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 STAFF REPORT

November 14, 2002
To:

Board of Health
From:

Dr. Sheela V. Basrur, Medical Officer of Health
Subject:
Public Health Issues Regarding the Toronto City Centre Airport




Purpose:

To provide a public health perspective on issues arising from the proposed expansion of the Toronto City Centre Airport (TCCA).  This report clarifies Toronto Public Health (TPH) concerns regarding the proposed expansion of TCCA operations, with the intent of providing City Council with a public health perspective when making final decisions about the future of the TCCA.
Financial Implications and Impact Statement:

There are no financial implications to the City arising directly from this report.

Recommendations:

It is recommended that:

(1) the report of the Medical Officer of Health regarding the TCCA be referred to City Council for consideration; and

(2) the appropriate City Officials be authorized and directed to take the necessary action to give effect thereto.

Background:
Several recent reports prepared by the City’s Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) outline the history and recent developments regarding the future of the TCCA.  Matters that pertain to public health considerations are summarized below.  A full review of the information related to the proposed expansion of the TCCA is beyond the scope of this report.

In 1998, City Council approved the establishment of a “fixed link” (i.e. a bridge) to connect the TCCA with the mainland at Bathurst Street subject to certain conditions being met.  These conditions were added to by the Planning and Transportation Committee in 1999 and included the submission of detailed business plans for the bridge and for the TCCA itself.  The TCCA is operated by the Toronto Port Authority (TPA) under a Tripartite Agreement between the City, the TPA and Transport Canada that governs, among other matters, noise exposure for surrounding residents.

In 1998, Dillon Consulting (on behalf of the TPA) conducted an Environmental Assessment (EA) of the fixed link and an addendum in Spring 1999 to address marine safety issues.  The EA was approved by the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency in September 1999 subject to the implementation of mitigation measures.  

In January 2002, the TPA released a report by Sypher:Mueller International Inc. that outlined three options for future operations at the TCCA:  baseline (modified status quo); enhancement of turboprop services; and introduction of jet services.  Also in early 2002, Regional Airlines Holdings Inc (Regco) submitted an unsolicited proposal to the TPA to upgrade the airport in exchange for the right to operate a TCCA-based airline servicing up to 17 Canadian and U.S. destinations within 500 nautical miles of Toronto using 15 Q400 Bombardier turboprop aircraft.  Regco projected that it would attract about 900,000 passengers per year within its first four years of operation.

At its meeting on January 29, 2002 the Toronto-East York Community Council requested the Chief Planner to report to the Planning and Transportation Committee on the compatibility of the current and proposed airport operations with the Waterfront Revitalization Plan, “and to consult with the Medical Officer of Health regarding the health and environmental issues that are relevant to this matter, in particular, the Toronto Cancer Prevention Coalition’s concerns”.  The Toronto Cancer Prevention Coalition’s letter is attached as Appendix A. Subsequent correspondence between the Commissioner of Urban Development Services and Toronto Public Health (TPH) is attached as Appendix B.

On May 1, 2002 a coalition of local residents and other individuals and organisations known as Community Airport Impact Review (Community AIR) held a public meeting to oppose any expansion at the TCCA and to advocate that the facility be closed immediately and converted to parkland and other public uses.  Community AIR’s plans were referred to City staff for review and a report back to the Waterfront Reference Group in October 2002.

In June 2002, the TPA informed the City of its intent to move forward with plans to construct the fixed link and requested that outstanding issues related to final approval be addressed at the October 8, 2002 meeting of the Waterfront Reference Group.

On September 19, 2002, the TPA submitted to the City a business plan for the proposed future operations of the TCCA and information on the design and environmental assessment of the fixed link bridge.  The plan was based heavily on the “expanded turboprop scenario”, i.e. no jets.

At its meeting on October 8, 2002, the Waterfront Reference Group considered a report from the CAO (September 27, 2002) on the financial, legal, community, health, environmental and economic impacts of various operational scenarios for the TCCA and on the status of outstanding directives related to Council’s approval of a fixed link to the TCCA.  The CAO’s report assessed the only viable options as being “do nothing” (which would likely result in eventual closure) or the “expanded turboprop” scenario subject to amendments to the Tripartite Agreement.  The report also incorporated comments from TPH about the impact of TCCA operations on public and environmental health (excerpted as Appendix C).

