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ANALYSIS / Mike Har ris hates it and pro mises to kill it, but acci den t sta tis tics and pub lic opi nion may

be vin dicating the NDP’s notor iou s pet proje ct

Ta king mor e than a passing glanc e at pho to radar
"Fol l owing a thorough revie w of safe ty sta tis-

tics, both her e in Ontario and elsewhere, we
have con cluded that photo radar is simply
th e government cash gra b we had always
expected ."

– Mike Har ris

BY MARTIN MITTELSTAEDT
Queen’s Par k Bu r eau

Among the NDP poli cie s that irk in-co m-
ing Ont ario premier Mike Har ris the mos t
is photo radar.

The Progres siv e Cons ervative Lea de r ha s
den oun ced the dev ice as a gov ernment rev-
enue grab disguis ed as a hig hway safety
mea s ure. He has sugg est e d that photo radar
is another step along the roa d to a socie ty
run by an all-int rusiv e st ate where law en-
fo rcement officia ls ke ep tab s on people’s ev-
er y move.

Bu t Mr. Har ris may hav e the wrong sto ry
on photo radar.

The new dev ices hav en’t tur ned out to be
a big rev enue sou rce for the gov ernment. And
althou gh many facto rs affect hig hway safety,
the int roduction of photo radar has coi nci-
de d with the first steep dro p in the number
of fat ali tie s on Ont ario roa ds in fou r ye ars.

And perhaps eve n mo re surprising than
the reduced death tol l is the rising pub lic ac-
cept anc e of photo radar. A re c ent pol l by
the Env ironics Res earch Group fou nd that
mos t Ontario resid e n t s ap prove of the de-
vi ces bei ng us ed to fine speeders.

Ontario Provi nci al Poli ce bega n using photo
radar last Aug.15, par t of a pilo t proje ct run -
ning to the end of this mon th. To dat e, po-
li ce hav e is s ued 240,000 ticke ts for fines to-
talling $16 -millio n. The NDP said photo
radar wou ld raise as much as $200 -mil lio n
annu ally.

The safety argum e n t will be answe red lat e r
this year, when the Min is try of Transport re-

le ases a repor t on the pilo t proje ct. A repor t
by the minist ry earli er this year indicated
that the devi ces have alrea dy had a maj or
im pact by cau sing drive rs to slow dow n.

Mr. Har ris made his pledge to dro p photo
radar in March , basi ng his opi nio n on only
fo ur mon ths of accid e n t st atis ti cs at one
OPP det ach ment and at one OPP dis trict.
The figure s he cit e d se eme d to show that
photo radar had no effect on safety.

Bu t so m ething did occur to make Ont ario
roads safer last year. According to figure s
co mpi led by the OPP, the number of hig h-
way deaths they inv estig a ted plu nge d to 634,
a dro p of 118 (16 per cent). It was the first
majo r de cli ne in the fat ali ty tol l in fou r ye ars.

The number of deaths had rem ain ed sta-
ble in the first fou r ye ars of the deca de, av-
eragi ng 750 annually.

The rea son for the sharp dro p in the death
toll is open to int e rpret ation. Hig hway car-
nage has been in a long-ter m de cli ne. Ex-
perts hav e att rib u t e d past dro ps in death
rates to seat-belt use, campaig ns aga inst
dr unk drivi ng and the int roduction of safety
fe ature s su ch as air bag s.

Deter min ing the pre cis e ef fect of photo
radar, giv en thes e ot he r fact ors, is diffic ult.
Last year als o marked the start of graduated
drive rs lic enc es in Ont ario, meaning that in-
ex per ienc e d drive rs must wait longe r to
have ful l us e of the roa ds.

Mr. Har ris said he oppos ed photo radar
becaus e alco h ol is the key fact or in 40 per
cent of all drive r fa talit ies. Exc essiv e speed
wa s cited in 18 per cent of fat al col lisi ons.

Mr. Har ris’s statis ti cs came from the 1992
Ontario Roa d Sa fety Annual Repor t by the
Mi nis try of Transport, whi c h cove rs all ac-
ci dents, inclu ding those on city streets.

Bu t look ing only at hig hways , which is
where photo radar is in use, the picture is

co mplet ely different.

In fat al accid e n t s inve s tig a ted by the OPP
ov er the past five years – mainly on hig hways
– speed was the mos t im por tant con tributing
fact or. It was cit e d in 51 per cent of deaths
in 1989, 44 per cent of deaths in 1990, 56
per cent in 1991, 42 per cent in 1992, 28 per
cent in 1993 and 25 per cent in 1994.

It was only last year, for the first tim e in
fiv e ye ars, that alc ohol exc e e ded speeding as
a cau se of death , being cit e d as a con tribu -
ting facto r in 28 per cent of fat al accid e n t s.

A poli ticia n hu nting for easy vot es might
have fou nd it in offer ing to canc el photo
radar two years ago, when the idea was first
advanc e d by provi nci al officia ls and was
de eply unpopular.

Bu t an Env ironics pol l conducted in April
fo und that a maj ority of Ont arians, 55 per
cent, approve d of use d photo radar to fine
speeders, while 44 per cent were oppos ed.

"We’v e actually seen sup por t cli mbing at a
ve ry slow but steady pace sin ce 1993, when
we first started ask ing the que s tion," said
Ja ne Armst rong, a pol lst e r at Env ironics.

The cur rent pol l re sul ts are an alm o st exact
reve rsal of the figure s fr om 1993.

Part of the rea son for the growing sup por t
is that the longe r photo radar is on provi n-
ci al hig hways , the more use d to it drive rs be-
co m e. Ms. Armst rong als o said many respon-
dents approve of the reduction in highway
speeds that hav e been the maj or obs ervable
ef fect of the int roduction of the technol ogy.

The pol l also fou nd maj or variation s in
suppor t and opposit ion to the devi ces.

Wo m e n are more strongly in fav o ur of
photo radar than men, while the strong est
opposit ion is among you ng ma les age d 18 to
24, the group usually fou nd to be the worst
drive rs in accid e n t surveys. "You get the
im age of the young male not bei ng too
ke en," Ms. Armst rong said.
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