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Australian Public Transport Advocates is a network of community organisations with the common 
purpose of improving public transport services across Australia. We work with governments, 
industry, and other stakeholders to advocate for better services, infrastructure and networks. 

To date, most of our work has been with state, territory and local governments, which have been 
historically responsible for planning and delivering public transport services. However, in recent 
years it has become increasingly apparent that passenger public transport, just like road and freight 
rail, requires support at a Commonwealth level.  

We have welcomed the Commonwealth investments in urban rail infrastructure in recent years, 
including Melbourne Suburban Rail Loop, Canberra Light Rail Stage 2A, Gold Coast Light Rail Stage 
3, Perth Metronet, electrification of Adelaide’s Gawler line and the Western Sydney Airport Metro. 
We also welcome Commonwealth investments in regional passenger rail infrastructure, particularly 
in Victoria. It is very pleasing to see we are well past the old perspective of the Commonwealth 
“sticking to its knitting” and only investing in road transport. 

Relieving urban congestion, supporting more housing, and reducing transport emissions are all 
national priorities. Better passenger public transport is crucial to addressing all of these these 
issues. Given this, Australian Public Transport Advocates considers there is more work the 
Commonwealth can do to support state and local efforts, including: 

▪​ A better coordinated approach to funding state and territory delivery of public transport 

infrastructure. 

▪​ Encouraging more cooperation between state and territory transport authorities on 

common and cross-border public transport issues. 

▪​ Supporting interstate, regional and intercity passenger rail services. 

▪​ Investing in rail infrastructure that supports better intercity and interstate passenger rail 

services. 

This is a long-term vision, and will require time to implement. Most of these suggestions would not 
require a significant change in the current funding profile for transport, however it would require 
dedicated support and structures to enable it. Below we provide more details about how the 
Commonwealth might be able to realise this vision. 
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BETTER COORDINATION AND COOPERATION FOR STATE AND LOCAL PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT 

RECOMMENDATION 1: THE COMMONWEALTH SHOULD WORK WITH THE STATES AND TERRITORIES 
TO DEVELOP AN URBAN TRANSPORT STRATEGY, AS RECOMMENDED BY INFRASTRUCTURE 
AUSTRALIA 

In December 2013, Infrastructure Australia identified a need for a national urban transport strategy 
to help states and territories better plan their transport and land use projects.1 Over a decade later, 
this goal remains mostly unfulfilled: the 2024 National Urban Policy provides a good framework for 
how our cities should operate, but there still needs to be a nationally consistent approach sitting 
beneath it for prioritising public transport investment, and planning service delivery. 

Such a strategy could include: 

▪​ Principles linking public transport projects to national priorities. 

▪​ The associated land use and transport outcomes sought to be achieved from   

▪​ Best practice for improvements to operations, land use and pricing arrangements. 

▪​ Common benchmarks and metrics for assessing the benefits flowing from public transport 

projects, such as passenger capacity, mode shift and on-time running. 

This strategy requires national leadership, but needs to be developed with the states and territories 
responsible for planning and delivering public transport infrastructure and services. Once 
established, a national strategy could: 

▪​ could guide and coordinate investment decisions, both to prioritise the highest performing 

projects, but also ensure that states are not unnecessarily raising costs by competing for 
scarce construction;  

▪​ and incentivise best practice reforms by states and territories, similar to the National 

Competition Policy.  

1 Infrastructure Australia, Urban Transport Strategy, December 2013. 
https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-06/infrastructureaus_rep_urbanstrateg
y.pdf  
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RECOMMENDATION 2: THE COMMONWEALTH SHOULD WORK WITH THE STATES AND TERRITORIES 
TO ESTABLISH A BODY TO SUPPORT PUBLIC TRANSPORT OPERATION IN THE WAY THAT AUSTROADS 
DOES FOR ROAD TRANSPORT. 

