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Purpose and Intended Audience

» This brief is addressed to school boards, trustees, and the Ontario Ministry of Education. It
identifies direct, foreseeable impacts of the proposed ALTO southern corridor on student
transportation operations, school attendance boundaries, and long-term enrolment stability.

» Tt identifies specific obligations and decisions that school boards and the Ministry should act on
now, during the active public consultation period (January 15 — March 29, 2026).

» Companion materials for general audiences are available at altohsrcitizenresearch.ca.

1. Executive Summary

The federal Alto project proposes a 300 km/h high-speed rail corridor through rural Eastern
Ontario. The southern route option, currently under public consultation, passes through the
primary service territories of the Upper Canada District School Board, the Catholic District School
Board of Eastern Ontario, and the Limestone District School Board — some of the most rural, bus-
dependent school communities in Ontario.

The corridor requires a fully fenced, grade-separated right-of-way with no at-grade crossings.
Every road intersecting it must receive a grade-separated structure or be permanently closed. In
a region where school bus routes rely on rural concession road networks spaced 1—2 km apart,
crossing consolidation will force route detours, extend ride times, trigger provincial standard
violations, require costly route restructuring, and fragment school catchment areas.

These impacts fall on school boards and their transportation consortia — but the project is federal,
the infrastructure decisions are made without board input, and the resulting costs are not
currently allocated to anyone. The Ministry of Education and affected boards must act proactively
during the consultation window to ensure their interests and statutory obligations are protected.
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Key Findings for School Boards and the Ministry

» STEO faces an existing $11.9M provincial funding shortfall. Any ALTO-driven route
restructuring adds unbudgeted cost with no identified funding source.

» Crossing closures will trigger violations of Ontario’s maximum ride-time standards (775 min
elementary / 90 min secondary) on affected routes, creating compliance and equity obligations
for school boards.

» Ontario road-distance-based boundary calculations mean that crossing detours will
automatically alter eligibility determinations and “nearest school” designations across the
corridor.

» Expropriated families may cross school board boundaries, triggering program access obligations
that boards have no mechanism to fulfill in rural settings.

» Rural schools already below optimal enrolment thresholds face elevated Pupil Accommodation
Review (PAR) risk if catchment fragmentation and expropriation-driven population loss
compound existing decline.

» No Student Transportation Impact Assessment is currently required. No school board has been
designated as a formal stakeholder. The active consultation period closes March 29, 2026.

2. Background: The ALTO Project

Alto is a federal Crown corporation (a subsidiary of VIA Rail) overseeing Canada’s first high-speed
rail network. The Cadence consortium — comprising CDPQ Infra, AtkinsRéalis, SYSTRA, Keolis,
Air Canada, and SNCF — was selected in February 2025 to co-design, build, finance, operate, and
maintain the network at an estimated capital cost of $80—$120 billion.

Between Ottawa and Peterborough, Alto is studying two routing options. The northern option
follows Highway 7 through the Canadian Shield. The southern option swings south through
agricultural communities in South Frontenac, Central Frontenac, Leeds and Grenville, Lanark,
and Hastings counties. The study corridor is approximately 10 km wide; the final right-of-way will
be approximately 60 metres wide, fully fenced, with no at-grade road crossings permitted.

The active public consultation period runs January 15 — March 29, 2026. Affected boards and the
Ministry have an opportunity to submit formal positions during this window. After this period,
corridor selection and subsequent Federal Impact Assessment proceedings will be substantially
harder to influence.

No Station Serving Eastern Ontario
» Under the current Alto mandate, there are only three stops in Ontario: Toronto, Peterborough,
and Ottawa.

» Kingston — Eastern Ontario’s largest city, a major healthcare hub, and home to Queen’s
University — has no planned stop.

» Kingston City Council formally opposed the southern route in February 2026 unless a Kingston-
area station is added.

» The southern corridor therefore offers no mobility benefit to the communities it disrupts. School
boards are asked to absorb costs for a project from which their students derive no direct service.
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3. Impact on Student Transportation Operations

Because trains operating at 300 km/h are physically incompatible with at-grade road crossings,
every road intersecting the corridor must be addressed in one of three ways: a grade-separated
structure is built (bridge or underpass); the road is permanently closed; or the road runs parallel
to the corridor and is unaffected. Grade-separated structures cost $5—15 million each, and not
every rural concession road will receive one. The ALTO project will consolidate crossings —
closing some roads and directing traffic to the nearest remaining crossing.

3.1 Route Detour and Ride-Time Impacts

In rural Eastern Ontario, north—south concession roads are typically spaced 1—2 km apart. When
alternate crossings are closed, a school bus must detour to the nearest open crossing — potentially
3-8 km away. On rural routes covering 40—60 km with 15—25 stops, even a single such detour
adds 6—16 km and 10—20 minutes to the one-way trip.

