LC EIC Inquiry into
Expanding Melbourne's Free Tram Zone
Submission 401

February 7 2020

The Executive Officer
Economy and Infrastructure Committee
Parliament House
Spring Street,
East Melbourne 3002
tramzoneinquiry@parliament.vic.gov.au

Dear Sir/Madam,

Re:

Expanding Melbourne’s Free Tram Zone
Submission to Economy and Infrastructure Committee:

MRCagney welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the Parliament of Victoria Legislative Council’s
Economy and Infrastructure Committee inquiry into Expanding Melbourne’s Free Tram Zone. Our submission seeks
to further inform the Legislative Council of transport policies and initiatives that deliver better transport, better
choices and better places for the city and its people.
MRCagney is a specialist transport planning and urban strategy consultancy. We stand for well connected, vibrant
and liveable places giving people better, more sustainable travel choices. Transport planning to us is about people,
not numbers, and we specialise in providing pragmatic, advice that transforms cities from the automobile age to
bring forward a redesigned and re-imagined city that helps people create better choices.
Since our formation in 2000, MRCagney has developed a reputation for delivering excellent outcomes on complex
and challenging projects. The company has offices in Australia and New Zealand. We have also delivered a wide
array of urban strategy and transport planning projects in Melbourne in recent years.

Context
We understand that the Legislative Council requires the Economy and Infrastructure Committee to inquire into and
report on Melbourne’s public transport, in particular:
1.

The expansion of the free tram zone to include:
a.

Wellington Parade to Powlett Street, East Melbourne;

b. Swanston Street to Elgin Street, Carlton;
c.

Royal Parade to College Crescent, Carlton;

d. Flemington Road to Abbotsford Street, North Melbourne;
e.
2.

St Kilda Road to Commercial Road, Prahran;

Providing free fares for all full-time students;
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3.
4.

Removing fares for all Senior Card holders;
New technologies that enable intelligent transport systems that improve the performance of the
networks; and

5.

The effects and benefits of dynamic public transport pricing.

Our submission will focus on areas 1, 2, and 3.

Expansion of free tram zone
The Free Tram Zone (FTZ) was introduced as a bi-partisan pre-election pledge in the lead up to the 2014 Victorian
State Election and has been in operation for five years. As stated by the Chair when inviting public submissions to
this inquiry, at the time of the policy’s introduction its aim was to ease the cost of living expenses in Melbourne.
The Member for Eastern Metropolitan, Mr Barton presented the motion for this inquiry citing the following reasons,
as detailed in Hansard1:
•

encouraging mode shift

•
•

ease congestion
encourage tourists to utilise public transport rather than a car

•

increase access for students, seniors, families and visitors.

•

expansion to key destinations outside the current FTZ – hospitals, universities and attractions.

The central objectives of improving public transport services, as well as encouraging modal shift away from car
reliance is to be commended. Both are essential characteristics for a growing city and will benefit residents and
visitors alike.
However, the implication that the existing FTZ has had a measurable impact on both mode shift and improving
public transport is unsubstantiated and requires comprehensive analysis. The following sections will explore the
reasons Mr Barton mentioned (as listed above) and investigate their relationship with the FTZ.

Encouraging modal shift and ease congestion
As Melbourne grows in population, so does congestion. A legacy of car-centric planning for the past 50 years has
resulted in a reliance on private vehicles to move around the city and suburbs. In order to accommodate the
population now and in future, there needs to be a shift away from prioritising private vehicles. Public transport is
the most efficient way to transport people and goods around the city, and its role is especially important in large
cities with growing populations. However, while encouraging modal shift and easing congestion are important
goals, accomplishing this is somewhat more complicated.
The Melbourne Central Business District (CBD) is a key employment centre, and there are many people travelling to
and from the CBD every day. 70% of people who work in Melbourne CBD travel by public transport, and 11% of
workers walk or cycle to work.2 These are very high rates of public transport and active transport (walking and
cycling) use, which is partly enabled by well-connected public transport to the CBD. And while only 22% of people
who work in Melbourne CBD travel to work by car, the rate private vehicle mode share across the greater
Melbourne metropolitan region is 76%.3

Hansard, Victorian Parliamentary Debates, Legislative Council, Wednesday 5 June 2019, p1736-1739
Loader, C, 2017, Trends in journey to work mode shares in Australian cities to 2016 (second edition) https://chartingtransport.com/2017/10/24/trends-in-journey-to-work-mode-shares-inaustralian-cities-to-2016/
3 Ibid.
1
2
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Some FFTs have achieved success, but this is most often in smaller cities. FFT has the potential to revitalise a
struggling network in a small city, but big cities don’t often need to incentivise public transport. The costs of
implementing FFT are significant, and in big cities the costs often lead to the abandonment of the scheme.
Hansard references Tallinn as an example of FFT but the context compared to Melbourne is quite different – the
population of Tallinn is much smaller than Melbourne. The FFT was introduced in Tallinn, Estonia to reduce the cost
of living for residents after the Global Financial Crisis, and ease congestion. The FFT allows Tallinn residents only to
access FFT across all modes of transport in Tallinn.14 Unlike the FTZ in Melbourne, tourists as well as Estonians who
reside outside of Tallinn are still required to purchase a ticket, and registering as a resident of Tallinn means that
the city automatically receives a portion of the national taxes. The scheme has been considered a success with an
increase in patronage, but there is little evidence that FFT resulted in a significant decrease in car travel.

