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Abstract

Many larger towns throughout rural NSW have only local bus services. 

Councils are in an ideal role to co-ordinate the provision and inter-connection of transport services. They have a regulatory role, they operate aerodromes, manage wharves and jetties, etc.

There is a statutory requirement to undertake all our works in an Ecologically Sustainable manner. A co-ordinated and better use of public transport may mean less impact on roads and less greenhouse emissions.

Whilst Councils are known for providing services, the question arises “Should a Council be providing transport or at least facilitating its provision?”

Eurobodalla has just revised its Public Transport Strategy. Research indicates that it is one of the few Councils in NSW to have one.

A Strategy can provide the opportunity to target spending which shows responsibility for the spending of limited public resources.

By developing and adopting a Public Transport Strategy, Eurobodalla is providing for both the current needs of its community as well as their future.
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Introduction

Unlike many other countries and localities, much of our population relies on their own vehicle for movement. For the many in the community who do not have their own transport, there is a reliance on a public transport system that may not be designed on user needs

If we are concerned with the preservation of natural resources, there is an increasing need to move as many people as possible using the least resources possible and causing the least impact upon our environment.

Both of these situations can be helped by provision of a public transport network that is user friendly, effective and patronised.

Traditionally councils are known for providing services such as libraries, water supply, sewerage, roads, swimming pools, and garbage removal. Public transport can be seen as another form of service.

The question arises therefore: “Should a Council be providing transport or at least facilitating its provision?”

Councils are in an ideal role to co-ordinate the provision and inter-connection of services whether they be buses, taxis, trains, planes, etc. Often they have a regulatory role through bodies such as the traffic committee, as well as an operational role in transport facilities such as aerodromes, wharves and jetties.

Possibly, Councils should be taking a greater role, even entrepreneurial perhaps, and providing some form of transport when no other exists. 

Eurobodalla has just revised its Public Transport Strategy. Research indicates that it is one of the few Councils in NSW to have such a strategy. Whilst many Councils have undertaken Transport Studies for their main centres, in which they discuss public transport, these studies often concentrate on cars and how they circulate.

By the provision of an appropriate strategy, it is believed that the best value for both Council and residents can be achieved.

Public Transport

Public transport can be defined as the provision of means of movement of people and goods. Its importance in the mechanisms of society is often overlooked. In fact, Cox (1997) has stated that “Transport systems form an extremely important component of the production and exchange system needed for any economic system with a spatial division of labour.” 

These means of movement, also known as modes, can be in public ownership or private ownership. In rural areas, there is a tendency for transport to be privately owned.

Of all the passenger movements in Australia in 1991, 61% were by car, nearly 14% were by bus whilst air services carried nearly 16% (Cosgrove and Gargett 1992). Underwood (1989) indicates that in urban areas 90% of travel is road-based, either private or public.

Journeys, that is movement from one place to another, are undertaken for a variety of reasons. Some of these are commuting, shopping, medical appointments, business transactions, visiting of friends and relatives, and recreational pursuits.

Current Types of Public Transport

Commonly public transport is thought of as bus and train services. In reality it also includes taxis, air services, and water services. As well, the provision of facilities for cyclists and pedestrians allows them to become alternative means of transport and therefore must be considered as part of the network to be provided.

Along the main transport corridors of Australia, bus networks provide the main opportunities for inter-town movement. Only the inner urban areas of Sydney and Newcastle have a well-developed government run transport service whilst the outer areas and many larger towns throughout the remainder of NSW have private services run by independent operators. 

Along the North Coast of NSW, through the Central West spine, in the Illawarra and the South Coast, and along the southern highlands there are some public rail services that can be used. These tend to be inter-regional with only the Central Coast, Illawarra and Southern Highlands having a level of service that could be classified as inter-town.

Air transport comes in a variety of forms. Short distances are not viable nor are they favoured. Partly due to the non-flying time involved, people often prefer to drive where the distance is less than 200km. The air network is very directed at connection of towns with Sydney and therefore inter-town journeys are not viable. Yet in remote regions, private planes or charter is a real alternative to driving. For many in regional NSW, a plane trip is only associated with holidays to distant areas.

In recent times, there has been a large increase in the provision of community-based services and courtesy bus services often have a great community benefit. These courtesy buses are often provided by individual clubs and as such are often seen as a threat by the local operators. They have in fact been part of community road safety strategies, as described by King (1997). Here they were part of a road safety campaign using the local bus operators. 