STEO currently targets a maximum one-way ride time of 60 minutes. Ontario’s new provincial
standard sets a ceiling of 75 minutes for elementary and 90 minutes for secondary students by
2027-28. Routes already approaching these limits will breach them if forced to add crossing
detours. A route that violates the maximum must be restructured: split into two routes, shortened
by eliminating stops, or served by additional vehicles. Each option has direct cost and service-
equity implications.

Ride-Time Compliance Risk

» Routes near the 60-minute current limit will exceed it with even one significant detour.

» New provincial maximums (75/90 min) apply from 2027-28 — the same period ALTO
construction will be in progress.

» Non-compliant routes expose school boards to Ministry accountability requirements and create
inequity between students on affected vs. unaffected routes.

» Restructuring costs (additional vehicles, drivers, operating hours) are not covered by any
existing funding envelope.

3.2 Stop Location Displacement

Bus stops cannot be located on bridge structures or inside underpasses. NHTSA guidance
recommends stops be positioned at least 90 metres from any railway structure. For students living
on the far side of the corridor from their school, this means stop locations must be moved —
potentially adding significant walking distance in rural settings with no sidewalks, open roadside
ditches, and vehicle speeds that already make pedestrian travel hazardous. For students in Junior
Kindergarten through Grade 3, this represents a meaningful safety concern that school boards
have a duty of care to address.

3.3 STEOQO’s Pre-Existing Financial Fragility

Student Transportation of Eastern Ontario (STEO), the consortium serving UCDSB and CDSBEO,
enters this period under serious independent financial strain. A new provincial funding formula
has created an $11.9 million structural shortfall. The formula is perversely structured: efficiency
improvements reduce route counts, which reduces funding, which reduces the benefit of the
efficiency gain. STEO is being required to simultaneously increase walk distances (secondary
students to 3.2 km) and maximum ride times (elementary to 75 min, secondary to 90 min) to align
with provincial standards.
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Any new route complexity imposed by ALTO — detours, stop relocations, route splits — lands on
a consortium that has no financial capacity to absorb it. The funding shortfall is a provincial
responsibility. The infrastructure disruption is a federal one. No mechanism currently exists to
bridge them. Without one, the cost defaults to school boards.

3.4 Construction-Phase Operational Disruption

The ALTO project will be under construction for many years across the Eastern Ontario segment.
Throughout construction, road configurations will change frequently: temporary closures, access
restrictions, crane swing zones, and staged detours. STEO route planners will face an unusually
unstable operating environment. Routes optimized in September may be invalid by January. The
Ontario Ministry of Transportation requires 90-day notice for significant route changes — a
standard that cannot be met if construction notifications are ad hoc.

Boards and the Ministry should require Alto and Cadence to establish a dedicated Student
Transportation Construction Liaison with minimum 9o-day advance notice obligations as a
condition of construction permits.

4. Impact on School Attendance Boundaries and Enrolment

The ALTO corridor’s effects extend beyond transportation operations. The corridor will function
as a new hard physical boundary through currently continuous rural communities, with direct
consequences for attendance boundaries, program access, and school viability.

4.1 Road Distance as the Legal Basis for Boundaries

Ontario school boards assign students and calculate transportation eligibility on the basis of road
distance — the actual route a student must travel, not straight-line distance. This is not merely
administrative practice; it is embedded in Ministry of Education policy and the basis on which
school boards fulfil their transportation obligations under the Education Act.

When ALTO crossing closures force detours, road distances change. Every school whose
catchment area crosses the corridor right-of-way will be affected. Schools that were “nearest by
road” for students on the far side of the corridor may no longer be, once the detour distance is
calculated. This automatically triggers eligibility recalculations and, in some cases, formal
boundary reviews. Boards cannot defer this work: it is a legal requirement under the Education
Act and Ministry boundary-setting policy that boundaries reflect current road conditions.

4.2 Expropriation and Cross-Boundary Displacement

Families expropriated from properties within or adjacent to the corridor right-of-way must
relocate. In rural Eastern Ontario, affordable replacement properties may be in a different
township, county, or school board catchment area entirely. A family displaced from South
Frontenac may end up in Lanark County or Hastings County — crossing from UCDSB territory
into LDSB or CDSBEO territory, or into communities served by entirely different boards.

