Sydney’s 30-Minute Centres
When the Federal Government set out its vision for
the future of Australian cities, much of the rhetoric
was attached to the concept of 30-minute cities.
While it may mean slightly different things to different
people, according to the Government's Smart Cities
plan “a 30-minute city is one where, no matter where
you live, you can easily access the places you need to
visit on a daily basis.” 1
In a similar vein, the vision set out in the NSW
Government's Future Transport Strategy 2056 for
Greater Sydney is one where “people can access
jobs and services in their nearest metropolitan city
and strategic centre within 30 minutes.” 2 This paper
examines to what extent Sydney currently meets, and
will meet, the 30-minute city vision into the future.

1

Federal Government Smart Cities Plan. 2016. Page 11.

2

Transport for NSW, Future Transport Strategy 2056, 2018, Page 33.

www.gta.com.au

Marchetti's Constant
It has been observed that people across the world’s
cities will average between 60 and 90 minutes
travelling each day, principally commuting. This
travel-time budget, which is often called ‘Marchetti’s
constant’, acts as a threshold to changes in behaviour.
If commuters start to exceed this limit, most people will
do one of three things — change their transport mode,
change job location or move their home.
This observation informs transport planning by
creating a vision for what constitutes a reasonable
commute. From a planning perspective, this vision
means creating transport solutions where residents can
access employment, schools, shopping, services and
recreational facilities within 30 minutes of home.
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Is Sydney a
30-minute city?
To investigate the extent to which Sydney is a
30-minute city, GTA undertook an analysis of travel
times by both car and public transport (all modes) to
and from the key centres established by the Greater
Sydney Commission plan A Metropolis of Three Cities.
The intent is to transform Greater Sydney into:
 The Western Parkland City, including the centres
of Badgerys Creek, Liverpool and Campbelltown.

“

The Analysis
GTA's analysis examined travel times for a select
number of locations using data publicly sourced
from Google for an average working day in June
2018. The analysis was undertaken for trips
to and from, as well as between each of the
following centres:
 Sydney CBD
 Parramatta
 Penrith

 The Central River City based around
Greater Parramatta.

 Liverpool

 The Eastern Harbour City based around the
Sydney CBD.

The travel times to and from as well as between
each centre were calibrated to the morning
peak period based on Journey to Work (JTW)
travel patterns.

How does Sydney's transport
network support the ambition
of a 30-minute city?

“
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 Campbelltown

The future centre of the Western Sydney
Airport / Badgerys Creek was excluded from
the current analysis as there are not enough
trips reported in the JTW database to enable a
meaningful analysis.
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The Results
Based on our analysis, we found that:
 Overall travel times for car-based trips are shorter
than public transport-based trips.
 Centre-bound car trips generally average less than
30 minutes per trip (except for travel to the Sydney
CBD by car which is over 40 minutes).
 Trips by public transport to each of the centres
ranged from 46 to 64 minutes, with most around
the 50-minute mark, well over the target for the
30-minute city, which reflects, in many cases, poor
public transport services, routes or frequencies.
The reasons for this travel mode disparity include:
 The uneven distribution of residential and
employment areas.
 A traditional, radial public transport network
focused on the Sydney CBD and the lack of a
grid-based mass transit/public transport network.
 Longer travel distances often made by rail across
Greater Sydney.
 Shorter, local trips being made by private vehicle due
to a lack of adequate walking and cycling facilities.
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Source: GTA Consultants Analysis (2018).
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Future Directions
By 2036, an additional 1.7 million people are expected to
live in Greater Sydney, generating approximately 6 million
additional trips per day. These trips will increase pressure on
transport links servicing the Sydney CBD (Eastern Harbour
City) and Parramatta (Central River City), as well as produce
strong growth in the Western Parkland City3.
The Future Transport Strategy 2056 recognises that catering
for this additional demand and maintaining and expanding
the ‘30-minute’ catchments within each of Sydney’s three
cities will require transport options that improve people’s
access to jobs and services without compromising the
liveability and amenity of Sydney’s suburbs and centres.
The NSW Government is investing in transformational mass
transit projects like Sydney Metro and Sydney Light Rail, as
well as major motorways like WestConnex and NorthConnex.
Despite this investment, it has been forecast (by the Bureau
of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics (BITRE)
that rising congestion will increase travel times and affect
travel reliability. Congestion is expected to cost over $12
billion per annum by 20304 and “if current levels of private
vehicle use persist, they will reduce the 30- minute
catchments across the city”5.