Factors Influencing Public Transport Provision and Usage
Many factors influence the usage rates of transport systems. Apart from frequency, convenience, and affordability other factors include age of the user, the spatial location of the start and end points of the journey, accessibility, and the mobility of the user.

The movement of people is very spatially distributed. Kilsby (1996) quotes figures by Kilsby & Flynn (1995) that show the average number of weekday car trips, by age band, peaks between ages 35-54 with a significant fall to the 55-64 age band. They also show that bus trips are smallest in the 35-54 age grouping and largest in the 15-24 and 55-64 bands. This is in comparison to the fact that only some 16% of people in NSW are over 60 (Kilsby 1996). In addition it is known that nearly 17% have some form of disability (Kilsby 1996).

Many studies have been done into the useage, or lack of, public transport services. For instance, in a 1995 joint study ACOSS and the NRMA found that “Public hindrance against using public transport include lack of services, too slow and limiting in what else can be done.” 

As Ewing (1993) states “A mobile population is one which travels freely because the time and cost of travel options are numerous”. In many cases residents of Eurobodalla and other rural areas are not mobile. The travel options are often not there. This can be through isolation, economic reasons, population size or a number of other reasons. 

Whilst in newer, denser residential developments that are located in the greater metropolitan areas and are planned from inception it is possible to provide a transport network that “provide vehicular, cyclist and pedestrian access throughout the total urban area” (Kaye 1996), in many rural areas this is not feasible.

Accessibility has been stated as “the possibility of reaching a location within an acceptable amount of time, money and effort” (Hilbers and Verroen 1993). It is “determined by transport networks, their capacities and operating characteristics and the cost and convenience of travel.” (Zwart & Eppell 1996).

Spatial location can have a great influence on the use of public transport. Corridors develop linking residential areas, regions, and states. In Eurobodalla, with its coastal development, residential communities are not always on the regional or inter-town corridors. This often requires the use of private motor vehicles to be used to gain access to regional services and therefore users to question the need to use those services.

The reason for the journey can also affect the use of the transport systems. Commuting trips differ markedly from recreation journeys as do shopping trips, medical visits, etc.

Another problem raised by potential users is interconnection of services. Often it is claimed that timetables do not connect or there are no interchange facilities.

For those on controlled or lower incomes, the cost of a journey can be significant in the decision to make a journey or to seek alternative means of travelling. 

Economic Factors

Roads need to be replaced when their life runs out. With increased traffic, that life is being reduced. Councils have only limited budgets and the replacement of infrastructure is costly, sometimes beyond the capability of many. One solution is to conserve roads by lowering vehicle numbers or reducing the growth in vehicle numbers. This can be achieved by increasing the use of public transport. This will also have the added benefit of reducing greenhouse emissions, noise and stormwater pollution, thereby providing ecological benefits.

With the growing awareness of the needs of all members of our community, buses now need to be disability accessible – low rider buses – but existing road formations in areas not highly urbanised or developed often prohibits the upgrading of fleets, eg road cross falls.

In some locations, particularly holiday areas, there are significant seasonal variations. In Eurobodalla, there is a high seasonal population influx in the order of 3 times that can lead to congestion on the road system. The grater use of public transport could possibly reduce this.

Problems

The provision of bus services to residential areas has long been recognised as having many difficulties. It has often been stated that it is very difficult to provide adequate services when developments are first constructed as patronage is not there, the classic chicken and the egg dilemma (Kaye 1996; Flemming & Pund 1996).

In rural areas, where the catchment population may not be great, there are further limits to the provision of services. For instance, the Motor Transport Act regulates services through the use of contracts. Due to the level of service often required by these contracts, operators are unwilling to provide a service to smaller communities. As well, regional and interstate bus services are prohibited from carrying passengers for distances less than 40km. In shires such as Eurobodalla where there are a number of relatively closely spaced towns (often only 20-30km apart), these regulations on the operation of bus services prevent effective services being provided to all towns and prevent people travelling between towns by those regional services. 

As our society grows there will be further pressures placed on our existing transport systems. There will be increased travel for work and recreation (Underwood 1989). This will place greater stress on our existing transport networks. As with many other industries, there will possibly be reduced profitability for bus operators due to restrictions on the raising of fares whilst operating costs are always rising.

