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Introduction

In the year 2000 the Councils of Rockdale, Hurstville and Kogarah, with $100,000 in funding assistance from the Roads and Traffic Authority of NSW engaged Transport Network Associates to undertake a study to prepare the St George Regional Transport Strategy. 

There is growing community concern over the continuing impacts on the quality of life of local residents due to traffic and congestion, air quality concerns, and perceptions of safety. Surveys have also identified that many in the community will change their travel behaviour if appropriate public transport services are available.  The community’s desire for such a mode change is evident in the growth in public transport patronage in the region.

The Councils are seeking to improve the quality of life for their communities by delivering the street level infrastructure at the home end of the journey, and influencing the State Government to deliver the people moving infrastructure.

The Strategy provides plans for the enhancement of public transport to provide the alternatives at a scale that will make the mode change possible.  The preliminary transport modelling undertaken in the study included travel choices, in which the selection of travel by public transport modes was only made when the public transport mode was convenient to access and as fast as driving a car.  That is considered the minimum requirement for influencing mode change.

As a result of the process, particularly the extensive consultation with the State Government organisations responsible for the various components of the transport system, we conclude that the Sydney Metropolitan area desperately needs a new long term plan to assure that transport can function in the medium term, and trend towards sustainability in the long term.  

This conclusion is not new.  The Warren Centre for Advanced Engineering at Sydney University is currently undertaking a major project on sustainable transport for Sydney.

The Study to Develop the Strategy

The study commenced with a review of the current situation of transport in the St George region and beyond.  The capacity, strengths and weaknesses of the existing transport system were identified.  An extensive community and industry consultative collaboration was undertaken to identify the issues and options for improvements.  

The consultation sessions were undertaken before and after the Sydney Olympics, during which Sydney's residents changed their perceptions of what public transport can deliver successfully for Sydney.

Preliminary transport modelling was undertaken comparing various alternatives for transport improvements so that the effectiveness of the various options could be ranked.

A short term action plan based on enhancing the strengths and addressing the weaknesses of the transport system was prepared.  Medium and long term plans were developed in the form of a Regional Public Transport and associated Infrastructure Implementation Plan.

Transport in the St George Region

The St George Region is the corridor for traffic from outer Sydney's southern and south-western areas going to the inner parts of the city.  Also two major transport movement generators lie on the fringe of the St George area: Port Botany and Sydney Airport and their adjacent industrial zones.

Geography plays an important part in the way traffic impacts the area.  To the south there are only two bridges across the Georges River.  Similarly to the west, just one bridge spans Salt Pan Creek.  To the north, the East Hills rail line and the M5 Motorway are barriers with just seven crossing points.  To the north-east two bridges across the Cooks River and the tunnel under the airport runways constrain access.  

The traffic movements have a finite limit, constrained by the choke points in the road infrastructure.  The main road system is already choked at peak hour with around 2000 vehicles per lane per hour at the main road river crossings.  The duration of the peak periods are extending.

The region’s public transport services are typical of the middle ring - trains to the Sydney city centre, and outer areas.  Most areas have good access to the Illawarra and East Hills rail lines and there are several cross regional bus services.  The Illawarra line is operating at crush capacity at peak hours.  Buses operate on local short runs, but are not time competitive for commuting long distances because of the road congestion.  Most commuters rely on cars.

Sutherland Shire residents almost entirely rely on cars, and they traverse the St George region to access the rest of Sydney.  Reductions in commuter car traffic from Sutherland Shire will require public transport service improvement in the Shire, and Sutherland Shire Council has identified this need.

Sydney’s City centric radial transport network is failing commuters who have different destinations to those reached by the network’s structure.  There has been no change in the number of people employed in the Sydney Central Business District.  

The State Transit Authority has been successful with new cross regional bus routes however the proposed Hurstville / Strathfield Rail Link, which has been shown to provide extraordinary benefits to the transport network across metropolitan Sydney, remains a longer term priority in the State Government’s Action for Transport 2010 Strategy.

