Why we haven’t fixed public transport in Melbourne.  
Introduction

This is the subject of my PhD research, and I hope to give you, in this short paper, an idea of the directions in this research.

Why might we care about public transport in Melbourne?  Perhaps it is a relic of the days before the car opened up new travel freedoms and possibilities.  Perhaps we should just let our trains, trams and buses go the way of the cable tram and the milkman’s horse.

But, it is clear that mass car-use is not an unalloyed good.

The impacts of the car on our health are not news.  The car, used for over 90% of motorised trips in Melbourne, contributes much of the air pollution that kills over 300 people each year – similar to the number that die in Victorian road crashes.  But, it might be more of surprise to know that car-dependent cities like Melbourne spend a larger share of their public and private wealth on transport than cities where there are more opportunities to leave the car at home. 
Any number of specialists will prescribe a cure for the problems of the car.  Clinical trials of different remedies are going on in cities all around the world.  The evidence seems to show that the most effective way to reduce car costs and car pollution is to develop a public transport system that attracts people out of their cars.  In Vancouver and Toronto, Zurich and Munich, even in Perth, public transport use has grown despite new patterns of travel and suburban development.  

But, is better public transport is possible in Melbourne?   

We can see the collapse of our public transport in this graph of per capita public transport patronage, which fell dramatically between 1950 and 1980 and has stagnated ever since.  
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Melbourne’s public transport collapse is dramatic – the size of the fall since 1950 is greater than in any western city except Auckland.

Relying on the record of the last 50 years, we might think that little or no improvement is possible in the use of public transport in Melbourne.

And, we easily accept superficial explanations that reinforce our acceptance of the inevitability of our car-dependent fate: Melbourne is just too sprawling and too low-density; we just love our cars too much.

In the 1980s, Melbourne’s public transport carried about 9% of all trips while Toronto’s system carried 22%.  The generally accepted professional explanation is physical differences, particularly density.  But, Paul Mees has looked at this idea.  He found that by many measures, including residential density, the two cities are remarkably similar.  The real difference between Melbourne and Toronto is in the public transport service quality: its hours of operation, its frequency, and, perhaps most importantly, the effectiveness of bus connections with the rail system.

If public transport of this quality is available in Toronto, but not Melbourne, and the cities are physically alike; then the explanation is more likely to be found in the politics that govern the distribution of resources between public transport and the car.

So, instead of staying in the technical ground of most transport planning research, I have chosen to use theories of urban politics and economic development, to see if these might help to explain the way transport planning works in Melbourne.

I won’t go into detail here, but, broadly, my theoretical foundation rests on the observations that urban development decisions and resource distributions are the result of the interplay between, on one hand, the determining influences of economic and social structure and, on the other, the power relations between different groups of actors.

From this perspective, I have identified the structural factors and groups of actors likely to influence Melbourne’s transport system.  In this picture we can see the structural factors around the side and the actors in the circles.
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It is clearly a complex picture.  In this paper, I can only give you a brief summary of the factors I think are most significant in shaping the performance of Melbourne’s transport systems.  In my research, part of the task is to identify which of these factors have more weight than others and the relationships between the factors.
Structural factors in Melbourne’s public transport performance

Let’s deal with the structural factors first.  These reveal some obstacles to improving public transport in Melbourne, and some opportunities, but do not, I think, build a sufficiently strong case that our public transport decline is irreversible.
First, our dominant ways of thinking are largely conservative and individualistic; and strongly influenced by the United States.  Very strong ideals are constructed around suburban life; and the car symbolises and facilitates many of these aspirations.

But, there is no evidence that our cultural attachments to the car are stronger than those in, say, Toronto.   
Second, if Melbourne’s transport policies are market-driven, how can we explain the different policies in Vancouver?  

Vancouver is the second or third largest port in North America.  It handles nearly four times more raw freight and an equal volume of containers as Melbourne.  Freeways for freight are talked about in Vancouver as they are in Melbourne.  But, the political consensus has, so far, successfully held against the idea because any new roads would inevitably lead to growth in passenger-car use.  Vancouver’s major transport investment is in public transport.
Our three-tier federal system of government is another important influence on urban transport.

The State government runs Melbourne with little interference from the other levels of government.  