Tourists to utilise public transport
Trams are synonymous with Melbourne, and there has been a designated tourist tram (City Circle tram) operating
since 1994. The City Circle is a dedicated zero-fare service, which utilises the historic W-class trams, and has a
dedicated voice over providing tourists an introduction to some of Melbourne’s key destinations. It provides both
useful information and a practical way for tourists to move around the CBD.
When tourists visit Melbourne, there are so many things to see within the city, suburbs, and country Victoria that it
is highly unlikely they will only travel within the CBD area. If the FTZ is aimed at encouraging tourists to visit
Melbourne, it’s unlikely to be overly persuasive given how many attractions are in the suburbs and regional Victoria.
Tourists expect to pay for public transport, and so the FTZ is likely to be considered a bonus, rather than the main
reason to visit Melbourne. If there is a barrier around tourists purchasing tickets, then that should be addressed, as
the FTZ does not solve this issue. There is also already provision for free travel for tourists in association with some
major events such as the Grand Prix and the Australian Open.

Access
As mentioned in Hansard, it is suggested that extending the FTZ will “provide better access for the thousands of
staff, volunteers, students and visitors to the hospitals and education precincts”.15 Given that frequent transport
services already operate in these areas, it’s uncertain how the FTZ will improve ‘access’. If the aim of the FTZ is to
provide better access, it’s essential to understand the current barriers to access. As listed in the sections above,
some common barriers to public transport use include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Safety
travel time
frequency and reliability of service
availability
infrastructure
connections

However, expanding the FTZ is unlikely to have any positive impact on these barriers.

14.

Cats, Reimal, Susilo, 2014, Public Transport Pricing Policy: Empirical Evidence from a Fare-Free Scheme in Tallinn, Estonia, Transportation Research Record: Journal of the Transportation
Research Board, No. 2415, Transportation Research Board of the National Academies, Washington, p.86-96.
15 Hansard, Victorian Parliamentary Debates, Legislative Council, Wednesday 5 June 2019, p1736-1739
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If ‘access’ includes financial access, then the existing FTZ should first be analysed from this perspective. And given
the original aim for the FTZ was to reduce the cost of living, then perhaps a more suitable extension would be to
include people who live in areas of financial stress, as well as looking at other measures that can support people
who use public transport and who face cost of living pressures.

Accessibility
Accessibility is an essential component of access to a public transport network. There are existing physical barriers
in the current tram network in Melbourne which prevent access – the most common being (lack of) platforms,
which is a key barrier for disabled and elderly people.16
If the aim of expansion of the FTZ is to make the network more accessible, analysis of the current network should
be undertaken to understand whether the existing FTZ is accessible. Given overcrowding already occurs on the tram
network, and has increased within the FTZ, the FTZ is likely to have made accessibility more difficult for people with
mobility issues.
In a local Melbourne study by Rachele et al, people with disabilities as well as advocates and City of Melbourne staff
were asked to come up with ideas to improve public transport (see table in Annexure). They were then asked to
rank the importance of these ideas.17
Across the four disability groups, the ideas that were ranked as most important were:
• Provide visual and audio information about stops during journeys
• Increase public transport outside of the city
• Make tram stops accessible
• Increase the availability of accessible public transport (e.g. accessible transport on all lines, more low-floor
trams)
Expanding the free tram zone was ranked the lowest out of all ideas. To improve accessibility for people with
disabilities, there are a multiple obstacle that need to be removed, and the focus should be on this rather than
extending the FTZ.

Expansion of FTZ to include hospitals, universities and attractions
Hospitals
The proposed expansion of the FTZ to include the Royal Melbourne, Royal Women’s, Royal Children’s and Alfred
Hospitals is driven by the idea of improving access and encourage staff an incentive to use public transport – but as
stated earlier, free public transport is not enough of an incentive to switch modes.
There are several questions that arise with the assumption that expanding the FTZ will improve access, and these
should be investigated to ascertain the actual benefit, for example:

16
17

•

How do people currently travel to hospitals?

•

Where are they travelling from?

•
•
•

How long do they stay (day, overnight, etc.)?
What impact does shift work have on transport choice?
How many people who need to go to these hospitals currently live in the FTZ and would benefit from the
expansion?

Naznin, Currie & Logan, 2018, Exploring road design factors influencing tram road safety – Melbourne tram driver focus groups, Accident Analysis and Prevention 110 (2018) p52-61
Rachele et al, 2019, Making the City of Melbourne more inclusive for people with disability. Melbourne: University of Melbourne
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Universities
A significant element of travel behaviour is linked to the residential location of the student,18 but despite this,
students in Melbourne have a higher use of both public and active transport than the general population. Given the
already high rates of public transport use, extending the FTZ is unlikely to have a significant impact on student
travel choices.