The Waterfront Reference Group adopted the CAO’s recommendation that additional information be submitted to the City including, “a comprehensive set of measures to mitigate the environmental and health effects of any enhancement to TCCA”.  Several questions were also directed to the Medical Officer of Health for consideration and response at the joint meeting of the Economic Development and Parks Committee and the Planning and Transportation Committee on October 24, 2002.  

The TPA provided City staff with additional information on October 8, October 11 and October 18, 2002.  This included two reports by Dillon Consulting on “Environmental Mitigation Measures” and a “Traffic Management Study”, both dated October 2002.

In light of this additional information, the CAO’s report (October 22, 2002) to the joint committee meeting included the following recommendations to limit the health, environmental and transportation impacts arising from expanded TCCA operations: 

(a) a cap on passenger volumes at 600,000 per year (the level identified in the EA at which a remote terminal and/or significant transit improvements would be required to mitigate the impact of traffic volumes on the surrounding community and road network);

(b) provision by the TPA of a detailed transit strategy to support their assumption that half of all airport trips would be made by transit; and

(c) provision by the TPA of additional modelling of aircraft emissions and ambient air quality impacts based on both on-site and surrounding off-site sources, and the predicted improvement in air quality that would result from specific mitigative measures to address community health concerns.

While the recommendation for development of a transit strategy was adopted, both the proposed cap and the additional air studies were defeated.  The joint committee meeting also decided to refer the entire matter to City Council for consideration at its meeting of November 24, 2002.

Comments:

Almost 120 deputations were received at the October 8 meeting of the Waterfront Reference Group and another 140 deputations were received at the joint committee meeting.  Many of these deputants referred to potential public health issues associated with this project.

Opponents of the project cited the risks to human health and the environment that would arise from increased air traffic (noise, air pollution, de-icing fluid effluents, potential air crashes), increased ground traffic (smog, congestion, safety hazards for pedestrians, cyclists and vehicles) and various hazards to marine safety.  

Proponents of the project cited the 1998 Environmental Assessment as being a definitive response to potential concerns about health and the environment.  In particular, various reports noted that the Gardiner Expressway is the primary contributor of air emissions along the waterfront and that the turboprop aircraft proposed by Regco were quieter and less polluting than those currently in use.  They also noted that projected passenger volumes could be accommodated within the current terms of the Tripartite Agreement that governed noise exposure (NEF-25) without the requirement for a numeric cap on future passenger volumes.

The results of TPH’s preliminary assessment of these potential public health concerns were submitted to the CAO’s office for consideration in the preparation of her reports (Appendix D).  The following general issues were identified in relation to available reports.  

Environmental Assessment (EA):

The existing Environmental Assessment, including the various additional reports written to supplement the original 1998 EA do not sufficiently address identified public health concerns.  The scope of the EA was very narrow, focusing primarily on the design, construction and operation of the fixed link.  Issues related to associated ground traffic, noise and emissions from aircraft were given only peripheral treatment in a series of appendices.  The sections dealing with transit and parking are cursory (see Appendix E).  The report was prepared by Dillon Consulting and does not appear to have been peer-reviewed.

Health Implications:

Most studies of health impacts of airports have been conducted around larger airports.  However, increased air traffic at the TCCA is likely to result in increased emissions of noise and pollutants.   An assessment of the impact of expanded activities on local air quality is necessary before any conclusions can be drawn on the potential health effects to people living in the surrounding community.    

Noise:

The study of the health effects of noise is complex.  This is partly due to the fact that the impact of noise varies depending on the characteristics of the noise, some of which are not completely understood.  Studies have shown links between stress, ill health and noise. The level of noise in a community can thus have an impact on the quality of life.  Airport related noise includes the noise from aircraft, ground activity at the airport and traffic.  

Aircraft-Related Noise:

Noise exposure forecasts (NEF) calculate the impact of aircraft noise in the vicinity of airports.  It is a measure of the daily cumulative effect of all aircraft averaged over a day.  NEF calculations are adjusted to take into consideration that night-flights are more annoying than daytime ones.  The Tripartite Agreement has outlined a NEF-28 contour for the TCCA.  Levels of noise outside of these contours are to be kept below 28 NEF.  Given the prevailing winds, most of the flights use the east-west runway, thus the NEF-25/28 contour is predominantly over water.  Aircraft are allowed to turn over land only once they have reached a certain height limiting their noise impacts on the ground.  The airport authority is responsible to ensure compliance with the NEF contours as outlined by Transport Canada. 

