Sydney Transport
Network Efficiency
Congestion is a child of many fathers - and Sydney is showing many
growing pains
Cities are constantly changing, and Sydney is no
exception. Sydney’s transport systems are approaching
capacity, especially during peaks, and we are seeing
congestion and disruption across all travel modes.
Congestion and delay are now a fact of life for all
Sydneysiders, and as the city grows, things are likely to
get worse.
These impacts are not going unnoticed. Almost
weekly there are reports condemning the condition of
the transport network. In recent media reports, both
Sydney’s road network and its public transport systems
were identified as struggling to meet demand during
weekday peaks as well as on weekends.
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Given the complexity of the factors behind these issues,
it is unsurprising that any solution will be similarly
complex and require a whole of system response. The
NSW State Government has commenced multiple cityshaping transport infrastructure projects in an effort to
increase capacity to meet the growth in demand.
In the mass transit and public transport space, there
is the Sydney Metro system, the Sydney CBD and
Parramatta Light Rail projects, as well as constant
refining of the bus network. In the road space there
is WestConnex, including the M4 widening, and
NorthConnex, new harbour tunnels and the F6, all
aimed at improving congestion. There’s a lot going on.
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Shaping the City that
We Want
Despite these infrastructure projects being aimed
at relieving congestion, they are a response to an
outcome of prevailing socio-economic trends, and
do not necessarily address the underlying factors of
congestion. That is, these projects are treating the
symptoms but not the cause.
The catalyst, of course, is growth. The underlying
demographic and economic trends that have made
Sydney such a vibrant and energetic city are the same
factors that increase activity, and in the end drive
demand for travel. These factors include population
growth, investment patterns, employment patterns,
housing affordability and changes in land use which are
contributing to much of the congestion that the city is
currently facing.
The spate of new infrastructure in Sydney will bring
improvements to accessibility and mobility in the
medium term, however they fail to address these
fundamentals. These projects are only buying time.
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To really affect the issues facing the transport network,
the shape of the city must be considered, alongside
looking at ways of managing increased travel demand
and the most efficient ways of meeting that demand
through infrastructure spend.
In reality there is no ‘silver bullet’ solution to the
transport problems faced in Sydney. What we can
and are doing is investing in both infrastructure and
technologies which will hopefully create a city that is
better to live in. In fact, thinking in terms of solutions
invites fanciful thinking that is doomed to fail; thinking
in terms of managing the beast points to a much more
grounded and worthwhile effort.

“

These projects are treating the
symptoms but not the cause.

“
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Measure of Success Network Efficiency
Before looking at some of the proposed solutions to
the problems Sydney faces, it is important to look at the
measures for success for any planned improvements to
the city’s transport network infrastructure.
A key measure of success for transport in Sydney is
network efficiency. While traditional measures such
as traffic capacity, traffic delay, traffic congestion and
others relate to the immediate experience of the
traveller, they do not capture the broader benefits or
disbenefits to the community.
Network efficiency looks at measures such as overall
congestion, improving environmental outcomes, being
more inclusive as well as looking at overarching costs
and benefits relating to different travel modes. Some
modes are typically more efficient uses of resources,
and by focusing on investing in those modes we can
improve the overall network efficiency of the system.
For most cases this means a greater use of public
transport than currently occurs.

Public
Transport

“

Road
Network
Efficiency

Active
Travel

Network efficiency looks at
measures such as overall
congestion, improving
environmental outcomes, being
more inclusive as well as looking
at overarching costs and benefits
relating to different travel modes.

“

This is critical because in many cases, changes which
may negatively affect individuals at a local level, may
have considerable benefits at a regional or metropolitan
level. This may mean trying to promote a less-defined
benefit over an acute demonstrable disbenefit.
Nevertheless, measuring the overall utility of the
network and how it relates to a perceived benefit for
all users or customers, should be one of the informing
principles behind infrastructure investment.
In this regard, the Future Cities1 report recommends that
“Australian governments should increase investment
in public transport infrastructure in cities experiencing
significant population growth. Investment in mass transit
is crucial to reducing congestion, increasing accessibility
and reducing the rate of emissions growth.”
The Future Transport Strategy 20562 also indicates that
there will be:

“significant changes to the size and structure of our
transport network and greater use of more efficient
modes of transport, such as public transport and
walking and cycling. It will also require us to better use
existing capacity, particularly through prioritising more
efficient vehicles on the road network.”

