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MTF vision of rail network

The MTF views the rail network as the framework of Melbourne’s public transport system, with the ability to provide high speed and high capacity services on dedicated corridors relatively unaffected by road conditions.  (A bus can hold about 50 people, a tram up to 200, a 6 carriage train 800 – 1000). Alone of the public transport modes, rail can support the more intense land uses envisioned by Melbourne 2030 and provide developer confidence for higher density settlement patterns so essential to counter sprawl and enhance Melbourne’s sustainability and liveability.  Rail is absolutely essential to the Melbourne of today and without rail the city centre could never accommodate its workforce, nor could Melbourne host mass events such as football, cricket,  Commonwealth Games and concerts.  Were those trips to be made by car, the congestion and parking demand would be impossible; were those trips made by bus or tram, the numbers of vehicles required would still be unmanageable.
To summarise, it is to Melbourne’s enormous advantage that it has inherited an extensive rail network.  It is a significant community asset, and should be valued as such, worth almost iconic status.

Rail transport is a vital component of development
The MTF has frequently pointed out the fundamental importance of integrating land use planning and transport.  The extent of low density suburbs following the advent of car ownership has resulted in many high activity land uses, such as major shopping centres (Southland, Chadstone, Doncaster, Highpoint West, Parkmore Keysborough etc.), public hospitals (Monash Medical Centre, Moorabbin Campus) and tertiary institutions (Universities of Deakin, Monash, Latrobe) being located without a nearby railway station.  Planning policies which allowed this to happen do both the institutions and their customers a great disservice.  Those without good public transport access, particularly rail, will struggle to maintain market share in a future dominated by emission controls and costly energy.
In the current debates about Melbourne’s growth, it is the MTF view that rail services must be provided to the growth corridors at the onset of development, as are all the other services such as electricity, water, gas, drainage, schools, shops, sewerage, telephone and now broadband.  The costs of these are built into the development headworks; it would be inconceivable that residents moved in and had to wait for say water or power to be provided. While the rail connection to South Morang is appreciated, that area is now developed and the further out Mernda is experiencing rapid growth and in sore need of rail services.  Likewise the residents of Caroline Springs will appreciate the nearby station, promised in the 2009/2010 state budget, but it has been a long wait and behaviour patterns, work destinations, car purchases and travel choices are already established.
Let us not repeat the mistakes of last century when the Doncaster area was developed without a rail line.  To this day this area has a much lower proportion of travellers by public transport than equivalent corridors on rail.  The Manningham community is greatly disadvantaged by this, having little alternative to costly car dependence.  With a long established built form and no rail reservation, the costs of retrofit become excessive. 
The timing of high quality public transport and new development has particular implications for local governments which, under Melbourne 2030, are required to undertake structure planning and establish local planning schemes to support increased density and intensified mixed-use activity at designated activity centres.  These are often at railway stations and depend on high quality public transport and greater use of walking and cycling to maintain liveability and usability, and also be attractive to developers, residents and businesses.  This is all quite possible, as demonstrated by the examples of so-called ‘Smart Growth’ and transit-oriented development in North America (Portland and Vancouver are lead examples).  However without good sustainable transport options these centres will be car-dependent, congested and unattractive and unlikely to flourish.  Local governments are put in the position of doing the lead work with the community and putting planning schemes in place which, without the necessary transport commitments from state government, do not have the confidence of developers, local businesses or the community. 
Lead thinking and good examples of best practice in the art of building ‘complete communities’ with a local focus, appropriate densities and well connected by sustainable transport modes are well researched,documented and easily available. This thinking underpins Melbourne 2030 and is now particularly important when emission controls and high petrol prices are imminent.  There is no excuse for doing otherwise.

Current capacity crisis

The gradual rise of many factors causing increase in train travel have been signalled to government for many years and have now converged to create a ‘perfect storm’ in constantly crowded trains and congestion pressures in the network.  These factors include

· Gradual densification in inner Melbourne and around railway stations
· Improved rail performance since privatisation with emphasis on reliability

· Improving information systems and public transport marketing

· Focus on sustainability and healthy active living

· Petrol price rises and instability

· Road congestion 

· Melbourne as an event city

Connex has been reporting for some time that critical sections of the rail network have reached capacity and that service failures due to congestion were imminent.  In response to such emerging issues the MTF hosted a rail capacity forum in October 2007.  The forum was organised in conjunction with the then Department of Infrastructure and the Minister of Public Transport was invited. Local expertise from Connex, the DoI, academia, consultants and interest groups all attended for an open discussion on the state and future of the rail network.  Some of the main points that emerged were:
· The Melbourne network is a collection of lines with substantial sections of shared track which serves freight and country trains as well as metropolitan services.
· The current form of the network is a result of many historical decisions which have tried to accommodate needs of freight, country and commuter services.  The multiplicity of operating environments on the one network has compromised the ability to perform well for any one purpose.