Even so, Commonwealth politics has affected Melbourne’s transport system.  In the 30s and 40s, Victorian Country party governments survived by rural ‘pork-barrelling’ and low taxation.  In 1942, Curtin made income tax collection a Commonwealth responsibility, and his formula for tax re-distribution was based on existing low revenue levels.  We can link some current transport problems to this.  But, while Sydney may have had more to spend, their public transport use is not that much better than ours.

Local government in Melbourne is constituted under restrictive State legislation.  And so, can only be a weak base for opposition to State policies.  In fact, councils are often ‘cheer squads’, creating local political noise that a State government uses to boost a favoured road project.  This contrasts with the stronger local government found in many cities where public transport is more successful.

Another factor influencing local government in favour of roads is the central position of the road engineer.  This is historical; 19th century municipalities evolved from earlier district road construction boards.  The shire road engineer was there before the first mayor and has been pulling the strings ever since.

Another distinctive structure of Victorian government is the public authority.  These “great” state enterprises were established in the 1890s to protect incoming British capital from corrupt local politicians.  Over time, they petrified and fragmented.  The Victorian bureaucracy in the 70s was said to embody the “courtesies of medieval barons” where “each was free to go its own way provided it kept off the territory of its neighbours”.  

Competing authorities ran the trams and the trains, and a third managed town planning.  This made a positive response to the challenge of the car in the 1950s more difficult.
Overall, the concentration of power in Spring Street, and the strong but fractured public authorities, may have made change in transport politics difficult.  But, it would be a brave call to say that change is impossible.  Policy change can be found under many different structures of liberal-democratic politics and public administration.  
The nature conservation movement shows how fault lines can be created and exploited in Australia’s federal system.  In Perth, local government structures are broadly similar to ours, but their public transport system is growing, and they have cancelled some freeways.  
Urban form

Finally, we need to look at the physical expression of economic & social structure – urban form.
Urban form is central to conventional explanations for transport outcomes.  But, while we complain of urban sprawl, and professionals use American labels like ‘doughnut city’ or edge-city’ to describe parts of Melbourne, we are not Los Angeles or Houston.

Relative wealth and the construction of railways ahead of settlement allowed Melbourne to develop radial ribbons of suburbs of detached houses over a large area much earlier than cities in Europe and North America.  Land speculation created a discontinuous pattern of houses surrounded by vacant land.  The pre-war city, built around high use of trains and trams, was of lower density than some areas of outer suburban Melbourne today.  

Melbourne’s system of property rights and the openness of planning processes to manipulation by business mean that our response to the car has not been driven by regulation or design as in Singapore or Stockholm.  

Post-war planning schemes generally achieved their aims by filling gaps within the radial spines and containing residential development in ‘green wedges’.   But, factories and retailing also moved to the suburbs attracted by cheaper land and growing markets and repelled from the inner city by public transport fare rises and service cuts.  The planning schemes wanted to concentrate this development in ‘district centres’ at public transport nodes.  Their relative failure shows the weakness of the regulatory system.  But, it was engineers, not the planning system, who decided on the details that allowed the car to dominate in district centres near that were near public transport.
Now, if we look at the data, we can see that Melbourne does not sprawl in the technical sense.  It is not a city of low-density residential development through which employment and other travel attractors are evenly dispersed.  The central city and the inner suburbs retain a mix of housing types and a relatively high number and diversity of jobs, and people tend to live and work in self-contained radial corridors.

The historic form created by public transport is still there and gives us opportunities.

Actors in Melbourne transport politics

If structural factors have influenced, but not determined, Melbourne’s transport outcomes, what of the actors and their interactions and their ambitions?  I will give you a quick snapshot of the road lobby, the research community and the community opponents of freeways and supporters of public transport.  But, I will begin with parliament and its bureaucracies because their power makes them the central to attempts by others to influence transport policies and budgets.

Bolte ran his government to provide for business and gave us the 1969 Freeway Plan and the Westgate Bridge, but his approach came under pressure as business became more divided about its priorities.

Under Hamer, the Liberals tried to cobble together reforms to meet new needs of business and to deal with the electoral strength of the emerging ‘quality of life’ lobby.  Ultimately, they failed and the ALP took government in 1982.  Cain’s Cabinet included activist opponents of the inner-city freeways, and presented an opportunity for reform.  But, when Kennett defeated the ALP ten years later, public transport was in chaos and road engineers had entrenched their dominance of urban planning.  Part of the explanation is found in the very different histories of the bureaucrats who advise and lead the politicians.