Public transport, like road transport, is primarily delivered in Australia by state and local 
governments. However, unlike road transport, each state and territory does so in isolation. 
Encouraging greater coordination between all levels of government in areas such as service 
delivery, wayfinding, data collection and reporting would promote better outcomes for agencies, 
operators and passengers, and help drive down costs for both infrastructure and operations. 

Since 1933, state and territory governments have been cooperating, sharing information, and 
coordinating their activities in relation to road transport, often with the support of the 
Commonwealth. Bodies like Austroads and the National Transport Commission play a significant 
role in setting standards, conducting research, and improving outcomes for road users.  

In contrast, intergovernmental cooperation for public transport is at a relatively immature stage. 
Earlier bodies which saw cooperation between Commonwealth and state railway commissioners 
were reduced following the rail reforms of the 1990s, and the rail structures that currently exist are 
focused on freight and technical standards, rather than passenger operations.  

The Infrastructure and Transport Ministers Meeting, and the Infrastructure and Transport Senior 
Officials Committee beneath it, are relatively high level and only hold periodic meetings, and public 
transport is only occasionally an item on the agenda. There are also discrete aspects of public 
transport coordinated by the Commonwealth, the recent reforms to the disability standards for 
public transport being a good example. However, we consider there is a need for a dedicated body to 
drive forward a common public transport vision in this country. 

We have no position on whether this should be through strengthening existing industry bodies 
(such as PTAANZ - Public Transport Association Australia and New Zealand or the Australasian 
Railway Association’s Passenger Transport Group), or whether a new body is needed. But there 
does need to be national leadership and coordination. 

Below are examples where we consider national leadership could improve public transport service 
delivery: 

Cross-border public transport connectivity 
Existing public transport services do not adequately connect significant regional 
populations to employment, medical, educational and other services across state and 
territory borders, particularly between Canberra (ACT) and its surrounding region in 
southern NSW, Albury (NSW) and Wodonga (Vic) and Coolangatta (Qld) and Tweed Heads 
(NSW). This lack of connectivity often requires the use of separate bus systems with their 
own fares, ticketing and trip planning systems and discourages cross-border public 
transport use. These significant, but fixable barriers to cross-border public transport 
inconveniences travellers with additional travel time and financial costs and contributes to 
car dependency and congestion. 

An integrated cross-border public transport solution for these regional cities, encouraged by 
the Commonwealth, would help remove these barriers to increased public transport use. 
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Ticketing 
Road authorities have cooperated on standards for electronic tolling since 2001, leading to 
the creation of an Australian Standard, so that every electronic tag is interoperable on every 
Australian toll road. 

In contrast, public transport ticketing is fragmented so that a passenger needs to purchase a 
different smart card in each state, and states go to great expense in procuring different 
systems, with completely different standards. Greater coordination and adopting common 
standards could significantly lower costs for public transport authorities, with significant 
benefits for passengers. We are not proposing a single national ticket or fare policy: each 
jurisdiction needs the flexibility to provide its own fares and own ticketing infrastructure. 
However, interoperability could make it much simpler for them to do so. 

Wayfinding 
While there are minor differences between states, road and highway signage in Australia is 
relatively standardised, so that drivers can easily navigate the road system regardless of 
which state they are in. Some of these are supported by Australian Standards. In other areas, 
states are continuing to align their approach, such as with alphanumeric route numbering. 
In all cases, colours and typefaces are relatively standard. 

Passengers will have a completely different experience each time they use public transport 
in a different state. While public transport authorities have invested significant amounts in 
wayfinding systems in recent years, they adopt different colours, typefaces, icons and 
language, making it harder for new passengers to navigate. 

Other countries (for example, Japan and Germany) have coordinated their wayfinding 
systems across multiple operators, and it is equally possible in Australia. 

These are just some examples of where a nationally coordinated approach could support passenger 
public transport operations, others include: 

▪​ common statistical reporting for benchmarking purposes 

▪​ sharing research and making performance data publicly available, 

▪​ approaches to procurement, 

▪​ coordinating the infrastructure pipeline. 