For families with children in specialized programs — French-language instruction under s. 23 of
the Charter, Catholic education under s. 93, gifted programs, special education placements,
applied and academic stream tracks at specific secondary schools — cross-board displacement
may eliminate program access. The receiving board is not automatically obligated to replicate the
sending board’s program offer. In rural communities with limited program duplication, this
creates genuine access gaps that neither board has a mechanism to fill.
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4.3 The Corridor as a De Facto School Boundary

A fully fenced 60-metre right-of-way with limited, widely spaced crossing points does not merely
affect bus routes — it creates a new hard physical boundary through communities that currently
have no such division. Schools drawing students from both sides of the future corridor may find
that crossing consolidation effectively severs part of their established catchment. Students on the
far side of the corridor may be reassigned to a different school — one their family has no historical
relationship with, potentially in a different municipality or faith community — solely because the
road detour has changed their “nearest school” calculation.

School boards have no current mechanism to anticipate or plan for these reassignments because
the crossing consolidation decisions have not yet been made. This creates a planning gap:
boundary reviews triggered by ALTO will be reactive, after-the-fact, and potentially contentious
if families are told mid-program that their school assignment is changing.

4.4 School Viability and Pupil Accommodation Reviews

Ontario school boards are required under the Provincial Policy for Pupil Accommodation Reviews
(PPAR) to initiate a formal accommodation review when a school’s enrolment falls below defined
thresholds or utilization rates. UCDSB, CDSBEO, and LDSB all operate rural schools that already
function below optimal enrolment levels. Some are already on the margin of review thresholds.

The ALTO corridor could reduce enrolment at schools near the right-of-way through three
compounding mechanisms: (1) expropriated families leaving the area entirely; (2) catchment
fragmentation reassigning students to other schools; and (3) long-term demographic effects —
well documented in research on major infrastructure corridors — in which young families with
children avoid settling near disruptive linear infrastructure, reducing the supply of future
enrolment over time.

A PAR that results in school closure has consequences that extend far beyond the school board:
increased bus ride times for all remaining students in the area, loss of community infrastructure,
reduced property values, and the kind of irreversible demographic decline that makes rural
communities non-viable. None of these second-order effects are currently part of Alto’s impact
assessment framework.

Summary of Boundary and Enrolment Risks for Boards
» Road-distance boundary recalculations are legally required whenever road conditions change.
Crossing closures trigger this obligation.

» Cross-board expropriation displacement creates program access gaps for French, Catholic,
special education, and gifted students that no board is currently equipped to address.

» Catchment fragmentation will generate contested reassignments mid-program for students on
the far side of closed crossings.

» Rural schools near the corridor already operating below optimal enrolment face elevated PAR
risk from compounding population effects.

» Long-term demographic avoidance of corridor-adjacent communities will suppress enrolment
projections used in facility planning for decades.
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5. What School Boards and the Ministry Should Do Now

The active consultation period closes March 29, 2026. This is the most consequential window for
school boards and the Ministry to establish a formal position before corridor selection and Federal
Impact Assessment proceedings begin. The following actions are time-sensitive.

5.1 Actions for School Boards and Trustees

Recommendation 1 Submit a Formal Board Position to Alto During the
Consultation Period

Each affected school board — UCDSB, CDSBEO, and LDSB — should pass a formal board
resolution and submit it to Alto during the public consultation period (closing March 29, 2026).
The submission should: identify the number of school bus routes and students affected; specify
which road crossings are essential for student transportation; state that no crossing serving an
active school bus route should be closed without formal board agreement; and request that the
board be designated as a named, formal stakeholder in all subsequent Impact Assessment
processes.

Recommendation 2 Map Every School Bus Route That Crosses the Study
Corridor

STEO and the board transportation departments should be directed immediately to produce a
crossing-by-crossing map of all school bus routes intersecting the southern corridor study area.
This mapping is essential evidence for the formal submission. It should identify: the specific road
crossing; the route or routes that use it; the number of students affected; the nearest alternate
crossing and its detour distance; and the projected ride-time impact if the crossing is closed. The
U.S. FHWA has established that school bus route crossings should be protected by default in
consolidation planning — but only if they are identified and documented.

Recommendation 3 Commission a School Boundary Impact Assessment

Each affected board should commission an assessment of how boundary calculations change
under representative crossing-consolidation scenarios. The assessment should: identify every
school whose catchment area crosses the study corridor; model the road-distance effects of
different crossing patterns; flag schools where crossing detours would trigger “nearest school”
reassignments; identify students in specialized programs who would be cross-board displaced;
and quantify the additional transportation costs under each scenario. This assessment will be
required for future PAR proceedings in any case; commissioning it now creates the evidentiary
base for advocacy.

