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Introduction

The ACT Government is committed to providing Canberrans with an accessible, affordable, reliable and sustainable public transport system. 

A key element of the current system is the network of major routes on the inter-town spines that have formed an integral part of Canberra’s planning.  While much of the network has been reserved and parts have been implemented as bus only lanes or exclusive rights-of-way, some segments remain unresolved.  

This study is aimed at developing a comprehensive understanding of the demand for public transport in Canberra that will enable informed decisions to be made in relation to improvements to the public transport system within the context of the strategic objectives of a sustainable city.

1. Strategic Context
Some initial work has been done in establishing a framework for an integrated sustainable transport strategy.  The strategy cannot, of course, exist in isolation and will need to embody the Government’s economic, social and environmental objectives and address the full range of sustainability issues.

A range of policy and program areas including infrastructure provision, travel demand management, technological innovation, economic and institutional reform, integration of land use and transport planning are all potential tools and outcome areas that would be expected to be integrated in the strategy.

The strategy would comprise a range of elements including roads, public transport, parking, bicycles, pedestrians, travel demand management, transport regulation, land use planning, and integrated investment assessment.  

This study forms part of the public transport element of an integrated transport strategy. 

2. Background - 

The Inter-town public transport system has been the subject of a number of studies over the past thirty or forty years.  Most recently, the Public Transport Options Study, 1992-93 undertook a broad examination of possible public transport technologies for the inter-town routes.  The two most viable options, conventional bus (operating on‑road and on dedicated busways), and light rail, were comprehensively compared, with a detailed assessment of capital and operating costs, passenger forecasts and benefits, environmental and social impacts, and planning and development implications.  The study also identified preferred routes for each sector of the inter-town system, including express and semi-express routes.

The study concluded that the results of the comparison clearly indicated a preference for the busway alternative for the 25 year planning horizon.  The significant factors behind this conclusion were that the cost of light rail would be significantly higher, and that the busway system can be staged allowing a large proportion of the benefits to be achieved at relatively small cost.  The operational flexibility of a busway system in allowing its use by all buses, not just those on the inter-town services, was also seen as a significant advantage.  The study concluded that patronage levels for light rail would not be significantly higher than a bus-based system. 

The highest priority parts of the network identified for improvement in the study were the approaches to the City Interchange.

The study did not rule out the long-term possibility of light rail and recommended that the design of the right of way, structures and facilities such as interchanges be compatible with both technologies to facilitate that eventuality.

Notwithstanding the conclusions of the Public Transport Options Study a Canberra Light Rail Implementation Study was prepared in 1994 and concluded that should a light rail system be implemented, the priority segment of the system should be from Belconnen to the City and on to Barton, to be followed by extensions to Woden and then Tuggeranong.  The City to Gungahlin link would complete the system.

The Transport Reform Advisory Committee was established in 1995 by the ACT Government to advise on transport strategy.  An issues paper, Transport Reform in the ACT, Towards an Integrated Transport Strategy for Canberra included the observation that research and information needs were under-resourced particularly in relation to system modelling, environmental impacts and community attitudes and behaviour.  It concluded that appropriate modelling and research would be required if answers to questions about the most appropriate and sustainable future for Canberra are to be answered satisfactorily.

A recurring theme in public transport reviews is the need for public transport to better match the convenience and flexibility of the private motor vehicle if it is to regain a greater market share.  The 1995 Personal Public Transport for Canberra Prefeasibility Study notes that fixed route fixed schedule public transport is unable to provide those features except on heavily trafficked routes and that conventional public transport has not responded to changing patterns of land use and urban lifestyles.  Personal Public Transport, through the integration of conventional public transport and demand responsive services, has the potential to be a viable alternative to the car in both city centres and low density residential areas.  

The 1997 Review of ACTION’s Services, Roger Graham and Associates (the Graham Report), while primarily directed at the operational aspects of current bus services, identified a range of deterrents to public transport use including poor information systems, poor connections between feeder and inter-town services and an aversion to interchanging.  

The report was highly critical of the “supply-based” approach to public transport planning with its reliance on a highly structured system of line-haul, local/feeder services and interchanges.  It proposes instead a demand-based approach constantly adapting to meet consumers’ needs in terms of such characteristics as origin to destination compatibility, travel time and comfort. 

