
the fifty years since the end of the Second World Wa r, Australian cities have been transformed

from fairly tightly knit core-and-spoke configurations, to sprawling suburban low-density configurations.

This transformation of urban land use has been accompanied and made possible by a rapid improvement

and spread of the road system, and an even more rapid expansion in per person car ownership.

As shown in figure 1, total travel in the urban areas of Australia has grown remarkably—almost nine-f o l d

over 50 years. Almost all of that growth came from cars and ‘other’ road vehicles (mostly light

commercial vehicles used for private purposes, and motorcycles). As of 1995, private road vehicles

(roughly ‘cars’ plus ‘other’ in the graph) represent about 93 per cent of city passenger transport. Urban

public transport is just the icing on the cake of city transport. As shown in figure 2, urban public

transport was once the growth area of city transport. However, after the war the growth shifted to car

in
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ownership, and urban public transport declined until the early 1980s. As shown in figure 3, this decline was due to

declines in rail patronage (bus transport having expanded slowly over the period). By 1995, rail was moving fewer

passengers than the ‘other’ category of urban passenger transport (mostly light commercial vehicles used for priva t e

travel, as well as motorcycles), but was once again growing in absolute terms (if not in mode share).

As shown in figure 4, the rail share has declined from a high of over 40 per cent to close to 4 per cent today. Under

current trends the rail share will continue to decline slowly to the year 2020.

These trends have clear implications for policy regarding city transport. Even if the share of the urban public transport

system were doubled, private road vehicles would still constitute 86 per cent of the task. In other words, to be effective

in addressing congestion and the environmental impacts from traffic, policies designed to affect city transport must target

road travel directly.

1. Road system supply policies—for example: turning lanes, overpasses, freeways, tunnels, kerbside parking restrictions,

additional lanes;

2. road system demand policies—for example: road pricing, travel blending, fuel excise, policies to encourage higher

car occupancy, CBD parking restrictions;

3. traffic management policies—for example: intelligent transport systems, road rule enforcement, black spot amelioration;

4. vehicle performance policies—for example: new car fuel efficiency and emission standards, safety and emissions testing;
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5. policies and technologies to target the ‘worst offending vehicles’ in the areas of noise, emissions, speed and (for

trucks) overloading. For example, it has been shown that perceptions of traffic noise are most highly related to the

noise of the loudest three vehicles passing in any hour, and that about 20 per cent of vehicles are responsible for

more than 50 per cent of pollutant emissions; and

6. land planning policies to affect the long-term ‘car intensity’ of the cities—for example, encouraging linear development

along rail lines, lot size restrictions, medium and heavy density development.

To an extent, policies that increase the supply and efficiency of urban public transport are natural complements to

direct road travel policies—but they can only be very partial substitutes for them if the aim is to make city travel

easier and cleaner.

And the problems are likely to get much worse by 2015.

Table 1 shows the results of calculations of the projected increase in congestion costs in Australia’s major cities. The

comparison is of growth between 1995 (the last year of data on vehicle usage) and 2015. There is projected to be a

slow increase in cars per person over that period, which, when combined with population growth, could result in growth

in car traffic on the existing networks of roughly 20 to 40 per cent. Although trucks are a small part of the traffic flows,

truck traffic growth is likely to be much greater still—between 60 and 80 per cent to 2015, with perhaps nine tenths

of this on the existing networks. Total traffic is therefore projected on past trends to grow by something like 30 to 45

per cent over the period. Should this occur, the resulting increases in the volume to capacity ratios on our roads (even

allowing for a five per cent increase in network capacity), could see future costs of congestion rise to between 1.5 and

3.5 times the current levels, a cost to the Australian economy of around $30 billion per year by 2015. These projections

do not take account of any measures that might be taken to avert these kinds of results, or of any major road

developments since 1995.

Of course, increasing levels of congestion can act as a brake on further traffic growth, but there are many cities

around the world where current congestion levels are worse than those projected here for 2015. The main point is that

congestion will not be an acceptable answer to its own problem. Hence policies that directly affect road travel in our

cities will become increasingly important in the years ahead.
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