Recommendation 4 Request Formal Stakeholder Status in the Federal Impact
Assessment

The federal Impact Assessment Act provides mechanisms for affected institutions to obtain
participant status in assessment proceedings. School boards should formally request this status
now, before proceedings commence. This provides the legal standing to submit evidence, cross-
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examine project proponents, and ensure student transportation and school boundary impacts
are assessed as required impacts under the Act. Boards should consult with legal counsel
regarding IA Act participation procedures.

5.2 Actions for the Ministry of Education

Recommendation 5 Require a Student Transportation Impact Assessment as a
Condition of Provincial Support

The Province of Ontario has a role in major federal-provincial infrastructure projects. The
Ministry of Education should communicate formally to Transport Canada and Alto that
provincial cooperation on any corridor-related approvals or land-use decisions is conditional on
a mandatory Student Transportation Impact Assessment. This assessment must: map all school
bus routes crossing the southern corridor; model ride-time effects under realistic crossing-
consolidation scenarios; identify regulatory compliance risks under Ontario’s ride-time
standards; quantify restructuring costs; and propose a funding mechanism for those costs.

Recommendation 6 Establish a Federal—Provincial Cost-Sharing Framework for
Route Restructuring

Route restructuring costs attributable to a federal infrastructure decision should not be borne by
school boards under provincial per-pupil funding. The Ministry of Education should negotiate a
cost-sharing framework with Transport Canada before corridor finalization. This framework
should indemnify STEO and affected boards for: additional vehicles and drivers required by
detour-driven route splits; increased operating costs from longer routes; boundary review and
reassignment administration; and any capital costs for new stop infrastructure required near
grade-separated structures.

Recommendation 7 Provide Guidance on Cross-Board Displacement from
Expropriation

The Ministry should issue guidance to school boards regarding their obligations to students
whose families are expropriated and displaced across board boundaries. Specifically: What
obligations does the receiving board have to replicate specialized programs (French, Catholic,
special education, gifted) for displaced students? What transitional transportation support is
available? How should boards handle mid-year displacements? This guidance does not currently
exist, and boards will face these situations whether or not guidance is provided.

Recommendation 8 Flag ALTO Corridor PAR Risks in Accommodation Review
Oversight

The Ministry’s oversight of Pupil Accommodation Reviews should specifically account for
enrolment declines attributable to the ALTO corridor. If an accommodation review is triggered
at a rural school near the right-of-way, the review process should be required to assess whether
the enrolment decline is attributable to corridor effects before a closure decision is made. A
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school closure driven by federal infrastructure decisions should not be treated as an organic
enrolment trend.

6. The Northern Corridor: Equivalent Assessment Required

This brief has focused on the southern corridor because it is the option that has generated the
most documented concern from Eastern Ontario communities. However, the Ministry of
Education should not treat the northern corridor as a problem-free alternative by default. The
northern corridor, spanning Highway 7 through Lanark and Frontenac counties, passes through
its own network of rural communities with school bus dependencies, rural road infrastructure,
and schools that may already be operating close to enrolment viability thresholds.

The same analytical framework applied to the southern corridor in this brief — crossing
consolidation and route detour impacts, ride-time compliance risk, stop location displacement,
boundary recalculation obligations, expropriation-driven cross-board displacement, and PAR
threshold risk — should be applied with equal rigour to the northern corridor study area before
any corridor comparison is made.

The Ministry of Education should commission or require a parallel Student Transportation
Impact Assessment for the northern corridor covering: (a) all school bus routes operated by
affected boards that cross the northern study corridor; (b) ride-time impacts under realistic
crossing-consolidation scenarios; (c) school boundary and enrolment effects from right-of-way
severance and expropriation; and (d) identification of schools near PAR risk thresholds in the
northern corridor area. Without this parallel work, any corridor comparison that claims one route
is preferable from a student transportation perspective is not evidence-based. The Ministry is the
only institution with the mandate and the reach across all affected boards to commission this
assessment in a consistent and comparable way.

7. How to Engage During the Consultation Period

The public consultation period closes March 29, 2026. Boards and trustees should take the
following steps immediately:

o Submit formal board resolutions and written submissions to Alto’s online consultation
platform: en.consultation.altotrain.ca

« Direct STEO and transportation departments to produce crossing-by-crossing route
maps and ride-time impact models.

« Send formal written requests to Alto and to the Federal Impact Assessment Agency of
Canada requesting designated stakeholder status for each affected school board.

»  Write to the Minister of Education requesting the Ministry establish a formal position
and negotiate cost-sharing protections with Transport Canada.

«  Write to the Minister of Transport and MP for each affected riding to request a
mandatory Student Transportation Impact Assessment as a project condition.

« Attend Alto open houses and ensure board representation at all sessions in the corridor
area.
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