NEF values below 25 are considered to be similar to other background noise. At levels between 25-30 NEF, noise may interfere with certain activities and authorities receive sporadic complaints.  Transport Canada does not support incompatible land use, especially residential housing, in areas affected by aircraft noise.  Sensitive land uses are not recommended within the 25 NEF contour.  Although current and future residential areas are outside the projected 25 NEF contour, the actual response to noise varies depending on other factors such as existing ambient noise plus other social and environmental conditions and thus may still have a negative impact.

Ground and Traffic Noise:

The NEF calculations are used to manage the noise from aircraft during taxiing, landing and take-off.  There are other sources of noise at the airport from ground support activity and plane maintenance.  The TPA has noted that many complaints received about noise are related to sources of noise other than aircraft.  It is therefore also important to discuss mitigation measures for sources of noise which are not controlled using the NEF calculations.  

There are other sources of noise in the neighbourhood, such as trains and the Gardiner Expressway.  Because of their different characteristics and the overall mix experienced in any given area, it can be difficult to compare their impact.  For example, continuous noise, such as may be experienced from traffic on an expressway, is usually tolerated more than intermittent noise such as that coming from aircraft that are landing or taking-off.  Although the airport may not be the most significant source of noise in the area, it still contributes to the overall impact of noise in the neighbourhood, and will predominate in certain areas. 

Air Emissions from Aircraft:
The pollutants found in emissions from aircraft are similar to those from other sources in the transportation sector (e.g. cars, trucks).  These include pollutants contributing to smog as well as toxic pollutants, some of which are known carcinogens.  Although emissions from aircraft at the TCCA may be small in comparison to total emissions in the City, air quality in the City is the result of the sum of a multitude of small sources.  The transportation sector is the most important contributor to the pollution in the City and air transportation as a whole is a growing concern related to global climate change.  

Air Emissions from Ground Activities and Traffic:

Emissions from ground service activities can contribute about half of the total emissions from airports.  The Traffic Management Study identifies possible mitigative measures to reduce impact of air pollution from vehicles that the TCCA will consider.  These include investigation of alternative fuels for ground operation vehicles, encouraging only alternative-fuel taxis to provide pick-up at the terminal building, and encouraging air carriers to provide a shuttle service to downtown locations.  It also states that “TPA is prepared to commit staff” to enforce the City’s By-law to Prohibit Excessive Idling of Vehicles and Boats as a key means of reducing local impacts (page 41).  However, it is unclear if the TPA resources being contemplated for this purpose would actually be sufficient for by-law enforcement both on and off-site.  

Health Impact from TCCA Air Emissions:

The Medical Officer of Health has been requested to comment on the health impacts of the expansion of the TCCA.  Toronto Public Health has determined that air quality in Toronto is currently linked to premature death, lung disease and heart disease.  The airport is only one of many sources in the area, including the Gardiner Expressway and local traffic.  Although the EA provides some information on emissions from the airport, it is not sufficient to make an assessment of the potential health impacts.  There is a need to model the emissions and the resultant air quality for various levels of airport traffic (i.e. 300,000; 600,000; 900,000;  1,200,000 and more), in conjunction with the associated ground level activity at the airport and sources in the surrounding areas and to assess the impact of various mitigative measures, such as the construction of an off-site terminal.  The joint committee meeting did not adopt the recommendation for additional air modelling made in the CAO’s report (October 22, 2002). 

Transportation Issues:

Traffic patterns, such as the number of vehicles and levels of congestion, are important considerations in determining the impact on local air quality. The assessment of the transportation impacts has relied on the study undertaken by KPMG in 1991.  Although the 1998 EA notes that an annual passenger volume of 900,000 would not result in aircraft noise levels above the 25 NEF contours, it concludes that at passenger levels above 600,000 “serious impairment of local road network would occur”.  It therefore recommends a remote check-in facility if annual passenger numbers increase above 600,000.  Such a facility would result in lower traffic impacts at 900,000 passengers per year than at 600,000, because fewer people would travel directly to the airport.  

The construction of a remote check-in facility is not included in the TPA Business Plan.  The Traffic Management Study finds that the conclusions of the 1998 EA are still valid, but further asserts that up to 900,000 passengers can be handled with a lower traffic volume than previously estimated.  However, it provides insufficient detail on how this could realistically be achieved, including the capacity of local public transit to serve the waterfront area and other aspects that are subject to the success of future negotiations between the City and TPA.

