURE 5:  GRAEHLER ET AL  (2019) 
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continue to) impact driving volumes in our city. By 

September 2018, staff estimated Uber and Lyft 

contributed 5-

8% of 

downtown 

traffic.xii 

However, this 

estimate is 

conservative. 

Notably, due to 

a lack of data, 

the estimate had to omit a crucial factor: cruising 

time – the unpaid time drivers spend circulating while 

waiting for a new ride, estimated to constitute 35-

40% of drivers’ total distance (VKT).xiii The average 

daily number of trips also appears to have increased 

by about 12% between the time of research and 

publication.    

Impacts on revenue, ridership and congestion   

By March 2019, the City estimated an average of 

176,000 ride-hailing trips were taking place each day, 

corresponding to an estimated 31 million transit trips 

a year lost to ride-hailing (conservatively, as 

presumably the average daily trips continued to 

increase apace past March). At an average trip cost of 

$2.35,xiv the TTC stood to lose $74 million in fares. 

The volume of ride-hailing activity is unrestricted in 

Toronto, and the experience of other cities suggests 

that this number could continue to grow once the 

economy recovers.     

In 2020, the discovery that fare evasion cost the City 

an estimated $70 million in 2019 caused a flurry of 

activity and (controversial) enforcement activity.  The 

comparable loss of revenue to ride-hailing activity in 

the current regulatory environment deserves at least 

as much attention, if not more.   

Transit authorities in other North American cities 

have raised the alarm over similar findings     

• In Chicago, the number of annual ride-

hailing trips increased 271% between 2015 

and 2018. The City found that “CTA 

ridership loss corresponds with areas of high 

ride-hailing ridership, and community areas 

where the most ride-hailing trips occur are 

also areas that have seen significant CTA 

ridership loss. Since 2015, there have been 

48 million fewer CTA rides taken 

annually.”xv  

• In New York City, “daily Uber and Lyft 

trips grew from 60,000 to 600,000 from 

2015 to 2018. That’s almost identical to the 

decline in daily transit boardings in New 

York: 580,000.”xvi 

• In Boston, the Metropolitan Area Planning 

Council studied the impact of ride-hailing on 

fare income: “After accounting for transit 

pass availability and substitution options, we 

estimate that the average ride-hailing trip 

represents 35 cents of lost fare revenue for 

the MBTA.”xvii 

In the long term, however, losing TTC ridership to 

ride-hailing is not just a revenue issue. If 

transportation in Toronto becomes more car-based, 

there are implications for road safety, congestion,  

community health, job quality and economic growth. 

Correspondingly, surface transportation (streetcars 

and buses) could become also less effective, setting 

in motion a vicious cycle.    

The COVID-19 Pandemic Reset  

Covid-19 has effectively re-set transportation in 

Toronto.  Ridership in our public transit system is 

down, and vehicles for hire are operating at a fraction 

of their former volume. There is an opportunity in 

Funding for the TTC relies 

heavily on fares.  If the TTC 

If roughly half of Toronto 

ride-hailing trips replaced 

public transit, the TTC 

would lose more trips as 

the volume of ride-hailing 

trips increased 

F IGURE 6:  CUSTOM TABULATION, RIDEFAIR TORONTO 
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such a re-set - but also a risk. Even as the City seeks 

emergency funding to operate the TTC from higher 

levels of government, there is a danger that we could 

see an even more significant shift of ridership (and 

revenues) from public transit to ride-hailing vehicles 

post-pandemic. Such a change could have profound 

implications for our ability to deliver efficient, 

equitable and affordable public transit in Toronto.     

Building Back Better   

Public transit is the most equitable, sustainable, 

affordable and 

efficient method 

for people to 

move in Toronto – 

and it deserves the 

investment needed 

to keep it that way 

and improve on 

it.   

The TTC and the 

City of Toronto 

need accurate, credible information to make informed 

policy decisions. In light of existing budget problems, 

reductions in services, discussions around fare 

increases, and a post-pandemic recovery, it is 

essential to fully understand the impact that ride-

hailing companies like Uber and Lyft have on TTC 

fare revenue.   

As stewards of generations of public investment into 

our transit system, we call on TTC Commissioners 

and City Councillors to take a sober look at how ride-

hailing companies impact our collective asset. We 

appreciate that the full extent of ride-hailing's impact 

wasn’t fully visible when Uber was legalized in 

Toronto in 2016. More research has become available 

and the negative impacts of ridehailing’s unrestricted 

growth is becoming clearer and clearer.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In light of existing budget 

problems, reductions in 

services, discussions 

around fare increases, 

and a post-pandemic 

recovery, it is essential to 

fully understand the 

impact that ride-hailing 

companies like Uber and 

Lyft have on TTC fare 

revenue 
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