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Canadian Transportation Agency Consultation 

Phase II of Accessible Transportation for Persons with 
Disabilities Regulations 

About Unifor  

Unifor is Canada’s largest private sector trade union, representing 315,000 members working in every 
major sector of the economy, including communications, manufacturing, services, resources and 
transportation industries. Unifor represents a large number of members across Canada who work in the 
rail industry sector.  

Unifor members are employed in many workplaces that support rail passenger service including the 
following; 

• Quality Assurance, Maintenance & Refurbishment of Coaches and Locomotives 

• Customer Service – Ticketing Agents 

• Procurement/Stores  

• On-Board Services – Food & Beverage Staff 

• Other CSU & Clerical Staff 

• Locomotive Engineers 

Our members interact with passengers throughout all aspects of travel including providing tickets and 
travel information, assisting passengers with boarding/disembarking the train and offering customer 
service on board. The stations and trains are our workplaces and the safety of both our members and 
the public is a priority. 

Our goal is to not only improve accessibility and ensure the safety for our members and all disabled 
passengers, but to ensure that it is achieved without loss of dignity.  

Unifor’s National Rail Industry Council welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission and to 
participate in the Canada Transportation Agency consultation process for the Accessible Transportation 
for Persons with Disabilities Act (ATPDR), Phase II. Unifor has been a vocal advocate on the need to 
maintain passenger rail service across Canada from Coast to Coast to Coast – a service that works to 
ensure safe, reliable and accessible transportation for everyone. 

While this consultation phase is related to key questions, the major concern that we will be raising is the 
fact that not all Canadians with disabilities have equal access to passenger services, whether that be by 
bus or by passenger rail travel. While the focus of this submission will be on the need for changes to 
passenger rail, we believe that changes are also needed for bus service. A synergistic relationship 
between train and bus passenger services would greatly improve accessibility to isolated areas. 
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Utilize Existing Rail Corridors to Expand Passenger Rail to Isolated Areas 

Public transportation, in and of itself, is the most important factor providing accessibility to 
services and opportunities to improve quality of life for disabled people. Many of these services 
and opportunities are not available in remote and isolated communities in Northern Canada. 
For this reason, disabled people require connectivity between the community they live in and 
urban centers.  

The absence of transportation is a barrier to accessibility! 

Therefore, it is necessary that rail service be expanded to isolated areas to provide this 
accessibility. There is already an existing rail infrastructure that could be utilized to offer 
passenger service to many of these isolated areas. (Some of the lines are already in compliance 
with passenger train requirements, while others would have to be upgraded.) 

Rail Lines – Canada  (RAC Maps Online) 

In most cases, however, passenger service is not offered to isolated or remote areas, because it 
is deemed to be cost prohibitive for the long haul and short line rail carriers that operate on 
these lines. The reality is that the ridership is lower in remote areas where population density is 
smaller, so it is not reasonable to suggest that any railway should operate public transportation 
at a loss.  
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But, transportation is an essential service needed by all disabled people …  

Not just for those who live in and around urban centers. 

Passenger rail service promotes economic development in isolated areas, as well as the 
opportunity for personal financial growth and sustainability and access to both education and 
the best medical treatment. It also enables people to preserve relationships with loved ones.  

When no transportation service is available, quality of life is diminished, and all members of a 
community are disadvantaged.  

It is also a matter of safety and could, for some of us, mean the difference between life and 
death. 

So how do we expand passenger service to provide accessibility to these services and 
opportunities for disabled people in isolated and remote areas? 

It is our recommendation that the federal government work with rail carriers and all other 
levels of government (including First Nations) to create policy that directs and provides for the 
delivery of passenger rail services within Canada where none presently exists, particularly in 
isolated Northern communities. And further, that the federal government provide funding for 
the provision of this essential service, committing to a long-term annual subsidization program 
for operations to rail carriers, as well as lump sum payments to offset capital expenditures for 
the purchase or refurbishment of rail equipment, station upgrades and necessary 
improvements to rail infrastructure related to compliance of accessibility standards within a 
prescribed timeframe .  

As it is quite common for disabled people to have more than one disability and/or additional 
challenges with respect to gender, race and age, these intersectional barriers may require them 
to access the services and assistance of multiple government agencies. It would follow then, 
that the responsibility for funding the expansion of passenger rail service could be shared 
between several different ministries and agencies.   
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Under the Transportation Act, Article 169.5, a disability is defined as follows;  

disability means any impairment, including a physical, mental, intellectual, cognitive, learning, 
communication or sensory impairment — or a functional limitation — whether permanent, 
temporary or episodic in nature, or evident or not, that, in interaction with a barrier, hinders a 
person’s full and equal participation in society. (handicap) 

The following charts and tables show the percentage of Canadians that are considered to be 
both disabled and a member of a group protected from discrimination under the Human Rights 
Code related to gender, age and Indigenous identity. 