The region’s single largest employment site is Sydney Airport, which is connected to the public transport network.  However, the major out-of-peak-hour commuter demand of airport employees is virtually neglected by public transport.  Public transport services do not operate at the out-of-peak times at which the airport’s employees need to travel. Accordingly the choices of the 30,000 employees are limited to personal private transport.

The Draft Regional Transport Strategy 

Initially a Draft Strategy has been prepared, and presented to the Councils, the transport industry and Government for comment.  A Final Strategy will be prepared, which will include consideration of the comments from all sectors.  

The Draft Strategy incorporates:

A Service Improvement Plan including recommendations for:

· Improvements to pedestrian access – footpaths, crossings, lighting, bus shelters;

· Specific bus route service expansions;

· Specific rail service improvements;

· Passenger information and communications improvements;

· Investigations of personal public transport services;

· Enhancements to bicycle facilities.

An Infrastructure Improvement Plan, with short to longer term components:

· Bus infrastructure – B signals, T2 lanes and interchanges;

· Rail infrastructure – expedite the Hurstville to Strathfield rail link, additional tracks on the Illawarra and East Hills lines;

· Feasibility study for ferry services across Botany Bay;

· Development of major interchanges between rail and bus networks;

· Commuter carparks at rail stations;

· Traffic facilities improvements;

· New links for traffic to bypass centres, and more T2 lanes;

· Improved institutional arrangements between State and Local Government, and a Commonwealth funding program for public transport.

A Funding Plan with innovative options to generate discussion on financing the implementation program from:

· Commonwealth Government, including greenhouse levies on carbon fuels, supplementary tax on cars.

· State Government, including Parking Space Levies, review of SRA land use rights, restructure SRA and STA fares, subsidies for longer trips, road pricing strategies.

· Local Government, including Transport and Access S94 Plans, Parking Space Levies, supplementary developer contributions, environmental levies, paid parking.

· Private Sector, including private sector investment in transport initiatives.

The Response from State Government

The Draft St George Regional Transport Strategy was jointly launched by the Hon Carl Scully, Minister for Transport and Minister for Roads and the Hon Morris Iemma, Minister for Public Works at Parliament House on 6th March 2001. 

The Draft Strategy was then referred for examination and comment by the relevant State Transport and Road Agencies.

Minister Scully in his recent covering letter to the Agencies analysis of the Draft Strategy commended the three Councils on their initiative and particularly noted the “extensive consultation process that contributed to the development of the strategy.”

Minister Scully went on to state the Draft Strategy “ complements the Government’s transport plan and shares its objectives to improve Sydney’s air quality, reduce car dependency, get more people on public transport, and improve facilities for cyclists and pedestrians. The Final Strategy will therefore provide valuable input into the ongoing transport planning process for the Greater Metropolitan Region.” 

Minister Scully has asked the transport and road agencies to work with Councils “to identify opportunities for implementing specific proposals in the Final Strategy.” 

The St George Councils’ Next Actions

We are generally pleased with the positive response from the individual road and transport agencies to specific recommendations and look forward accepting Minister Scully’s invitation to work closely with them to complete the Final St George Transport Strategy. 

The Councils are now advocating the Strategy with staff of the newly appointed Director General of the Department of Transport, and it is evident that the issues are now on the table in the bureaucracy. 

It is also clear that the Strategy is not yet on the agenda of the Government and a separate approach to highlighting the “political” benefits of the Strategy is being pursued through elected Councillors.

The Emerging Situation

The Sydney metropolitan area is at the start of the inevitable change from the car to other transport modes.  There is no more road capacity to be gained.  

Air quality is a continuing issue.  

Residential real estate values are forcing employment sites away from residential areas, meaning we will continue to have to travel too far to work. The only way out is to move people in larger groups.