· For metropolitan services the progressive updates to achieve short-term capacity gains has resulted in an acknowledged hotch potch of lines with independent operating regimes such as frequencies and stopping patterns.  There is little consistency or network effect.

· There are upper limits in terms of performance on the Melbourne network due to track structure and current train stock which limit headways to 3 minutes and track capacity at 16,000 passengers per hour.  By contrast the Hong Kong network can move 75,000 passengers per hour.

· There is congestion both from people on trains and services on tracks

· General feeling that the system has become unnecessarily complicated which diminishes passenger usabilty. There is a need to simplify and standardize frequencies and stopping patterns.
· Given the capacity crisis and need to make critical long term decisions regarding new trains as well as new infrastructure, a long term and strategic review of the rail network is required.
The forum was conducted to be inclusive of all views and open to ideas.  Participants were generous with their time and expertise, and clearly highly valued the Melbourne rail network.  The convener, Lester Townsend, encouraged the DoI to be more open as regards planning and engage constructively with the community of expertise available. See Attachment 1 for the notes from this forum.
The MTF performed the useful role of bringing various sectors of the transport community together to engage in constructive dialogue to explore how the system could be improved.  It is acknowledged that several issues raised at the forum have been implemented in terms of changes to timetabling and operation of the city loop.  However it is disappointing that there has been no follow up by the Department of the forum’s constructive dialogue with the potential to go further.   The notes from this forum are attached with this submission.
Since that time there has been significant investment resulting from rail proposals incorporated into the Eddington report and subsequently funded by the federal government, coupled with the long overdue South Morang extension. These projects are greatly welcomed.  It is also reported that additional trains have been ordered to lift service frequency.  However trains are at capacity now and the MTF suggests that the state government develops strategies to relieve the immediate crowding and maintain the rail market share until the new trains are operational.  Express buses on congested routes, increased service frequency on the peak shoulders, reduced off-peak fares and a bus lane on the Monash Freeway are all possibilities.
The MTF would also like to point out that the current crowding should come as no surprise.  The term ‘unprecedented growth’ has been often used to describe the patronage growth rate on the network.  However the goal of 20% mechanized trips by public transport by the year 2020 goes back to the state government policy document Linking Victoria in March 2000 and was a key plank of Melbourne 2030.  At a recent presentation Jim Betts informed the MTF that patronage was on track to meet this goal.  In which case, if the goal were taken seriously, this number of passengers should be anticipated and planned for.  Unfortunately it seems that until the passengers arrive at the station, the necessary services cannot be put in place which, given the very long lead times for the sort of infrastructure required, means that planning be better described as crisis catch up.
However the greater misfortune is that the dominant public transport system has the power to significantly influence the shape of the city and the type of development and settlement patterns that can be accommodated.  Melbourne’s development up until post-war car availability was shaped by the rail network. Many would be familiar with the maps of the metropolitan growth where development followed each rail line then subsequently filled in the gaps with the rise of car ownership. Enrique Penalosa, Mayor of Bogota, Columbia, and the architect of transforming that city into development corridors based on bus rapid transit, said 

‘transport is the hidden hand that shapes the city’
Melbourne 2030 is the city shaping plan, but without the appropriate transport cannot succeed its vision, and the pressures on the urban growth boundary and lack of affordable housing illustrate this point.  The MTF refers the Legislative Council to the Integrated Transport Plan that accompanied Melbourne 2030, released in December 2002.
And there is a further misfortune in that transport is not just about getting to and from places but impacts many other aspects of urban life.  Car dependent societies pay dearly for their mobility choices in terms of 

· economic demands on the household budget, 

· poor health outcomes from pollution, lack of exercise, and a shocking road toll

· significant amount of land devoted to road space and parking

· noise

· congestion

· social exclusion

culminating in a general loss of liveability which as a society we hold dear.
Customer orientation
The MTF would like to see greater public engagement by the rail authorities, both for customers and for stakeholder groups.  A customer service orientation has become a community expectation in today’s service-based economy. Commercial enterprises in the competitive market which vie for customer preference are forced to pay attention to critical factors which determine consumer choice.  However within the rail system the customer feedback and complaints loop is poorly developed and operations can appear insensitive to people’s needs; public transport as ‘a system, not a service’ is a frequent comment.  

