Inspirational Cities

Achieving sustainable transport and planning in Melbourne.
Versions of this article have appeared in the Victorian Planning and Environmental Law Association Bulletin; Issues magazine, September 2006; and the newsletter of Melbourne’s Area West Consultative Committee
Compared to most cities in the world Melbourne has an amazing public transport infrastructure. Its extensive tram and train networks are, however, largely a legacy of investment prior to the second world war. In the 50 years since then Melbourne has grown enormously, and its public transport network hasn’t kept pace. The investment in infrastructure over the last 50 years has overwhelmingly been on roads for private car travel and freight movement. As a result two thirds of metropolitan Melbourne today has either very poor public transport or none at all. 
The results we live with daily. We are a community far less active than previous generations; we live on busy unsafe streets, we travel on congested roads in cars that emit high levels of greenhouse gases and other pollutants. Twenty five percent of Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions come from transport. 

As a country we are dangerously over-dependent on oil, (as we are beginning to realise as increasing oil prices start to bite) , and transport costs us much more overall than in other cities in the world. 
These are serious concerns. So what can be done to tackle them? 
I recently had the privilege of undertaking a six week trip across North America and Northern Europe visiting cities which have, or are building, really good public transport, walking, and/or cycling networks and systems; and are working hard to get people to use them. They also largely feature land use patterns which makes it easy for these modes to be well-used. The outcome isn’t rocket science: in these cities people drive less than we do in Melbourne. 
The question I asked in each city was ‘Why is it so? Why can’t it be like this in Melbourne?’
The answer in a nutshell is that it can be like that in Melbourne. Things can change, and will change with the right policies and investments.  
My biggest learning from my trip is that Melbourne is not alone! All the cities I visited are facing similar issues to us, and are making choices as to how to tackle them. Different choices lead to different outcomes!
It’s not that we have to wean ourselves off cars and trucks altogether. Except for the northern Dutch city of Groningen, the majority of trips in every city I visited were undertaken by car. We don’t need to be anti-car; rather we need to ensure that cars are in their place.

I visited eleven cities: beginning with Portland in the North West of the United States, and Vancouver and Toronto in Canada. Then to Europe: firstly Amsterdam and Groningen in the Netherlands, Hamburg and Hannover in Germany, then onto Scandinavia: Copenhagen in Denmark; Lund, Karlstad and Stockholm in Sweden and finally to Helsinki in Finland.
My whirlwind tour gave me a terrific overview of the similarities and differences between the eleven cities. It gave me the data to make some conclusions about ten things which these cities featured which if implemented in Melbourne would turn Melbourne’s car dependency around.
Ten things that Melbourne needs to aim for:
1. To stop planning for car domination. 

This means spending what’s needed on public transport, walking and cycling so that sustainable ways of travelling are real options for people. It means spending less on roads, because the easier it is to travel by car, the more people will do so, even if they have other choices.
The funding for public transport in the cities I visited was usually a mix of funding from all levels of government. In every city there was a general acceptance that investing in public transport made better economic sense than large new road projects. The high costs of new roads, particularly tunnels and motorways, means there is a focus on trying to reduce the number of people travelling by car.
In Melbourne investment in transport infrastructure has favoured roads for decades. The federal government does not fund urban public transport infrastructure whereas it will fund ‘roads of national importance’.

Reducing car domination means giving more space for walking, cycling, public transport on our roads, and more plazas and parkland. 
The new development of Ijburg in Amsterdam is a great example of allocating road space to encourage sustainable transport. Ijburg currently consists of around 5000 residences with 18 000 planned in all. The road into Ijburg consists of a road of one lane each way, a tram line with a fast frequent service, a wide off road bike path and a foot path. When I visited at midday on a weekday there were more trips being made by tram and bike than in the very light car traffic. 

Finding space on roads in Copenhagen for bikes and for wider footpaths has been a concerted policy direction over the last thirty years, with the result that almost every main road in Copenhagen now has a bike path adjacent to and separate from the road. A related policy outcome is that 70% of Copenhagen children cycle to school- the investment in bike paths is an investment in lifetime community health and wellbeing.