Solutions

As with any other problem, the best value solution should be always be sought. Whether this is construction of infrastructure, or the introduction of an operational system, has to be determined through a case by case approach

To increase patronage to an economical viable level, many different strategies have been tried by operators. These strategies have included the use of set routes, the publishing of schedules, the use of hail and ride operation, and the use of dial-up services.

Eurobodalla itself has developed EuroTransport for those requiring special consideration. This award winning system utilises a combination of a fleet of mini buses and private vehicles to convey those residents who do not have alternative transport for both regular and individual journeys.

Recently Bombala Council in NSW and Gippsland Council in Victoria have instigated a trial of a jointly funded bus service.

Subsidisation of routes to promote usage is another alternative. For instance, a subsidised service to connect the community of South Head with Moruya has been proposed. The success of these is often difficult to quantify in the long term when justification has to be made with competing funding requests. 

Role of Councils

Councils, no matter where they are, have been perceived to traditionally supply the three R’s:

· Roads

· Rubbish

· Regulation

It is thought by many that Councils should not be limited to these. There exists opportunities to be pro-active not just reactionary. 

Councils often these days have to consider their social obligations. They are required to consider Ecologically Sustainable Development principles when developing policies and strategies.

Council manages the local road network as well as maintaining what are known as Regional Roads. They do this by a variety of means, whether by approving the construction of roads, maintaining the roads, providing planning guidelines through Local Environmental Plans and Development Control Plans. It is this oversight that allows transport corridors to be developed and maintained. This can be considered similar to the provision of other services.

Traditionally Council has also provided bus shelters and, through local traffic committees, bus zones, taxi ranks, etc.

To provide for the public they construct bus terminals and interchanges, often when commercial centres are redeveloped.

As part of their Development Planning such matters as population densities, routes, early provision of bus services, turning circles, etc are considered.

Why a Strategy

As stated previously, there is a requirement to undertake all our works in an ecologically sustainable manner. A co-ordinated and better use of public transport means less impact on roads, less greenhouse emissions. Less impact = longer life = less replacement.

A Strategy can provide the opportunity to target spending dollars on such infrastructure as bus shelters, bus stops, improved road profiles on bus routes, etc which shows responsibility for the spending of limited public resources.

Engineers are the ones who make things happen. By developing and adopting a Public Transport Strategy, Council can show that it is providing for the well being and future of their communities.

Current Situation in Eurobodalla

Eurobodalla Shire Council developed, in 1998, a Public Transport Strategy, which has recently been revised. This was developed through an exhaustive public consultation process.

To assist in the planing and implementation of any recommendations, Council undertook the formation of a Strategy Implementation Taskforce. Taskforce membership comprised Council staff and representatives of the bus and taxi industries.

To continue on the provision of appropriate and required transport services, an advisory committee will be set up. This will be based on the T-Team Model developed as part of Illawarra’s Integrated Transport Study.

Comparison to Other Rural Towns and Cities

A number of other rural local government authorities throughout NSW were contacted for information regarding their involvement in provision of public transport. Outside the Sydney Metropolitan Area only one other Council had a Strategy, whilst two Regional Strategies have been undertaken.

In the metropolitan region, the Western Sydney and Hurstville/Rockdale/Kogarah Strategies are known of.

Many Councils indicated that they had undertaken traffic studies and similar where vehicle movements were the prime issue. They often considered public transport systems in a minor way, particularly in regard to their influence on traffic movement.

A number of individual cases are known of innovative systems. In Armidale, a tourist trolley operated on a regular basis for a period. Shoppers within the CBD sometimes used this service. During special events it has operated as part of a park & ride scheme. On a larger scale Oxford, UK also operates a successful park & ride scheme to limit the number of vehicles within it’s city streets. Whilst neither of these are pure transport schemes, they play a role in the provision of the best transport option for the community as a whole.

Conclusion

Do we want to conserve our roads? Do we want to reduce the number and cost of traffic accidents? Do we want to provide our residents with the best and widest choice of options in the transport field? If the answer is yes then we need to be involved in the provision of the best public transport system we can.

By the formulation of a Public Transport Strategy and its adoption, Eurobodalla is attempting to manage the transport issue in a holistic manner.  It is believed that this will pay dividends in the long-term for both ratepayers and Council.

A Strategy, such as developed by Eurobodalla Shire Council, will enhance the environment for residents by reducing the dependence on private vehicles.

At the same time it will enable Council to target the spending of limited funds to those public transport projects that will have the greatest benefit. This will have the benefit of extending the life of its existing road network through the reduction in impacts from vehicles
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