For example, the Study states that, “transit service is a key element of the traffic management plan” (page 38).  The report’s conclusion that increased passenger volumes can be accommodated assumes dramatic increases in transit use (up to 50% of trips). However, it does not substantiate the validity of this assumption.  The City’s Transportation Services describe this assumption as “overly optimistic” and that the increase in transit use “does not correspond to anticipated transit service documented in the TPA’s report” (see Appendix F).  The Dillon study recommends a shuttle bus to Union Station and states that an LRT extension “could be considered”, but this would require resolution of major technical issues.  A formal transit strategy has been requested to support these estimates.  

The Study also assumes that flights will be distributed somewhat evenly throughout the day.  Transportation staff state that this assumption results in “unrealistically low” peak traffic, as flight times will be driven by market demand and likely will be clustered around “rush hour” periods.  This may increase the likelihood of local traffic congestion and infiltration into surrounding neighbourhoods.  It is therefore unclear if the projected passenger volumes can actually be handled as proposed without the use of a remote check-in facility or other measures.

The CAO’s report (October 22, 2002) had recommended a cap of 600,000 passengers per year.  This recommendation was not adopted since it was considered unnecessary.  The NEF-25 contour was considered sufficient in determining maximum passenger volumes without undue impacts on noise and local air pollution.  However, the staff recommendation for the cap was based on point for local traffic congestion and road safety which are not addressed by the NEF nor adequately substantiated in the Traffic Management Study.  The joint committee meeting of October 24, 2002 accepted the CAO’s recommendation that a transit plan be developed in consultation with the City and the TTC.  However, until that work is satisfactorily completed, public health issues arising from ground traffic congestion will remain unaddressed.

Other Considerations:

Those who supported the expansion of the airport focussed on the benefits that could occur.  There are many factors that influence health, including employment and income.  Therefore, these benefits can contribute to overall well being in the City.

Potential economic benefits may accrue through the recruitment and retention of businesses and local employment into the downtown core, increased tourism generated by easier access to Toronto, an alternative choice for regional air travel and employment from aircraft construction. The TCCA is also used by air emergency medical services and for the training of pilots. 

Conclusions:

As stated in the CAO’s report (September 27, 2002), the Medical Officer of Health has remained neutral on the specific question of whether TCCA operations should decrease, remain the same, or expand.  Ideally, the expansion of the airport would be considered within an overall sustainable transportation plan for Toronto. 

The scientific literature has documented the health effects of airports and their associated ground operations.  Air pollution and noise impacts can be expected to rise as activities increase at the TCCA.  Estimated passenger volumes, peak periods and the associated local impacts from noise and air pollution remain uncertain.  To date, the public health concerns of local residents and other opponents of TCCA expansion arising from the projected number of aircraft and the associated ground traffic have not been satisfactorily addressed.  The magnitude of increased health risk is said to be small, at least in relation to other sources of pollution (e.g. Gardiner Expressway); however this has certainly not been proven.  

Given the multiplicity of local sources, vehicle loads and the cross border transport of air pollutants, overall, the TCCA is a relatively small contributor to poor air quality in Toronto.  However, the TCCA is a significant local point source of noise and air pollution that is located in an area that provides for enjoyment of the natural environment.  Moreover, these increased emissions and health risks apply in an environment that is already somewhat degraded by regional air pollution, local traffic congestion and historical soil contamination.  At minimum, it is recommended that a proper assessment of current and projected air quality and noise exposures be made.  Such an assessment will also provide a baseline against which to assess future health impacts among area residents and to reduce future impacts on local businesses, tourists and other visitors to the area (e.g. on school trips).

The potential economic value of this project to the City through increased local employment and economic stimulation of the downtown core may have spin-off benefits in terms of the health of individuals and local communities.  This has to be carefully balanced with the increasing importance of the waterfront district as a place to live, work and spend time in recreation.  As such, the potential public health impacts of this project arising from exposure to increased noise and air pollution should be properly assessed and managed, for the benefit of area residents and to protect and promote this area for future users and visitors to the City’s waterfront. 

Contact:

Ronald MacFarlane

Supervisor,  Environmental Health Assessment and Policy

Telephone: 416-338-8097

Fax: 416-392-7418

Email: rmacfar3@toronto.ca

Dr. Sheela V. Basrur

Medical Officer of Health
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