2. Public transport that competes with the car – fast, frequent, reliable, affordable, safe and going to where it needs to go

There were outstanding examples of this in every city I visited. These included train services on a frequency of every five minutes or less in Vancouver, Toronto, Hamburg, Copenhagen and Stockholm; and the light rail network that is being built in Portland, providing fast, frequent rail service seven days a week in a city that didn’t have any rail until 15 years ago. Trains, subways, trams, buses, and bikes being well connected was a delight, as was witnessing the ongoing significant investment in new public transport. There was expansion everywhere including the new airport train line in Vancouver; subway extensions in Toronto and Stockholm, and new tram services in Amsterdam and Hannover that were rolled out as new housing developments were built.
The other feature to note was how economically efficient these public transport systems were. Hamburg and Toronto both returned 80% of their running costs in fare revenue. Most other cities were above 50%. If you provide a quality service and make it attractive to use, it doesn’t require the huge subsidy that Melbourne’s system does.
3. Pedestrianisation

Pedestrianisation creates streets and spaces that are pleasant and safe for people to walk in and be in, so that walking becomes the mode of choice. Copenhagen is the outstanding example of the cities I visited, where more and more of the city has been converted to pedestrian only spaces or genuinely shared spaces where cars give way to other street activity. Outdoor cafes have been part of a massive cultural change in Copenhagen. They are everywhere now in Copenhagen’s many squares and plazas, where thirty years ago no-one ate outside as it was felt to be too cold and inhospitable. 
4. Great bike facilities

Amsterdam, Groningen and Copenhagen are incredible in their facilities and planning for bikes. In all three cases it hasn’t happened by chance, rather it has been a deliberate policy decision to prioritise space for bikes, both in the form of bike paths and lanes and provision of bike parking. In Groningen, a city of 150 000 people 60% of all trips are made by bike. In the inner suburbs of Copenhagen the number of trips by bike has increased by 75% since 1990. 
5. Planning for a vibrant, more compact, more sustainable city

Melbourne’s inner and middle suburbs already feature many vibrant and sustainable neighbourhoods, where you can walk or cycle to reach shops, schools, work, restaurants and entertainment, and more often than not bump into your neighbours as you do. What they don’t always have is frequent, fast and safe buses trams or trains to jump onto, or quality pedestrian and cycling networks.
Other activity centres could potentially be more vibrant and people focused – but we need to stop them being over-run by cars. And our outer suburbs have generally not been designed this way – they need ‘retrofitting’ to create vibrant ‘people places’.
To make public transport services viable, to create the life on the streets, to create the demand for the services and shops there also needs to be a critical mass of population in the vicinity. 
Portland has a great model. Every one of its new light rail stations has 4-6 storey apartments built nearby, creating activity and sufficient population to ensure the viability of the rail service and the viability of shops and services. Further away from the station stand alone houses provide the housing that others desire in new outer suburbs. 
In Copenhagen I visited a shopping centre in the middle suburb of Lyngby. Unlike Australian shopping centres it wasn’t surrounded by acres of parking.. There was pay parking underneath the centre. It was adjacent to a main road which was a bus and bike route, traversed by prominent pedestrian crossings and across the road were 4 storey apartments. There was a very pleasant pedestrian friendly main street and a new modern pedestrian plaza connected the shopping centre to the nearest railway station, bus interchange and major bike parking station.
The other important factor is making housing affordable. Vancouver and Hannover both stipulate that 30% of all houses in their new developments are for low income earners. 
Everywhere it’s the cost of land that makes housing expensive. It’s a simple equation that more affordable residences will take up less land. 

An effective way of doing this is 4-6 storey apartment style developments which do not ‘waste’ land on small pockets of private open space (which is often poorly used), or on large areas of parking and roads. I visited developments like this in Amsterdam, Hannover, Stockholm and Helsinki. They provided very high quality lifestyles on a small land footprint, with communal courtyards and larger areas of more useful and valuable public open space, including sportsfields and communal gardens. They generally were also a mix of styles and affordability ranging from expensive housing through to much more basic units.
6. Less parking and more expensive parking

Parking impacts on transport choices in a number of ways. 
Often parking takes up land that could be used for open space, footpaths or bike paths. It can be a significant barrier around a destination and usually reduces the amenity and safety for pedestrians and cyclists.
Secondly, how much parking is available at a destination is a critical factor that people consider when deciding how to travel. Having lots of parking sends a message to people that you are happy for them to drive. 
Thirdly if the parking is free, this is a subsidy to car transport, as providing parking spaces is not free. If people had to pay the true cost of the parking space then this may be enough for them to decide to not drive.
Fourthly requiring developers to provide unnecessarily large amounts of parking can substantially increase the costs of the development. This may make the development unviable, or the money could be considered as being better spent on initiatives to reduce car use.