Global leaders in public transport operations understand that their competitor is the car, and that the keys to winning this competition are improved speed, frequency and connections.  But, in Melbourne we have never escaped the internal competition that began in the 20s when the all-powerful railways treated the fledgling trams as brutally as Qantas does Virgin.  

In the 70s, managers resisted the all-modes ticket (the ‘Travel Card’), until threats of sackings by Liberal Minister Rob Maclellan suddenly made cooperation achievable.  Labor’s amalgamation created a common logo, but didn’t integrate operations – three separate timetabling branches survived until privatisation again formalised the competition between modes.

In 2001, when the DoI’s Senior Strategic Planner for public transport was asked: “Why are you doing no integrated planning?  Why are you doing separate Train, Tram, and Bus Plans?” – His serious response was: “It is integrated.  My staff sit at adjacent desks”.

Melbourne’s public transport is not the place for the ambitious engineer.   Excuses for inaction are more inventive than the plans for action.  For example, we are told that we can’t have more frequent trains because the system is at capacity.  When forced to come up with solutions to the supposed capacity problem, unattainable schemes are proposed.  My favourite is the 1990 idea that the proposed Doncaster line would be too expensive because it would need new platforms at Flinders St cantilevered over the river.

In fact, there isn’t a capacity problem at all.  Timetables show that, 25% more trains left Flinders St for Epping in 1945 than do today.  A Zurich public transport engineer, now working in Australia, gives us very different perspective:  “Although the Loop and other factors have reduced capacity to some degree since 1945, an analysis of the existing service pattern and the available track capacity will show us how to increase the throughput of trains.  This would be a good start to rescheduling the entire suburban rail system.”

More of that, and we might have the beginnings of a real rescue plan, but unfortunately the last word, for now, comes from an author of the government’s latest public transport plan:  “I stopped off in Zurich on my way home from London – they have nothing to teach us”.

By contrast, the road engineers and road planners of the 50s and 60s learnt how to get things done, and they went on to dominate both the transport bureaucracy and the urban planning bureaucracy.  

In the 50s, businesses could see the car opening new economic opportunities in the US.  The Myer brothers sent young engineers to Yale to learn how to bring these opportunities to Melbourne.  They learnt not just the new computerised ‘science’ of traffic engineering.  They also learnt an ethical imperative: creating freedom of movement for the car was a tool for human betterment.  Pragmatically, they learnt from the US engineers and from their local bosses ‘back room’ political skills and the emotional hardness of the successful technocrat.  

Melbourne’s new roads, built by the cash-strapped MMBW were low-key: the flyover at the top of Hoddle St, St Kilda Junction, and the narrow SE Freeway.  These were nothing like the marvels of the New Jersey Turnpike.  

To bring such marvels to Melbourne, road engineers and their political supporters set up planning processes in parallel to those of the MMBW.  On the surface, they were simply planning for the transport needs of the future city, as it would develop under MMBW Planning Schemes.  But, with the production of the 1969 Transport Plan, with its 5km grid of freeways across the city, it became obvious that the engineers’ city and the planners’ city were not the same.   

During the 70s, town planners wanted future growth to continue the ‘linear city’ patterns of the existing urban form.  They had a power base in the MMBW, and you can see their ideas, somewhat diluted, in planning documents up until 1981. 

The road engineers were on the defensive in the face of opposition to the 1969 Plan that resulted in Hamer scrapping some freeways.  But, they avoided any serious re-working of transport strategy.  In a famous memo, the head of the Country Roads Board assured his staff that “the pendulum will swing back”.  In future, road plans were not presented as a big network, but were rolled out as the solution to one traffic bottleneck at a time.

By 1980, the pendulum was swinging back fast; road engineers had a strong grip on public transport policy.  Some of you will recall the Lonie Report through which Liberal hatchet man Rob Maclellan set out to cut public transport to free up money for road expansion after the oil crisis.  This report was written by CRB staff.

Cain came to power in 1982 with an agenda of public sector reform.  The MMBW and the public transport authorities were abolished, and road engineers were well positioned to assume control of policy-making in both transport and urban planning in the new super-ministries. 

Under Kennett and now Bracks, control of planning by road proponents has been further entrenched.  Melbourne’s planning schemes have toyed with the fashionable language of sustainability and urban consolidation, but have delivered the opposite. 