Implications for future
Road Infrastructure
Infrastructure NSW has identified that once new major
roads like WestConnex, NorthConnex and the Western
Harbour Tunnel are completed, important functional
links that have been missing from the road network6
will be finished, which will largely complete the
Sydney motorway network .
Based on this, it is expected that further investment
in expanding the road network in established parts of
Sydney will become more challenging given:
 The high cost of major road projects.
 The decreasing amount of land available to
accommodate new roads.
 The perception of negative impacts of traffic on the
amenity of neighbourhoods.
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Implications of new
Rail Infrastructure
To increase connectivity and access to both Parramatta /
Central River City and the emerging Western Parkland City,
there are several major pieces of rail infrastructure likely to
have a material impact on the delivery of the 30-minute city

for the cities within Greater Sydney. These developments
have been listed below.
Broadly, the Future Transport Strategy 2056 indicates
that these improvements would result in 70% of
residents in Greater Sydney being able to access their
nearest metropolitan centre within 30 minutes by
public transport in 2056 — a significant increase on
today at just 39%7.

PROJECT
Sydney Metro Northwest (Rouse Hill — Chatswood)
The North West of Sydney has not previously had mass transit, so this line will open a new market for public transport, with the added benefit of faster
travel times. The Epping to Chatswood section is an upgrade of the existing heavy rail line.

Sydney Metro City & Southwest (Chatswood — Sydney CBD — Sydenham — Bankstown)
Sydney Metro City & Southwest adds much needed mass transit capacity with new stations on both sides of the harbour providing additional coverage.
The Sydenham to Bankstown component will provide an upgrade in service frequency and travel times to the Sydney CBD.

Sydney Metro West (Sydney CBD — Bays Precinct — Sydney Olympic Park — Greater Parramatta)
Sydney Metro West will help relieve pressure on the existing heavy rail network and create new public transport/mass transit opportunities. It is
expected to facilitate urban renewal and densification at certain stations and improve travel times to/from Parramatta.

New connections to the Western Sydney Airport from the Western Line and the South West Rail Link
These mass transit lines present the possibility to fundamentally change travel patterns across Western Sydney and transform the Western Parkland
City from both a transport and land use perspective.

Western Sydney Airport to Parramatta
This is planned to provide a direct link to Parramatta and Sydney CBD, providing access to both city centres from the new Western Sydney Airport.

A north-south cross regional line from Macquarie Park to Hurstville via Rhodes and Parramatta
This future mass transit link will provide a new form of access to and from Greater Parramatta/Central River City and increase the catchment that can
access the Central River City. This will help improve 30-minute connections across Sydney and provide a more grid-based public transport network.

Norwest to Parramatta
This future link would provide a new mass transit link from the North West to Parramatta, greatly extending Parramatta’s 30 minute access catchment.
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Conclusion
Despite the national and state ambition of 30-minute
cities, our analysis has shown that Sydney is not a
30-minute city through the lens of public transport with none of the major centres being accessible within
an average travel time of 30 minutes by any public
transport mode. By comparison, the average travel time
to each of the centres by private vehicle (excluding the
Sydney CBD) is less than 30 minutes.

development are expected for Parramatta / Central
River City and the emerging Western Parkland City.
More investment will be required in addition to current
and proposed infrastructure to mitigate travel time
increase due to growing road congestion.

Notwithstanding the NSW Government’s major investment
in public transport, the road network will continue to
be crucial to the movement of people and goods.
Simultaneously, reallocating road space in key corridors
to more efficient modes will also be equally critical —
supporting modes such as light rail, buses and active
transport that will maintain high patronage levels
throughout the day7. Achieving this will protect and
improve upon the amenity that Sydneysiders rely on so
heavily for day-to-day travel.
Proposed metro and rail lines will reduce travel times
by public transport and increase 30-minute catchments
across Greater Sydney. Significant changes and
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