
Trolley Folly
(Darryl McMahon – May 3rd, 2009)

While the day has been a long time coming, Saturday May 2nd, 2009, was the day schemers in the City 
of Edmonton finally succeeded in bringing the axe down on on Edmonton's zero-emissions, electric 
trolleybuses.  After years of forced starvation and character assassination, it felt like a mercy killing. I 
made a point on this poignant day to get out and take same pictures as these gallant veterans of public 
transit made their farewell trips on Route 3. 

The next step in the process is the removal of all the overhead power lines to ensure that a revival of 
quiet, zero-emissions road transit cannot be resurrected from the grave.  This process is already under 
way, it couldn't wait even until the 'accelerated' official decision to do in the trolleybuses.

Why the undignified hurry to kill the electric trolleybus right now?  Like a sequel to the story of 
California's Red Car line in the 1940's, there is a small window of opportunity now for those opposed 
to progress in transit technology.  The full-court press is palpable, as the victors trot out their talking 
points.

● The trolleys are old
● The overhead wires are unsightly, a visual blight on the cityscape
● Electric power is expensive relative to diesel
● Edmonton's major roads (trolley routes) are unpassable (under construction) so frequently that 

trolley routes are disrupted

While Edmonton officials have been reluctant to question those “facts”, some others have countered 
with reality.

It's easy to remedy the issue of old trolleybuses – buy new ones.  It worked for Vancouver recently. 
Edmonton officials did nominally evaluate a modern trolleybus in the past couple of years, but never 
came up with a credible reason why it wasn't a viable option.  The same evaluation didn't exactly gush 
over the potential of hybrid buses, either.  However, Edmonton officials do acknowledge they will have 
to buy additional rolling stock for the transit fleet in the near future.



By the way, it's easy to pick out the Edmonton trolleybuses even without looking for the pantographs – 
they're the only rolling stock in the Edmonton Transit Service (ETS) that are this old.  In months here, I 
have not seen a single diesel bus of the same vintage (1982) in service.

While the 'visual pollution' argument is always 
trotted out as a disadvantage of grid-connected 
transit systems, why is the critics never 
acknowledge the visual blight of clouds of black 
soot shooting out from diesel bus exhausts that then 
dirty the neary building facades (and our lungs)? 
But in the case of Edmonton, let's look at some 
visual evidence.  

What do you think?  Is it the overhead trolley wires 
that are blotting out the sightlines here in downtown 
Edmonton, or could it be something else?  What, 
you didn't notice the overhead lines?  

With the magic of a telephoto lens, you actually can 
make out the overhead power lines.  Look carefully, 
I even found a spot with the “Danger High Voltage” 
sign, in order to underline (sorry, I couldn't resist the 
visual pun) their existence.

There is merit to the argument about having to re-
route the trolleybuses because of the routinely 
deplorable condition of major roads in Edmonton. 
While I have to agree, I don't see it as the fault of 
the trolleybuses, just another case where they are 
another victim of Edmonton's general lack of 
infrastructure upkeep.  For Edmonton, I would like 
to coin a new term:  'defrastructure.'

Here are more photos of the trolley 
wires in downtown Edmonton, so you 
can appreciate for yourself the degree 
to which they are a visual blight. 
Honestly, are your eyes offended by 
the trolley wires, or perhaps more by 
the garish street-level advertising 
gondolas, the billboards, the 
unfinished-looking butt-end of the 
Shaw Centre, or the gaping hole 
presented by the open-air, ground-
level parking lot?

Honestly, in the picture below, what is 
it that captures your eye and makes the 
lasting impression?  Is it the horrible, 



vision scarring blight of the unsightly trolley 
wires, as the trolley-killers insist?  Or 
perhaps, could it possibly be the lovely street-
level advertising panel in the extremely 
fashionable gondola shelter with the broken 
roof panels?  Please take no notice of the 'For 
Lease' signs in the window of the office 
building, which is the predominant form of 
signage seen in downtown Edmonton these 
days.  (This is one of the more attractive 
areas along Jasper Avenue these days. 
Locals are taking issue with the number of 
building facades boasting boarded-up 
windows, peeling paint and other eyesores.  I 
did not want those distractions to take away 

from my argument that the trolley wires simply aren't that visually obtrusive.)

While diesel fuel is less expensive today than a year ago, I do not believe we should be counting on a 
world-wide global recession to last for the next couple of decades as a means of controlling fuel costs. 
In my mind, I have the troubling image of oil industry executives taking comfort in this news, as they 
sip after-dinner drinks after a meal of roast duck in oil sauce, à la Syncrude tailing ponds.

While the cost of upkeep of the trolley wires was counted against them as financial burden, it appears 
the cost of taking down the wires was not factored into the decision to take the trolley buses out of 
service.  However, that seems in keeping with a provincial government that feels reducing government 
spending on in-province initiatives in the current fiscal year counts as some form of economic stimulus 
during the global economic downturn.

Given the issue of having to re-route off the trolley wire infrastructure for short distances, and the need 
to replace a fleet that is almost 30 years old, it seems odd that Edmonton transit officials did not 
consider the use of dual-mode trollleybuses used in other parts of the world, which carry some battery 
storage so they can go off-wire for several kilometres of operation when required, and recharge when 
reconnected to the wires for on-grid operation.

Stranger still, Edmonton seems to feel that electric transit is the cost-effective way of the future when it 
comes to extending the LRT (which requires dedicated rights of way rather than just stringing some 
overhead wire), while concurrently cutting the road-based electric trolleybuses.

When questioned about the noise, dirt and pollution from the diesel buses, the trolley-killers countered 
that they will buy some hybrid diesel buses.  Worse than the fact that this only slightly reduces the 
problems instead of solving them, that rings hollow coming from a group that has evaluated hybrid 
buses, but not yet purchased one.  In fact, now that the die is cast for the clean-air trolleybuses, officials 
have tipped their real hand and announced that purchases of hybrids are on hold, and all new purchases 
for the foreseeable future will be conventional diesel buses.

Clearly, for Edmonton officials, the quality of air and noise levels in the city are of no value.  It's hard 
to imagine that view is actually representative of the citizens they represent.  In the longer-term (that is, 
beyond this council's term of office), I think the citizens of Edmonton will look back on this day with 
longing, frustration and anger.  While the rest of the world is turning to embrace a cleaner, cost-



effective, electric future for public transit and mobility, Edmonton has elected to embrace the past for 
its path forward.

As a long-time transit user, I have ridden on conventional 
diesel buses, hybrid diesel buses, electric trolleybuses, 
streetcars, subways and light rail systems.  I know from 
personal experience it's difficult to carry on a normal 
conversation if you sit near the engine on most diesel 
buses.  In other words, the noise level borders on 
damaging for unprotected human hearing.  On the other 
hand, the sound levels from electric trolleybuses and 
some hybrids barely intrude on the soundscape.

Oddly, I think I will miss the electric trolleybuses most, 
not as a passenger, but as a pedestrian.  As I have trod 
along Jasper Avenue many a day these last few months, I 
have come to dread the roar, heat blasts and black belches 
of the ETS diesel fleet.  By comparison, the not-quite-
silent hum of the electric trolleybuses has been quietly 
comforting.

Farewell, faithful friends!
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