The percentage of 
women with 
disabilities related 
to mobility and 
mental health 
issues are 
considerably higher 
than men. 

Table 3 

Canadian population aged 15 years and over with a disability, by disability type and sex, 2017 

Disability type Both Women Men 

number percent number percent number percent 

Total population - aged 15 years and over 28,008,860 100.0 14,345,330 100.0 13,663,530 100.0 

Pain-related* 4,062,000 14.5 2,374,230 16.6 1,687,770 12.4 

Flexibility* 2,795, 110 10.0 1,568,970 10.9 1,226,140 9.0 

Mobility* 2,676,370 9.6 1,601,010 11.2 1,075,350 7.9 

Mental health-related* 2,027.370 7.2 1.272,490 8.9 754,880 5.5 

Seeing* 1,519,840 5.4 903,040 6.3 616,800 4.5 

Hearing* 1,334,520 4.8 619,360 4.3 715,160 5.2 

Dexterity* 1,275,610 4.6 784, 120 5.5 491,490 3.6 

Learning 1,105,680 3.9 560,970 3.9 544,700 4.0 

Memory* 1,050,840 3.8 575,760 4.0 475,080 3.5 

Developmental* 315,470 1.1 123,310 0.9 192,160 1.4 

Unknown 155,810 0.6 75,150 0.5 80,660 0.6 

* significantly different between women and men at p < .05 
Note: The sum of the values for each category may differ from the total due to rounding. 

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Survey on Disability, 2017. 
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Table 1 

Percentage of people aged 15 y ears and older with a disability by Indigenous identity, age group and sex, 

Canada,2017 

Age group Indigenous identity 

First Nations people living off reserve Metis Inuit Non-Indigenous people 

percent 

15 years and older 32.3 30.0 18.6 21.8 

Men 

15 to 24 years (reference category) 19.0 16.6 9.1 10.2 

25 to 39 years 17.0 18.1 11.3 11.6 

40 to 54 years 31.8 - 28.6 - 15.5 18.3 -

55 years and older 39.8 - 36.4 - 35.7 - 30.9 -

Women 

15 to 24 years (reference category) 26.9 31.3 13.5 14.8 

25 to 39 years 33.9 26.8 19.0 16.8 -

40 to 54 years 45.0 - 36.1 22.9 - 20.0 -

55 years and older 44.1 - 43.4 - 38.0 - 33.8 -

- significantly different from reference category (95% confidence intervals do not overlap) 

Note: Age groups were determined based on the younger age structure of Indigenous peoples. 

Sources: Statistics Canada, Aboriginal Peoples Survey, 2017; Canadian Survey on Disability, 2017. 

It is important to note that the prevalence of disabled men identifying as First Nations people 
living off reserve is on average 10% higher for men of the same age identifying as Non-
Indigenous people.  

For First Nations women living off reserve, this number jumps to between 11% and 25% higher 
as compared to Non-Indigenous women. 
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Closing the Gaps in Aboriginal Health – Canada.ca

Indigenous and First Nations people comprise a large portion of the population living in remote 
areas in Northern Canada. The challenges and barriers experienced by these communities will 
not be restated in detail as there is a great awareness of the issues. Many of these issues, which 
were identified by the Truth & Reconciliation Commission Final Report, remain outstanding and 
accessibility to public transportation could help to resolve them.  

Accessibility to health and other services has diminished quality of life and created 
environments that are unsafe physically and mentally. First Nations communities desire to 
provide health services within their own communities, however attracting medical and health 
professionals is difficult due to isolation. Maintaining connections with family members who 
are relocated to health care facilities in urban centers is also challenging and often cost 
prohibitive without access to transportation other than air.  

“The next time you’re on a reserve, think about where the closest hospital is, or where the 
closest tertiary hospital is, as well as where the closest grocery store is where you can get 
fresh food.”  