Providing free fares for all full-time students
Since the introduction of the FTZ, there has been targeted ticketing inspections outside University campuses, with
concerns that Authorised Officers unfairly target students, especially international students. The most common
issue reported to the Public Transport Ombudsman is poor behaviour from Authorised Officers.19 This behaviour
can have lasting impacts, as issues with personal security can result in existing transport users shifting modes, and
those people do not immediately returning to using transit when they have been driven away20. If encouraging use
of public transport use is the aim, then it is important to addressing the existing issues that students have raised
about Authorised Officers.
While students are entitled to discounted concession fares on public transport, these concessions do not extend to
all students.
Who currently gets access:
•

Primary and secondary school students (student pass)

•

Full-time domestic undergraduate students (with PTV Tertiary Student ID & Concession Myki)

•
Full-time international undergraduate students* (iUSEpass trial) – yearly pass only
*studying at participating institutions
Who misses out:
•
•

Domestic post-graduate students
International post-graduate students

•

Part-time undergraduate and post-graduate students

International, post-graduate and part-time students are often living on very limited means, and eligibility for
concession fares would ease the cost of living. Students utilise public transport at a high rate, and it would be more
beneficial to improve services as well as expand eligibility to include all students – not just full-time undergraduates.

Removing fares for all Senior Card holders
Changes to the proportion of different age groups in a city’s population growth has significant implications on the
transport system. According to the State of Australian Cities report, it is anticipated that the number of people aged
over 65 years in Melbourne will increase by over 400,000 by 2031.21
Seniors in Victoria are already eligible for reduced fare transport, and they also receive free travel on weekends, as
well as travel vouchers. However, this information on the Public Transport Victoria website is quite confusing, and
so perhaps promotion of these benefits as well as clarification of entitlements interstate, and for interstate visitors
could be beneficial.
De Witte et al, 2005, ‘The impact of “free” public transport: The case of Brussels’, Transportation Research Part A 40 (2006) p.671-689
Public Transport Ombudsman, 2019, Customer Experience Bulletin.
Perone (2002) Advantages and Disadvantages of Fare-Free Transit Policy. NCTR Report Number: NCTR-473-133, BC137-38, National Center for Transportation Research, Tampa, Florida.
21 Commonwealth of Australia, 2015, State of Australian Cities 2014-2015: Progress in Australian Regions, Department of Infrastructure and Regional Development.
18
19
20
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As travel for Seniors is already affordable or even free, improving accessibility and reliability of services would be of
a greater benefit.

Recommendations
We recommend that the Government conduct a holistic inquiry into the existing FTZ. From the outset, the
messaging around the FTZ has been mixed, establishing a clear aim is essential to determine the target market/s,
whether the FTZ has been successful, and whether it should be scrapped, retained or extended. In addition the
following items would ideally be addressed:
Congestion on trams
• There is evidence that people are now catching the tram one or two stops instead of walking.
• This unfairly impacts paying passengers who are catching the tram beyond the FTZ, as there is an
increased risk of passengers being unable to board as there is no room.
• Crowding in CBD requires more trams which negatively impacts suburban paying customers who
have been requesting better services for years.
• Issues with physical crowding due to FTZ can decrease ridership for existing users22
Increase in load/wait times
• Because there is an increase in the number of people catching the tram short distances, the loading
and unloading at each tram stop takes much longer, which impacts service punctuality.
• Tram drivers have expressed concerns about how busy the tram stops are: “with the free tram zone
there are just so many people now, and with the older style tram stops, there are too many people,
and they block the tracks”23
Maintenance
• More passengers (heavier loads) require more frequent maintenance.
• Heavier loads also increase the frequency of cleaning
• Heavier loads increase general wear and tear.
Costs
•
•
•

It’s marketed as ‘free’ but it is paid for by taxpayers. Is it better to invest that money into other
initiatives instead?
Marketing costs: promotion of FTZ, signage, maps, etc.
Loss of revenue

In addition to assessing the current FTZ, we recommend the Government also investigate the following areas:
Tourism and transport
Investigate the relationship between tourism and transportation in Melbourne, including the following
considerations:
•

•
22
23

Is Myki an obstacle for tourists? If so, how can this barrier be overcome?
o

Consider offering a disposable Myki

o
o

Free myki with purchase of Skybus ticket
Offering a 3, 5, 7-day tourist pass – both physical and in app. This could be useful for a
range of tourists including domestic and business tourists. Currently only myki ‘explorer’
pack available which contains enough value for one day’s travel in zone 1&2.

Product offering for conferences – Conference Myki is available, but is it well-used?

Perone (2002) Advantages and Disadvantages of Fare-Free Transit Policy. NCTR Report Number: NCTR-473-133, BC137-38, National Center for Transportation Research, Tampa, Florida.
Naznin, Currie & Logan, 2018, Exploring road design factors influencing tram road safety – Melbourne tram driver focus groups, Accident Analysis and Prevention 110 (2018) p52-61
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