There are many mechanisms by which customer feedback can be done - the occasional forum, suggestion box, mystery ‘shopper’ service, newsletter plus the many available electronic mechanisms -  these should provide ample opportunity to receive and respond constructively to the concerns of the travelling public.  The Connex website does provide a range of information and feedback mechanisms for consumers. For stakeholders, formal advisory or reference groups can perform a useful function.
In the commercial world competition ensures that businesses maximise consumer satisfaction through a variety of means – price, service, attention, communication, etc.  However for public transport the franchisee has sole access to the market, hence means such as contract requirements and stakeholder engagement need to be in place to ensure the customer is getting the best service possible. 

The MTF recently commissioned a report from international transport consultant Rolf Bergmaier on optimum arrangements for public transport in which the merits of alternative governance structures were discussed. It was evident that regular community consultation is an essential component of the highly successful Zurich public transport system.  This occurs annually for quality control and customer satisfaction, and every two or three years for system planning.

Governance

At the heart of issues regarding rail services are the institutional structure and arrangements for the responsible authorities.  The fragmented nature of rail operations and management presents a confused picture of roles and responsibilities that reduces accountability and constructive engagement.  The division into a number of authorities reduces focus on the main role of rail;  instead each agency will tend to focus only on its particular charter.  These appear poorly integrated within the rail context, let alone interfacing sensibly with other departments such as those concerned with land use planning, health, housing, social welfare or environment.  Tellingly, despite the well established notion of triple bottom line evaluation, costs for rail projects never appear to recognise the benefits to health, welfare and environment.
As mentioned above, the MTF report from Rolf Bergmaier drew a comparison between various models of institutional arrangements for optimum performance of public transport and the report is also attached for your interest. (Attachment 2).  It is the MTF view that a well integrated and sensible arrangement of authorities and agencies with clear roles and responsibilities and transparent accountability would go a long way to solving many of the other problems that beset the rail operations in Melbourne.  Currently the bureaucratic arrangements that present to any outsider are at the least confusing and alienating, at worst blame shifting and responsibility avoiding. This costs the community dearly.

With new operators for train and tram to be installed, this presents an ideal opportunity to review and reconsider institutional arrangements and transport governance which has been the subject of much debate by transport interest groups.

Events of January 2009
The collapse of train services in January / February 2009 was unacceptable with significant disruption to rail passengers and loss of productive work-time with flow-on impacts to the economy.  The very evident consequences of system failures and subsequent public outcry illustrate the level of dependence that a city like Melbourne has on a properly functioning rail network. To an extent the events illustrate a number of the problems identified with rail operations and management.
There appeared to be two main factors
Firstly tracks that buckled in extreme heat, revealing that the track design, engineering and construction were not adequate to perform under those conditions.  Advice has been that this was most likely due to unequal capacity to adjust to heat expansion from a mix of wooden and concrete sleepers. 
However the main issue this raises is that of ongoing maintenance of the network.  It is understood that the train network maintenance is done on a short term ‘as needs’ basis rather than on a long term cyclic preventative basis.  While track maintenance is the responsibility of the franchisee, in this case Connex, the terms and length of contract make long term maintenance projects unlikely and a ‘patch and carry on’ attitude prevails. It is worth noting here that the road network would never be allowed to get into such a state as public liability has, over time, forced a cyclic regime of preventative surface maintenance to preserve the road structure and maintain safety and a high standard operating environment.  This is a very costly exercise and is supported by local, state and federal government funding.  The MTF  suggest that the Legislative Council consider alternative maintenance regimes for the rail network.  It is noteworthy that the new contract round includes a significantly increased maintenance program.
It is observed that other cities in Australia also experienced extreme heat at the time and managed to maintain services with considerably less disruptions.  This should be a useful source of advice for the Victorian government particularly as this situation is likely to recur.
The second factor was the cancellation of services due to air conditioning breakdown in the heat.  Various issues came to the fore, such as trains being cancelled for reportedly trivial reasons, lack of opening windows or alternative ventilation, poor air conditioning systems.  It is pointed out that trains have been running in Melbourne with no air conditioning for many years, and adequate ventilation would seem to be essential, as would robust air conditioning systems.  However it is suggested that maintenance systems that are optimised to maintain services, not optimised around maintenance schedules, on a cyclic and preventive basis would better serve the community.  
With regards to the events in of the 2009 summer heatwave, it is disappointing that there was no mention in the state budget for 2009/2010 of projects to relieve these problems.  The MTF emphasises the need for forward planning for very hot days to reduce crowding, encourage people to work at home, stagger work hours and avoid unnecessary travel.