The road lobby

The road lobby has been well organised for 100 years.  Its enduring institutions – like the RACV – were formed by gentlemen motorists who sought the freedom of the road through the sporting ideals of their class.  Even in the 50s, opponents of speed limits said that the danger on the road was not “high speeding, but low breeding”.

As car numbers grew, so did the organisations of their champions, who believed, as Davison says in Car Wars, that: “anything or anyone that impeded motor traffic was hindering personal liberty and denying a law of nature”.  

These organisations have always had political savvy and impeccable connections.  The motoring lobby of the 40s included many of Menzies’ close associates, and the car became a symbol of the alternative to Labor’s collectivism.  Their targets were “onerous” taxation and “inefficient” public transport. 

All tiers of government were put under pressure.  Demands for huge public spending on roads for the emerging mass of motorists were woven into the libertarian ideals of sporting freedom.  Success in both can be seen in the political impregnability of the enormous roads budget, and the hysteria over speed cameras.

The public face of the Melbourne road lobby is the RACV. 

The RACV participates directly in electoral politics, and has a well-orchestrated presence in local and metropolitan media.  Its ‘philanthropy’ includes a $20,000 annual sponsorship of the Melbourne Press Club for a prize in transport journalism.  Its current CEO is a former head of VicRoads.

The RACV builds what it calls “effective partnerships” with local government:  through local Council and business ‘ginger groups’, and through the MAV which organises annual conferences in pursuit of more roads funding.

It is active inside business lobby groups, as we can see as the cycle for the next State election rolls around.  A majority of senior CEOs told an anonymous Committee for Melbourne survey last November: "Fixing the public transport system is the single most important issue confronting our city."  But, with the RACV on the right sub-committees, the Committee for Melbourne’s budget submission instead calls for investment in the Royal Park freeway, and increased West Gate Bridge capacity.
Research communities

Road-based transport agendas dominate the local transport research community, and are justified by arguments that look very shaky in the light of evidence-based research.  

For example, a former Monash engineering professor, now chief lobbyist at the RACV, Ken Ogden still tells planning students that car use is not influenced by the supply of roads; long after explicit research has confirmed the intuitive notion that this is not the case. 
Other widely-held professional positions include ‘balanced transport planning’, which is the unworkable idea that we can have great public transport in the Melbourne, and also build many more miles of competing freeways.  There is also ubiquitous expert opinion that Melbourne is a formless low-density sprawl, despite, as I mentioned earlier, evidence to the contrary.

To understand all this, we might turn to Foucauldian planning theorist Bent Flyvbjerg, who says: “Power makes you stupid”.  That is, if you have sufficient power, then you can ignore opposition based on rational argument.  However you choose to theorise it, we can observe a professional culture that responds dismissively to criticism and counter-evidence.  The effects of this culture are exaggerated because the consultant community is dependent on road engineers in State planning agencies.

And, we can see that other professionals, particularly urban planners, who have formed politically powerful groupings in Vancouver and other cities, have failed to mount successful challenges to Melbourne’s road engineers.    
Anti-freeway and pro-public transport pressure groups

Like any city with a big freeway plan, there was organised opposition in Melbourne.  

By 1972, 2000 people were rolling up for public meetings in the inner city, more were signing petitions, and others were building links with the ALP and the unions. 

The cream of Melbourne society was also fighting freeways, at least the one that would follow the Yarra through Heidelberg.  They used their connections to have the road reserve removed from their side of the river.

In March 1973, Hamer scrapped some of the most controversial freeways, but opposition continued against those that remained, especially when it became clear, as we saw earlier, that the road engineers were biding their time until “the pendulum swung back”.

Hamer’s 1973 compromise gave the Eastern Freeway the go-ahead.  But, opposition continued.  This protest had some help from Tom Uren in Canberra, and over $200,000 in today’s money from Fitzroy and Collingwood Councils, but they were never able to get the Doncaster rail on the political agenda as an alternative to a half-built freeway as their Toronto contemporaries did in stopping the Spadina Expressway in favour of a subway.  Instead, the argument centred on where the traffic would go after it left the freeway.

In 1977, the road was built and Hamer announced the inevitable: traffic would be allowed across Hoddle Street and into Alexandra Parade.  Residents built barricades and hundreds of police were brought in to take them down.  As one of those residents, I can say it was an exhilarating experience.  But, the protest collapsed after Hamer offered bus lanes on the freeway and some limits to road widening in Rathdowne Street and other approaches to the city. 