Why do Canada’s Indigenous people face worse health outcomes than non-Indigenous people? ,  

By Indhu Rammohan

Degree of Isolation of First Nations and Inuit Communities 

Four types of communities have been defined to reflect varying degrees of isolation and 
accessibility: 

• Non-Isolated: road access less than 90 km to physician services 
• Semi-Isolated: road access greater than 90 km to physician services 
• Isolated: scheduled flights, good telephone services, and no year-round road access 
• Remote-Isolated: no scheduled flights, minimal telephone or radio svcs, and no road access 

https://thevarsity.ca/author/indhurammohan/
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Women with disabilities, which can vary in degree of impairment and form from physical, 

developmental to psychological disabilities are four times more likely to experience domestic violence 

than women without disabilities and they remain a victim for longer periods of time. In many cases, they 

rely on their partners for care and financial support and they fear being alone more than the abuse. The 

unconscionable treatment of women with disabilities is not limited to physical, sexual and psychological 

abuse, but preys upon their weaknesses through neglect, withholding medications, physically harming 

service animals, withholding or destroying assistive devices, such as wheelchairs and controlling their 

money.  

When a woman with a disability, especially an intellectual or psychological disability, finally decides to 

leave an unsafe environment, she needs access to transportation that will allow her to travel to a safe-

haven and get access to support services.  

Without access to public transportation, too many Indigenous and First Nations Women and Girls, 

desperate to escape abusive and unsafe situations, have been murdered or gone missing in their 

attempts to seek a safe-haven. The number of tragedies that have occurred to women and girls 

travelling alone along remote corridors all over Northern Canada is unacceptable. One corridor along 

Highway 16 has become known as the Highway of Tears. The passenger rail service that could service 

this corridor travels from Point A to Point B without stops in between. Below is an excerpt from an 

opinion piece in MacLean’s Magazine by Pam Palmateer, who is herself a Mi’kmaq lawyer and activist.  

She discusses the impact that public transportation, or rather the lack of public transportation has on 

Indigenous people. 

Greyhound Canada’s cuts are a public safety crisis for Indigenous people 
By Pam Palmateer 

Opinion: Indigenous people will be disproportionately affected by the loss of one of the few—if not 
only—modes of accessible transportation in remote places 

…..When British Columbia’s Missing Women Commission of Inquiry issued its final report in 2012, the 
provincial government was urged to “develop and implement an enhanced public transit system to provide 
a safer travel option connecting Northern communities, particularly along Highway 16”—perhaps better 
known as the Highway of Tears, so named for all of the women, many Indigenous, who have gone missing 
or were murdered along that stretch of highway. With a lack of public transportation along that highway to 
connect more remote communities and First Nations to urban areas, many of those women had been forced 
to rely on hitchhiking, which put them at risk to dangerous men. This call for 
more accessible transportation was echoed in the testimony before the current national inquiry into 
murdered and missing Indigenous women and girls—and with so much of Canada’s vastness so remote, it’s 
been an urgent need for decades. 

Manitoba and Saskatchewan, for instance, have the highest rates of murdered and missing Indigenous 
women and girls in Canada, at 49 per cent and 55 per cent respectively. As was the case in the Highway of 
Tears, access to affordable transportation is critical if we are to help prevent violence against Indigenous 
women and girls, avoid forcing them to be in dangerous situations, or provide an escape from domestic 
violence. Advocates have long said there aren’t enough transportation options—and so reducing them, 
rather than adding more, only threatens to create a major public safety crisis. 
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Conclusion 

The answer to the question of whether small transportation providers should follow the same 
accessibility standards as larger providers, is a simple yes.  

Achieving this is more complex and calls for government funding across multiple ministries and 
at different levels of government. Integrating passenger service with existing freight consists is 
an option that could promote cost savings. The conditions for travel in remote areas are 
different than in urban centers, with sometimes harsher weather and geography. While the 
challenges related to boarding people with mobility issues and requiring the use of assistive 
devices (such as wheelchairs) can be difficult, there are many engineering and mechanical 
innovations that can help facilitate this process.  

Disabilities are of varying types, degrees and can be temporary, permanent and/or fluctuate.  
As such the needs of each person with a disability are different, but ultimately the offering of 
passenger service is the first step in accessibility.  

With respect to compliance to the same standards as larger carriers, a reasonable timeframe 
for implementation and compliance must be developed.  

In all cases related to accessibility, the delivery of these services must not compromise the 
safety of the workers or the passengers.  

Clearly, it has been shown that the expansion of rail passenger service to remote areas is 
necessary in providing disabled people in remote and isolated areas with accessibility to a 
better quality of life that includes safety and dignity.  

The concept that all disabled people deserve this right is undeniable and it is essential. 

The absence of public transportation is a barrier! 

Expanding passenger rail service is the first step in removing this barrier. 

Let’s start there! 

Submitted by: Unifor National Rail Industry Council 
February 28, 2020 
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