It is abundantly clear that there are some essential needs to be met:

· a plan to provide public transport for where the people now go from and to, identifying viable routes;

· a massive investment in public transport infrastructure;

· parallel competing modes of transport, flexibility, scaled to demand;

· public transport corridors with public transport priority;

· a new institutional structure that integrates transport: integrated ticketing, timetables that link services, system wide planning services, and administration of traffic with public transport.

The 'Catch 22' of Public Transport is that it has to be there to be available for use.  If it is not there, other modes will be invested in, and we will never influence the changeover.  Government is not good at risk taking to create new services and new routes and is constrained by, or unwilling to test, existing contracts to private bus operators . 

The transport marketplace is as sophisticated and diverse as its users.  Accordingly so must be the solutions. For example some new ideas are emerging, like buses delivering to your door.  

Infrastructure itself is not the answer unless it is fast, cost effective and convenient. A case in point is that Airport commuter buses for air passengers are blossoming from the inner and outer regions, despite the new Airport Rail Line.

The market is also favouring accessible locations.  Land values have climbed significantly at locations that have good access to the new motorways, such as the M5 East Motorway.  These sites now have good access to the full orbital ring for Sydney, without conflicting with other traffic and virtually no traffic signals.  However few areas in the Sydney metropolitan area have, or are likely to receive, the benefit of new transport corridors in the short term and existing transport systems are often already at or near capacity. 

Belatedly SEPP 66 is requiring developers of larger sites and Councils to consider the integration of land use with transport.  Transport NSW and The Department of Urban Affairs and Planning have published glossy documents extolling the virtues of “Integrating Land Use and Planning” as “A new planning policy package to increase access to services and improve the choice of transport available.” 

There is however a supposition underlying this policy that existing transport hubs are capable of taking additional load when, as indicated above, in many cases they are already overloaded or not travel time competitive and convenient.

Public transport users require easy, comfortable and direct access to the network nodes. Accordingly Local Government is being forced into the planning of public transport to ensure that transport is readily accessible.  The distributed infrastructure is in the local government realm.  Also, parking control and parking supply management will soon be entirely a local government responsibility. 

Bus stops and interchanges with real time service information are realistic expectations given the available technology.  Direct, paved, safe and well lit walking routes are also essential as half of every public transport commuter's travel time is spent walking.

We submit that the practical solutions to Services, Infrastructure and Funding contained in the Draft St George Transport Strategy support the State Government’s Action for Transport -Sydney 2010. More importantly the Study provides an Action for Transport - St George and a possible blue print for Local Government generally to have a meaningful say in Transport Planning as a true partner with State and Federal Authorities. 

What we have learned from this undertaking.

· Local Government has an active and persuasive role to play in the planning and delivery of Public Transport for its communities.

· Traffic Committees must expand their role to encompass the entire transport task, and to provide a process to evaluate SEPP 66 transport assessments for developments.

· Councils can, and indeed need, to work in collusion to achieve public transport improvements.  Public transport crosses local government area boundaries, and needs to be thoroughly resourced throughout its route to be successful.

· The small details are significant impediments to the community using, and even more so, switching to Public Transport.

· Innovative and sometimes politically difficult solutions must be explored to find adequate funding for public transport to provide a fast, convenient, accessible, safe and affordable alternative to the motor car.

· Institutional issues need to be addressed.  Many of the Public Transport professionals can see the problems, but are constrained by the existing institutional arrangements, and need our assistance to raise the issues with government.  A Memorandum of Understanding with Government Agencies as recommended in the Draft Strategy and the proposed changes to the functions of Traffic Committees are seen as positive changes.

· Notwithstanding the publications from DUAP and other authorities, Public Transport is still not a major political issue, and solutions for car traffic still hold the limelight.  Elected Councillors can play a persuasive role in lobbying to change this mindset.

· Sydney will need strong leadership to bring the priority of Public Transport to the fore above the motor car.  Now is the time to build up our Public Transport system, before the traffic congestion makes it impossible, and while the residents still have those “Olympic” memories of how it can work well.