BETTER FUNDING FOR PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

RECOMMENDATION 3: THE COMMONWEALTH SHOULD SUPPORT SIGNIFICANT STATE PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT PROJECTS ON AT LEAST THE SAME BASIS AS IT SUPPORTS ROAD PROJECTS 

In the same way that environmental concerns must be addressed in approving major infrastructure 
projects, decision-makers should be obliged to examine public transport alternatives in the initial 
stages of project design before major road projects are approved. 
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While we appreciate the Commonwealth’s investments in urban public transport, the 80:20 
Commonwealth support for Bruce Highway upgrades suggest public transport remains the poorer 
cousin.  

Transport decarbonisation requires more people to move onto public transport, and only public and 
active transport investments will reduce congestion in our cities. We strongly encourage the 
Commonwealth to match public transport funding to that of road projects, with this amount to 
increase over time. 

Ensuring that key urban and regional on-road public transport (light rail and bus) and heavy rail 
corridors are added to the National Land Transport Network (NLTN) to enable the Commonwealth 
to invest in these corridors under the National Land Transport Act 2014 is also important. For 
example, while the Goulburn to Canberra (Federal Highway) road corridor is part of the NLTN and 
able to attract Commonwealth investment, the Goulburn to Canberra rail corridor is not. 

BETTER SUPPORT FOR INTERSTATE PASSENGER TRANSPORT 

RECOMMENDATION 4: THE COMMONWEALTH SHOULD SUPPORT ENHANCEMENTS TO INTERCITY 
RAIL AND COACH SERVICES 

Recent awareness of the carbon impacts of air travel and the high cost of domestic air travel has 
seen a significant increase in passenger demand for low emissions ground transport. For example, 
some intercity rail services such as NSW Trainlink’s twice-daily Sydney-Melbourne and thrice daily 
Sydney-Canberra services are frequently fully booked. Similarly, the privately operated 
twice-weekly Melbourne-Adelaide Overland can be fully booked well in advance. 

This resurgence of intercity rail comes at a time when the NSW Government will soon withdraw the 
only non-luxury sleeper carriages operating in Australia. Private coach operators are withdrawing 
from the interstate corridors.  

We appreciate the Commonwealth’s investment in the High Speed Rail Authority, but any intercity 
operations coming out of high-speed rail are still decades away. In the meantime, the 
Commonwealth should support both public and private efforts to expand intercity rail and coach 
services. This could include: 

▪​ Working with state and national rail regulators to simplify standards and make it easier for 

public or private passenger rail operators to enter the market and operate across state 
jurisdictions. For example, even though there is high demand for Sydney-Melbourne rail 
services, and ample capacity on the corridor, a new operator would require approval from 4 
different regulators to introduce new sleeping carriages.  

▪​ Providing targeted support to operators on particular routes to expand rail and coach 

services. 
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▪​ Greater investment in upgrading rail and coach terminals to accommodate expanded 

services, particular at locations where different rail, coach and bus operators interchange, 
such as Albury and Canberra. 

▪​ Ultimately, the reintroduction of a national intercity passenger transport operator, similar to 

the former Australian National, and Amtrak in the United States.  

RECOMMENDATION 5: THE COMMONWEALTH SHOULD SUPPORT REGIONAL RAIL PROJECTS WHICH 
FACILITATE INTERSTATE AND INTERCITY PUBLIC TRANSPORT 

In addition to supporting operations, there are a number of particular infrastructure improvements 
which could increase capacity and reduce journey times for intercity passenger services, for a 
relatively modest investment. For example: 

▪​ on the Sydney-Melbourne and Sydney-Canberra corridors, track deviations (Mittagong to 

Menangle); Goulburn-Yass Junction and Bowning-Cootamundra) 

▪​ track straightening (Exeter-Werai) on the Sydney-Melbourne corridor. 

