COVID-19 transport legacy
The new norms of travel & mobility
Travel patterns have changed dramatically across
the world due to the Covid-19 pandemic. In countries
such as Australia, as we progress beyond lockdowns
and travel restrictions, people are making different
choices in how, when and if they travel.
Importantly a key question is what will be the longerterm legacy of Covid-19 on our mobility – and what
might the new norms look like? Will we return to a
‘business as usual’ situation, or will we see lasting
changes for better or worse?
Covid-19 reached Australia by the end of January 2020,
with the first confirmed Australian death in March. By
the end of the month, Federal and State Governments
progressively put the country in a state of lockdown.
With the nation hibernating, a Google Mobility Changes
report from March 2020 showcased a noticeable
reduction in journeys to or within all non-residential
areas in Victoria (see page 2).
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The most pronounced changes were at transit stations
as well as retail and recreation destinations, demonstrating
the reduction of non-essential journeys. In contrast.
there was an increase in mobility in residential areas with
a significant number of people remaining at home, other
than for essential worker travel, shopping and exercise.
Vehicle traffic also reduced significantly across Australian
cities. For example, VicRoads Traffic Signal Volume Data
indicates significant reductions in traffic volumes moving
through key intersections in Greater Melbourne when
comparing March 2020 to the previous year.
Cycling, in contrast, has experienced a rise in popularity
during the lockdown. In the City of Sydney, ridership
has increased by 20%-50% .This observation is echoed
by bike shop owners, many of whom have seen a
significant increase in sales during the lockdown, with
customers ranging from essential workers to families
and recreational users, all varying in experience level.

1

Stimulus via
COVID-19
transport
Transport
legacy
Corridors

Victoria
Retail & recreation

Grocery & pharmacy

Parks

-51% compared to baseline

-26% compared to baseline

-55% compared to baseline

+80%

+80%

+40%

+40%

+40%

Baseline

Baseline

Baseline

-40%

-40%

-40%

-80%

-80%

Sun Feb 16

Sun Mar 8

Sun Mar 29

Sun Feb 16

+80%

Sun Mar 8

Sun Mar 29

-80%

Sun Feb 16

Sun Mar 8

Transit stations

Workplace

Residential

-68% compared to baseline

-37% compared to baseline

+16% compared to baseline

+80%

+80%

+40%

+40%

+40%

Baseline

Baseline

Baseline

-40%

-40%

-40%

-80%

-80%

Sun Feb 16

Sun Mar 8

Sun Mar 29

Sun Feb 16

Sun Mar 29

+80%

Sun Mar 8

Sun Mar 29

-80%

Sun Feb 16

Sun Mar 8

Sun Mar 29

Figure 1 Google Mobility Data, Victoria, March 2020
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■■ How do we ensure that the effort and gains in modal
shift to public transport over recent decades is not
undone?
■■ What preferences may arise regarding land-use
development, including the density and location of
new developments?
The potential impacts are not simply on how we travel,
but also potentially how much we travel – recent research
by the University of Sydney has indicated that many
people expect to travel less than they previously did.
GTA in the meantime has considered scenarios with
potential outcomes that could result from society’s
newly adopted attitudes towards transport and mobility.
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Flex Working – it is inevitable that many people
will return to office-based working, however, the
proof of concept that wider-spread working from
'home offices’ will drive greater flexibility in work
arrangements that includes more working from
home and variable start and finish times.
Back to Business As Usual – despite current
intentions and aspirations to work from home and
retain new-found travel behaviours (frequency and
distance of travel, as well as mode); within months
most work has transitioned back to offices and
commuters return to public transport.
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Scenario

What could change?

Implications

Hiting the Road

■■ Higher than normal private vehicle use

■■ Pressure builds for even more road

for trips persists.
■■ Higher traffic volumes and congestion on

the road network particularly during peak
hours that are longer.
■■ More demand for parking.
■■ More conflict between different road users

and a reduction in safety, particularly for
cyclists and pedestrians.

capacity to counter increased journey
times and worsening trip reliability –
impacting private vehicles, freight, and
on-road public transport.
■■ Calls for road pricing and congestion

charging.
■■ Increased parking costs and pressure for

more carparks.
■■ Road space allocation dilemma in

corridors becomes even more difficult.
■■ Growth in carbon emissions expected.

Getting Active

■■ People with feasible commutes (i.e.

