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Public-private partnerships, or P3s,
have become a common means 
of successfully delivering infra-
structure projects in Canada. Over 
the past 20 years, they’ve been 
refined to ensure they are pro-
viding value to taxpayers and the
public. P3s create value by balan-
cing risk between the private and
public sectors. 

In exchange comes the col-
lective experience of the partners 
and certainty on cost and timing.
In recent years, the industry has 
gotten specific in understanding 
what size projects will benefit most 
from the P3 model. Bombardier,
Canada’s leading mobility solutions 
provider, is a global leader in rail 
P3s, and has delivered projects of
varying sizes under the P3 model.

Right-sizing P3s
“When P3s opened up a new pro-
curement model for large projects 
in Canada, the industry began with 
small projects, such as Vancouver’s
Canada Line,” says Guillaume
Bouthillier, Vice President and
Head of Global Partnerships at
Bombardier Transport. “As P3s 
became more attractive, larger pro-
jects were constructed using this 
model, but they weren’t always as 
successful.” In the industry, having 
the right fit is essential.

“The industry is retracting 
somewhat and seeing that medium-
sized projects lend themselves best 
to the P3 model. There’s a sweet 
spot, where the project can’t be too 
small or too big,” he says. Having 
delivered over 100,000 rail cars and
moving half-a-billion people every 
day in 200 cities, there are a limited 
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number of companies that can bring 
the kind of global experience that
Bombardier has to rail projects. 

Integration is key
There are a lot of components that
make up any large infrastructure 
project, but with rail, there‘s 
another level of complexity, because 
the trains require maintenance and
operation through the life cycle of 
the decades-long contract. It's dif-
ferent from a highway or bridge, 
which requires less maintenance.
Accordingly, there is a need to bring 
together a consortium of partners 
to orchestrate the ensemble of 
components. 

“Projects that tend to be suc-
cessful are the ones where there is a 
holistic approach to solutions,” says 
Bouthillier. “Without this, you can 
have trains that don’t fit, or tunnels 
not built to the right dimensions, or 
weight issues on the tracks.” While

these issues can often be fixed, they 
end up delaying projects and costing 
taxpayers more. 

Bouthillier acknowledges that
P3s are not the best solution for
every project, but when it is the
right model, early planning is 
a strong contributor to success. 
Planning allows for the right play-
ers to come together to manage the 
integration and assume the appro-
priate risk that will translate into 
good value for the taxpayer and
the end user. This is important
because it’s the user that is living 
the experience and wants to know 
that it’s safe, comfortable, and
operates as it should. He adds that 
there have been some large rail pro-
jects in the UK that were derailed 
because they were too large to
integrate correctly. These projects 
later ended up getting cancelled,
which cost taxpayers a consider-
able amount of money. 

According to Bouthillier, 
Edmonton’s light rail Valley Line, 
currently under construction, is a 
good example of what a well-inte-
grated P3 project can deliver. Four 
partners, including Bombardier, 
have formed TransEd, which is 
overseeing the five-year design-
build and the 30-year operation and
maintenance of the rail line. “This is 
the perfect size project — just under 
two billion dollars — for a P3 of this 
kind,” says Bouthillier. “The smaller
size of this project made it easier to 
bring together the right team, and
we’ve even incorporated the city’s
urban planning into the project.”
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Richard Florida is an author,  
urbanist, and the current Director  
of Cities at the University of Toronto’s 
Martin Prosperity Institute. We 
spoke with him about how Canadian 
cities can evolve and prepare for the 
future through P3s.

Mediaplanet You founded the 
Creative Class Group which focuses 
on helping companies and regions 
achieve growth and prosperity. In 
your experience, what role can private 
partners play in improving our cities? 
Richard Florida In Canada, 
the private sector has got to play a 
bigger role in driving the revival of 
urban areas. We’re seeing a massive 
transformation in how our cities are 
built and how they propel innova-
tion. With the rise of urban technol-
ogies like ride-sharing, co-working, 
and co-living, the city is becoming 
an arena of innovation, and com-
panies are driving that.

A future city is one built with 
innovation in mind. Changes in 
how it’s organized, how mobility 
occurs, and how people live and 
work are all critical to its success. 
Governments have to get smarter 
in how they work with and regu-
late these private companies who 
are actively participating in the 
city’s growth because the private 
sector is an increasingly important 
part of our urban life.

Mediaplanet How important is 
infrastructure to facilitating a city’s 
prosperity and growth?
Richard Florida Infrastructure 
is critical. Historically, the key 
factor associated with urban 
growth was whether infrastructure 
was being built that would allow 
the city to scale. First, we had small 
places bounded by as far as we could 
walk. Then, horse-drawn carriages 
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and street railways expanded the 
city several miles. 

Ultimately, we developed the 
car and the modern post-war city 
with suburbs. Now, infrastructure 
is critical, because we’re at the next 
great juncture. Once you get a city 
to the size of Toronto, you can no 
longer move people around based 
on the car. The city starts to break 
down and roads become gridlocked, 
so in order to scale you have to 
invest in subways and mass transit. 

Historically, very few cities 
can make these shifts. Those that 
have — certainly New York and 
London — created the template for 
their growth before the onset of the 
car. In the West, it’s hard to think 
of a city that has overcome this 
inertia and built the kind of infra-
structure it needs once the car and 
single-family home came on the 
scene. The only way we can grow is 
to extend our transit and rail lines 

and evolve beyond the car.

Mediaplanet What role do 
you think the P3 model plays in 
developing infrastructure? 
Richard Florida The P3 model 
is the reason American cities were 
rebuilt — it is an incredible model. 
The rebuilding of American cities 
was not done with federal or state 
policy; it’s all been done through 
local action, civic action, and these 
P3 models. It’s the wave of the 
future, and in many ways it’s a more 
effective and efficient way of doing 
things. Properly regulated, it can 
also be a more democratic way of 
doing things. The genius of America 
was its ability to invent these new 
models, and flexibly adapt to new 
conditions. We’re behind on this 
in Canada, and there’s no holding it 
back. It’s such a powerful force for 
change and flexible adaptation — 
if you resist, it will just move else-
where, and other places will cap-
italize on its benefits. 

Mediaplanet How can we ensure 
private companies play a role in 
supporting sustainability and 
inclusive development?
Richard Florida It’s already hap-
pening. In Newark, the city govern-
ment was bankrupt and for many 
years corrupt, and the city was col-
lapsing. It was a P3 model led by 
corporations and local actors that 
created a strategy for rebuilding in 
an inclusive way.

It’s incumbent upon corpor-
ations to be good community 
members and urban citizens. All 
of this has to be done with an eye 
towards environmental sustaina-
bility, openness and transparency, 
and inclusion. Those will be three 
standards that P3s are held to.

“Governments 
have to get 

smarter in how 
they work with 
and regulate 

private 
companies 

who are 
actively 

participating 
in the city’s 

growth.”

“Projects that 
tend to be 
successful

are the ones 
where there
is a holistic 
approach to
solutions.”
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First completed car for the Edmonton Valley Line.