Similarly, in the cross-border Gold Coast-Northern Rivers region, Commonwealth coordination and 
investment could encourage public transport projects in this growing region, which neither state 
could achieve individually, including: 

▪​ a short extension of Gold Coast Light Rail Stage 4 from Coolangatta (Qld) to Tweed Heads 

(NSW) 

▪​ Ballina to Coolangatta regional rail. 

ENCOURAGING PUBLIC TRANSPORT USE IN OUR CITIES 

RECOMMENDATION 6: REBALANCE FINANCIAL INCENTIVES, CONCESSIONS AND PRICING 
STRUCTURES TO ENCOURAGE TRANSPORT CHOICES WITH LOWER SOCIAL COSTS 
 
Transport patterns are key drivers of emissions and air quality, health and injuries, congestion, 
infrastructure costs and social inclusion. When the full costs to society of different transport options 
are tallied up, it is clear that private motor vehicles have the highest social costs, while active 
transport offers net savings thanks to health and other benefits.2 Public transport also offers 
significant savings compared to private motor vehicles. 

Despite the clear benefits from encouraging transport choices with lower social costs, motor 
vehicles enjoy a range of Fringe Benefits Tax (FBT) concessions that apply even when the vehicle is 
not used for work purposes. The value of FBT concessions for choosing motor vehicles can exceed 

2 Gössling et al (2019) The Social Cost of Automobility, Cycling and Walking in the European Union, 
Ecological Economics, https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0921800918308097 
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the full annual cost of travelling to work by public transport, which limits the potential to equalise 
incentives by offering FBT concessions for public and active transport.  

Since 2022, fringe benefits tax exemptions have encouraged the uptake of electric vehicles. We 
appreciate the government is monitoring and revising this policy, as seen by the recent exclusion of 
plug-in hybrid electric vehicles from the scheme. While further policy development is undertaken in 
this space, there may be value in offering a similar exemption to public transport and cycling. 

 

Employers are increasingly offering to provide subsidised public transport fares as an alternative to 
vehicle and parking benefits. Extending the FBT concession to these packages would promote their 
use, reduce unnecessary vehicle usage, and achieve greater carbon emission savings per km 
travelled than a 1:1 simple switch to electric vehicles. 

In the longer term, the fundamental premise of tax concessions for private motoring should be 
re-examined and infrastructure pricing rebalanced to encourage more sustainable choices with 
lower overall costs to households and society. The High Court’s decision in Vanderstock & Anor v The 
State of Victoria. Which prevented Victoria from introducing road pricing for electric vehicles, has 
complicated pricing decisions for the States and Territories,3 so the Commonwealth will be an 
important stakeholder in developing incentives that encourage lower social cost transport choices.  

However, we stress that the most powerful lever for encouraging lower social cost transport choices 
is infrastructure and service quality. This remains the priority for expenditure rather than financial 
incentives such as zero-cost or very low cost fares.4 The Commonwealth should now be partnering 
with the States and Territories to ensure funding certainty for improving public transport and active 
transport. Transport pricing reforms can be an important source of funding for this. 

 

* * * * * * 
 

We appreciate the above is an ambitious vision. However, given passenger demands and the need to 
decarbonise public transport as soon as possible, the Commonwealth cannot afford to wait. Some of 
these investments are relatively modest, and could result in significant improvements to both the 
passenger experience, and also for how our cities and regions function. 
 

Yours sincerely 

Australian Public Transport Advocates, including: 

Public Transport Users Association (Victoria) 

4 Fearnley (2013) Free Fares Policies: Impact on Public Transport Mode Share and Other Transport 
Policy Goals, International Journal of Transportation, http://dx.doi.org/10.14257/ijt.2013.1.1.05 

3 Dodson (2023) The High Court decision on electric vehicles will make charging for road use very 
difficult, 
https://theconversation.com/the-high-court-decision-on-electric-vehicles-will-make-charging-for-road-use-v
ery-difficult-216107   
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Action for Public Transport (NSW) 

Public Transport Association of Canberra (ACT) 

Transport Action Network (SA) 

Canberra-Sydney Rail Action Group (ACT & NSW) 
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