Since then, freeways have been fought one community at a time.  After fights in three suburban creek valleys, only the Merri is not completely built over.  We have two sides of the inner city ring road and a looming fight on a third side – through Royal Park.  The eastern half of the outer ring road is on the way.  And after that, pressure will build for the difficult missing link across the Yarra, the likely route for which is the reservation through Bulleen itself a legacy of the unfinished battle fought in Heidelberg back in 1973.  Then, we may have gone past the point predicted by a Toronto politician visiting Australia ten years ago: “If they build all those roads – you ain’t gonna want to live here”.

Formal organisation of public transport supporters really kicked off after the release of the Lonie Report in 1980.  This was a typical Maclellan reform, which he said at the time would cost him his job by Christmas – it didn’t, but it did give the ALP a leg-up in the 1982 election.

Much opposition to Lonie came from a Union-ALP alliance.  Railway workers had an established rough-house style of industrial conflict.  But, in the 70s, they developed different tactics, with professional research staff and popular ‘No Fares’ days.

This was a good base from which to campaign against Lonie, and some of the cuts were successfully resisted.  New public transport policies, based on union research, and centred on new investment in track and rolling stock were adopted by the ALP.  Key freeway and public transport activists were members of the new Cabinet or worked as ministerial advisors and departmental officers.  

But, this push was beaten by the road lobby, by the managerial fashions of the Cain reforms, and, in part, by the limits of the reform agenda.  Freeway construction was resumed after tortuous stretching of the meaning of the original policies and, despite increased investment; public transport use did not grow.

As often happens, strong lines were drawn between those inside and outside government.  Those left outside the tent were not able to find new ways to advance their position.  The union relationship with the parliamentary ALP reached an all-time low when trams blocked city streets over the scrapping of conductors and the introduction of the unpopular scratch tickets.  

At this time, too, the bureaucracy persuaded the government to re-introduce some of the Lonie cuts to public transport.  Some rail lines were turned into tram routes, but a similar plan for the Upfield line was stopped.

New analysis of the causes of public transport problems emerged distinct from the union-based agenda.  The ‘service quality’ argument was emerging as an explanation for successes in cities like Toronto.  Some demonstrations of the viability of this approach were made, but ALP reform had run out of steam. 

There was little opportunity for enlightened transport policy under Kennett, who literally threw sand in the face of those he thought weren’t sufficiently appreciative of his City Link and who ushered in a privatisation experiment under a model from the furthest reaches of neo-liberal thought. 

Bracks and Batchelor, in their turn, have shown little interest in anything but populist freeway building; increasingly thin programs to improve public transport; and a desire to maintain the separation between the government and failures in public transport operations through a rapid and generous re-negotiation of contracts after the collapse of the initial privatisation arrangements.  

No one has yet found a way a way to build a viable opposition to this status quo. 
Conclusion: the direction of future research
This brief account brings us to the hypotheses that underpin my research.  The broad research question is ‘how did we get this way?’ or, expressed more academically, ‘what mix of structural and agency factors explains the failure to invest in Melbourne’s public transport in the post-war years’.  

A number of hypotheses or questions emerge.  Research into these is fundamental to explaining the overall story. 
The questions are:  

1. Is transport policy in Melbourne formed within structures that offer some obstacles and some opportunities for reform but do not make our current transport system inevitable or unchangeable?
2. Have supporters of car-based policies constructed a ‘seamless’ argument that Melbourne has no alternative to car-based transport policies and, by doing so, have they silenced or weakened dissenting views in professional communities, in public administration, in the media, in the wider electorate, and, therefore, in politics at all levels.  

3. Have continuing imbalances in power and political sophistication in the bureaucracies that operate Melbourne’s transport systems consciously or unconsciously helped the supporters of car-based policies?  

4. Have supporters of alternative transport policies been unable to find any lasting political base from which to build their campaigns beyond a series of losing local freeway battles and occasional small public transport victories?
To explore these questions, I will be continuing my research through policy and media documentation, structured interviews with key actors, and further investigation of the structural and political dimensions of the formation of transport policy through comparative analysis of Melbourne and other cities with similar characteristics but different transport outcomes.










































































































