ACTION’s route restructure implemented in 1998 responded to the Graham Report recommendations and introduced a range of through services that eliminated the need for interchanging.

The National Task Force established to implement Measure 5.3 of the National Greenhouse Strategy, Promoting Best Practice in Transport and Land Use Planning has produced a series of reports.  The report of Project 5b Transit Oriented Sustainable Developments concludes that both consumers and developers are ready to embrace this form of urban development.

The ACT Legislative Assembly has called on the Government to proceed with the development of an integrated transport plan and consider in detail construction of bus-only lanes between Civic and Gungahlin, and investigation of a light rail system to link all the town centres.  

3. Objective

The objective of this project is to comprehensively examine the public transport system, particularly the inter-town segments of the network and make recommendations on planning and implementation of actions for the improvement of services on those routes consistent with the broad objectives of a sustainable city.  

This will allow the identification of priority strategic measures that enhance effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability, with particular focus on achieving an improved public transport modal split.  The study will incorporate the examination of and recommendation in relation to feasibility of specific options for the intertown connections.

4. Scope of Works

The study will take a comprehensive view of public transport planning and will therefore include, but not necessarily be confined to:

a) Development of performance indices to assess potential improvements and monitor post-improvement progress against the economic, social environmental goals that underlie public transport investment.

In a sustainable transport framework, investment in transport infrastructure and services is made to achieve the economic, social and environmental objectives that establish the overall strategy.  The investment should be justifiable within that framework.  

Similarly it is necessary that the results of infrastructure provision and service changes are monitored to assess the effectiveness of the investment.

It is therefore necessary that such objectives be clearly articulated and performance indicators for their achievement be developed.   

Economic indicators would be expected to include the cost of options, especially in terms of capital and on-going government outlay, costs to users and non-users.

Social objectives may be best expressed in terms of accessibility and mobility but other indicators should be considered. 

Environmental indicators would be expected to comprehensively cover externalities of the total transport system.

b) Identification of data needs to adequately inform public transport planning.

A range of phenomena such as the rise in contract, casual and part-time employment, increased female participation in the work force, the suburbanisation of employment, the growth of service industries as a component of employment, the increasing acceptance of telecommuting, extension of shopping hours, the expansion of school catchment areas and the increase in out of area school enrolments, all contribute to an increasing complexity of trip-making.  This is evidenced by the increasing incidence of linked trips, diversification of trip destination and travel time and the increasing importance of business related travel and other off-peak travel as a component of total travel.

Planning of the public transport system must be based on a thorough understanding of urban travel demands and an awareness of which elements of the total travel market can be best served by public transport.

More particularly, the Graham Report cited a critical lack of patronage data as a barrier to consumer-responsive timetabling.

The travel and activity data requirements to provide an adequate basis for public transport planning are to be defined.

The data necessary to measure performance indicators is also to be specified.

c) Analysis of travel behaviour and attitudes to public transport to determine the barriers to its use and the opportunities for strategic improvements.

The range of characteristics of the transport options available to travellers are among the determinants of their travel patterns.  They can affect the destination and frequency of trips they make and the mode of travel they choose to make those trips.

The cost of the trip and its time characteristics –the total trip time, walking time at either end of the trip, the time spent waiting, especially that of uncertain length, and its variability, are significant factors.  So too are the flexibility to start and complete the trip when desired personal comfort, safety, privacy and the ready availability of information.

The Graham Report noted that interchanging (“forced transfers”) consistently ranks as the most disliked aspect of public transport use.

The study is to further analyse travel behaviour and attitudes in relation to public transport as the basis for establishing the desirable characteristics of a public transport system.

d) Forecasts of the likely range of patronage levels that the future public transport system should be designed to carry.

The outcomes of the study will pertain to both short to medium term improvements, in the form of a ten-year program of capital works, and longer term planning.  The long term planning horizon is to be based on full development of Gungahlin and to include the range of consolidation scenarios for the city being assessed by PALM.