10 kilometres of less) will use active
transport, micro mobility and e-mobility
as their primary means of travel.
■■ Increased local trips by active travel
■■ Increased safety risks to active cyclists

and pedestrians.

■■ Increased activism calling for improved

cycling infrastructure and bike lanes.
■■ More unregulated e-mobility.
■■ Pressure on workplaces, retailers, and

service providers to have sufficient bike
storage and charging stations – and for
workplaces to maintain and improve endof-trip facilities.
■■ Travel-related carbon emissions offset.

Flex Working

■■ Office-based staff increasingly work at

home for some of their working week.
■■ Greater flexibility in start/finish times.
■■ Less congestion during peak hours on

road network and public transport.
■■ Primary travel purposes will change. For

example, recreational and shopping travel
purposes will become more important.
■■ Localised trips become the ‘norm’.

Business as Usual

■■ Same mode-share as pre-COVID 19 and

associated pressures on transport
networks.
■■ Public transport usage for commuters

will return to pre-COVID 19 levels.

■■ Reduced overall pressure on transport

networks and the need to provide
additional capacity – onset of the
permanent ‘school-holiday’ effect.
■■ Community demand for major transport

infrastructure softens.
■■ Push for investment in local and

community infrastructure.
■■ Benefits in reduced travel-based

emissions.
■■ Continued impetus for delivery of the

current pipeline of public transport and
road network infrastructure.
■■ A missed opportunity – do governments

respond to travel behaviours or endeavour
to draw down on Covid-19 experiences to
shape travel demand?
■■ International transport will evolve – they will

need to be stronger and more resilient.
Table 1 Summary of the scenarios over the short and long-term

www.gta.com.au

3

COVID-19 transport legacy

Where to now?

progress some of the ideals that seemed slow-moving
or elusive in pre-Covid-19 settings.

Entertaining the old-norm scenario of Back to Business
as Usual is enticing; dealing with what you know after a
challenging period of uncertainty feels 'doable'. It ensures
all our current settings and infrastructure are oriented
in the right direction and transport infrastructure
investments and projects are relevant.

The potential to harness mobility shifts that are more
grounded in community, along with potential health and
environmental benefits is compelling. Significantly, as
such shifts are fundamentally achieved through changes
in behaviour – they present achievable outcomes with
relatively low capital investment; yet not significantly
undermining infrastructure investments and projects
underway.

Whilst our road networks pre-Covid-19 had peak-hour
traffic congestion challenges, we also had the
encouragement of the continual mode shift to public
transport and transport infrastructure being constructed
to provide expanded capacity to growing populations
and urban density.
However, would Back to Business Usual represent a
missed opportunity? Should governments respond to
new travel behaviours or endeavour to draw down on
Covid-19 experiences to shape travel demand?
Getting Active and Flex Working – or a combination of
both – are appealing. From a travel perspective, they
represent a ‘Crisis-Opportunity’ and the chance to
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In contrast, Hitting the Road where car use spikes during
the Covid-19 period, and endures, presents a significant
risk to the functioning of our cities and long-term
liveability. Increased pressure on road networks and the
associated community pressure to build capacity has
the potential to undermine current investments in public
transport infrastructure.
With the increased social, economic, and environmental
costs that would be associated with Hitting the Road,
a return to an overt car dependency is an undesirable
outcome of Covid-19, particularly in the long-term.
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Human Centered Parking

Moving forward

Associate Director Transport Planning

Many of the mobility choices and settings we are
undertaking during Covid-19 are underpinned by the
absolute requirement of personal and community safety.
Ultimately, when the current requirements for social
distancing ease, we will appreciate the legacy that
Covid-19 has had on our travel behaviours.
As we have explored, a return to normal patterns of
mobility is not a bad thing – albeit our growing pre
Covid-19 cities faced increasing challenges of capacity
and congestion.
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Proactive planning and activity by governments,
business and organisations more generally can generate
a silver lining to Covid-19. At the core is restoration of
public transport capacity and patronage and taking
opportunities to identify and action efficiency gains in our
road networks. If this is combined with even subtle shifts
to active-mode use and flexible working – the positive
flow-on effects for the efficiency and reliability of our
broader transport networks can be realised.
The win-win of improved mobility, increased prosperity,
and liveability, along with gains in community health and
the environment may just be within our grasp.
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For more information regarding GTA's transport planning services, please contact:
VIC/ TAS:
Will Fooks
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NSW/ACT:
Nick Buchanan

QLD:
James Phillips

SA:
John Devney

WA/NT:
Tim Judd
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