In Amsterdam the cost of a residential parking permit is 51 Euro for 3 months – or $A340 a year. Casual parking in any street is at least 2 Euro ($A3.30) an hour. The cost of parking is a significant factor in people deciding not to own a car; instead they use the excellent public transport, walk and cycle, and hire cars or use taxis when needed.
In central Copenhagen the City is gradually reducing the amount of parking available. There are currently 3000 parking spaces in total in central Copenhagen. In contrast central Melbourne has over 40 000 parking spaces with Crown Casino alone having over 5000 spaces!
7. Community engagement and planning processes to build support for all of the above!
This has been very important in Portland and Vancouver, where for over thirty years these cities have been working with their communities, building an understanding of the links between transport, good planning, thriving neighbourhoods and how it makes sense to house more people in already established suburbs instead of continuing to sprawl outwards. They have worked with people to find what types of compact development people are happy to see in their neighbourhoods, rather than just imposing high rise buildings on people.
In Melbourne there is somewhat of a backlash against higher density developments. Often they aren’t well planned, and often the public transport and walking and cycling facilities aren’t developed alongside them so people fear traffic chaos as more people move in. And the benefits of higher density developments often have not been well communicated to people. There is lots of opportunity to do better here.
8. Making the most of other supportive factors

In most of the cities I visited there were other reasons why people were happy to accept restricting urban sprawl, and spending more on public transport and less on roads.
In Portland there is a lot of community support for protecting farmland outside the city. This led to support for not allowing the city to sprawl outwards. 
In Amsterdam, Groningen, and Copenhagen people want to protect their gorgeous old medieval cities – there just isn’t room for ever increasing numbers of cars.
The Danish government decided in the 1970’s that they didn’t want to be vulnerable to world oil supplies becoming scarce and expensive. They decided that Denmark would be self sufficient in fuel, so shifting people away from cars as much as possible fitted in perfectly with this.
In Melbourne I think the big thing that people value which is under threat from ever increasing car travel is our world famous liveability. More and more cars on our roads makes it harder to get around, makes our roads less safe, and our air more polluted. If we can just shift 10% of trips from cars to public transport, walking or cycling life will become that much better.
9. Mobility management

Mobility management encompasses the carrots and sticks to encourage sustainable modes of transport and discourage car use. It includes information; incentives such as discounted prices for public transport; planning controls; taxation arrangements, and working with employers to reduce the amount of car travel of their employees. In cities where mobility management is done really well, such as Hannover in Germany, and Lund and Karlstad in Sweden it is integrated into every conceivable influence on people’s travel behaviour. In Hannover for example employers can purchase half price yearly public transport passes for their employees- but the catch is the employer has to purchase sufficient passes for all their employees, not just some. In Copenhagen free bikes were available for anyone to borrow in the inner city. 
In Melbourne the TravelSmart program goes someway to providing a program of mobility management. However there is a lot of room for expansion!
10. Institutional arrangements to support sustainable transport

One factor that seemed to be important to encourage sustainable transport was having a regional government, or transport organisation. This was the case in Portland, Vancouver, Toronto, Hamburg and Hannover. Regional governance means that decisions are made from a regional perspective, but the organisation is still directly accountable to local communities. A model that would work for Melbourne would be to set up a regional transport authority that would have representation of local and state governments on its board. 
Unlike Australia, every city I visited had funding from their national governments for public transport. 

Maintaining effective control over strategic planning and integration of all public transport modes was another important feature. Some cities such as Copenhagen have contracted out their services to private operators, others such as Toronto remain fully publicly run. This didn’t seem to be as critical as the level of control that the state or city retained.
Another other important change that would make a big difference in Melbourne would be having one transport budget with expenditures based on transparent triple bottom line decision making. This was not the case in all the cities I visited, and in fact many of them shared with Australia different funding priorities of the city and the state or national governments. None of the cities had private public partnerships however for road funding, and as such the decision making process was more transparent, and the better economics of investing in public transport rather than roads was universally acknowledged.
So how to make my ten priorities happen?
This is both the easiest and the hardest question. There are no insurmountable barriers, no reasons why sustainable transport and planning are impossible in Melbourne. What’s needed to get us on an express journey to sustainability is leadership and political will! 
In the majority of the cities I visited, namely Portland, Vancouver, Groningen, Hannover, Copenhagen, Lund, Stockholm and Helsinki the biggest factor that has lead to their great sustainable transport achievements has been political will, no more and no less. They have had the benefit of leaders who have had the courage to set a path to sustainability and to stick to it.

When political leaders in Australia show this courage, conviction, vision and care for our future we will reap the dividends. 
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