Forecasts to inform both levels of analysis are required  

Forecasts should take into account the potential for increased ridership through application of system improvements derived from the analysis in (b). The study should test the sensitivity of forecasts to the effects of travel demand management initiatives such as changing relative costs of public and private transport and travel times.

There are essentially two segments to the market for public transport.  Firstly, there are those who do not have access to a private vehicle and for whom public transport is the only realistic transport option. The maintenance of a public transport system to provide a certain level of mobility has a social as well as economic basis.  Secondly there are those who have access to a private vehicle but choose to use public transport.  This is an important distinction to be observed in forecasting and elasticity analysis. 

e) Specification of the desirable future public transport system in terms of characteristics, capacity and route structure.

On the basis of (b) and (c) the parameters for the future public transport system to best serve the ACT community can be defined.  The required capacity of the various links of the system will be defined as well a range of system characteristic and route structures.

f) Assessment of existing and possible future public transport technologies to determine the best solution to meet Canberra’s needs.

The range of feasible public transport technologies should be assessed in terms of the system specification from (d) above. 

Such systems could include, but not be restricted to,

· Light Rail, operating in reserved rights of way, on-street or a combination of the two; 

· Buses, in reserved rights of way, on-street or a combination of the two, including automatic guidance systems such as Civis; 

· Elevated light transit systems, with automatic guidance, such as the Bishop-Austrans system.

The use of intelligent transport systems (ITS) to enhance the performance of public transport options and provide improved passenger information systems should also be investigated.

Assessment criteria will include the economic, social and environmental indicators developed in (a) above.

g) resolution of the role and characteristics of the inter-town sectors of the network and resolution of the undetermined segments of the inter-town route reservations;

While substantial sections of the inter-town route are firmly established, others, such as the section through Barton, are yet to be finally resolved.  In addition the nature of the service on some sectors is a matter to be resolved.  The Gungahlin to City link, for example has been variously proposed as a high speed express service and a frequent stopping service in a high-density corridor.  

A range of design criteria has been proposed at various times.  At one end of the spectrum are those appropriate for high speed express or limited stop services, including high-speed horizontal and vertical alignment in a separate right of way with grade separation at all road crossings.  Alternatively, sections of the system are proposed as on-road frequent stopping services.

The study is to investigate and recommend alignments and design criteria based on the determined role and characteristics of the inter-town sectors.

h) Investigation of land use changes to improve public transport viability.

The public transport system must be seen as part of an overall sustainable transport plan which needs to employ a combination of approaches, including not only improved travel choices, but elements such as land use patterns that reduce the need to travel and support alternative modes. 

Canberra’s inter-town routes have long been based on the concept of linking the town centres and other employment or commercial nodes.  More recently land use policies aimed at encouraging higher density redevelopment along the public transport spine have been put in place in the Northbourne Avenue corridor and in planning for Gungahlin.

Nevertheless the relatively high dispersal of employment and low density housing in Canberra is frequently cited as a constraint to the effective provision of conventional higher capacity public transport systems.

Transit-oriented development is a mixed-use community focussed on transit stop and a commercial core.  By providing for a range of activities medium to high-density development within easy walking distance of a transit stop can be supported. 

The potential for transit supportive development along existing and planned inter-town routes or their extensions is to be investigated.  This work should analyse the extent to which specific models would support public transport viability.

i) Assessment of options for funding capital expenditure and operating costs. 

A range of options for funding construction, operation and ownership exist.  These include fully funded public ownership, fully private ownership, joint ventures and BOOT schemes.  Revenue can be collected from users through fares, and land owners deriving increased value from services through a levy or rates (value capture), while operating losses could be off-set by externality taxes imposed on private vehicle users.  The community service obligation of public transport should be acknowledged in setting recovery targets.

The study is to assess the benefits and disbenefits of the range of alternative, and the potential for their application in relation to recommended improvements.

j) development of an implementation strategy which identifies the priorities and staging of any recommended improvements;

The study is to provide detailed and substantiated recommendations for of planning and implementation of actions for the improvement of public transport services, particularly those on the inter-town routes.

These should include, but not necessarily be restricted to, recommendations for data collection, further feasibility studies, planning actions, capital works and policy change. 
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