Finally the Victorian Government is about to invest in new rolling stock and new railway lines.  It is vital that any new investment must be done to avoid these problems occurring again.
The spate of cancellations also highlighted some ancillary issues to do with customer comfort

· If a service is cancelled the customer on the station platform is only advised a very short time beforehand, although the service must have been cancelled quite some time earlier (as presumably it has not left the terminus).  Earlier advice on the station public address system would allow passengers to make alternative arrangements, or not validate their tickets;
· Recompense for service failures: some form of redress for inconvenienced passengers would be appreciated; such is common practice in the commercial world. While operators are fined, the money goes to the state government rather than returned to those most inconvenienced.  There was some attempt to do this in January, but weekly or monthly ticket holders received no recompense.

Apart from the issues that came to a head in summer 2009, there are other shortcomings where the rail network does not perform at the optimum. A number would be relatively easily fixed at a moderate cost.

Interchanges
Little attention appears to be given to more effective transfers between public transport modes, and instances of buses and trams failing to meet and interchange sensibly with trains are all too common. For example, as a train approaches a station it is helpful that announcements of connecting rail lines are made, why could this not include the connecting tram or bus?  Timetable coordination would be necessary but not impossible, one would think.  There is a real opportunity with modern communication technology to establish coordination and communication between, say train and tram/bus drivers with a considerable benefit to system users.   

Unfortunately the three modes of train, tram and bus appear to function totally independently of each other, which requires users to be knowledgeable about each mode.  This extends beyond timetables and information systems into the physical location of stops and stations, again often located inconveniently apart for the traveling public. Rail is the main trunk carrier, the backbone of the public transport system, and represents a considerable community investment. Thus it is the government’s responsibility to ensure that the maximum value is attained from the services by facilitating access from the catchment of each station on the supporting tram and bus networks.
Level crossings

New trains have been ordered and additional services scheduled to meet patronage growth.  An issue which has been raised at the MTF is the frequency of level crossing closure which causes local congestion and disruption.  More frequent train services, while welcome, will also increase level crossing closures and local aggravation.  This does not only impact cars, but also tram and bus services.
The issue was raised recently at a presentation by Jim Betts to local governments on the state transport budget; the response was that a certain amount of car congestion could be tolerated.  However the MTF would like to raise a number of concerns in this context;
· that car congestion is not well tolerated, as evidenced by the recent very unpopular clearway decisions;

· the delays to trams and bus could be significant, and further reduce interconnection reliability between bus/tram and rail stations;

· the option of grade separation is extremely expensive and very disruptive to local land use.  For example, the grade separation at Springvale Road, Nunawading, has seen years of advocacy and feasibility. Now to be constructed,  the state government contribution alone is $140 million.
While naturally the MTF welcomes additional rail services, there is concern that increasing public transport capacity on one hand may serve to diminish it elsewhere.  The MTF strongly encourages the state government to rigorously evaluate the impacts of longer level crossing closures and explore mechanisms to reduce the impacts, in conjunction with the local governments affected and the appropriate tram and bus operators.
One solution to increasing rail capacity without additional level crossing closures is to consider using larger trains. For example, double decker trains operate in Sydney and have run on various sections of the Melbourne network from time to time. There are acknowledged disbenefits in terms of longer dwell times, but when considered against the number of level crossings in Melbourne and the amount of congestion and disruption, judicious use of such trains may be worth further research.  There may also be some scope for more carriages per train.
Rail Patronage Data

Rail patronage data is a vital tool both to plan the metropolitan network and to monitor and evaluate various improvements.  The MTF has asked for data on occasion without success. It is the MTF’s belief that rail patronage data should be reported regularly as a general requirement.    Attendance at sporting events such as football and cricket is always announced, as are event audience and usage of critical resources such as water.  In the transport sphere, road accident data is freely available and well publicised: rail patronage figures should be no different.

Melbourne 2030 leans heavily on rail network to successfully consolidate a range of functions and services at activity centres, often centred on a railway station. Local governments are responsible for the public realm around railway stations and are influential in access modes. As noted earlier, many local governments have developed transport strategies that emphasise the rail network. Useful data on patronage, capacity, interchange and access, could be extremely valuable for local government to fulfil its role as follows: 

· structure planning required for activity centres, 

· to advise the planning scheme and development permits, 

· support access for all

· develop local parking schemes, and

· generally build patronage to reduce road congestion.

It is recognised that rail patronage data can be an imperfect data source due to unreliable validations and fare evasion, but these are factors that can be overcome and procedures developed for appropriate use of data.