1 Future Cities Report - Infrastructure Australia 2018, page 104.
2 Future Transport Strategy 2056 - Transport for NSW 2018, page 28.
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Measure of Success The 30-minute City 1
In 2016 the establishment of 30-minutes cities was
identified as critical to the liveability of our major cities.
Liveability can be a somewhat undefined concept
simply because it means different things to different
people. However, establishing communities where
people can live their lives within a reasonable space and
time underpins much of the benefits of this approach.
One of the implications of the 30-minute city is that this
will not occur when the major transport networks of an
ever-expanding city, such as Sydney, are still primarily
focused on delivering people to one centre or CBD.
One alternative is to develop more metropolitan centres
and complementary CBDs. The Greater Sydney Region
Plan, A Metropolis of Three Cities (Greater Sydney
Commission, 2018) is built on a vision of three cities
where most residents live within 30 minutes of their jobs,
education and health facilities. The intent is to transform
Greater Sydney into a metropolis of three cities:

•The Western Parkland City

What's to Be Done?

•The Central River City
•The Eastern Harbour City
This framework is being used to restructure or reorient Greater Sydney away from focusing on the
original Sydney CBD to a more balanced metropolitan
area where people can easily access jobs, education,
services and recreational facilities.

“Construction of new roads alone cannot
accommodate this demand and alleviate
congestion at the same time. Land-use planning
and transport network investment will need to be
complemented by other approaches, including
demand management mechanisms such as road
user charging, and public transport investment.”

“

To make the right choices around
any proposed transport solutions for
Sydney, it is important to establish and
use the right measures of success,
which is Network Efficiency.

The Future Cities report1 from Infrastructure Australia
summarises the situation nicely. While acknowledging
that cars will continue to play an important role in our
cities, congestion will significantly increase in the future.
The findings go on to conclude that:

“

1 The 30-minute city concept is predicated on Marchetti’s constant which

The Future Transport Strategy 2056 proposes a number
of potential long-term mass transit links, several of
which would ultimately improve travel in and around
Sydney and help shape new travel patterns. However,
many of these proposals are a long time off.

2 Summary Report: Future Cities - Infrastructure Australia 2018, page 11.

states that in developed cities people typically budget for one hour of
commuting time a day. Working to facilitate that length of commute
increases the liveability of a city.
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Aiming for Success
To make the right choices around any proposed
transport solutions for Sydney, it is important to
establish and use the right measures of success, which
is Network Efficiency.
In addition to building infrastructure, policy and
regulatory levers, as well as new and emerging
technologies, can improve our ability to increase
overall network efficiency.
For example, introducing road pricing such as cordon
and distance charging should reduce demand for trips
in private cars, which would in turn take pressure off
the supply of available road space and cheap parking.
At the same time, this kind of price signalling should
make mass transit considerably more attractive purely
based on transparency around the real cost of travel.
This increased demand should help justify the case for
further investment in more economically efficient travel
choices such as mass transit.

“

There is no silver bullet, however,
more efficient travel modes are
required to serve future trips.
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Similarly encouraging more walking and cycling will
also take pressure of the need for car trips. Active
transport results in health benefits, fewer car trips,
lower vehicle kilometres and more efficient use of road
space. More local jobs and mixed-use areas are also
required to help facilitate these local trips – land use
policies that were avoided in post war planning.
There is no silver bullet; however, more efficient travel
modes are required to serve our future trip purposes
and destinations.
While solutions will include metro lines and light rail,
bigger issues such as land use, urban renewal, housing
prices and the attractiveness and accessibility of
destinations all need to be considered, which is a lot.
And in a city of Sydney’s size and geography achieving
a concerted, integrated response to these network
issues will be both difficult and inherently complex.

Nick Buchanan is an Associate
Director at GTA Consultants and
operates from our Sydney office.

“

nick.buchanan@gta.com.au
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